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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 The Bohemian Grove

 Where Power Goes to Play

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"Weaving spiders, come not here."

 — William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night's Dream
Motto of the Bohemian Club, adopted 1872



Chapter One
 The Redwood Cathedral

 The road narrows after you pass through Monte Rio, a drowsy hamlet on the Russian River in Sonoma County, California. The storefronts thin out. The redwoods close in. The light changes — filtered through a canopy so dense that the sun reaches the forest floor only in narrow, cathedral shafts, as if the trees themselves are curating what the ground is permitted to see. The air smells of damp bark, of fern, of something ancient and vegetal and undisturbed. It is the kind of air that makes you lower your voice without knowing why. Sound behaves differently here — deadened by the sheer mass of wood and foliage, absorbed into the bark of trees whose circumferences can exceed twenty feet. A car horn or a distant voice reaches you as a muffled suggestion rather than a declaration, as if the forest is censoring the modern world before it can intrude.


The hamlet itself seems almost deliberately unremarkable — a place that time has treated gently, or perhaps simply forgotten. A few restaurants cater to summer tourists. A bar with a neon sign buzzes in the afternoon heat. An old bridge crosses the Russian River, which runs wide and shallow here, its green water moving with the lazy conviction of a river that knows exactly where it is going and sees no reason to hurry. The redwoods begin at the edge of town, rising from the steep hillsides like pillars in a cathedral that has no roof and no walls and no god but the slow accumulation of centuries.


A mile or so past the town, a chain-link fence appears among the trees. It is not dramatic. It does not announce itself. There are no guard towers, no razor wire, no signs declaring government property or military jurisdiction. There is only the fence, and a gate, and a small guardhouse with a man inside who will ask your name and check it against a list. If your name is not on the list, you will be turned away. If your name is on the list, you will be admitted to one of the most exclusive and secretive gatherings in the history of the Western world.


Behind that fence lie twenty-seven hundred acres of old-growth redwood forest — towering Sequoia sempervirens that were saplings when Columbus sailed, their trunks wider than a man is tall, their branches so high above that they vanish into a green haze. The trees are the oldest residents of this place, and in some ways the most important. They are the reason the Bohemian Grove exists at all — or at least the reason it exists here, in this particular fold of the California coast, rather than in some conference room in Manhattan or some country estate in Virginia.


The Grove sprawls across hillsides and ravines, threaded with footpaths and gravel roads that wind between approximately one hundred and twenty camps — clusters of cabins, platforms, and open-air structures where the members sleep, eat, drink, and talk. There is a small artificial lake, still and dark as a mirror, surrounded by wooden benches and a stage. There is a commissary, an infirmary, a firehouse. There is an artists' studio, a library, a dining circle that can seat hundreds. And there, at the lake's edge, rising from the moss and ferns like something out of a fever dream, is the Owl — a forty-foot statue of concrete and steel, covered in lichen, its hollow eyes staring out across the water with the blank, unblinking gaze of something that has seen everything and judges nothing.


Every July, for two weeks, this forest fills with men. Not ordinary men. The guest list of the Bohemian Grove reads like a roll call of American power: presidents and former presidents, secretaries of state and defense, chairmen of the Federal Reserve, CEOs of the largest corporations on earth, media moguls, generals, university presidents, Nobel laureates. They arrive in expensive cars and chartered buses. They shed their suits for casual clothes. They are assigned to camps with names like Mandalay and Hill Billies and Cave Man and Owl's Nest. And then, on the first Saturday night, as darkness falls over the redwoods, they gather at the lake for a ritual that has been performed without interruption since 1881.


The Cremation of Care.


Torches appear among the trees. Robed figures emerge from the shadows, moving in slow procession toward the water. Music swells — orchestral, operatic, recorded — filling the forest with sound that seems too large for any enclosed space and yet is swallowed by the vastness of the canopy above. A coffin is carried to the altar at the foot of the great Owl. Inside the coffin is an effigy called Dull Care, a figure of black muslin stretched over a wooden skeleton, representing all the burdens and responsibilities and anxieties of the outside world. The effigy is placed upon the altar. Incantations are spoken. Pyrotechnics flare. And then, in a climactic burst of flame and fireworks, Dull Care is set alight, and the assembled members cheer and embrace, and the two weeks of revelry and speechmaking and heavy drinking officially begin.


It sounds like something out of a novel — a secret society of the powerful, performing pagan-flavoured rituals in a primeval forest. It sounds like conspiracy theory, like the fevered imagination of people who see sinister patterns in the arrangement of symbols on a dollar bill. But the Bohemian Grove is not a conspiracy theory. It is a place. It is real. It has an address. It pays property taxes. Its members have included every Republican president since Herbert Hoover, and several Democrats as well. The Manhattan Project was discussed there in 1942. Richard Nixon launched his 1968 presidential campaign from its redwood clearings. The most powerful men in America have been gathering there for more than a century and a half, and they have done so in a secrecy so complete that most Americans have never heard of it.


This is the story of that place — how it came to be, what happens inside it, who goes there, and what it means. It is not a story about conspiracy. The Bohemian Grove does not rule the world from a forest clearing, any more than a country club rules a city from a fairway. But it is a story about power — about how the powerful befriend each other, influence each other, and create among themselves a world apart, insulated from public scrutiny and democratic accountability, where the business of governing the most powerful nation on earth can be conducted in the guise of a summer holiday.


The town of Monte Rio itself is a study in contrasts. It is a place of weathered vacation cottages and roadside bars, of kayak rental shops and general stores with hand-lettered signs. The Russian River runs through it, wide and slow in summer, swollen and dangerous in the winter rains. The population is small — fewer than two thousand — and the economy depends on tourists who come for the river and the redwoods and the quiet. Most of them do not know what lies behind the fence. Those who do know tend to have opinions about it, opinions that range from quiet pride — the Grove brings money and employment to the area — to deep suspicion about what powerful men do when they think no one is watching.


The perimeter is patrolled, but not aggressively. A man at the guardhouse, who spends a lot of his time whittling a walking stick, according to one journalist who managed to observe him. An open-backed bus that carries elderly members on morning tours of the grounds. The security is the security of assumption rather than force — the assumption that no one who does not belong would have the audacity to walk through the gate, and the knowledge that anyone who did would be quickly identified and quietly removed. It is the security of social class, which is to say, the most effective security of all.


Inside the perimeter, the forest transforms. The logging roads give way to groomed paths. The underbrush has been cleared, but carefully, to preserve the appearance of wilderness. The camps appear among the trees like rustic villages — some modest, some elaborate, all designed to suggest a roughing-it simplicity that is contradicted by the quality of the food, the vintage of the wine, and the net worth of the men who sleep in the bunks. The air of make-believe is deliberate and total. These men are not camping. They are performing the idea of camping, the way Marie Antoinette performed the idea of shepherding in her hameau at Versailles. The difference is that these men actually run things.


To understand the Grove, you must first understand the men who built it. And to understand them, you must go back to San Francisco in 1872, to a city that was booming and burning and reinventing itself with the frantic energy of a place that knew it might not survive the year.

 [image: The Owl Shrine at Bohemian Grove, beside the lake]The Owl Shrine — a forty-foot concrete statue beside the artificial lake at the Bohemian Grove. Built in 1929, it serves as the centrepiece of the Cremation of Care ceremony and houses electrical and audio equipment within its hollow interior.
 

Chapter Two
 The Journalists\' Club

 San Francisco in the early 1870s was a city that could not sit still. The transcontinental railroad had been completed just three years earlier, in 1869, stitching California to the rest of the nation with iron thread, and the effect had been electric. Money was pouring in — from the Comstock silver mines in Nevada, from the Central Pacific Railroad, from real estate speculation that was inflating property values at a rate that made sober men giddy and reckless men rich. The population was exploding. Banks were opening on every corner. Hotels were being built faster than they could be furnished. The city smelled of fresh lumber and ambition and the particular metallic tang of new money being spent as fast as it was made.


It was, in other words, a city full of stories. And stories need writers. San Francisco in 1872 had more journalists per capita than any city in America — a restless, hard-drinking, exuberant tribe of reporters, editors, critics, and essayists who covered the booms and the busts, the fires and the scandals, the labor strikes and the political machinations of a place that generated copy the way a foundry generates heat.


Among these journalists were men whose names would outlast the newspapers they wrote for. Ambrose Bierce, the savage satirist who would later write The Devil's Dictionary and then vanish into revolutionary Mexico, never to be seen again. Bret Harte, whose stories of Gold Rush California had made him the most famous writer west of the Mississippi. Mark Twain, who had passed through San Francisco a few years earlier and left behind a trail of legendary barroom performances and unpaid debts. These were the Bohemians — not in the modern sense of aimless artistic drifters, but in the nineteenth-century sense of cultivated, worldly, intellectually adventurous men who valued wit and talent above social convention.


In April of 1872, a group of these men — journalists from the San Francisco Examiner, the Chronicle, and other papers — began meeting regularly at a restaurant on Sacramento Street. The gatherings were informal: drinks, dinner, conversation, the kind of extended argument about art and politics and the meaning of existence that journalists conduct as naturally as breathing. The group included Tommy Newcombe, Dan O'Connell, Harry Dam, and J. Limon, among others. Michael Henry de Young, the young proprietor of the San Francisco Chronicle, later recalled that the whole thing had been organized in the Chronicle's offices, almost as an afterthought.


They decided to formalize the arrangement. On April 2, 1872, they founded the Bohemian Club, choosing as their symbol the owl — a creature of the night, associated in Western tradition with wisdom, discretion, and the ability to see clearly in darkness. Their motto, borrowed from Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream, was "Weaving Spiders Come Not Here" — a warning against bringing business dealings into a space reserved for fellowship and art. The name itself was a declaration of identity: these were Bohemians, outsiders by temperament, men of letters and taste who stood apart from the crassness of the commercial world even as they reported on it.


The club met in various temporary locations around the city — rented rooms, borrowed halls, the back rooms of sympathetic saloons. Its early membership was exactly what its founders intended: writers, poets, actors, musicians, painters, and the occasional lawyer or doctor who could hold his own in literary conversation. Bret Harte was an early member. So was the poet Charles Warren Stoddard. Henry George, the political economist who would later write Progress and Poverty, attended meetings. Jack London, the young adventure writer and committed socialist, was welcomed despite — or perhaps because of — his radical politics.


But there was a problem. Talent, it turned out, was not self-financing. The journalists and artists who founded the club were, by and large, not wealthy men. They could write beautifully about the excesses of San Francisco's gilded elite, but they could not afford to maintain a clubhouse on the strength of their salaries alone. The early club struggled with rent, with furniture, with the basic logistics of keeping a gentlemen's association solvent in a city where real estate prices were climbing faster than a man could count.


The solution was obvious, if philosophically uncomfortable. The club began admitting businessmen. Not as artistic members — the distinction was maintained, at least on paper — but as "regular" members who paid higher dues and brought with them the financial stability that the artists could not provide. The first wave included bankers, railroad executives, mine owners, and merchants — men who were rich, powerful, and flattered by the association with San Francisco's literary elite. They came for the culture, for the prestige, for the conversation. They stayed because the Bohemian Club offered something that no boardroom or business lunch could provide: the company of genuinely interesting people, in an atmosphere where money alone did not determine status.


It was a fateful bargain. Within a decade, the balance of power had shifted decisively. The businessmen outnumbered the artists. The dues they paid — and the donations they made — gave them an influence that no amount of literary talent could match. The club's character began to change, slowly but unmistakably, from a gathering of Bohemian writers to a gathering of wealthy men who enjoyed the company of Bohemian writers. The spiders, it seemed, had come to weave after all.


By the 1880s, the Bohemian Club was establishing itself as the preeminent gentlemen's organization in San Francisco. Its membership included the city's most prominent citizens — judges, senators, railroad barons, heads of banks. University presidents from Berkeley and Stanford were offered honorary membership. Military commanders stationed in California were welcomed as temporary members. The club had moved into permanent headquarters on Taylor Street, in a handsome six-story building just blocks from the financial district, with a reading room, a bar, a dining hall, and a theater with six hundred and eleven seats. The Domino Room had a piano and a well-stocked bar. The cartoon room was decorated with original artwork donated by member artists. There was no athletic facility — the Bohemians prided themselves on exercising the mind, not the body.


But it was outside the city, in the redwoods, that the club would find its true identity. In 1878, just six years after its founding, the Bohemians had held their first outdoor retreat — a summer outing prompted by the departure of founding member Henry Edwards, a stage actor who was moving to New York. The men had gathered in a grove of redwoods, eaten and drunk and performed skits and told stories beneath the ancient trees, and something about the experience had struck a chord deep enough to become tradition.


They returned the following year. And the year after that. By 1880, the summer encampment had become the defining event of the Bohemian calendar. The club began renting a specific property — Meeker's Grove, a redwood stand near the Russian River, owned by a logger named Melvin Cyrus Meeker. In 1893, they signed a formal lease. In 1899, they purchased the property outright. And then, over the next four decades, they expanded it — buying adjacent parcels, adding camps, building infrastructure — until the Bohemian Grove encompassed twenty-seven hundred acres of some of the most beautiful old-growth forest in California.


The owl went up in concrete in 1929, rising forty feet above the lakeshore like a guardian deity. The camps proliferated — Mandalay, Hill Billies, Cave Man, Owl's Nest, Stowaway, Lost Angels, Silverado Squatters, each with its own character, its own traditions, its own carefully curated membership. The journalists and artists were still there, still performing, still writing the plays and songs that filled the encampment's evenings. But they were increasingly outnumbered by the businessmen and politicians who had come to see the Grove not as a cultural retreat but as a social institution — a place where power could be exercised in the guise of leisure, where deals could be struck and alliances forged beneath the plausible cover of a summer holiday.


The transition was not without resistance. Some of the original members — the writers and artists who had founded the club as a refuge from the commercial world — watched the influx of businessmen with dismay. The club's character was changing, and not in the direction they had intended. The annual encampment, which had begun as a bohemian outing — a few days of drinking and storytelling under the redwoods — was becoming something grander and more formal, with elaborate theatrical productions, professional-quality orchestras, and a guest list that increasingly resembled a corporate directory rather than an artists' colony.


But the artists stayed, because the artists needed the money, and because the Grove itself — the physical place, the ancient forest, the sense of being apart from the world — retained a magic that transcended the social dynamics of its membership. A man could stand beneath a redwood tree that was a thousand years old and feel, for a moment, that the petty hierarchies of human society did not matter. The tree did not care whether you were a banker or a poet. The tree had been there before the first Europeans set foot in California, and it would be there long after the last Bohemian had poured his last drink. The forest was the soul of the institution, and as long as the forest stood, the institution would endure.


The spiders had woven their webs so thoroughly that the motto had become not a warning but an irony.

 
 

Chapter Three
 Weaving Spiders Come Not Here

 To arrive at the Bohemian Grove for the annual July encampment is to enter a world that operates by its own rules. The outside world — with its newspapers, its deadlines, its democratic accountability — stops at the gate. Inside, a different logic prevails. The camps are villages within a village, each one a miniature fiefdom with its own customs, its own hierarchy, its own species of eccentricity. Understanding the Grove means understanding the camps, because the camps are where the real life of the encampment takes place — not on the stage at the lakeside, not in the formal dining circles, but in the clusters of rough-hewn cabins and open-air platforms where men drink and talk and bond with an intensity that is part fraternity house, part corporate retreat, and part something older and stranger than either.


There are approximately one hundred and twenty camps, housing anywhere from ten to thirty members each. They line the narrow gravel road that winds through the Grove, and they are arranged, like everything else in this place, according to an unspoken but universally understood hierarchy of prestige. The most powerful camps — Mandalay, Hill Billies, Cave Man, Owl's Nest — occupy the best locations, closest to the lake and the main gathering areas. The lesser camps are further out, higher up the hillsides, further from the action. A man's camp assignment tells you, with brutal precision, exactly where he stands in the pecking order of American power.


The hierarchy was precise. At the top sat Mandalay — secretaries of state, Fortune 100 chairmen, the innermost ring of the establishment. George Shultz was a Mandalay man. You did not walk in casually; you were summoned. A few steps down the road, Hill Billies drew from the intersection of the Ivy League and big banking — half its twenty-six members were Yale graduates by the mid-1980s, and George H.W. Bush joined in 1973, finding in its collegial atmosphere the Skull and Bones ethos transplanted to the redwoods. Cave Man belonged to the defence establishment: think tanks, oil companies, military contractors, the grey eminences of the national security state. It was here, in 1950, that Eisenhower and Nixon first met as guests of Herbert Hoover — a meeting that was ostensibly social but led, within two years, to a presidential ticket. And at Owl's Nest, where Reagan joined in 1975, the famous morning breakfast drew a hundred guests for conversation that moved from gossip to geopolitics with the fluid ease of men who do not need to explain themselves to anyone.


Each camp developed its own traditions, its own specialties, its own carefully cultivated personality. Jungle Camp was famous for its mint juleps. Halcyon had a three-foot-tall martini maker constructed from laboratory glassware — a Rube Goldberg contraption that produced cocktails with the precision of a chemistry experiment and the potency of a depth charge. Poison Oak hosted an annual Bulls' Balls Lunch, at which roasted cattle testicles were served to members who consumed them with the exaggerated gusto of men proving something to each other. One unnamed camp maintained a vintage collection of pornographic material that was displayed with the curatorial pride of a private museum. Rattler's Camp advertised free drinks with a sign posted above a live snake exhibit, combining hospitality and menace in a ratio that seemed perfectly calibrated to the Grove's particular brand of masculine excess.


The drinking was epic. Philip Weiss, the Spy magazine journalist who infiltrated the Grove in 1989, reported that members drank from dawn to dusk with a stamina that would have impressed a regiment of Scottish infantry. Bottles of whiskey and gin and vodka were as ubiquitous as the redwoods themselves, and the camps competed to see who could produce the most elaborate and lethal cocktails. The cumulative effect, after several days, was a kind of collective loosening — a shedding of inhibition that extended well beyond alcohol consumption. Men urinated outdoors with a frequency and enthusiasm that Weiss found remarkable, as though the act of pissing on a redwood tree was itself a kind of ritual, a primal reclaiming of territory that no boardroom could provide.


But the camps were more than drinking clubs. They were instruments of social cohesion — mechanisms by which the American elite maintained the personal relationships that underpin institutional power. The sociologist G. William Domhoff, who spent years studying the Grove, argued that small-group interactions in relaxed, exclusive settings produced tighter bonds and a greater willingness to compromise on policy issues than any number of formal meetings or conference calls. The Grove was not where decisions were made — that happened in boardrooms and the White House and the halls of Congress. The Grove was where the men who made those decisions came to know each other as human beings, to build the trust and familiarity that made cooperation possible.


The camps facilitated this with a deliberate informality that masked a sophisticated social technology. Men who might meet only in adversarial contexts in the outside world — a CEO and a regulator, a senator and a lobbyist, a general and a defense contractor — found themselves sharing a cabin, passing a bottle, singing songs around a campfire. The barriers of professional role and institutional position dissolved in the redwood-scented twilight, and what remained were men — powerful men, to be sure, but men nonetheless, with the same needs for companionship and belonging and approval that drive human social behaviour at every level.


Domhoff called this "social cohesion" — the process by which an elite class maintains its unity and its sense of shared identity. The Bohemian Grove, he argued, was one of the most effective instruments of social cohesion ever devised by the American ruling class. Not because anything secret or sinister happened there, but because the simple act of gathering together in a beautiful place, drinking together, performing together, and sharing confidences that could not be shared in public created bonds that lasted far beyond the two weeks of the encampment. The men who left the Grove went back to their boardrooms and their agencies and their legislative offices, but they went back as men who had seen each other in their underwear, who had heard each other sing off-key, who had shared a dawn gin fizz on a redwood platform while the fog rolled in from the Pacific. They went back as friends. And friends, in the corridors of power, are worth more than policy papers.


The entertainment was as carefully calibrated as the social dynamics. High Jinks, the Grove's premier theatrical production, was an elaborate operetta-style performance staged on the final Friday night of the encampment. The shows were mythical or fantastical in theme — The Man in the Forest, The Fall of Pompeii, Johnny Appleseed — and they were produced with budgets that reached a hundred and fifty thousand dollars for a single night's performance. Casts of seventy-five to a hundred performers rehearsed for months in advance, supported by three hundred stagehands, technicians, and musicians. Low Jinks, by contrast, was slapstick — bawdy musical comedies in which male performers dressed in drag for female roles, playing to audiences that howled with laughter at jokes that would not have survived the first sentence of a human resources review. The drag performances were a Grove tradition stretching back to the nineteenth century, and they were defended with the ferocity of men who believed that dressing up as women in a forest was a fundamental expression of masculine freedom.


The daily routine of the encampment followed a rhythm that never varied. Morning: coffee, breakfast at the camp, perhaps a swim or a nature walk along the road toward the Russian River. Noon: the Lakeside Talk, delivered by a guest speaker at the meadow. Afternoon: free time — shooting, boating, organ concerts, art exhibitions featuring three hundred original works by member artists. Evening: performances, campfire entertainment, drinking that continued well past midnight. It was, in every respect, a holiday — but a holiday designed for men whose regular lives were defined by the exercise of power, and who required a holiday that acknowledged this, that provided relaxation without requiring them to pretend they were ordinary.


The motto — "Weaving Spiders Come Not Here" — was an aspiration, not a description. The spiders were everywhere. They just wore camp shorts and drank their gin neat.

 [image: Panorama of a Bohemian Grove camp, 1918]A panoramic view of a Bohemian Grove camp in 1918, showing the rustic tents and platforms where members slept beneath the redwoods. Approximately 120 camps house the members during the annual two-week encampment.
 

Chapter Four
 The Cremation of Care

 The ceremony begins at dusk on the first Saturday of the encampment. The light is already failing as the members make their way to the lakeshore, following paths worn smooth by a hundred and forty years of feet. The air is cool — July evenings in the redwood country carry a chill that surprises visitors accustomed to California sunshine — and the men pull on jackets and sweaters as they settle onto the wooden benches that face the lake. There are approximately fifteen hundred of them, ranged in a rough amphitheatre around the water, and the murmur of their conversation fills the forest like the sound of a distant river.


The stage is set on the far side of the lake. The great Owl presides over it — forty feet of moss-covered concrete, hollow, wired for sound and electricity, its eyes dark against the darkening sky. The owl has stood here since 1929, when the club commissioned it to replace an earlier, smaller figure. It is not beautiful, exactly. It is too large for beauty, too blunt, too deliberately imposing. It is designed to be impressive, and it succeeds. In the failing light, with the redwoods towering behind it and the lake reflecting its bulk in broken fragments, the Owl looks like something left behind by a civilisation that built on a grander scale than our own.


The ceremony that is about to unfold is called the Cremation of Care, and it has been performed at every Bohemian Grove encampment since 1881. It was invented — or, more precisely, assembled from existing theatrical traditions — by a club member named James F. Bowman, and its original purpose was modest: a bit of drama to mark the opening of the retreat, a symbolic gesture of casting off worldly concerns. The first performances were simple affairs — a campfire, a few speeches, a token bonfire. But over the decades, the Cremation of Care grew in ambition and spectacle until it became the signature event of the Bohemian calendar — a forty-five-minute production involving music, pyrotechnics, lighting, costumes, and a cast of performers that would be the envy of a small opera company.


The lights dim. The murmur of conversation fades. A recorded voice speaks from within the Owl — deep, sonorous, resonant with authority. For many years, that voice belonged to Walter Cronkite, the CBS news anchor who was a guest of the club and who recorded the narration as a favour. The voice welcomes the members. It speaks of the beauty of the Grove, of the ancient redwoods, of the fellowship that brings these men together each year. It speaks of the burdens they carry in the outside world — the weight of decisions, of responsibilities, of the ceaseless demands of public life. And it speaks of the ceremony that will release them from those burdens, if only for a fortnight.


Torches appear among the trees. They move slowly, carried by figures in red robes and pointed hoods — not the hoods of the Klan, as conspiracy theorists have sometimes claimed, but the hoods of a theatrical priestly order, designed to evoke antiquity and solemnity. The procession moves along the lakeshore toward the Owl, and at its centre is a small coffin, carried on the shoulders of four bearers. Inside the coffin is the effigy of Dull Care — a figure of black muslin stretched over a wooden skeleton, representing the anxieties, obligations, and moral constraints of the everyday world.


The procession reaches the altar at the foot of the Owl. The coffin is set down. A High Priest — another robed figure, distinguished by an elaborate costume and a commanding voice — steps forward and addresses the effigy. The script is archaic, deliberately so, echoing the language of Renaissance masques and Elizabethan court entertainment. The High Priest declares that Dull Care has plagued the members throughout the year, that his shadow has darkened their days and troubled their nights, and that now, in the sanctuary of the Grove, he must be destroyed.


But Care does not go quietly. The effigy's voice — another recording, amplified through hidden speakers — thunders defiance from the coffin. "Fools! Fools! Fools!" it cries. "When will ye learn that me ye cannot slay? Year after year ye burn me in this Grove. Year after year I mock your vain endeavour." It is a surprisingly sophisticated piece of theatrical writing — the villain who knows he will return, the embodiment of a burden that can be temporarily escaped but never permanently defeated. The members know this, too. The ceremony is not a real banishing but a symbolic one, a collective act of make-believe that licenses two weeks of irresponsibility.


The High Priest responds with an incantation. A hamadryad — a tree spirit, played by a member in an elaborate costume — emerges from the redwoods, singing of the beauty and strength of the forest. The music swells. The lighting shifts. The atmosphere moves from the sombre to the triumphant. And then comes the climactic moment: the Lamp of Fellowship is produced — not an ordinary flame, but a sacred fire, symbolising the bond between the members — and the effigy of Dull Care is set alight.


The fire catches. Flames leap from the coffin. Pyrotechnics explode across the lake — arcs of fire reflected in the dark water, showers of sparks cascading down through the redwood canopy, concussions of light and sound that shake the benches and rattle the fillings in the teeth of the men in the front rows. The effect is deliberately overwhelming — a sensory assault designed to produce a cathartic release, a collective exhalation of relief and exhilaration. The members leap to their feet. They cheer. They embrace. Some weep. The redwoods absorb the sound and return it, amplified, and for a few moments the forest is filled with a noise that is part celebration, part war cry, and part something else — something primal and atavistic and difficult to name.


Dull Care is dead. The flames consume the coffin and the effigy within it, and the ashes float out across the lake in the rising heat. The Owl stares down at the conflagration with the same blank, unblinking gaze it has maintained since 1929. The ceremony is over. The encampment has begun. The most powerful men in America are now officially on holiday, and for the next two weeks they will drink and sing and perform theatrical productions and deliver speeches and urinate on redwood trees with the joyful abandon of schoolboys released from class.


The Cremation of Care is, by any reasonable analysis, a piece of theatre. It is elaborate, expensive, and beautifully produced, but it is theatre — a symbolic performance with no more metaphysical significance than a Fourth of July fireworks display or a corporate team-building exercise involving trust falls and motivational speeches. The club itself describes it as "a traditional musical drama celebrating members' brief but welcome midsummer escape from life's cares." Domhoff, the sociologist, called it "a lark, a spoof" — a meta-ritual signalling recreational mindset rather than occult belief.


But the imagery is potent, and potent imagery has a way of escaping the intentions of its creators. Robed figures. Torchlight. A giant stone idol. A coffin. Fire. The destruction of a symbolic figure in what looks, to the uninitiated eye, very much like a human sacrifice. It does not take a paranoid imagination to see something sinister in this — only a credulous one. And when, in the year 2000, a man with a video camera managed to film the ceremony from the trees beyond the lake, the footage would provide ammunition for conspiracy theorists that would burn for decades.


But that is a story for a later chapter.


For now, as the flames die down, the ashes of Dull Care drift across the dark water in a plume of grey smoke. The members rise from the benches, stiff from sitting, their faces flushed from the heat of the pyrotechnics and the several drinks they consumed during the performance. They embrace — old friends greeting each other for the first time since last July, new members being welcomed by veterans who remember their own first Cremation with a nostalgia that borders on reverence. The air smells of gunpowder and woodsmoke and the particular sweetness of redwood bark in the cool evening air.


They disperse to their camps, where the bars are open and the bottles are waiting. The first night is always the loudest. The men have been anticipating this for a year — fifty weeks of boardrooms and conference calls and the relentless demands of public life, and now, at last, Dull Care is dead and the redwoods are alive and the gin is cold and the company is the finest in the world. Tomorrow the Lakeside Talks will begin, and the serious business of the encampment — the speeches, the networking, the quiet conversations that shape the direction of the country — will commence. But tonight is for celebration. Tonight, the most powerful men in America are boys again, free to drink and laugh and sing beneath trees that have heard it all before and will hear it all again next year.

 [image: Cremation of Care painting by Jules Tavernier, 1881]Cremation of Care by Jules Tavernier, 1881 — the earliest known depiction of the ceremony. Robed figures gather among the towering redwoods as firelight illuminates the forest clearing.
 

Chapter Five
 The Lakeside Talks

 Every afternoon during the encampment, the members of the Bohemian Grove gather at the meadow near the lake for what the club calls Lakeside Talks. The setting is deliberately casual — men in camp clothes, sitting on wooden benches or sprawled on blankets on the grass, nursing drinks, smoking cigars, looking for all the world like a particularly well-heeled audience at an outdoor concert. The speaker stands at a podium near the lakeside, backed by the redwoods and the great Owl, and delivers his remarks in a tone that is informal, conversational, and — crucially — off the record.


The off-the-record nature of the Lakeside Talks is not incidental. It is the entire point. The talks were initiated in 1932, and from the very beginning they were designed to provide a forum in which powerful men could speak candidly about matters of public concern without fear of being quoted, misquoted, or held accountable for their words. The Chatham House Rules that govern the talks — a speaker may be identified, but his remarks may not be attributed — create a space in which a cabinet secretary can float a policy idea, a general can discuss military strategy, a senator can test a political argument, all without the risk that a reporter will turn an offhand remark into a headline.


The speakers have included some of the most important figures of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Herbert Hoover, who joined the Bohemian Club in 1913, was the grand old man of the Lakeside Talks for decades. The final Saturday afternoon of each encampment was reserved for Hoover's address — an annual tradition that continued until his death in 1964. Hoover used the platform with the ease of a man who had occupied the White House and lived to regret it. His talks were wide-ranging, philosophical, peppered with the mordant wit of someone who had been blamed for the Great Depression and had decided, at a certain point, to stop caring what people thought.


Weekday speakers tended to be experts — scientists, historians, academics — giving talks on subjects of intellectual interest but limited political consequence. The nature of the redwood ecosystem. The archaeology of the Roman Empire. The physics of black holes. These were the filler, the intellectual snacks between the main courses. The weekend speakers were the main courses — and they were served with a gravity that reflected their status in the hierarchy of American power.


Dwight D. Eisenhower delivered a Lakeside Talk in 1950, when he was president of Columbia University and had not yet entered politics. The talk was his American debut, in a sense — his first extended public appearance before a domestic audience of power brokers and kingmakers. He was charming, self-deprecating, and unexpectedly forceful. Conservative Republicans who had come to the talk skeptical of Eisenhower's political credentials — he was a military man, after all, not a party man — left impressed. Within two years, he was the Republican nominee for president. The Lakeside Talk had not made Eisenhower president, but it had introduced him to the men who could.


Richard Nixon understood the Lakeside Talks better than any politician of his generation, because Richard Nixon understood power better than any politician of his generation. In July 1967, three years after Hoover's death and three years before the presidency that would destroy him, Nixon was invited to deliver the featured Lakeside address in Hoover's honour. He prepared meticulously. The speech — which ran to over fifty minutes — was a sweeping analysis of the global situation: the Soviet-Chinese split, the war in Vietnam, the decline of NATO, the emerging economies of Asia, the revolutionary pressures building in Latin America and Africa. It was, by all accounts, a tour de force — the kind of comprehensive, confident, intellectually rigorous performance that Nixon could deliver when he was at his best and when the audience was sympathetic.


Nixon later wrote in his memoirs that the 1967 Lakeside Talk was "the first milestone on my road to the presidency." This was not false modesty. The audience for the talk included the men who funded Republican campaigns, who owned the newspapers that shaped Republican opinion, who ran the corporations that employed Republican voters. By delivering a commanding performance before this audience, Nixon accomplished something that no amount of television advertising or stump speechmaking could achieve: he convinced the men who mattered that he was ready to lead.


But the Lakeside Talk that mattered most — to Nixon and to history — was not the one he gave. It was the one that happened afterward, beneath the redwoods, in the kind of private, informal conversation that the Grove was specifically designed to facilitate. At some point during the 1967 encampment, Nixon met with Ronald Reagan — then the newly elected governor of California, already being discussed as a potential presidential candidate. The two men talked. What they said to each other has never been definitively established, but the outcome was clear: Reagan agreed not to enter the 1968 Republican primaries as long as Nixon remained a viable candidate. It was a deal struck between two men who understood that the presidency was not won in primaries but in rooms like this — quiet rooms, private rooms, rooms surrounded by redwood trees and the lingering smoke of a ceremonial fire.


The Lakeside Talks continued to attract speakers of the first rank throughout the latter decades of the twentieth century. Nelson Rockefeller spoke in 1963. Vernon Jordan, the future Clinton confidant and power broker, in 1991. Helmut Schmidt, the former Chancellor of West Germany, in 1991. Dick Cheney, then Secretary of Defense, in 1991. Newt Gingrich in 1994, the year he led the Republican revolution that captured the House of Representatives. George Shultz, Reagan's Secretary of State, in 1994, delivering a talk titled "Agenda for America" that laid out a vision for post-Cold War foreign policy.


What is striking about the list of Lakeside speakers is not just its impressiveness but its partisan tilt. By the 1990s, the Bohemian Club's regular membership had become, in Domhoff's phrase, "solidly Republican." No member of the Clinton administration appeared as a Lakeside speaker — a conspicuous absence, given that members of the Kennedy, Johnson, and Carter administrations had all been featured. The Grove had always leaned conservative, but the lean had become a list, and the list was becoming a defining characteristic.


The talks themselves were not policy-making events. No legislation was drafted on the meadow by the lake. No executive orders were signed beneath the redwoods. But the talks created something more subtle and, in some ways, more powerful than any single policy decision: they created consensus. When a secretary of state stood before fifteen hundred of the most influential men in America and articulated a vision for the nation's foreign policy, and when those men nodded and applauded and then returned to their camps to discuss what they had heard over drinks, the result was not a directive but an alignment — a shared understanding of what the problems were, what the options were, and which direction the country should move. The Lakeside Talks did not determine policy, but they shaped the atmosphere in which policy was made.


The physical setting of the talks contributed to their power. The speaker stood at the meadow's edge, framed by the redwoods, with the lake behind him and the Owl looming in the background. The audience sat on benches or sprawled on blankets, drinks in hand, cigars smouldering, their postures relaxed but their attention fierce. There was no television, no recording equipment, no press pool. There were only the words, spoken and heard in real time, absorbed by the trees and the men alike. It was, in a sense, the oldest form of political communication — a man standing before his peers and making his case — and in an age of media saturation and soundbite politics, its directness gave it a force that no televised address could match.


The talks also served a gatekeeping function. A man who performed well at the Lakeside — who demonstrated command of his subject, who could hold the attention of fifteen hundred of the most demanding and well-informed listeners in the world — earned a kind of credibility that no press conference or campaign speech could confer. He had been tested, in private, before the people who mattered. He had passed. And the word went out, through the informal channels that connected the Grove to the boardrooms and the campaign offices and the editorial pages, that this was a man to be taken seriously.


And all of it — every word, every argument, every trial balloon and tentative proposal — remained off the record. The most powerful men in America, shaping the intellectual climate in which the most consequential decisions of the era would be made, and not a syllable of it available to the public whose lives those decisions would affect. The Lakeside Talks were not secret. Everyone knew they happened. But what was said in them was invisible — absorbed by the redwoods and the men who heard them, and by no one else.

 [image: A gathering at Bohemian Grove, 1909]Members gather at the Bohemian Grove, circa 1909. The Lakeside Talks, initiated in 1932, became the defining political feature of the encampment — off-the-record speeches by cabinet secretaries, generals, and presidents.
 

Chapter Six
 The Atomic Grove

 In September of 1942, with the world at war and the outcome very much in doubt, a small group of men gathered at the Bohemian Grove for a meeting that would alter the course of human history. They were not there for the annual summer encampment — that had taken place in July, as usual. This was a special gathering, arranged outside the normal calendar, and its purpose was as specific as it was secret: to discuss the feasibility of building an atomic bomb.


The men who gathered that September included some of the most brilliant scientific minds of the twentieth century. Ernest O. Lawrence, the Berkeley physicist who had invented the cyclotron and won the Nobel Prize in 1939, was there. So was J. Robert Oppenheimer, Lawrence's colleague at Berkeley, a theoretical physicist of extraordinary range and depth who had been studying the problem of nuclear fission with an intensity that bordered on obsession. The two men were already close — Lawrence had been bringing Oppenheimer to the Grove as a guest for several years, and Oppenheimer had delivered at least one Lakeside Talk on the subject of physics. The redwoods were familiar to both of them.


Also present were members of the S-1 Executive Committee — the federal body that had been created to oversee the nation's nuclear research programme. The committee included representatives from the nation's leading universities, from the major industrial corporations that would be needed to build the production facilities, and from the United States military, which would ultimately decide whether and how the weapon would be used. The names were not all recorded — secrecy was paramount, and the very existence of the meeting was classified — but the participants represented a cross-section of the scientific, industrial, and military establishment that would, over the next three years, produce the most destructive weapon ever created by human hands.


The meeting at the Grove was not the beginning of the Manhattan Project. That story had been unfolding for years — from the discovery of nuclear fission in Berlin in 1938, through Albert Einstein's famous letter to President Roosevelt in 1939, to the creation of the S-1 Committee in 1941. But the Grove meeting was a crucial turning point. It was here that the key players — the scientists who understood the physics, the industrialists who could build the facilities, the military men who would deploy the weapon — met face to face, in an atmosphere of informal candour that the Grove was uniquely designed to provide.


The setting mattered. The Bohemian Grove was, by design, a place where powerful men could speak freely. The Chatham House Rules, the physical isolation, the culture of discretion — all of these contributed to an environment in which conversations could happen that would have been impossible in a government office or a university laboratory. The scientists could explain the technical challenges without worrying about security clearances. The military men could discuss strategic implications without the constraints of formal briefings. The industrialists could assess the production requirements without the interference of bureaucratic procedure. It was, in a sense, exactly the kind of meeting that the Grove had been created to facilitate — except that instead of corporate strategy or political manoeuvring, the subject was the most consequential scientific undertaking in human history.


What was discussed at the meeting has never been fully disclosed. The classified nature of the project ensured that no minutes were kept in any public archive, and the participants were bound by security oaths that most of them honoured for the rest of their lives. But the outline is clear from subsequent events. The meeting addressed the feasibility of uranium enrichment — the process of separating the fissile isotope U-235 from the far more abundant U-238, which was the critical bottleneck in the bomb programme. Lawrence had been developing electromagnetic separation techniques at Berkeley, using modified cyclotrons to sort uranium isotopes by mass. Oppenheimer had been working on the theoretical physics of a chain reaction — calculating the critical mass of fissile material needed to sustain an explosion. The S-1 Committee members were wrestling with the industrial scale of the problem: the enrichment process would require facilities of unprecedented size, consuming more electricity than a small city.


The setting itself must have been surreal. Here were men accustomed to the sterile environments of university laboratories and government offices, sitting in a redwood clearing, surrounded by ferns and moss and the sounds of the forest, discussing the theoretical possibility of releasing the energy locked inside the nucleus of an atom. The juxtaposition of the primeval and the apocalyptic — ancient trees and atomic fire — was something that the participants themselves seem to have noticed. Lawrence, who had brought Oppenheimer to the Grove specifically because the informal setting would encourage free-ranging discussion, later reflected that the retreat atmosphere had allowed conversations that would have been impossible in a more structured environment. Men spoke more freely. They speculated more boldly. They considered possibilities that the bureaucratic caution of government research would have suppressed.


The meeting also addressed the question of organisation. The bomb programme was sprawling, fragmented, distributed across half a dozen universities and government agencies with overlapping mandates and competing priorities. What was needed was centralisation — a single director, a single laboratory, a single chain of command. This idea, which would eventually produce the Los Alamos laboratory under Oppenheimer's direction and the broader Manhattan Engineering District under General Leslie Groves, may not have been finalised at the Grove. But the informal discussions that took place among the redwoods almost certainly contributed to the consensus that centralisation was necessary.


The irony is almost too neat. The Bohemian Grove — a place dedicated to the Cremation of Care, to the symbolic destruction of worldly burdens — had become the setting for a conversation about the most terrible burden the world had ever known. The men who gathered at the lakeside that September were not burning their cares. They were creating new ones — cares that would weigh on the conscience of humanity for the rest of time.


Three years later, on July 16, 1945, the first atomic bomb was detonated at the Trinity test site in New Mexico. Oppenheimer, watching the fireball rise above the desert, famously quoted the Bhagavad Gita: "Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds." Lawrence was not present at Trinity, but he had been instrumental in producing the enriched uranium that made the bomb possible. The facilities he had helped design — the Y-12 electromagnetic separation plant at Oak Ridge, Tennessee — had employed tens of thousands of workers and consumed billions of dollars. The industrial scale of the Manhattan Project was exactly what the S-1 Committee members at the Grove had warned it would be.


On August 6, 1945, the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. Three days later, a second bomb fell on Nagasaki. The war ended. The atomic age began. And somewhere in the files of the Bohemian Club — if such files existed — there was a record of a quiet meeting in September 1942, among the redwoods, where the men who would build the bomb had sat down together for the first time and talked about what was possible.


Ernest Lawrence, for his part, never spoke publicly about the Grove meeting. He was a private man by temperament and a classified man by obligation, and the intersection of the two produced a silence that lasted the rest of his life. He died in 1958, at the age of fifty-seven, worn out by the demands of a career that had begun with a Nobel Prize and ended with the hydrogen bomb. Oppenheimer outlived him by nine years, but Oppenheimer's post-war life was defined by a different kind of burden — the security hearing of 1954, in which his loyalty was questioned and his clearance revoked, a political crucifixion orchestrated by men who had once sat beside him in the redwoods and listened to him talk about the physics of the stars.


The Grove's role in the Manhattan Project is a historical fact, not a conspiracy theory. It is documented in the accounts of the participants and in the records of the S-1 Committee. But it is also a fact that conspiracy theorists have seized upon with predictable enthusiasm, using it as evidence that the Bohemian Grove is not merely a social club but a shadow government — a place where the real decisions about war and peace, life and death, are made behind closed doors by unelected men accountable to no one. The truth is more complicated and, in some ways, more unsettling. The Grove meeting was a conversation — the kind of conversation that happens when powerful men gather in private and talk about the things that matter. No votes were taken. No orders were issued. But in that gap between what the public knew and what the powerful discussed, beneath a canopy of thousand-year-old trees, the future of the world was being shaped by men whose only audience was each other and the silent redwoods.

 [image: The Cremation of Care ceremony, 1907]The Cremation of Care ceremony in 1907, showing the pyrotechnics and firelight that characterise the ritual. In September 1942, the Grove hosted a meeting of Manhattan Project scientists and military officials that helped launch the atomic bomb programme.
 

Chapter Seven
 Presidents Among the Redwoods

 Herbert Hoover discovered the Bohemian Grove in 1913, when he was a forty-year-old mining engineer with a fortune made in Australian gold and Chinese coal and a reputation as one of the most capable organisers in American business. He joined the club as a regular member, was assigned to Cave Man camp, and fell in love with the place with an intensity that would last the rest of his life. Over the next five decades, Hoover would attend the encampment almost every year, missing only during the worst of the Depression and the war years. He became the grand old man of the Grove — its resident sage, its philosopher-in-chief, the man whose Saturday afternoon Lakeside Talk was the climactic event of every encampment.


Hoover's relationship with the Grove was symbiotic. The club gave him something that the presidency had taken away: an audience that admired him. By the time he left the White House in 1933, Herbert Hoover was one of the most despised men in America — blamed for the Depression, mocked by cartoonists, rejected by voters with a vehemence that scarred him for life. But at the Bohemian Grove, he was revered. The men who gathered at Cave Man camp were his people — wealthy, conservative, Republican, suspicious of government intervention, convinced that the New Deal was a catastrophe and that Hoover had been right all along. In the redwoods, Hoover could be the man he believed himself to be: wise, principled, vindicated by history. The Grove was his rehabilitation.


It was Hoover who, more than any other individual, transformed the Bohemian Grove from a cultural retreat into a political institution. His presence attracted other politicians. His Lakeside Talks set the standard for the kind of serious, substantive, off-the-record political address that became the Grove's signature offering. And his personal relationships with other members created networks of influence that extended far beyond the redwoods. When Hoover invited Eisenhower to the Grove in 1950, he was not merely offering a summer holiday. He was introducing a potential president to the men who could make him one.


The Eisenhower-Nixon meeting at Cave Man camp in July 1950 was one of the most consequential introductions in American political history. Eisenhower was then president of Columbia University, a position that kept him out of domestic politics. Nixon was a congressman from California running for the Senate, ambitious, aggressive, and already known for his role in the Alger Hiss case, which had made him a hero of the anti-Communist right. Hoover had invited both men to the Grove, and he arranged for them to be at Cave Man camp at the same time. The meeting was social — drinks, dinner, conversation — but in the context of the 1952 presidential campaign, which was already being discussed in Republican circles, it was anything but casual.


Eisenhower delivered a Lakeside Talk that year — his first major appearance before a domestic political audience — and the effect was electric. Conservative Republicans who had dismissed him as a political naif were surprised by his charm, his confidence, and his grasp of international affairs. The talk did not commit Eisenhower to a presidential run, but it established him as a serious candidate in the minds of the men who controlled the Republican Party's fundraising, its media apparatus, and its grassroots organisation. Two years later, Eisenhower won the presidency in a landslide, with Nixon as his vice president. The partnership that would define American politics for the next quarter century had been forged, in part, beneath the redwoods.


Nixon's own relationship with the Grove was complex, intimate, and ultimately contradictory. He first visited as a guest in the late 1940s, became a regular attendee in the 1950s, and by the 1960s was one of the most prominent members of the encampment. His 1967 Lakeside Talk — the speech he later called "the first milestone on my road to the presidency" — was a masterclass in political positioning, delivered to an audience that included virtually every major Republican donor and power broker in the country. The deal he struck with Reagan during the same encampment — the informal agreement that cleared his path to the 1968 nomination — was the kind of backroom negotiation that the Grove existed to facilitate.


And yet Nixon privately despised the place. In tape recordings released in 1999 from his White House years, Nixon described the Bohemian Club as "the most faggy goddamn thing you could ever imagine" and disparaged "the San Francisco crowd" with the casual bigotry that characterised his private conversation. He attended because it was politically useful. He performed because the audience was indispensable. But he did not belong — not in the way that men like Hoover or Reagan belonged, with genuine affection for the traditions and the camaraderie. Nixon used the Grove the way he used everything else: as an instrument of ambition, to be discarded when it no longer served.


Ronald Reagan was different. Reagan loved the Grove. He joined the Bohemian Club in 1975, a year after leaving the governor's office and two years before he began his first serious campaign for the presidency. He was assigned to Owl's Nest, and he took to the encampment with the ease of a man who had spent his life performing. Reagan was an actor, and the Grove was, at its heart, a theatrical institution — a place where men put on costumes and sang songs and performed elaborate dramatic productions for each other's entertainment. For Reagan, this was not an ordeal but a pleasure. He participated in the Low Jinks, the slapstick musical comedies in which male performers dressed in drag for female roles. He sang. He told jokes. He worked the camps with the effortless bonhomie of a man who genuinely liked people and genuinely wanted them to like him back.


Reagan's fellow campers at Owl's Nest were not artists or journalists. They were CEOs — the heads of United Airlines, United California Bank, Dart Industries, and a constellation of other major corporations. These were the men who would fund Reagan's presidential campaigns, who would staff his administration, who would shape the policies that defined the Reagan Revolution. The relationships that Reagan built at Owl's Nest were not incidental to his political career. They were foundational. The Grove was where Reagan met the money, and the money was where Reagan met the presidency.


The Grove served Reagan in another way that was less visible but perhaps more important. It gave him access to the intellectual infrastructure of the conservative movement. The camps were filled with economists, policy analysts, and strategists who were developing the ideas that would become Reaganomics — supply-side economics, deregulation, tax cuts, the dismantling of the welfare state. In the informal atmosphere of the Grove, these ideas could be debated, refined, and tested before an audience of men who would be responsible for implementing them. Reagan absorbed these conversations with the instinct of a performer who knows how to take direction from his audience. The policies he championed as president did not emerge from a vacuum. They emerged from a network of relationships and conversations that had their roots, in many cases, in the redwood camps of the Bohemian Grove.


George H.W. Bush followed the same path. He joined the Bohemian Club in 1973 — the same year he became chairman of the Republican National Committee — and was assigned to Hill Billies, the camp of Ivy League pedigree and corporate power. His fellow Hill Billies were bankers, executives, and old-money establishment figures who saw in Bush one of their own: a Yale man, a war hero, a gentleman politician who understood that governance was a matter of relationships, not ideologies. Bush attended the Grove throughout his vice presidency and presidency, and his son George W. Bush followed him there, continuing a dynastic tradition that echoed the Hoover-Eisenhower-Nixon succession of earlier decades.


The Kennedys, notably, were not Bohemian Grove men. John F. Kennedy never attended, and the Kennedy family's relationship with the American establishment was always more complicated than the simple alignment of wealth and power that the Grove represented. The Kennedys were Democrats, Catholics, and New Englanders — outsiders to the Protestant, Republican, Californian culture of the Bohemian Club. Their absence from the Grove was a measure of the club's partisan character, which deepened steadily throughout the second half of the twentieth century until, by the 1990s, it was almost exclusively Republican in its political orientation.


The presidential presence at the Grove created a feedback loop. Presidents attended because the Grove was where the power was. Power was at the Grove because presidents attended. Each reinforced the other, and the result was an institution that occupied a unique position in American political life — not a government body, not a party organisation, not a lobby or a think tank, but a social club that happened to contain, within its membership, a significant fraction of the people who ran the country. It was power in its most informal and therefore most effective guise — the handshake that seals the deal, the conversation that shapes the policy, the introduction that launches the career. All of it happening in a forest, under the watchful gaze of a forty-foot concrete owl.

 [image: Richard Nixon, official presidential portrait]Richard Nixon, whose 1967 Lakeside Talk he later called "the first milestone on my road to the presidency." Nixon met Ronald Reagan at the Grove and negotiated the deal that cleared his path to the 1968 Republican nomination.
 

Chapter Eight
 Behind the Curtain

 The Bohemian Grove had operated in near-total secrecy for more than a century before anyone managed to get inside and tell the world what they saw. The club's culture of discretion was formidable — reinforced by the social bonds between members, by the shared understanding that what happened in the Grove stayed in the Grove, and by the simple fact that most of the men who attended had far more to lose from exposure than they had to gain from publicity. The result was an information vacuum, and information vacuums attract two kinds of people: journalists and conspiracy theorists. In the case of the Bohemian Grove, both arrived at roughly the same time, and the consequences of their arrival would transform the club's relationship with the outside world forever.


The first journalist to breach the Grove's perimeter was Rick Clogher, who entered the compound in June 1980 with the assistance of a sympathetic employee. Clogher posed as a worker during two consecutive weekends of the annual summer gathering, moving through the camps with the studied invisibility of someone who belonged. His reporting, published in Mother Jones magazine, was the first published account from inside the Grove to appear in a national magazine, and it confirmed what outsiders had long suspected: the Bohemian Grove was a gathering of the American elite, and the activities within were a mixture of serious political discussion and adolescent excess.


Clogher described the camps, the drinking, the Lakeside Talks, and the general atmosphere of a place where powerful men behaved like frat boys. His account was sober and factual, and it received attention precisely because it confirmed that the Grove was not, in fact, a hotbed of occult ritual and world domination. It was a summer camp for rich old men who liked to drink whiskey and pee on trees. The story generated interest, but not outrage. The public, it seemed, was not particularly alarmed by the idea that politicians and businessmen got drunk together in the woods.


Nine years later, in July 1989, a more ambitious infiltration produced a more detailed and more damaging account. Philip Weiss, a writer for Spy magazine — the irreverent, satirical New York publication that delighted in puncturing the pretensions of the powerful — entered the Bohemian Grove by posing as a guest and remained for seven days. His article, "Inside Bohemian Grove: The Story of an Elite's Secret Summer Camp," published in the November 1989 issue, was a masterpiece of participatory journalism — witty, observant, and devastatingly specific.


Weiss moved through the Grove with the freedom of a man who looked the part. He attended Lakeside Talks and camp gatherings. He drank with members who did not suspect he was a reporter. He observed the Cremation of Care from the lakeside benches, describing the ritual with a mixture of amusement and genuine awe. He noted the epic drinking, the outdoor urination, the performances in drag, the casual mingling of men whose names appeared in headlines and boardrooms and the pages of Fortune magazine.


Among the members Weiss encountered or observed were Henry Kissinger, William F. Buckley Jr., Henry Kravis — the leveraged buyout king whose name was synonymous with the excesses of 1980s Wall Street — and Ronald Reagan, who was then in the final year of his presidency. Weiss described the atmosphere as a mixture of political networking, intellectual stimulation, and uninhibited masculine bonding. The motto — "Weaving Spiders Come Not Here" — was, he reported, honoured mostly in the breach. Men talked business constantly. They discussed politics, deals, appointments. The Grove was not separate from the world of power; it was an extension of it, dressed in camp shorts and lubricated with single-malt Scotch.


Weiss's article was widely read and much discussed, but its impact was limited by its tone. Spy magazine was a humour publication, and Weiss wrote with the knowing, sardonic detachment that was the magazine's signature style. The result was an article that was entertaining but not threatening — a piece that made the Grove look ridiculous rather than sinister. Readers laughed at the image of Henry Kissinger singing show tunes by a campfire. They did not march on the gates.


The man who changed all that arrived eleven years later, and he brought a very different sensibility. On July 15, 2000, Alex Jones — a radio host and conspiracy theorist from Austin, Texas — entered the Bohemian Grove with a hidden camera and a cameraman named Mike Hanson. Jones was not posing as a guest. He was trespassing, and he knew it. He also knew exactly what he was looking for, and he found it: the Cremation of Care.


Jones and Hanson positioned themselves in the trees beyond the lake, at a distance that afforded a partial but dramatic view of the ceremony. They filmed the torchlit procession, the robed figures, the coffin being carried to the altar, the pyrotechnics, the flames. The footage was shaky, grainy, shot from a distance and in poor light — exactly the kind of material that conspiracy theorists had been dreaming of for decades. It looked like evidence. It looked like proof. It looked like the smoking gun that confirmed every suspicion, every rumour, every paranoid fantasy about what the powerful did when they thought no one was watching.


Jones released the footage as a documentary titled Dark Secrets: Inside Bohemian Grove. His narration was breathless, apocalyptic, and wildly interpretive. The Cremation of Care, he declared, was not a piece of harmless theatre. It was "an ancient Canaanite, Luciferian, Babylon mystery religion ceremony." The owl was not a symbol of wisdom but a representation of Moloch, the ancient deity to whom children were sacrificed. The effigy of Dull Care was not a symbolic figure but a stand-in for a human victim. The ritual was not a metaphorical banishing of worldly concerns but a literal act of occult sacrifice, performed by the men who ruled the world in service of dark powers that most people could not even imagine.


None of this was true. The Cremation of Care bore no resemblance to ancient Canaanite rituals, which Jones appeared to have assembled from a grab-bag of half-understood historical references and whole-cloth fabrication. The owl was an owl — the club's mascot since 1872, chosen because owls represent wisdom and are nocturnal, like the journalists who founded the club. The effigy was muslin and wood. The fire was propane and pyrotechnics. The ceremony was theatre, and not even particularly original theatre — its elements were drawn from Renaissance masques, Elizabethan entertainments, and the kind of fraternal ritual that every men's organisation in America had been performing since the Masons.


But truth was not the point. The point was the footage. And the footage, stripped of context and draped in conspiratorial narration, was electrifying. It spread across the early internet with the viral intensity of a rumour that confirms a bias, and it established the Bohemian Grove in the popular imagination as something far more sinister than it actually was. Before Alex Jones, the Grove was obscure — a footnote in the sociology of American power, known mainly to political scientists and investigative journalists. After Alex Jones, the Grove was famous — a byword for secret elite conspiracies, a staple of internet conspiracy culture, a symbol of everything that ordinary people feared about the people who ruled them.


In 2008, the Grove was infiltrated again — this time by Alex Shoumatoff, a reporter for Vanity Fair, who entered the compound posing as a member to investigate reports that the club was logging its old-growth redwoods. Shoumatoff was caught, arrested, and charged with trespassing. His article, "Bohemian Tragedy," published in May 2009, focused on the environmental controversy rather than the rituals, but the very fact of his arrest reinforced the narrative of secrecy and exclusion that had surrounded the Grove for decades.


Each infiltration peeled back another layer of the Grove's privacy, and each revelation produced a different reaction depending on who was doing the watching. For journalists, the Grove was a story about power and privilege — the way America's elite maintained its social cohesion in private. For conspiracy theorists, the Grove was proof of a shadow government — a cabal of Luciferian elites performing human sacrifices in service of a New World Order. For the members themselves, the infiltrations were a source of embarrassment and irritation — breaches of a privacy they had taken for granted, violations of a trust that was supposed to be guaranteed by the fence and the guard and the unwritten rules of the club.


The truth, as usual, was more complicated and less exciting than any of these narratives. The Bohemian Grove was a private club doing private things. Some of those things were harmless — campfire songs, amateur theatricals, gin fizzes at dawn. Some of those things were consequential — off-the-record speeches by the people who shaped American policy, private conversations that influenced the direction of the country. And all of those things, harmless and consequential alike, were happening behind a fence, out of public view, in a forest that most Americans would never see.

 [image: James Hopper, Herman Scheffauer, Harry Lafler, and George Sterling at Bohemian Grove, 1907]Members at the Bohemian Grove in 1907 — writers and artists who represented the club's original bohemian character. By the late twentieth century, journalists like Philip Weiss and Alex Jones would attempt to infiltrate the Grove and expose its secrets to the world.
 

Chapter Nine
 Secrets and Shadows

 The conspiracy theories about the Bohemian Grove are as old as the Grove itself, but they have evolved over time — mutating, adapting, and reproducing with the fecundity of organisms that thrive in the absence of verifiable information. The earliest theories were modest in their claims: the Grove was a place where rich men made deals, where political favours were exchanged, where the ruling class conspired to maintain its power. These theories had the advantage of being substantially true, which is perhaps why they were never particularly popular. Conspiracy theories, like religious doctrines, gain adherents in proportion to their distance from the verifiable.


The owl was the first and most enduring target. Conspiracy theorists noted — correctly — that the Bohemian Club had used the owl as its symbol since its founding in 1872. They noted — also correctly — that the forty-foot concrete owl at the lakeside was the centrepiece of the Cremation of Care ceremony. And then they made a leap that was as creative as it was baseless: the owl, they declared, was not a symbol of wisdom but a representation of Moloch, the ancient Canaanite deity associated with child sacrifice. The evidence for this claim was non-existent — Moloch was traditionally depicted as a bull, not an owl, and the Bohemians had chosen the owl for its association with wisdom and nocturnal activity, not ancient near-Eastern religion. But the claim had an emotional logic that transcended evidence. A giant stone owl before which robed figures performed firelit rituals looked like idol worship, and looking like something was, for conspiracy theorists, the same as being something.


The dollar bill theory was equally persistent and equally unfounded. Theorists claimed to have identified a tiny owl hidden in the upper right corner of the United States one-dollar bill, arguing that it was a secret symbol of the Bohemian Grove's control over the Federal Reserve and, by extension, the American economy. The "owl" in question was a decorative element in the bill's intricate engraving — a flourish that resembled an owl only if you squinted, wanted to see an owl, and had already decided that the Bohemian Grove controlled the money supply. The Treasury Department has never acknowledged the existence of an owl on the dollar bill, because there is no owl on the dollar bill. There is a decorative element that can be made to look like an owl through the application of sufficient imagination and insufficient scepticism.


Alex Jones's 2000 infiltration gave the conspiracy theories a visual foundation they had previously lacked. Before Jones, the theories had been purely textual — circulated in pamphlets, newsletters, and early internet forums. After Jones, they had footage. The shaky, night-vision images of the Cremation of Care — the torches, the robes, the fire, the looming shape of the Owl in the darkness — became the visual grammar of Bohemian Grove conspiracy theory, endlessly replayed, endlessly reinterpreted, endlessly cited as evidence of something dark and terrible happening in the California redwoods.


The theories proliferated. The Bohemian Grove was the headquarters of the Illuminati. It was the nerve centre of a Satanic cult. It was the place where the New World Order held its annual planning sessions. Human sacrifices were performed during the Cremation of Care — not symbolic sacrifices, but real ones, involving actual human victims who were burned alive before the stone owl while the assembled members of the global elite looked on. Children were abducted and brought to the Grove for unspeakable purposes. The redwoods concealed underground tunnels, weapons caches, and communication facilities that connected the Grove to military installations around the world.


None of these claims were supported by evidence. The journalists who had infiltrated the Grove — Clogher, Weiss, Shoumatoff — had found nothing more sinister than excessive drinking and outdoor urination. Domhoff, who had studied the Grove for decades, explicitly dismissed the conspiracy theories as "incredible" and "nonsensical." The Cremation of Care was a theatrical performance, not a religious ceremony. The Owl was a concrete statue, not a pagan idol. The members were businessmen and politicians, not Satanists or Illuminati agents. The worst thing that happened at the Bohemian Grove was that powerful men got drunk together in private and made decisions that affected the public without the public's knowledge or consent — which was bad enough, arguably, without embellishing it with human sacrifice and Luciferian ritual.


The internet transformed the conspiracy theories from a fringe obsession into a mainstream cultural phenomenon. Before the web, Bohemian Grove conspiracy theories circulated in photocopied newsletters and self-published pamphlets, reaching an audience measured in hundreds or low thousands. After the web — and especially after Alex Jones's footage went viral in the early 2000s — the theories reached millions. YouTube videos about the Bohemian Grove accumulated tens of millions of views. Reddit threads dissected every detail of the Cremation of Care footage. TikTok creators produced breathless sixty-second explainers about the "secret society" in the California woods. The Grove became, in the vocabulary of internet conspiracy culture, a "rabbit hole" — a starting point for an ever-expanding web of speculation that connected the club to every other conspiracy theory in the canon, from the Kennedy assassination to the 9/11 attacks to the COVID-19 pandemic.


But the conspiracy theories served a purpose. They gave form to a legitimate anxiety — the anxiety that the people who run the world are different from the rest of us, that they operate by different rules, that they have access to spaces and conversations and networks of influence that ordinary citizens cannot penetrate. The Bohemian Grove was a perfect screen for this anxiety, because it was genuinely secretive, genuinely exclusive, and genuinely populated by people of extraordinary wealth and power. The conspiracy theories were wrong about the details — the rituals, the sacrifices, the Illuminati — but they were right about the underlying reality: the Bohemian Grove was a place where the powerful went to be with each other, away from the scrutiny of the public they governed.


The irony is that the real scandals, when they finally arrived, needed no embellishment at all.


In 2023, the Grove was dragged into the most significant political scandal to engulf the United States Supreme Court in a generation. ProPublica, the investigative journalism organisation, revealed that Justice Clarence Thomas had been attending the Bohemian Grove as a guest of Harlan Crow, a Dallas real estate billionaire and Republican mega-donor, for more than two decades. Thomas had not disclosed these trips on his annual financial disclosure forms, as federal law required. The trips were part of a broader pattern — Crow had also provided Thomas with luxury vacations on his private yacht, at his ranch in East Texas, and at his resort properties around the world, all undisclosed.


The ProPublica investigation documented at least six undisclosed trips that Thomas had taken with Crow to the Bohemian Grove. The two men had been attending together since the late 1990s, arriving each July for the encampment, staying in the same camp, attending the Cremation of Care, and socialising with the other members. Thomas's presence at the Grove was an open secret among members — Supreme Court justices are not inconspicuous — but it had never been reported publicly, and Thomas had never disclosed it on his financial forms.


The revelation landed with explosive force. Thomas was already under scrutiny for his relationship with Crow, which had been the subject of earlier ProPublica reports. The Bohemian Grove trips added another layer to a pattern that was becoming impossible to defend: a sitting Supreme Court justice, accepting lavish hospitality from a political donor with interests before the Court, in a setting specifically designed to be invisible to the public. The Grove's culture of secrecy — which had served its members so well for a century and a half — had become, in this context, not a feature but a bug. The very privacy that made the Grove attractive to its members made it look, to the public, like a place where corruption happened.


In November 2023, the Supreme Court adopted its first-ever code of conduct — a direct response to the Thomas revelations and the broader crisis of public confidence in the Court's integrity. The code was widely criticised as toothless — it contained no enforcement mechanism and no penalties for violation — but its very existence was a concession to the principle that public officials, even Supreme Court justices, should not be conducting their social lives in secret with the people who have business before them.


The Thomas scandal cracked the Grove's armour. What came next blew the doors off entirely.


In February 2026, independent journalist Daniel Boguslaw leaked the 2023 Bohemian Grove membership list — a document that had never before been made public in its entirety. The list contained over twenty-two hundred names, and the names confirmed what decades of investigative journalism had suggested: the Bohemian Grove was a gathering of the American ruling class in its purest distillation. Conan O'Brien. Michael Bloomberg. Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google. Paul Pelosi, Nancy Pelosi's husband. The late Jimmy Buffett. The late Charles Koch. Former Attorney General Edwin Meese III. Former Secretary of State James Baker III. Former NSA Director Bobby Inman. The list went on and on — a directory of power that spanned politics, business, media, technology, and the military.


The leak was the most significant breach of the Grove's privacy in its hundred-and-fifty-year history. For the first time, the public could see, in black and white, who was gathering in the redwoods each July. The conspiracy theorists celebrated — finally, they said, proof of the shadow government they had always known existed. The journalists analysed the list for conflicts of interest, political connections, and corporate overlaps. The members, presumably, poured themselves very stiff drinks and wondered how the hell a hundred and fifty years of secrecy had been undone by a single journalist with a leaked document.

 [image: Herbert Hoover, official presidential portrait]Herbert Hoover, who joined the Bohemian Club in 1913 and became the grand old man of the Grove. His Saturday afternoon Lakeside Talk was the climactic event of every encampment until his death in 1964.
 

Chapter Ten
 The Grove Endures

 Every July, as the fog rolls in from the Pacific and the temperatures along the Russian River settle into the particular mildness that Northern California offers as a consolation for its overcast summers, the Bohemian Grove opens its gates. The buses arrive. The members emerge — older, a little heavier, a little greyer than the year before, but otherwise unchanged. They claim their bunks in their camps. They unpack their bags. They pour their first drinks of the encampment — whiskey, gin, whatever poison their particular camp has elevated to tradition — and they stand beneath the redwoods and look up at the canopy and breathe the air that smells of bark and fern and history, and they feel, for the first time in a year, that they are home.


The Bohemian Grove has survived for more than a hundred and fifty years. It has outlasted depressions, world wars, social revolutions, the invention of television, the internet, and the smartphone. It has weathered infiltrations by journalists, documentaries by conspiracy theorists, investigations by ProPublica, and the leak of its entire membership list. It has been condemned by feminists for its exclusion of women, by progressives for its concentration of wealth and power, by conspiracy theorists for its alleged occult practices, and by environmentalists for its management of old-growth forest. And yet it endures. Every July, the gates open. Every July, the men arrive. Every July, the Cremation of Care is performed, and Dull Care is burned before the great Owl, and fifteen hundred of the most powerful men in America cheer and embrace and begin another two weeks of drinking and speechmaking and fellowship beneath the ancient trees.


Why does it survive? The simplest answer is that it provides something its members cannot get anywhere else. The Bohemian Grove is the only place in America — perhaps the only place in the world — where a president can sit in his underwear on a redwood platform, drinking a gin fizz at seven in the morning, and have a private conversation with a Federal Reserve chairman and the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, without anyone recording it, reporting it, or filing a Freedom of Information Act request about it. It is the last truly private space available to the American elite, and in an age of total surveillance — of social media, of camera phones, of a press corps that operates on a twenty-four-hour news cycle and a public that demands transparency from its leaders — that privacy is worth more than any amount of money or prestige.


The women's issue has been the most persistent source of external pressure on the club. The Bohemian Grove has never admitted women — not as members, not as guests, not in any capacity. The exclusion is absolute and, from the club's perspective, non-negotiable. When challenged, the club has pointed to its stated criteria — "There are no restrictions as to race, religion, national ancestry, sexual orientation, or physical handicap" — while maintaining that the all-male requirement is essential to the character of the institution. The camp traditions, the theatrical performances in drag, the outdoor urination, the general atmosphere of uninhibited masculine bonding — all of these, the club argues, would be impossible in a mixed-gender environment.


The argument has not satisfied everyone. In the 1980s, Mary Moore — a political activist based in Sonoma County — founded the Bohemian Grove Action Network, an organisation dedicated to protesting the Grove's exclusivity. In 1984, some three hundred demonstrators descended on the Grove's entrance during the annual encampment, blockading the gate and demanding the admission of women and the opening of the Grove to public scrutiny. At least fifty people were arrested. Moore continued to organise protests, on and off, for three decades, making the Bohemian Grove a cause célèbre of the progressive left in Northern California.


The protests attracted attention but produced no change. The Bohemian Club is a private organisation, and private organisations in the United States have broad latitude to set their own membership criteria. The legal challenges that had forced other single-sex institutions to open their doors — the Jaycees, many country clubs, some service organisations — had not been applied to the Bohemian Club, in part because the club's membership was so exclusive that there were no plaintiffs with standing to sue. You cannot demand admission to a club whose existence you are barely aware of, and the Grove's secrecy served, in this respect, as its best legal defence.


More recently, the controversy has shifted from the gate to the government. In 2019, three female supervisors on the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors questioned whether the county should continue providing sheriff's deputies to serve as security for the annual encampment — a contract that had been in place for decades and that cost the county nothing, since the club reimbursed the expenses. The supervisors argued that public officers should not be providing security for an event that excluded women. The board unanimously approved the contract, though several supervisors did so reluctantly, and the debate highlighted a tension that the Grove had managed to avoid for most of its history: the tension between private exclusivity and public accountability.


The 2026 membership leak has intensified this tension. With the names now public, the connections between the Grove and the institutions of government, business, and media are no longer a matter of speculation. They are a matter of record. The public can now see that the people who regulate the economy, adjudicate the law, command the military, and shape the information environment are gathering, each summer, in a private forest to socialise, drink, and exchange ideas without public oversight. Whether this is sinister or merely unsavoury depends on your perspective. What is undeniable is that it is real, and that it matters.


The sociologist Domhoff, whose research on the Grove spans decades, has argued consistently that the institution's real function is social cohesion — the process by which an elite class maintains its unity. This is not the same as innocence. Cohesion among the powerful is, by definition, exclusion of everyone else. Three hundred million Americans live with the consequences of decisions shaped by relationships forged at campfires they will never sit beside, in conversations they will never hear.


This is the paradox of the Bohemian Grove. It is not a conspiracy. It is not a shadow government. It is not a Satanic cult or an Illuminati headquarters or a New World Order command centre. It is a summer camp for powerful men. But a summer camp for powerful men, in a democracy, is not a neutral thing. It is a space where power is exercised informally, where influence is transmitted through personal relationships rather than institutional channels, where the public interest is defined by people who are accountable only to each other. It is, in the most literal sense, a retreat — a withdrawal from the democratic arena into a private world where the rules are different and the public has no voice.


The redwoods do not care about any of this. They were here before the Bohemian Club, and they will be here after it is gone. They tower above the camps and the cabins, above the lake and the Owl, above the stage where Dull Care is burned each July, with the serene indifference of organisms that measure their lives in centuries rather than election cycles. They have watched the men come and go for a hundred and fifty years — the journalists and the bankers, the presidents and the actors, the plotters and the drinkers and the singers of songs. They have heard the speeches and the arguments, the laughter and the crackling of ceremonial fire. And they have kept their own counsel, as they always have, growing slowly upward toward a sky that the men below them can barely see.


The Bohemian Grove endures because power endures, and because the men who hold power will always seek places where they can be together without being watched. The trees endure because they are trees, and trees do not require privacy or secrecy or a forty-foot concrete owl to remind them of what they are. The men will continue to gather. The Cremation of Care will continue to be performed. The Lakeside Talks will continue to be delivered. And the redwoods will continue to grow, patient and vast and indifferent, their roots sunk deep in the same earth that holds the ashes of Dull Care and the secrets of the men who burned him.


Somewhere in the canopy, an owl — a real one, not made of concrete — settles on a branch and blinks its enormous eyes. It is watching. It is always watching. And it sees everything.

 
 

Timeline

 1872 — The Bohemian Club is founded on April 2 in San Francisco by journalists from the San Francisco Examiner, the Chronicle, and other papers. The owl is chosen as the club's symbol; the motto "Weaving Spiders Come Not Here" is adopted from Shakespeare.

 1878 — The club holds its first outdoor summer retreat in a rented redwood grove near the Russian River, prompted by founding member Henry Edwards' departure for New York.

 1880 — The Cremation of Care ceremony is performed for the first time at the summer encampment.

 1881 — Jules Tavernier paints Cremation of Care, the earliest known depiction of the ceremony. The ritual becomes an annual tradition.

 1893 — The club signs a formal lease for Meeker's Grove, a redwood property near Monte Rio in Sonoma County.

 1899 — The Bohemian Club purchases the Grove property outright from logger Melvin Cyrus Meeker.

 1913 — Herbert Hoover joins the Bohemian Club as a regular member, beginning a five-decade association that will transform the Grove into a political institution.

 1929 — The forty-foot concrete Owl Shrine is constructed at the lakeside, replacing an earlier, smaller figure.

 1932 — The Lakeside Talks are formally inaugurated, providing a forum for off-the-record speeches by politicians, military leaders, and business executives.

 1942 (September) — A special meeting at the Grove brings together Ernest Lawrence, J. Robert Oppenheimer, and members of the S-1 Executive Committee to discuss the feasibility of building an atomic bomb. The discussions contribute to the centralisation that will produce the Manhattan Project.

 1944 — The Grove's land holdings reach 2,700 acres through continued purchases of adjacent parcels.

 1950 (July) — Dwight D. Eisenhower and Richard Nixon meet for the first time at Cave Man camp, as guests of former President Hoover. Eisenhower delivers a Lakeside Talk that establishes him as a serious presidential candidate. Within two years, he chooses Nixon as his running mate.

 1964 — Herbert Hoover dies. His Saturday afternoon Lakeside Talk had been the climactic event of every encampment for decades.

 1967 (July 29) — Richard Nixon delivers the featured Lakeside address in Hoover's honour — a fifty-minute analysis of the global situation that he later calls "the first milestone on my road to the presidency." During the same encampment, he negotiates with Ronald Reagan, who agrees not to enter the 1968 Republican primaries.

 1975 — Ronald Reagan joins the Bohemian Club and is assigned to Owl's Nest camp.

 1980 — Rick Clogher, a journalist, enters the Grove posing as a worker. His account in Mother Jones is the first published magazine report from inside the compound. Mary Moore founds the Bohemian Grove Action Network to organise protests.

 1984 — Some 300 demonstrators blockade the Grove's entrance during the annual encampment, demanding the admission of women and public accountability. At least 50 are arrested.

 1989 (July) — Philip Weiss of Spy magazine infiltrates the Grove, posing as a guest for seven days. His article, "Masters of the Universe Go to Camp," provides a detailed and satirical account of life inside the encampment.

 2000 (July 15) — Alex Jones and cameraman Mike Hanson enter the Grove with a hidden camera and film the Cremation of Care ceremony. The footage becomes the documentary Dark Secrets: Inside Bohemian Grove and fuels decades of conspiracy theories.

 2008 — Vanity Fair reporter Alex Shoumatoff is caught infiltrating the Grove and arrested for trespassing. His article, "Bohemian Tragedy," focuses on logging controversies.

 2023 (April) — ProPublica reveals that Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas has been attending the Bohemian Grove for more than two decades as a guest of billionaire Republican donor Harlan Crow, without disclosing the trips on his financial forms.

 2023 (November) — The Supreme Court adopts its first-ever code of conduct, a direct response to the Thomas revelations.

 2026 (February) — Independent journalist Daniel Boguslaw leaks the 2023 Bohemian Grove membership list, exposing over 2,200 names including Conan O'Brien, Michael Bloomberg, Eric Schmidt, Paul Pelosi, and the late Charles Koch.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Bohemian Grove is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.
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