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For my parents





Above all, the machine has no feelings, it feels no fear and no hope … it operates according to the pure logic of probability. For this reason I assert that the robot perceives more accurately than man.

—Max Frisch, Swiss novelist and playwright, 1957

At its base, the dispute is about personal freedom. I am fifty-one years old. Robot Wars was my dream, but it has turned into a nightmare.

—Marc Thorpe, 1999






PROLOGUE

I decided to write a book about robotic sports—and the intensely devoted hobbyists and engineers who participate in them—after watching an amazing championship match at a Battlebots competition on San Francisco’s Treasure Island, on Memorial Day, 2001.

I was sitting with 1,500 other spectators in four sets of bleachers that surrounded a transparent 48 by 48-square-foot box. The enclosure was made of a supposedly unbreakable plastic called Lexan. The mechanical athletes were parked inside, waiting.

Son of Whyachi, the rookie, sat in the red square. The 315-pound, remote-controlled robot moved via 16 tiny rectangular feet made of the polymer Delrin, eight on each side, which rotated in an elliptical pattern and shuffled the bot along at three feet per second. Three metal rods extended over the top of the robot and sloped down over the frame, connected to each other by aluminum braces, with steel meat tenderizers at each end. At the start of each match, the apparatus would spin up like a helicopter rotor, whipping currents of air across the floor.

Biohazard, the reigning champ, occupied the blue square on the other side of the arena. The 210-pound heavyweight robot was a marvel of geometric simplicity. Spring-loaded titanium skirts ringed a rectangular frame and extended down to the floor, preventing anything from slipping underneath and gaining leverage. At opportune moments, a stealthy lifting arm would emerge from the base to flip enemies onto their backs or pin them to the wall. It flew across the arena on six wheels at a brisk 15 miles per hour.

Biohazard had speed and dexterity; Son of Whyachi had brute power. Spectators in the stands seemed to know exactly how the match would play out. The champ, they said, would try to reach the rookie and disable it before those destructive helicopter rotors could spin at full speed.

The builders of both mechanical gladiators stood outside the one-inch-thick plastic, nervously shifting their weight from one foot to another, waiting for the match to begin. In their hands, they held radio-controllers, which they would use to send commands to their surrogate athletes over the FM frequency band.

I slid to the edge of my seat along with all the other spectators. Scores of other robot builders were streaming into the hangar from the pits next door, where they had left their toolkits, spare parts, and defeated robots, spread out on row after row of wooden tables.

A tuxedoed ring announcer occupied a lone spotlight at the center of the Battlebox. “Ladies and Gentlemen, this matchup is for the Battlebots heavyweight competition. Introducing the principals: In the blue square, if you want to take his crown, you’ll have to pry it from his cold dead lifting arm. And that ain’t going to happen. Your defending heavyweight champion … Biohazard!”

The crowd let out an approving howl. I overheard someone say that in seven years on the robotic combat circuit, Biohazard’s maker, Carlo Bertocchini, had won 28 matches and lost only three times. The 38-year-old mechanical engineer from Belmont, California, developed plastic injection molds for a Silicon Valley company, but now that robotic combat was a televised sport—this bout would be broadcast on Comedy Central—Bertocchini was close to quitting his job to build robots full time.

“In the red square to my right:This robot wanted me to read a letter to his mama.‘If I don’t come home with the giant nut, melt me down and give my spare parts to needy robots.’ Let’s hear it for … Son … of … Whyachi!”

Broad cheering from the crowd masked a scattering of boos. The guy sitting next to me said that Terry Ewert, captain of Team Whyachi, owned and operated a factory in Dorchester,Wisconsin, that made meat-processing equipment. This was his first robot competition, and he had run his bot-building effort through his company, putting more than $130,000 in parts and man-hours into his creations. “That kind of money will ruin a family sport,” the guy in the stands said. Ewert and his team were outfitted in red-and-black NASCAR racing uniforms, which stood in stark juxtaposition to the jeans and custom-made robot T-shirts worn by most of the West Coast competitors.

With the combatants introduced, the announcer hustled out of the arena. The Christmas tree, an electronic display borrowed from drag racing, counted down from red to green lights. A buzzer sounded.

Biohazard lurched forward, but Son of Whyachi hardly moved; apparently its walking assembly had taken a beating over the course of five days and six fights. The helicopter rotor, however,worked just fine. By the time Biohazard reached the center of the floor, the rotor was already a deadly, invisible blur. The two robots collided in a shower of sparks. A square panel of titanium armor disappeared from Biohazard’s skirt, landing on the other side of the arena. The robots were flung away from each other by the rotational energy of Son of Whyachi’s weapon.

Bertocchini moved Biohazard back into position to take another shot. His best hope was to disable the powerful helicopter blades and then push Son of Whyachi around the arena. The robots collided again. Another small square of armor disappeared from Biohazard’s protective skirt, but one of the bracing rods on Terry Ewert’s bot also came loose and began to flail around like a piece of clothing sticking out the window of a speeding car. Without the brace, Son of Whyachi’s balance was thrown off and the great intimidating helicopter weapon slowed down, then stopped spinning altogether. Bertocchini had an opportunity and we all rose to our feet.

The champ pushed the rookie over to the corner of the arena, underneath one of the four metal hammers known as “pulverizers.” These were operated by a Battlebots technician named Pete Lambertson, who sat outside the ring and activated the hazards—the pulverizers, as well as the 16 metal “kill saws” that emerged from the floor—at opportune moments, and this was an opportune moment. Lambertson brought the hammer down. It pounded Son of Whyachi’s disabled weapon, and the crowd erupted into wild carnivorous cheering, like bloodthirsty Romans at the coliseum. The hammer came down again, then a third time, and a fourth time.

I could see Terry Ewert wincing on the far side of the Battlebox. He was trying to move Son of Whyachi outside the perilous zone, but the walker shuffled ineffectually in place, and Bertocchini’s Biohazard blocked all avenues of escape. Lambertson brought the hammer down again, and again. Ewert tried to restart the weapon, but without traction, the base of the robot began spinning instead. We were all cheering and pointing. The bleacher seats shook. The hammer kept banging away. Terry Ewert’s face was a vision of pain and disappointment: His $75,000 robot was taking a tremendous beating. Carlo Bertocchini looked serenely confident. A few more hits from the pulverizer and Bertocchini would keep his title and his reputation as the most dominant competitor in the history of the robotic combat circuit.

But Son of Whyachi was still moving, albeit barely. And there was still a minute and a half left in the match.
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After what happened next, and all the frenzied scrambling by judges, referees, and event organizers to figure out who had actually won, I started researching all different kinds of robot competitions.

Surprisingly, I found them everywhere. High schools around North America participate each year in the annual FIRST competition, in which hundreds of remote-controlled robots perform specific tasks, such as collecting soccer balls and lifting them into baskets. Computer scientists from Japan gather every December in the Kokugikan sumo hall in Tokyo, pitting their homemade pushbots against each other in fierce one-on-one sumo matches inside a 154-centimeter ring.

At the Georgia Institute of Technology’s International Aerial Robotics Competition, students’ autonomous helibots fly through the air. At the Trinity College Fire Fighting Home Robot Contest in Philadelphia, machines navigate mock model homes to extinguish a lone candle. In a different city every year, universities from around the world field teams of kickbots in RoboCup, a robotic soccer competition. The ultimate goal of RoboCup, say its founders at the Sony Corporation, is to develop bipedal robots that can defeat the best human teams by the year 2050.

The real competitors in this new sport aren’t the robots that roam the field, but the mechanics and computer scientists behind them, who flex their intellects and imaginations instead of their muscles. They’re the perfect athletes for an age in which the U.S. Army’s drone aircraft fly over foreign soil, robotic rovers explore distant planets, and even cheap toy-store dolls come equipped with hidden computer chips. The robots are among us.

Today, autonomous robot competitions such as robotic sumo and robotic soccer aren’t spectator sports. Technologies such as artificial intelligence and computer vision aren’t ready for prime time, yet. That’s why the most popular and cinematic strains of competition are the more dramatic remote-controlled contests like robotic combat.

At this writing, the concept has been developed into at least a half dozen TV shows including Robot Wars on the BBC and TNN and Comedy Central’s Battlebots, which televised the fight between Son of Whyachi and Biohazard. Some of these shows will disappear. New ones are on the way.

Walking around the crowded pits at Battlebots, I started asking about the history of the sport, but the competitors were hesitant to talk. Sensitive issues involving key figures in the sport were still unresolved, they said. I asked some more questions and learned that the originator of robotic combat was an artist named Marc Thorpe, and that he had been exiled from the world of robot competition.

What I didn’t know then—what it would take me months to find out—was that the contests inside the arena mirrored a harsher conflict behind the scenes. That fight took place between people whose proxies were not robots but lawyers, skilled in the martial arts tactics of the U.S. legal system, who extracted a much greater toll than dislodged metal.

My curiosity about that battle resulted in this book, which tells the incredible story of robotic combat, and of the other competitions that are also graduating into spectator sports.

This isn’t a book about technology, though it has great technology in it—such as the fearsome machines of the Bay Area’s Survival Research Labs, which begin the tale. It’s not a book about art either, though many of the robot makers, like the special-effects wizard who created the tiptoeing, crablike robot Mechadon, are inarguably artists, of a type we will be seeing more of in the twenty-first century.

Rather, this is a biography of a sport, the byzantine path it navigated from underground phenomenon to mainstream acceptance, and the price paid for that growth.

If football or baseball were invented today, their trajectories might be similar: Someone has an idea for a new game. The inventor raises money and begins holding matches. A community of enthusiasts forms around the game. The sport appears to have good prospects, and the participants sense the possibility of making money. The players, inventors, and the investors battle for control. They file lawsuits, and the courts have to pick through the rubble. Meanwhile, television takes over and the demands of the small screen (more action, more drama, more carnage) pervert the original idea.

Now that I’ve finished my research, I think this story is a cautionary tale for every inventor or entrepreneur with a new entertainment idea, in an age dominated by television and litigation.

Specifically, two responses to the spectacle propelled robotic combat along its tortuous path. First, almost everyone who saw it, whether under highway overpasses, inside decommissioned military bases, or on television, recognized that it was a great idea, and that it could be really, really big.

Second, everyone who encountered robotic combat interpreted it differently. Some saw it as an art show, some as pure competition, others as “sports entertainment,” like professional wrestling. Others concluded it was violent and morally reprehensible, and still others felt it was inherently silly. And no one agreed with anyone else’s interpretation.

Perhaps that’s why they’re still fighting over it.








PART I


THE AGE OF
ROBOT WARS







CHAPTER 1

THE PURIST


I’m a parasite. The people I work with are parasites. We live off this putrescent, purulent body of society around us. We scrounge around and we get what we want from them. If they don’t give it to us, we take it from them.

—Mark Pauline, 1986



On a cold December night in 2001, a line stretched down an unlit side street in the warehouse district of Berkeley, California. It tailed off at an industrial lot littered with mechanical debris, stretched past a metal fabrication shop and communal art studio called The Crucible, and nosed into a doorway hidden between 40-foot stacks of rust-colored trucking containers. Whatever the impatiently milling crowd was waiting for, it was completely blocked from sight.

There were no mailed invitations or posters for this event, nor any made-up television interviewers, unionized TV cameramen, tuxedoed ring announcers, or really any media attention at all, save for the organizer’s own attempts to record the event with digital video cameras. It was all happening below the radar, hush-hush. Only a few days before, e-mails were sent to a reliable few. “Please don’t tell anyone,” the message urged. “Also, make sure you get there on time, because we’re not going to have much time to pull this off.”

About 500 Bay Area dwellers showed up. They were artists and hackers, students and computer scientists. Many echoed the same excited sentiment: Finally, after a wait of several years, the robots of SRL—Survival Research Labs—were about to walk the earth once more.

The show was scheduled to begin at 7:30 P.M. In typical SRL manner (and despite the urgency of the e-mail), the guerilla arts group kept the crowd waiting outside for an hour. While the spectators lingered, two uniformed Berkeley police officers walked by, poked their heads into the makeshift doorway, and started asking questions. “What the heck is going on here? What are those … things … inside?” SRL minions showed their permit, which allowed them to stage a performance art show with a sound restriction of 50 decibels—the level of a normal conversation at a restaurant. “We’ve done this before. It’s an art show. There’s no worry here at all, officer,” they reassured the police. They wouldn’t let the police inside, nor did they produce their ringleader, whose name was explicitly not on the permit and who remained safely out of sight. He might be too familiar to the officers. The cops walked away, mercifully unaware of what was planned. And everyone in line who knew about SRL’s decade-long struggle with the Bay Area authorities breathed easier.

At 8:30, the doors opened. Spectators paid $20 and were handed a small plastic packet containing two Styrofoam earplugs. Then they were directed through a narrow doorway and into an open yard, where they caught their first glimpse of the spectacle to come. The yard, enclosed on all sides by 20-foot-high stacks of trucking containers, was smaller than the usual SRL show space. The massive, beastly machines seemed nearly on top of each other.

On one side the stationary contraptions were lined up in an orderly row that belied the mayhem they were about to produce. Most conspicuous were the two racing tires of the Pitching Machine. Powered by a 200-horsepower V-8 engine, the wheels would spin in opposite directions, taking two-by-four wooden planks from a conveyor belt and spitting them out at 120 miles per hour, like rounds of machine-gun fire. Next to the Pitching Machine was the long, phallic shaft of the Shockwave Cannon. This fiendish contraption would harness explosions of acetylene and oxygen, directing an eardrum-splitting blast of air and noise that could break windows 700 feet away. Next to that was the mechanism simply dubbed “Boeing.” It was an actual jet engine with fuel injectors and an ignition system, designed to produce a long spear of fire—a flamethrower on anabolic steroids. Finally, closest to the audience, was the Pulsejet, calculated to generate a constant thunderous roar of 140 brain-crunching, permit-flouting decibels.

On the other side of the yard were the mobile machines, the lumbering hydraulic robots with names like Track Robot, Running Machine, Inchworm, and Hovercraft. They were all huge, weighing between 500 pounds and three tons. They made Son of Whyachi, Biohazard, and the rest of the Battlebots look like feeble Lego pieces. When the show began, these radio-controlled beasts would wander the yard, menacing the crowd, sparring with each other, and tearing apart the inexplicable SRL props—like the writhing mechanical sculpture called the “Sneaky Soldier,” which sat atop a mock lifeguard tower in front of a pool of flammable calcium hydride.

The centerpiece of the show sat at the very back of the yard. It was an electro-luminescent “Geoffrey the Giraffe,” the smiling, long-eyelashed icon of Toys ’R Us. The national chain had recently closed a store in the South of Market district of San Francisco and locked two of its Geoffrey signs in a nearby open-air lot. SRL members monitored the lot for weeks, then made their move in the dead of night. This was how the guerilla arts group festooned its shows.

Arranged around Geoffrey’s base were large photographs of decapitated heads and jarringly young couples in explicit sexual embrace. Behind Geoffrey, there were photographs of scenic American landscapes. “We had a whole series of effects that were designed to create confusion and extreme sensory overload,” explained Mark Pauline, the 48-year-old founder, director, and mastermind of SRL. “Geoffrey was kind of the master of ceremonies.”

Pauline wore gray coveralls, the kind psychotic killers always don in slasher flicks. His hair was close-shaven, except, oddly, for his bangs, which were long and brushed back, as if the barber had rushed away on an emergency before finishing the haircut. He wore black, horn-rimmed glasses, and like a general preparing for battle, he walked the yard, calmly giving orders to the 50 or so men and women helping him operate the robots and produce the show. As it began, he donned a pair of industrial-strength earphones and picked up his radio controller with his left hand. His right hand, which he used to manipulate one of the joysticks, had three strangely misshapen fingers and a sac of bulging discolored flesh.

The crowd hurriedly inserted their earplugs as the machines were activated and the mayhem began. The Shockwave Cannon blasted props off the trucking container walls as Boeing torched the photographs of dismembered heads. The Running Machine lurched into the lifeguard tower, and the Sneaky Soldier toppled into the pool of fire. The rest of the robots, creaking with hydraulic motion, circled the yard, clawing each other, shaking their pincers at the crowd. The Hovercraft, difficult to control on the yard’s slight incline, boxed itself into the far corner, its four jet engines contributing to the appalling din.

And then the Pulsejet began to scream. Audience members pancaked their hands over their ears, trying to evict the painful ruckus from their heads.

On top of the trucking containers that ringed the yard, SRL’s security team monitored police radio frequencies. From Oakland to Richmond, hundreds of East Bay residents were calling 911, reporting what sounded like a ferocious SWAT team firefight near the waterfront. The SRLers heard an emergency dispatcher order a dozen police cars to the scene.

Down in the yard, poor Geoffrey was attacked from all directions. The Inchworm speared him, then Boeing bathed him in flame until the glass plating shattered and that joyful smile disappeared into the burning maw. Then the Pitching Machine was awakened, and in a ratta-tat-tat of wooden planks, eviscerated what was left of Geoffrey’s orange and brown spots, until a hydraulic line jammed and the Pitching Machine gagged on its own ordnance. Then the Running Machine tromped over to the flaming mascot and stamped on its remains. Spectators swayed and giggled and clawed at their ears; they didn’t know whether to cheer the carnage, like a Battlebots crowd, or to nod knowingly, as if at sculpture in a museum. Or, perhaps, to run for their lives.

Above the yard, the SRL security team heard the emergency dispatcher discover that an authorized art show was in progress near the waterfront. The dispatcher called off 11 of the police cars. Minutes later, SRL security members saw the twelfth car pull up and a lone officer get out. He searched helplessly along the trucking containers for access to the yard but couldn’t find the entrance. “How do I get in?” he yelled. From atop the trucking containers, the SRLers shrugged their shoulders and pretended they couldn’t hear.

For the show’s final flourish, the Pulsejet was turned on the audience. Those closest to the device tried to hide behind each other. Upon discovering that this provided no refuge from the awful din, they stood there and gamely took it, their hair blown back by thrusts of wind. And then, suddenly, it was over. A peaceful calm settled over the charred yard as the spectators looked at each other in wonder and confusion. What the heck had they just witnessed? There was a scattering of tortured applause.

The cop finally found his way in, but he only reprimanded SRL members for starting the show one hour after their permit allowed. Amazingly, Pauline would get no complaints from the Berkeley authorities about violating the decibel-level restrictions on his permit.

As the crowd streamed out of the wasted yard, clutching ears and nursing headaches, the SRL crew started to clean up. Pauline explained the motif of the show, which took place during the second month of the U.S. military action in Afghanistan after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. “We were hoping that people would get the feeling of what it’s like to be in a war,” he said. “It seemed like the most relevant kind of experience to give people—sort of a Cliff ’s Notes version of the current state of affairs.”

Best of all for Pauline, he had outsmarted his enemies in San Francisco law enforcement across the Bay, who had strained to limit SRL’s activities for more than a decade. “I have no bad feelings for the police and fire department,” he said. “I’ll always find ways to get around the restrictions, and they’ll always find new ways to circumvent the shows, and I’ll always find new ways to uncircumvent them.”

After a while, Pauline wandered over to speak to his mother and her boyfriend. After 20 years of his performances, they had finally made it from Florida to watch a show. Meanwhile, an SRL production manager from Chicago named Deb Pastor climbed up to the top of the trucking containers, where the security team had monitored their police scanners. She hadn’t been up there yet and didn’t know, as the other SRL members did, that a plastic rain shelter extending from one of the containers could not support any weight. She started to hug a friend, another SRLer named Amy Miller, and took a wrong step onto the parapet.

It crumbled. Both women fell 20 feet, tumbling across Pauline’s peripheral vision as he spoke to his mom. “Uh, oh,” the SRL chief thought. “That looked bad.”

Deb Pastor fell onto a pile of wood. Fortunately, the Chicago production manager stood up and walked away, bruised and scraped but unhurt.

Amy Miller landed directly on the tough earth. The doctors that Pauline always brought to his shows, just in case, rushed over to help her. Other SRLers called 911. A few minutes later, the ambulance arrived. SRL crewmembers rushed the EMS personnel directly through the hidden doorway. A crowd gathered around Miller, who was lying on the ground, moaning in pain.

X-rays would reveal she had broken her pelvic bone in three places and cracked her hip socket. She would need months of rehab and thousands of dollars in medical care. It was not certain that Pauline’s insurance would cover it. In the meantime, EMS put her in a hard neck collar and onto a backboard, and shoved her into the ambulance. Then they rushed her to the nearest available hospital equipped to handle traumatic falls, the Eden Medical Center, a half hour away in Castro Valley.
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Mark Pauline liked to cause trouble, to transgress the boundaries of convention and safety, and to immerse himself in the world of mechanical things. Those compatible instincts had fueled Survival Research Labs for more than two decades.

Pauline was born in Sarasota, Florida. As a kid, he loved to tinker and take things apart, to test the laws of physics and the limits of machinery. Pauline’s parents didn’t have a lot of money, and the mean streets of his youth inspired his inventions. He spent a year building variations on the homemade pistol known as a zip gun, experimenting with all the different permutations of materials, from motorcycle spikes to metal cylinders. As a teenager, he built, repaired, and destroyed motorcycles, boats, and cars, and built grenades just to throw them into lakes so he could collect the fish that floated to the surface. Later, he worked for a military contractor building robotic targets, and became an expert welder on the oil fields of Santa Barbara. By the age of 18, he was completely fluent in the art of mechanics.

The love of creation and destruction followed him to Eckerd College in Florida, where he studied literature and experimental theater, and joined the anti-Vietnam War art fringe. “We were all trying to be punked out back in the early seventies,” he recalled. At graduation, he cut holes in his red honors gown and underneath it wore a girl’s g-string bikini and a pair of brown and white cowboy boots. For final effect, he mixed fluorescent pink paint and Afro sheen in his hair. The professors were outraged, but a tolerant dean let him walk the rostrum anyway.

Pauline arrived in San Francisco in 1978 and spent a few months defacing billboards and pulling other illegal stunts. But he wanted to use his mechanical talents to make his statement, to be an artist while avoiding the staid gallery world. Mostly, though, he wanted to annoy and confuse people—to play pranks and generate real, raw reactions from his audience. “The billboards were like a snack, but I knew there was a bigger meal out there somewhere,” he told the Bay Area underground publication Re/Search in 1983. “I wondered … how can I develop a system that takes all this into account so I can really make a serious assault [on society] and do something that’s more satisfying?” Over the course of several weeks, he came up with the idea of staging a mechanized performance. He would take the art of kinetic mechanical sculpture, innovated by artists like Switzerland’s Jean Tinguely, and combine it with elements of technology and fire to put the audience in perceived danger. He started sneaking into industrial warehouses and stealing the tools he would need, materials and machinery that would be his clay and paint. For Pauline, the technologies of postindustrial society were its most potent artistic supplies.

He staged his first show, called Machine Sex, in February 1979, at a gas station in the San Francisco neighborhood of North Beach. He didn’t ask for permission—he just hopped the fence, plugged his new contraption into the station’s power supply, and began. That first apparatus, The Disintegrator, was a conveyer belt that fed objects into a chamber where they got chopped up by a blade, then injected into a hopper that fired them onto the audience. For the show, Pauline dispatched pigeons with his slingshot and dressed them in Arab doll costumes to echo the seventies oil crisis. He put the dead pigeons into The Disintegrator.

The owner of the gas station was mystified and disturbed, so Pauline bribed him with a twenty-dollar bill. “He didn’t really say anything: He just took the money and looked at me like I was crazy and then stood back in the audience and watched,” Pauline told Re/Search. “That’s how it all started. That’s how I decided to get serious and make playful attacks on society into more or less a way of life.”

Pauline stole the name Survival Research Labs from an advertisement in the back of Soldier of Fortune magazine. The original owners of the name never called to complain. With a series of collaborators, and then a growing cadre of young cyberpunk followers, Pauline staged mechanical shows in San Francisco through the late seventies and eighties. He moved into headquarters in the gritty, abandoned industrial district of San Francisco. The members of SRL called their base “the junkyard,” and called themselves “mechaniacs,” for “machine maniacs.” The junkyard was stuffed with mechanical tools and parts: 10-horsepower lathes, CNC machines, drill presses and, everywhere, welding gear. SRLers snooped around town searching out the discarded rot of industrial San Francisco, scavenging abandoned materials and tools. Occasionally, they broke into places, helping themselves to parts and equipment. Pauline liked to call SRL a “culture of permissiveness and appropriation.”

SRL shows in the eighties were grotesque, surreal, and disturbing.

Pauline wanted to jolt audiences and didn’t think the machines themselves were sophisticated enough to do it. So early shows featured dead animals: an embalmed rabbit animated by a robotic skeleton, or a mechanical merry-go-round of dead guinea pigs, each flopping back and forth as the whole thing revolved. Shows were performed in parking lots and under deserted highway overpasses, and would occasionally cause audience members to become physically ill.

But Pauline knew that if people were really going to pay attention to what SRL was doing, then the machines would have to be undeniably impressive. Instead of stationary, they would have to move; instead of visibly tethered, they should be radio-controlled. Instead of rusty, metallic, and cold, they should spit fire and blast loud noises. Pauline wanted to really scare, not just sicken, his audience. “If it’s technically challenging, I knew they would accept it,” he said.

He started experimenting with new technologies, real military and industrial hardware that he bought secondhand from surplus dealers and scrap yards, and in June 1982 he set to work constructing a real rocket motor. The propellant consisted of an oxidizer mixed with saturated fuel, designed to make it burn even faster. He was reading from an instruction manual and mixing the cured solution in a tube when he started having trouble:The manual instructed him to remove the metal rod in the center of the solution, but the rod wouldn’t budge, so he went outside his shop and started tapping on it with a hammer. It still wasn’t moving. He hit it harder, and it moved a little. He hit even harder, and suddenly he was on the other side of the lot, lying on his back.

“I looked up and I was lying on the ground and blood just went in a sheet of red over my eyes,” he said. “And then I shook it out of my eyes and looked at my hand, because it felt funny, and all I could see was just the bones … there was no skin on any of the bones. Then they took me to the hospital and put me out and that was it.”

Pauline was lucky—most of the shrapnel from the fuel explosion missed his head and body. But four fingers on his right hand were gone. Only his middle finger—the universal symbol of vulgar defiance—remained.

It took eight months for doctors to surgically reconstruct the hand, installing two of his toes as replacement fingers. “He’s proud of the hand,” said a friend. “It’s his robot part.”

Pauline talked to The New York Times about the accident in 1998. “When I examined the situation, I realized I was just another white male who had lived a life of privilege,” he said. “Nothing bad had ever happened to me, and I’d gotten a sense of hubris. It becomes destructive when you think you can do anything and get away with it.”

When he restarted SRL, Pauline applied his mechanical talents to the task of adjusting. He retrofitted his motorcycle with a second foot-pedal brake so he could stop quickly. He learned to pinch and grab with his surgically altered hand. And he got back to work, with a newfound respect for safety.

Pauline finally did make the rocket, and the new machines were as spectacular as he planned. There was the first Shockwave Cannon, which could break windows hundreds of feet away.

The Air Launcher, based on technology developed for avalanche control, used CO2 to fire concrete-filled canisters 500 feet per second. During shows, canisters were aimed at prop-houses or other robots, and upon impact, would explode into thick clouds of concrete dust.

There was the Running Machine, a six-legged, gas-powered contraption with a motorcycle-chain drive inspired by a Gatling gun loading system. Pauline salvaged the motors from a defunct brewery, and over the course of several years, painstakingly fashioned all the sprockets himself, an “interesting form of self-punishment,” he said. As for the metal that made up the robot’s legs and frame, he recalled, “Someone was storing it. I don’t remember what happened, but suddenly I had all this aluminum.” When it walked, the Running Machine arm articulated a knife back and forth.

“I love making these things,” Pauline said. “It’s a horrible, painful process, full of all kinds of uncertainty. These are things no one has ever tried to do before. It takes a couple of years to build each machine. By the time you’re done, it changes you.” Pauline and his compatriots were true hard-core gearheads: They loved the oily complexities of machines and understood the internal mechanics that are, to the rest of us, an inscrutable mesh of wires and servos. While others only dreamed about taking the technology of their daily lives and subverting it into wild, destructive machines, Pauline actually did it.

When he wasn’t working on his monstrosities, Pauline bought and resold surplus machinery and computers, earning enough money to support his art, and occasionally send his troupe of mechanical and human performers abroad. In 1988, Pauline took his first major trip, first to New York City and then to Europe. Forty volunteers and collaborators followed him, all of them engineers, artists, and welders who shared Pauline’s appetite for artistic destruction—and playing pranks. That May, in front of an audience of thousands in the parking lot outside Shea Stadium, two dozen SRL machines trucked over from the West Coast were set loose in the pouring rain. The show featured the 30-foot-high Wheel of Misfortune, a large spinning circle that rambled over everything in its path, and the one-ton Walking Machine, a lumbering, skeletal elephant that tromped among the debris. During the show, flimsy cardboard boxes were catapulted through the air and burst open over the crowd, scattering three million dollars in counterfeit bills over the parking lot. A friend of Pauline’s had found “a Korean who didn’t speak much English” who owned a Linotype printer, which manufactured the fake money. Spectators rushed to pick up the bills, which looked impressively authentic.

Pauline, who personally crafted provocative names for each show, called the Shea performance “Misfortunes of Desire: Acted Out in an Imaginary Location Symbolizing Everything Worth Having.” The next day, The New York Times dismissed it: “The Survival Research team apparently thrives on chaos and on creating, and destroying, nonart. Compared to a ‘Mad Max’ movie, the effects were nothing special.”

The fake money was passed around New York City all summer.
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By the end of the decade, Mark Pauline’s theatrical displays of fighting robots achieved cult notoriety all over the world. Pauline found the news coverage particularly amusing. “The media can never deny coverage to a good spectacle,” he said. “No matter how ridiculous, absurd, insane, or illogical something is, if it achieves a certain identity as a spectacle, the media has to deal with it.” Pauline also made videos of his events and sold them at art shows, over the phone, and later on the Internet. The videos were passed between friends, from mechanical obsessive to mechanical obsessive, through the loose network of kinetic artists, mechanical hobbyists, and gearheads.

In California, Pauline’s alchemy spawned an entire community of renegade robot artists. Of the hundreds of collaborators and volunteers he trained and supervised, many broke off from the group to pursue their own muses. Matt Heckert, a core SRL member in the mid-eighties, left in ’87 to work on computer-controlled sound sculpture, which he called the Mechanical Sound Orchestra. It was a collection of steel, servos, and motors that, when activated all at once, suggested a collaboration of sentient musical beings.

Other SRL members also started groups of their own, with names like Seemen, PeopleHater, and Experimental Interaction Unit. Pauline got a personal kick out of calling these groups “SRL franchises,” and he hosted frequent, raucous parties for the community at SRL headquarters. The focal point of these gatherings typically involved blowing up things, such as old television sets.

Meanwhile, outside the Bay Area, Pauline’s work was also having an impact. One of his videos fell into the hands of a group calling itself the Denver Mad Scientists Club, an informal band of a half-dozen Colorado mechanical engineers who met through the regular gatherings of the Denver Area Science Fiction Association and its annual sci-fi convention, MileHiCon. While the rest of their comrades sat in rented classrooms and chatted about Star Wars and Star Trek, the Mad Scientists would stand outside in the hall and talk about their mechanical interests. After a while, they began meeting at each other’s homes, working on unusual projects like Tesla coils and alcohol-fueled rockets—the kind of stuff they couldn’t do at their staid work environments. John Morse owned a machine shop; Bill Lemieux worked at defense contractor Martin Marietta; Bill Llewellin assembled industrial robots for the Micron Corporation.

Mike Bakula, a computer programmer, was the member who first brought SRL videos to the group’s attention. They gathered around his TV set to watch Pauline’s antics and were captivated. Here was a guy who didn’t just dream about the outlandish mechanical contraptions that constantly occupied the gearhead imagination, he actually built them. “Pauline was building really cool stuff, all expensive and of dubious legality. We loved it,” Bakula said.

Sequestered in Denver and unable to catch an SRL show, the Mad Scientists started to think about putting on some variation of a Pauline event themselves. Eventually, they combined the SRL influence with two others.

The first was the 2.70 design competition, held across the country at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Since the early seventies, MIT’s mechanical-engineering department had been holding a contest for design students each year. Students had six weeks to take a bag of random parts (DC motors, welding rods, constant force springs, and so forth) and build a machine that would perform a specific task, such as herding Ping-Pong balls into a trough. Before each round, the machines had to be smaller than one cubic foot, but after the match began they could unfurl tools such as arms and nets to help accomplish the task. The students then faced each other in fiercely competitive, one-on-one matches. The Mad Scientists caught footage of the 2.70 contest on PBS’ Discover: the World of Science, which had covered the event intermittently since 1981.

The second influence was an annual happening at MileHiCon, called Critter Crawl, a friendly display of exotic homemade and purchased wind-up toys. The “critters” were judged on their creativity, speed, and design, but the Mad Scientists thought that the competition had gotten stale. For true gearheads, wind-up toys weren’t much of a design challenge. The Mad Scientists wondered what would happen if they mixed the Critter Crawl with some of the ambition and showmanship behind SRL and the competitive elements of the 2.70 design contest. The result could be a competition of tethered robotic devices, each with its own weapon and drive system: It would be like robotic boxing.

Gathering at a science-fiction association party one night in the mid-eighties, the Mad Scientists sketched out the parameters of such a contest. The robots would have to be small—and safe enough to perform inside a hotel ballroom if they planned to stage it at MileHiCon.

They eventually created rules:These new critters would fall into two weight classes, two pounds and 20 pounds. Like the MIT machines, the critters would begin each match occupying a volume of less than one foot, but after the match started, parts could unfurl into something larger. The playing field would be a ballroom table, about eight feet in diameter, and the critters would be controlled by electronic tether. The event, riffing off the name of its predecessor, was called Critter Crunch.

The first Critter Crunch was staged in 1986. For the next ten years, the competition was primarily limited to the Mad Scientists and their friends and watched by an enthusiastic crowd of attendees on the last day of MileHiCon. The early machines cost about $100 to build and contained only a slim fraction of the technology of an SRL contraption. But for the Mad Scientists, it was a lot of fun. Bill Llewellin built a critter with a butane-powered flamethrower. Bill Lemieux and Mike Bakula designed the first robot with a pneumatic ram, called Big Punch. A 12-gram CO2 canister, borrowed from a paint pellet gun, powered its spike weapon. Another early critter emitted water-soluble lubricant to ensnare opponents; yet another featured a mousetrap to clamp onto rivals. The competitors won matches mostly by pushing an opponent off the table, and the ground often did more damage than the critters themselves.

The Mad Scientists enjoyed building their garage robots and exulted in the steadily increasing crowds that turned out to watch Critter Crunch every year. But while the number of competitors and the sophistication of the robots would grow throughout the late eighties and early nineties, the event never evolved beyond its science-fiction convention origins. The robots stayed tiny, constrained by the two-pound and 20-pound weight restrictions. Weapons were kept tame, since the crowd of spectators would often huddle around the ballroom table, only a few feet away from the match. And the competition itself only lasted a few hours and stayed within the context of the larger weekend-long convention.

Much later, when the idea of robotic combat was expanded and commercialized in an altogether different way by someone else, interviewers would often ask the Mad Scientists why they didn’t try to develop their version of the concept. “We had a horrible lack of interest in doing something like that,” John Morse would answer. “We didn’t have any aspirations for making it commercial. We were just having fun.” The Mad Scientists didn’t even formally copyright their own rules and eventually, other science-fiction conventions copied it. The organizers of the annual DragonCon convention in Atlanta, for example, began to put on their own identical event, called Robot Battles, in 1989.

By the early nineties, fueled by SRL’s antics and the various robot combat competitions at science-fiction conventions, robotic spectacle was beginning to seep into the cultural bloodstream: It was in the air. But no one had taken that final step—to commercialize it, to actually turn remote-controlled robot fighting into a sport.
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Mark Pauline certainly wasn’t going to be the one to do it. He saw SRL as solidly outside mainstream culture, siphoning off its machinery and icons and subverting them for his own artistic ends. He insisted that SRL exist beyond the sphere of practicality or easy consumption, far from the hands of the businessmen who might water down or exploit its ethos of anarchy and confusion. Pauline was attacking society from the outside, giving people experiences they couldn’t get on TV or at movie theaters.

In the nineties, the entertainment industry came knocking and tested Pauline’s resolve. Alice Cooper’s manager asked Pauline to build some machines for the hard-core rocker’s stage show. Pauline led him on for a few weeks, then pulled out. Later, one of the filmmakers behind the successful Blair Witch Project envisioned a film with SRL robots and wrote an e-mail to Pauline: “I felt it might be an opportune time to let you know of my interest in including SRL as part of my research. If this sounds cool to you, let me know. We’ll talk about it in more detail.”

Pauline wrote back demanding the following terms. “I would have to write and direct any scene of the film that SRL machines are a major part of. I would have final cut on these sequences. I would be paid an amount comparable to that of a major special-effects company for similar work.”

“Mark, thanks for your time,” the filmmaker wrote back.

“‘No’ is one of my favorite words,” Pauline said. “I like my status as a marginal character and want to keep it that way.”

When somebody tried to use SRL images or video footage without asking (or did anything else to anger the SRL chief ), Pauline responded even more harshly. He threatened violence. He publicly smeared them on his website. He directed his legion of young hacker minions to inflict high-tech chaos on them, turning their lives into hell until they surrendered. “We don’t deal within the legal system,” Pauline said. “We use jungle law.”

Inevitably, Pauline began to have problems with authorities. For the first 10 years of SRL, he had managed to stay relatively free of trouble by using his remarkable gift for spinning evasive webs of logic.

“Honestly, officer, we never intended to produce an explosion that big. It just got really really out of control …”

“I don’t know who put the gas there, officer. It should have been water …”

“No, no, that can’t hurt your ears. It’s a real low noise, it’s basically a sine wave. You feel it like you feel the bass guitar at a rock concert.”

Onetime collaborator Matt Heckert said Pauline made Bay Area police and fire officials look like the Keystone Cops. “You can only do that for so long,” he said.

The cops began to catch up in 1989, when SRL staged a show called Illusions of Shameless Abundance, underneath an onramp to the Bay Bridge in San Francisco. It featured big vats of spoiled food, flammable stacks of pianos clustered around the bridge supports, and the fire-breathing, maniacal robots. At the end of the performance, a large trash bag burst and olive-green cylinders scattered over the ground. Each of them displayed the words, “High Explosive—one-half pound of TNT.” They had realistic fuses on one end and were filled with plaster. Like the counterfeit bills outside Shea Stadium, spectators picked them up.

The next day, the sun rose over the Bay Area to find the canisters scattered around the region, and authorities feared the worst. A two-mile stretch of San Francisco highway near the ocean was closed for the day while police checked out six containers on the beach. Another batch was found on the Marin County side of the Golden Gate Bridge. Bomb squads crawled over the city. The authorities finally figured it out and all the local papers reported it: Mark Pauline and SRL were playing another prank.

From there, tensions between the SRL and authorities got worse. The fire department asked SRL to tone down its shows. Pauline refused to compromise and couldn’t resist poking fire officials in the eye. In August 1991, he tested a V-1 rocket—a replica of the German buzz bomb used to bombard England during World War II, which Pauline had built to the original blueprints. Three hundred people called the city’s earthquake hotline. He performed at the opening of the city’s new Modern Museum of Art in 1994 and blasted the eardrums of pedestrians blocks away. The museum almost sued him; the fire department gave him a ticket for endangering lives and property, and asked him not to do it again.

Later that year, CBS News broadcast a story on an SRL event that took place on one of the city’s piers, administered by the port commission, not the fire department. But the story included footage of a port commission officer—dressed in fire gear—acting helpless and proclaiming the show “out of control.” The San Francisco fire department felt humiliated in front of the whole nation and decided to finally crack down on the artist’s antics.

In November 1995, Pauline tried another show, called Crime Wave. It was the first of the super-secretive SRL shows—with no posters or invitations, hush-hush, so the fire department couldn’t stop it. Phone calls went out less than 24 hours before the performance. Fire officials knew something was happening but didn’t know where.

Twenty-five hundred people turned out to watch the show on Beale Street in the South of Market district, right across from one of the city’s new upscale housing developments. The centerpiece of the performance was a hydraulically operated, bound and gagged hostage that writhed helplessly amid the carnage. Catapults chucked flaming bowling balls and bales of hay through the air. SRL’s familiar cast of robots, including Running Machine, Drunken Master, and One Night Robot, tromped through the chaos. A “party jail” on the far hill contained two wildly copulating mechanical figures. Around it, four Unabomber puppets (with the face of the FBI’s preliminary sketch of the then-at-large terrorist) rocketed into the sky and exploded. “The props from the show were based on images of crime culled from the popular imagination,” Pauline said at the time. The show ended after an actual street sweeper, painted black and outfitted with helicopter blade, emerged on the scene and began spitting green smoke at the panicked crowd.

Fire officials showed up just as the show was ending and brought the police and FBI with them.

The authorities sent the crowd home and questioned Pauline and colleague Mike Dingle for the entire night. They eventually charged the pair with unlawful open burning and using explosives without a permit. They spent a day in jail. Pauline ended up with a $500 fine, a community service sentence, and an arson conviction on his record. He was never supposed to perform in San Francisco again.

So SRL brought its show to Phoenix and Austin, Texas. They did those shows and afterward, officials in both cities told them never to come back, under any circumstances. After the Phoenix show, Pauline told the Arizona Republic, “SRL is on a public service mission to spread San Francisco’s careless attitude toward life, liberty, and the pursuit of intensity across America.”

Pauline took his machines to Japan, where he unveiled the woodchucking Pitching Machine. He ran it close to the crowd, gunning planks of wood 10 feet in front of audience members at 130 miles per hour. “The SRL policy of making ever more dangerous machines seems a fitting response to those who would have SRL perform safer events,” Pauline wrote on his website. Afterward, the Japanese government told him never to come back again, under any circumstances.

When Pauline and 15 cohorts got on the airplane in Tokyo to travel back to the States, a flight attendant tapped the SRL chief on the shoulder and said, “The pilot refuses to fly with you.” Apparently other passengers had overheard the SRL crew in the waiting area joking about the Aum Shinrikyo terrorist attacks. The artists were led off the plane and later hitched another flight after they exonerated themselves.

“We tow to the laws of physics, not the laws of humans,” Pauline liked to say.

By the year 2000, he was playing an elaborate chess match with authorities. He tried one show in Phoenix, and the San Francisco fire department called ahead and got it canceled. He tried another in Kentucky, and that got scotched too. The Berkeley show in 2001 would be preceded by nearly two years of silence from SRL. Nevertheless, Pauline considered it a triumph. “I get my way in the end,” he said.
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In 1994, an inventor named Marc Thorpe began mulling the possibility of staging robotic fights as a live sporting event. He hadn’t seen Critter Crunch or an SRL show—the idea occurred to him while experimenting with a robotic vacuum—but he knew of Mark Pauline, and one of the first letters he sent was to the SRL chief.SRL was fighting robots, and Thorpe felt he needed to get Pauline involved. In the letter, Thorpe wondered if Pauline himself might build a robot to compete in this new mechanical competition.

Pauline didn’t respond. What Thorpe had in mind was robotic combat on a contained scale. The robots in Thorpe’s so-called Robot Wars could weigh up to 100 pounds. But there would be rules. Weight limits. Weapons restrictions. (A horrible, unspeakable compromise.) When Pauline met Thorpe later that year, he told him, “This doesn’t allow anything we like to do.”

Rebuffed but determined, Thorpe managed to secure SRL’s involvement another way. He hired Pauline to construct the very first Robot Wars arena, and to give a speech during the event. Thorpe even convinced Pauline to bring the Running Machine to show off during the intermission.

What happened afterward required Pauline to employ his unique brand of “jungle law.”

In the years that followed, Pauline remained dubious of Thorpe’s new sport, even as it achieved unexpected notoriety. Unlike SRL and the Mad Scientists behind Critter Crunch, Thorpe was trying to run Robot Wars as a commercial venture. He envisioned a TV show based on the event and, ultimately, toys modeled on the participants’ robots. To make it all happen, Thorpe had a business partner—a New York music mogul. It was way too mainstream for anarchic SRL.

“When you go into business like that, you let the genie out of the bottle,” Pauline warned. “You’re up against real hard-core, hard-nosed, money-making people. When you deal with those kind of people, you’ve got to fight their fight. Once you enter into that arena with them, that’s the real robot wars, dealing with those robots, the human money robots.

You deal with them on their terms.”






CHAPTER 2

BEGINNINGS


Marc Thorpe’s passion for this crazy event just made me say, “I gotta go.” I’m always a sucker for passion, and he had tons of it. He’s wizardly in some ways. He’s a mature nerd, a neat guy. He’s also very vulnerable. I don’t think he was meant to run a mega-business.

—Caleb Chung, inventor of the toy robot Furby



The Idea was born of a quest for creative fulfillment and financial independence under the specter of declining health. Marc Thorpe was only 46 years old when he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.

The Bay Area native was an animatronics designer at ILM (Industrial Light and Magic), the special-effects company of filmmaker George Lucas. From 1979 to the late eighties, before computer graphics transformed the film industry, Thorpe toiled in the model shop in the sprawling Lucas headquarters in San Rafael, California, north of San Francisco. He constructed models for the buildings in the futuristic skyline of Cloud City Bespin in The Empire Strikes Back and built the tie bomber that scours an asteroid surface searching for the Millennium Falcon midway through the movie. Later in his career, Thorpe worked on robotic effects used in the film Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade.

It was exhilarating work and Thorpe loved it, especially at the beginning, when ILM had no competition and mandated excellence at any cost. It was the ultimate geek dream job. Thorpe enjoyed it so much he would stay late at night, wiring fiber optics into star destroyers and working on other models.

After 12 years, standing on ILM’s concrete floors for 50 hours a week began to take a toll. During long days, Thorpe felt tired from the heavy strain on his flat feet. He moved to a newly formed division of the company, called LucasToys. It was a small group of four inventors within the company charged with coming up with new toy ideas and licensing them to toy companies. From this new perch, Thorpe saw the commercial strength of the Lucas empire, how the movies planted fictional characters in the popular imagination and the company cashed in by licensing the intellectual property to merchandisers.

In 1993, working in the toy division, Thorpe noticed an unusual tremor in his right hand. He went to a doctor and was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. The neurological disorder, a degeneration of the brain cells that produce the essential chemical dopamine, affects one million Americans. Medication relieves the symptoms for years, but over the course of the disease’s progress, some victims suffer visible tremors and can have trouble walking, swallowing, and speaking. Parkinson’s is the biological opposite of Alzheimer’s—it destroys the body while leaving the mind intact.

With that troubling diagnosis, Thorpe faced the prospect of an end to his career—perhaps in a decade or sooner. Even worse, when Lucas closed the LucasToys division later that year, Thorpe was out of work.

He told few friends or colleagues about his medical condition. He chalked this up to an “evolutionary fear of being treated differently.” Before his condition worsened and became a factor in how people perceived him, he wanted to establish financial security for himself and his family. He had a four-year-old daughter, Megan, a wife, Dennie, and a mortgaged home in Fairfax, a hilly suburban enclave north of San Francisco. He would have to marshal the full arsenal of his artistic, entrepreneurial, and mechanical talents to provide for their future. He would have to work hard to create something lucrative.
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If anyone was equipped to succeed under those conditions, it was Marc Thorpe. He had been tinkering and inventing since he was a kid, and brought an obsessive perfectionism to each task.

Born in San Francisco and raised in the East Bay, his father was a lawyer in New York before he moved to California and became a salesman and later an employee of the state social security office. His mother, an abstract painter of city scenes and landscapes, passed down the creative gene. In high school in San Lorenzo, Thorpe played baseball and basketball but “was never quite good enough to suffer delusions of future athletic success,” he said. He graduated high school in 1964 and entered the whirlwind of the sixties San Francisco counterculture.

While his peers listened to the Grateful Dead in the Haight, or rallied against the Vietnam War in Golden Gate Park, Thorpe took a more direct approach to the revolution. He wrote a letter to California governor Ronald Reagan, accusing him of being a fascist; Reagan sent a typed response with a handwritten postscript, scolding Thorpe for his youthful intolerance.

Thorpe lived at home with his parents while attending college at California State University at Hayward—and took care of his crocodiles. He first bought Denver, an 18-inch-long South American caiman, at Woolworth’s pet department for three dollars. After a month, he bought a slightly smaller caiman named Lady and constructed a six-by-four-foot wood-and-fiberglass pen in his bedroom. But the crocodiles grew rapidly, and mold from the humidity in the room began spreading on the windows. Thorpe moved out of his room and slept on the living-room couch. After a while, Denver got so big he began escaping the tank. So Thorpe brought the pen into the side yard and built a roof and a ramp for his pets, leaving them to frolic there. Growing ever larger, Denver tried to escape the yard, and Thorpe spent a frustrating day prying him off the chicken-wire fence. Later, Denver evaded the fence too, and after a tense search by friends and family, was found bathing in the backyard fishpond.

Every time Thorpe improved the pen, the crocodiles grew larger and tried to escape. Thorpe, the father of robotic combat, would later play out this same evolutionary scenario with remote-controlled robots.

Denver and Lady were six feet long when Thorpe, heartbroken, shipped them off to Florida. He was moving to Davis, California, to get a master’s in fine arts at the University of California. “It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do,” he said.

At graduate school, he worked on the wood and metal sculpture that would later attract ILM managers searching for model makers. Thorpe also found himself on the creative frontier of performance art. One of Thorpe’s instructors at UC Davis was the noted California artist William T. Wiley. Like other artists around the country, Wiley was agitating against the centuries-old conventions of art and asking the tough questions: What is art for? What are museums for? Does it have to be so boring?

The self-scrutiny led to the emergence of performance art as a new genre in the Bay Area. Instead of simple exhibitions, Wiley and his students staged shows filled with conversation, theatrical routines, and interactions with spectators. While he broke new ground in the Bay Area arts scene, Wiley also implored Thorpe to open up and challenge himself, to put himself and his audience at risk by moving away from those lovely but lonely sculptures.

In the basement of a UC Davis art building one evening, Thorpe complied. The students were putting on a series of performance pieces. When it was Thorpe’s turn, he shuffled onto the stage on his knees holding a box of dog biscuits, with his pants around his ankles. A flashlight dangled between his legs on rubber bands, while an old 45 record player played the wistful Santos and Johnny instrumental, “Sleepwalk.” Five dogs wandered toward him from all sides of the stage, including Thorpe’s red setter, Murphy. Wiley recalled holding his breath. “We thought he was going to get with the dogs or something,” he said. Thorpe crawled around the stage feeding them dog biscuits, the flashlight protruding from his legs below his jockey shorts and casting dreamlike shadows onto the walls. “It was incredible, a waking dream,” said Wiley.
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