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Introduction

Conspiracy theories, and particularly the belief that elements of the world are secretly controlled by individuals or groups, have been around for as long as people have lived in groups. Perhaps that’s inevitable - after all, those who are excluded from power are very likely to be inclined to see their position not as an outcome of their own choices or situation but because of the secret machinations of shadowy groups.

This type of conspiracy theory isn’t new. As far back as the final years of the Roman Republic, some Romans became convinced that powerful people were secretly conspiring to subvert the power of Rome’s elected assemblies and planning to take control. It can be argued that this is the earliest documented conspiracy theory, but in that case, it was actually true. From the Catiline Conspiracy to the First Triumvirate, it is now clear that men like Julius Caesar, Pompey, Marcus, Crassus, and Catiline were in fact attempting to subvert the Republican system, and their attempts would lead to internal unrest and civil war.

Virtually universal access to the Internet in the 21st century has led to the widespread dissemination of strange theories that would previously have been known by only a handful of people, even if some of the most widely discussed of these understandably seem crazy to many people. One topic that has been a constant in Internet debates is the group known as the Bohemian Club. Founded in 1872 in San Francisco, this began as a club for journalists with an interest in the arts, but over the subsequent 150 years, it appears to have changed into a vehicle for the annual conclave of some of the most wealthy and powerful men on the planet. Each year, hundreds of men gather in a luxurious camp known as Bohemian Grove in a remote forest in California to do something.

Just what it is they do is a secret, which has inevitably led to some intense speculation. Is it no more than a fun-filled frolic where the super-rich and powerful can go to escape their cares for a few days, or is it something more sinister, a cabal in which secret decisions are made that affect everybody else? Finding out about the Bohemian Club and the annual gatherings at Bohemian Grove isn’t easy. Most of those invited to join this exclusive club remain members until they die, meaning there are no disaffected former members willing to talk about what goes on there. Current members are unwilling to talk about the club or its activities.

It’s this secrecy that has led to some bizarre speculation about just what it is that happens in Bohemian Grove every summer. Coming up with answers is no easy feat, as the group takes its secrecy seriously and members have the wealth and power to make sure the club’s business stays secret. There are, however, tantalizing clues and fragments of information that might help people understand more about the Bohemian Club.
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The Origins of the Bohemian Club

In the 19th century in the United States, secret societies seemed to be everywhere. Freemasonry, originally imported to the United States from Europe, grew exponentially. In 1800, it was estimated there were a total of 11 Masonic Grand lodges and 347 subordinate lodges, with a total of around 15,000 members throughout America. By 1825, in New York State alone, there were said to have been over 450 lodges with a total of over 20,000 members. The secrecy surrounding Freemasonry made it an early target for conspiracy theorists, some of whom believed the movement (for reasons that have never been made clear) caused the Civil War that ravaged America from 1861–1865.

Freemasonry was just one of a number of secret and semi-secret groups that formed across the country. Toward the end of the 19th century, there were a bewildering number of groups to which the men of America could belong. Some were altruistic and charitable, such as the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, which was founded in 1868 as a social and self-help club for actors but soon expanded to welcome members from other professions. The Independent Order of Odd Fellows was created in Britain in the early years of the 19th century, and by the middle of the century, had expanded into the United States where it promoted a lifestyle grounded in “friendship, love and truth.”[1] Like the Odd Fellows, the Knights of Pythias, founded in 1864 during the Civil War, also promoted “brotherly love.”[2]

Other secret societies were notably less benevolent. The Ku Klux Klan emerged after the Civil War, and though its main targets were African Americans, it also persecuted and attacked Jews, Hispanics, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. The Irish American Molly Maguires appeared in 1862[3] and were believed to have been involved in up to 24 assassinations of managers and supervisors in the coalfields of Pennsylvania during a series of labor disputes.[4] The freelance entrepreneurs of the Sicilian American Mafia weren’t noted for their charitable works or the promotion of brotherly love, but they were extremely successful in establishing zones of control in cities including New York, Chicago, and New Orleans in the late 19th century.

Although they may have differed in function and aim, this bewildering number of secret societies shared a number of attributes, but all were, without exception, men-only groups. The vast majority were open only to white, Protestant men of the middle class. All had, to a greater or lesser extent, secret codes and signs, arcane rituals, and often specific costumes. There has been a great deal of debate as to why membership in secret societies grew so rapidly in America after the Civil War. The consensus seems to be that this period, generally known as the Gilded Age (1865-1904), was one of enormous social, political, and technological change in the United States. The country was moving from a largely agrarian, rural society into one in which industrialization and the concentration of population in large urban centers were notable features.

Belonging to a secret society gave white men a sense of identity and belonging. Perhaps it also made them feel safe in a time in which everything seemed to be changing. When a group of journalists, writers, and musicians in San Francisco decided to form a social club after the Civil War, it was probably inevitable that it would soon transform into yet another secret society

It seems that the Bohemian Club was founded in the early 1870s by a group of perhaps ten journalists in San Francisco.[5] By that time, several writers and journalists had come to use the term “Bohemian” to describe themselves. From 1865, columnist Bret Harte wrote a regular series of articles for The Golden Era newspaper, using the pen-name “The Bohemian.”[6] Writer Samuel Langhorne Clemens (better known under his pen-name Mark Twain) and the influential poet Charles Warren Stoddard were also both described as Bohemians in the same period.
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This was, however, very different from the notion of Bohemianism that emerged in Europe in the mid-19th century, where the word was used to denote a truly alternative lifestyle often associated with radical political views. In California, the term seems to have been used to denote anyone with an interest in the arts. While it also notionally included contempt for wealth and personal possessions, many describing themselves in this way were employed in regular jobs and lived entirely conventional lives.

The first meetings of what would become the Bohemian Club took place in the Russian Hill district of San Francisco at the home of a journalist working for the San Francisco Chronicle, James Bowman.[7] These took the form of lively Sunday breakfast gatherings (which often continued until the evening) involving, among others, writer and columnist Ambrose Bierce and illustrator Jules Tavernier.[8] Bowman’s wife was said to have objected to the mess the gatherings created and suggested the group might consider hiring a room in which to hold future meetings.[9]

A deal was arranged with another local fraternity, the Jolly Corks, which, by that time, was evolving into the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks. When they moved to larger premises, the Bohemian Club hired a small room on the second floor of a red-brick office building on lower Sacramento Street, not far from Union Square.[10] In March 1872, the group met for the first time at the new premises, and the 24 charter members decided on its name: the Bohemian Club. Membership, it was decided, would naturally be limited to men, journalists, and those with a direct interest in the arts. Members specifically voted to exclude the wealthy and those who made money from the arts, including promoters and publishers.[11]

Soon after, the group held its first “High Jinks” in the rented room. Details of this are sketchy, but members officially described it as “an intellectual revel with moderate drinking.”[12] It seems that each of these gatherings involved a theme (“love” or “truth,” for example), and the recitation of poetry and readings aligned with the overall theme. These gatherings proved popular with members, but they were soon augmented with “Low Jinks,” meetings at which the proceedings were less concerned with the appreciation of high-brow art and where, presumably, the drinking was less moderate.[13]

The club seemed to prosper in its early years, its meetings well attended by local journalists, artists, and visiting stars. The Bohemian Club would eventually welcome Oscar Wilde and Rudyard Kipling (two of the most famous writers in the world at the time) to its gatherings.[14] However, from the very beginning, one of the precepts of the club was the need for secrecy. Perhaps this was inevitable, given that many of its members were journalists. No one wanted to see club business (or accounts of activities at club gatherings) being reported in the press, and all members were required to agree to keep the business of the club a secret when they joined.

The club soon faced a dilemma. Its members' contempt for wealth was probably laudable, but the harsh truth was that keeping the premises duly stocked and appointed and holding regular High and Low Jinks cost money, something that was in notably short supply amongst the membership of bohemian writers, poets, and journalists.

The solution was proposed by one of the club’s founding members, newspaperman and former soldier Colonel John C. Cremony. Cremony proposed that the definition of “Bohemian” adopted when the club was formed (and which specifically excluded those who possessed wealth and/or property) be modified. The new definition of a Bohemian (and therefore, of a person eligible to join the club) would be a “man of genius who refuses to cramp his life in the Chinese shoe of conventionality, whose purse is ever at the disposal of his friends, and who lives generously, gaily, carefree.”[15] In other words, anyone could be invited to join the club, and if they happened to be wealthy, well, that was fine, provided they were willing to place their purses at the disposal of their fellow members.

This new definition of Bohemian was accepted by members (though not without a great deal of acrimonious debate) as “Cremony’s Standard,”[16] and from that point on, the nature of the Bohemian Club began to change.

The Men of Use

After the adoption of the Cremony Standard, the Bohemian Club was split between the “men of talent,” as the original writers and journalists styled themselves, and the “men of use” as they contemptuously identified the wealthy bankers and financiers who were now permitted to join.[17] For some men of talent, the new policy of admitting the wealthy and powerful was a complete denigration of all the club originally stood for, and a group broke away to form their own rival club, the Pandemonium Club.[18]

The new club strictly adhered to a policy of admitting only true bohemians. However, it was permanently and disastrously short of funds, and its meetings involved sitting on the floor in a sparsely furnished room while eating sandwiches and drinking beer.[19] No one could avoid comparing this rather Spartan approach to the increasingly lavish High and Low Jinks now being organized by the Bohemian Club. The Pandemonium Club drifted into obscurity and eventual closure after a relatively short time.[20]

The men of talent made one more attempt to reintroduce Bohemian ideals. When the post of the president of the Bohemian Club became vacant, they supported the election of the poet, actor, and journalist Dan O’Connell. O’Connell was a founding member of the club (known by some members as “the Prince”) and for many of the members, the perfect embodiment of Bohemian ideals. O’Connell was a respected actor and a prolific writer, as well as a well-known journalist. He vastly enjoyed an evening of convivial entertainment (he is credited with introducing the first “High Jinks” to the club), and even better for the men of talent, he was permanently broke.

Standing against O’Connell was a man of use, James Duval Phelan, a multimillionaire lawyer, banker, and politician who would go on to become the mayor of San Francisco.[21] Phelan had no pretensions to the arts (and little interest in this topic), but he was extremely wealthy and made it clear that he was willing to use some of this wealth to support the Bohemian Club. Phelan was elected as the new president of the club.[22] Although many original members grumbled that Phelan’s election as president marked the end of the true Bohemian Club, most members continued to enjoy the improved High Jinks that his (and other new members’) wealth made possible. By the time Oscar Wilde attended a High Jinks at the club in 1882, it had fundamentally changed from the free-wheeling meetings of writers and artists that had begun ten years before. Wilde would later caustically remark that: "I never saw so many well-dressed, well-fed, business-looking Bohemians in my life.”[23]

By the time Rudyard Kipling was invited to attend a meeting in 1889, it had moved to a larger and more salubrious premises on the corner of Pine and Montgomery.[24] Kipling, himself a fervent nationalist, was surprised to find himself attending a meeting that wasn’t in any way connected to the arts, but a celebration of growing American power led by prominent bankers, financiers, and politicians. Kipling would later write: “It was my first introduction to the American Eagle screaming for all it was worth.”[25]

The following year, multimillionaire publisher William Randolph Hearst was admitted as an honorary member of the club. This would lead to the only known permanent split in the club.[26]

In 1900, the club voted to censure Hearst following the publication in one of his newspapers, The Journal, of a piece of Doggerel written by Ambrose Bierce (another club member) that seemed to advocate the assassination of President William McKinley.[27] Some members objected to this censure and resigned from the club to show their support for Hearst. When McKinley was actually assassinated less than 12 months later (though this event had no connection with the poem by Ambrose Bierce), attitudes hardened, and Hearst supporters in the Bohemian Club left to form their own rival club, The Family.[28]

At the time, members leaving to form the new club claimed they did so to protest against censorship of the press and found a new club that would return to original Bohemian ideals.[29] Instead, the Family became another exclusive, all-male, invitation-only club whose membership included senior politicians, members of the US Armed forces, bankers, and business leaders. Like the Bohemian Club, the Family continues today, with a luxurious clubhouse in San Francisco and a rural retreat in San Mateo County, 30 miles south of the city.

By the beginning of the 20th century, it seems as if the Bohemian Club fundamentally changed. It was no longer run by the men of talent but was completely taken over by the wealthy men of use. Instead of a place where creativity was celebrated and shared, it became a secure venue for social interaction between politicians, financiers, and successful business leaders. By 1907, it was reported that over one-third of the members of the prestigious Pacific Union Club, the most important and exclusive social club for the rich and powerful in San Fransisco, were also members of the Bohemian Club.[30] However, the club did attempt to maintain its association with the arts through the adoption of “associate members.”

For selected artists and writers, joining and attendance fees were waived.[31] By 1900, this was a significant concession because the fees had become sufficiently high enough to deter most struggling creative types. The entrance fee for joining the club in 1887 was $100 at a time when the total annual wage for most American families was under $500. For the wealthy, this was a trifling sum. For just about everyone else, it was a major barrier to joining, as were the additional monthly fees of $3.[32]

For writers such as Jack London, becoming an associate member of the Bohemian Club gave useful access to wealthy potential sponsors, but this came at a price. All associate members were expected to pay their dues in the form of producing material for High Jinks and annual gatherings. Other notable people who became associate members at the turn of the century included poet George Sterling and successful journalist, writer, and playwright Will Irwin.[33]

At an early stage, the Bohemian Club is said to have adopted a motto, though, like so many other aspects of the history of this group, we don’t precisely know when this happened or precisely what it is intended to convey. The motto comes from A Midsummer Night's Dream by William Shakespeare. In Act II, Scene II, Titania, Queen of the fairies, is addressed by her subjects, who sing: “Weaving spiders, come not here;/Hence, you long-legg'd spinners, hence!”

The meaning of these lines in the original play is not entirely clear, and when the Bohemian Club adopted “Weaving spiders, come not here” as their motto, it was meant as a prohibition against discussing business or work at club meetings.[34]

As a symbol, the club chose an owl, usually portrayed with one eye closed, which is an interesting choice. In modern culture, the owl is seen as a symbol of wisdom, intelligence, enlightenment, and spiritual awakening, something that dates back to ancient Athens when Athena, the patron goddess of the city-state, had the owl as her symbol. The ancient Romans also associated the owl with Minerva, the goddess of wisdom, but they also believed that seeing an owl was a portent of death, something shared by other cultures, including Native American folklore.

Others have adopted the owl as a symbol of secret knowledge and power. When Bavarian professor Adam Weishaupt founded the Illuminati in the 18th century, one of the most infamous secret societies ever, he chose the owl of Minerva as the group’s symbol.[35] Weishaupt claimed to have had access to arcane knowledge and the Illuminati was suspected of having more influence on world affairs than anyone could guess (some people continue to make this claim today).

Another male-only secret fraternal order, The Order of the Owls, was founded in the United States in 1904. The purpose of this order was given as the following: “Assist each other in business, to help each other in obtaining employment, to assist the widows and orphans of our brothers, to give aid to our brother in any way that they may need, and assemble for mutual pleasure and entertainment.[36]

This means that the Bohemian Club was not the only secret society to adopt the owl as a symbol, but some people have suggested a connection between the fact that the Bohemian Club was dominated by financiers and bankers at the beginning of the 20th century and the selection of the owl as a symbol of the club: there is a tiny owl hidden on the $1 bill! Many people may even need a magnifying glass to see it properly on the bill near the upper right corner. No one is certain why it’s there, but it was present on the first modern iteration of the bill that first appeared in 1933. The bill has undergone several revisions since then, mainly to incorporate new anti-forgery features, but the tiny owl is still there. Is there, as some people have suggested, a link between the Bohemian Club and the owl on the $1 bill? Just like so many other aspects of this club, nobody can be certain, though it is certainly interesting that the symbol of a club that came to include so many powerful financiers seems to be hidden on the most widely circulated of all American currency notes.

The club also appears to have a patron saint: St. John of Nepomuk. John was a 13th century priest in the kingdom of Bohemia (in the present-day Czech Republic) and the confessor to the queen. When the king, Wenceslaus IV, became suspicious of his wife, he demanded that John reveal what she had confessed.[37] The priest refused to give up the secrets of the confessional and was drowned in the Vltava River on the king’s orders. John was pronounced a saint in the 18th century.

Adopting John of Nepomuk as a patron saint certainly makes sense. as he lived and died in Bohemia, but St. John was also a man who knew how to keep secrets, even at the cost of his own life. By the beginning of the 20th century, the Bohemian Club’s activities had become secretive, and it was clear that many of its wealthiest and most powerful members were keen to ensure it remained that way. Adopting this patron saint can also be viewed as a confirmation that the club required assurance from its members that they wouldn’t talk about what went on there. In particular, it seemed members were keen to keep secret the details of the odd rituals and activities that took place during the club’s annual rural retreat.

Bohemian Grove

In the late 18th century, organizing annual rural picnics and/or gatherings of members became a fashion among many secret societies and fraternities in America. The Bohemian Club was no exception, and on June 29, 1878, it held its first rural gathering in a campground in Marin County, north of the city of San Francisco.[38] Around 100 members attended, but none were impressed with the damp, chilly tents, the ever-present threat of poison oak, and the hordes of biting insects descending on revelers after dusk.[39]

The following year, they tried it again, holding an outdoor summer High Jinks at a campground on the Russian River near the town of Guerneville, around 70 miles north of San Francisco.[40] This was more satisfactory, and the club returned to the same location for three summers in succession. However, the location was a public campground, and there was no way to exclude the general public from witnessing what went on between members of the club.

The following year, they tried another location, a secluded canyon filled with thousand-year-old redwood trees near the town of Monte Rio and owned by a local lumber company proprietor named Melvin Meeker.[41] This new location certainly provided privacy, but many members didn’t care for it at all. It was, they complained, too far from San Francisco, too far from a railroad station, and the camp itself was too spread out to be comfortable.[42] Over the next few years, the club seems to have tried using a number of other locations to the north of San Francisco, but none proved to be ideal. In 1898, it was discovered that the ancient trees at the site near Monte Rio were due to be felled. A deal was concluded with Meeker for the club to purchase 160 acres of land that included the canyon and forest for the not-inconsiderable sum of $27,000.[43]

This area was named Bohemian Grove, and a permanent camp was established for the exclusive use of the club. In subsequent years, additional purchases brought the land owned by the club near Monte Rio to cover more than 2,500 acres of secluded forest.[44] Soon after it was purchased, this area of land was decorated with effigies of owls, spiders, and statues to St John of Nepomuk.

In the heart of the woodland area was a natural open space close to a small artificial lake. This became the focus of the summer High Jinks, and for the first time, in 1902, it evolved into something different and more formal: an annual “Grove Play.” This was a musical pageant performed by club members.[45] When it was first presented, the show was designed by David Belasco, the man who was, at the time, America’s leading theatrical entrepreneur.[46]

Belasco was born in San Francisco in 1853 and penned successful plays performed in the city and elsewhere. In the early 1880s, he relocated to New York City’s Broadway, where he wrote and produced some of the most successful plays seen there, including lavish productions of Madame Butterfly and The Girl of the Golden West.[47] Belasco became famous for the audacity and sheer scale of his productions. His shows included such novel features as an erupting volcano, a burning riverboat, and a hurricane that swept across the stage.[48] As far as the research shows, Belasco was never a member of the Bohemian Club or even an associate member, but after he returned to San Francisco in 1901, he seems to have been commissioned by the club to design and produce a pageant for the annual Bohemian Grove retreat.

Belasco would go on to design the Grove plays in the years that followed, and it seems that his productions for the club were just as striking as those he created for Broadway. Club members would don elaborate costumes and sets were said to have included a giant glowing cross that seemed to float through the trees, a giant owl with glowing eyes that drifted down a hillside (supported on a hidden network of cables), and a waterfall of fire.[49] It was clear that, from 1902, money was no object in presenting the Grove Play, and the private show given in a secluded, hidden canyon soon became the focal point of club life.

Bohemian Grove soon became far more than a rural camp. The club’s wealthy members had no interest in spending time in damp tents, and soon, permanent structures were erected in Bohemian Grove. The clubhouse was designed in 1903 by well-known San Francisco architect Bernard Maybeck and completed in 1904.[50] This large, sprawling building provided a space for members to dine, drink, and attend indoor entertainment and talks. Instead of tents, individual members began building “camps” in which to stay during the summer months. Although these were generally small groups of buildings constructed of timber and designed to look like rustic buildings, many were luxuriously appointed. By the end of the 20th century, it was estimated that there were more than 100 separate “camps” within Bohemian Grove’s boundaries.[51]

In addition to the Grove Stage, an amphitheater where the annual Grove play was staged that includes seating for over 2,000 attendees, a number of other performance areas were built within Bohemian Grove. The Field Circle was a small natural amphitheater used for summer Low Jinks and other less formal performances.[52] The Campfire Circle and Museum Stage were smaller venues used for performances and lectures.[53] The outdoor Dining Circle was capable of seating over 1,500 people simultaneously. The Owl Shrine was located next to the artificial lake in the heart of Bohemian Grove, used for lakeside talks, where invited visitors gave lectures to club members.[54]

Although it was (and is) claimed to have been a rural retreat, it was clear from the very beginning that the Bohemian Club’s early 20th century members had no intention of fixing their own food or looking after the camp themselves. A large staff was required to serve members, preserve the security of the grove, and carry out the tasks members didn’t want to undertake themselves.[55] For more than 80 years, Bohemian Grove was attended by a large staff of men and teenage boys. A few senior members of staff were housed in private quarters, but most lived in cramped bunkhouses within the grove.

The staff was the cause of the few legal problems encountered by the Bohemian Club during its long history. The Bohemian Club had always been all-male, and even the passage of federal and state discrimination laws could not change this—as a private social club, the Bohemian Club was excluded from such legislation. However, in 1978, the Bohemian Club was the subject of a legal case raised by the Department of Fair Employment and Housing because it refused to employ female staff at the grove.

After several years of court rulings, the club was finally forced to employ female staff in the early 1980s.[56] During the legal proceedings, club members claimed they regularly urinated in public at the grove, that they would be inhibited from doing this if women were present, and that this represented an infringement of their right to privacy.[57] The court was unimpressed, and the club was forced to agree to the employment of female staff from 1982, though they were generally only used in kitchens and other enclosed areas, where they were presumed not likely to encounter the al-fresco urination. Female employees at the grove were generally only used for daytime occupations, which meant they most probably weren’t around for an odd ceremony that formed a part of activities at Bohemian Grove since it became a club campground: the Cremation of Care ritual.

The Cremation of Care ritual at Bohemian Grove has probably sparked more debate and discussion than almost any other aspect of the Bohemian Club. This was first publicly revealed in a book published in 1974 by a respected sociologist, William Domhoff.[58]

The annual gathering at Bohemian Grove begins on the Saturday closest to the middle of June each year. Club members gather in the open-air Dining Circle, where they listen to welcoming speeches from long-term members of the club, give cheers of support for the Old Guard (those who have been in the club for 40 years or more), and present eulogies for “Fallen Leaves,” members who died during the previous year. Then, a procession approaches, carrying a coffin. The coffin bearers, plus musicians who play funereal music, are dressed in flowing robes, and their faces are concealed under hoods. In the coffin is the body of “Dull Care.” This is not a real body, club members stress, but an effigy representing the day-to-day stress and pressures club members must bear as they accumulate wealth and power.

The procession includes “spear carriers,” men who carry ritual spears and lead the chant of “cremation” that is taken up by all present. Being a spear-carrier at this ritual is a big deal and often involves notable guests. In 1996, the three spear-carriers at the Cremation of Care ritual were said to have been actor Clint Eastwood, former US president George H. W. Bush, and famed former CBS Evening News anchorman Walter Cronkite.

The procession, followed by all members present, then moves to the Owl Shrine by the artificial lake, where the effigy is symbolically burned, releasing club members from the pressure of their daily lives and allowing the party to get started. Club members and guests then split into small groups, a great deal of beer is drunk, and tall stories are swapped around myriad campfires.

Or, at least, that’s the official version. In 2000, controversial radio host Alex Jones and a cameraman were able to sneak into Bohemian Grove to film parts of the Creation of Care ritual with a hidden camera. The resulting video became an Internet sensation, and Jones went on to write, direct, and present a documentary about both the ritual and the Bohemian Club itself.[59] Jones claimed the ritual was a sinister satanic rite followed by homosexual orgies and invocations to the ancient (and pre-biblical) god Moloch.

Others were unconvinced. British investigative journalist and documentary maker Jon Ronson also investigated the ritual and the club and came to a very different conclusion. This was no more than a rather silly attempt to create a pseudo-serious ritual providing justification for a free-wheeling party.[60] In a later book based on his investigations, Ronson wrote, “My lasting impression was of an all-pervading sense of immaturity…These people might have reached the apex of their professions but emotionally they seemed trapped in their college years.”[61]

Since the first revelations attempting to describe and explain the Cremation of Care Ritual, even more dramatic accusations have been aimed at the Bohemian Club, including that it is not an effigy burned at the ritual but an actual human sacrifice, carried out by a cabal of Satanists who are the real rulers of the world!

Allegations and Theories

Allegations of real human sacrifice and ritual sexual abuse at Bohemian Grove did not come, as you might expect, from some anonymous and obscure radical Internet forum. They were first raised in public by a former Nebraska US state senator, John DeCamp. In 1992, DeCamp published a sensational book in which he gave details of what he claimed happened in Bohemian Grove.[62]

DeCamp was working on the book when he was approached by Paul Bonacci, a young man claiming to have been sexually abused in the summer of 1984 by a group of men at a luxurious rural camp somewhere north of San Francisco. Not only did Bonacci describe horrific sexual abuse, but he said he’d been forced to have sex with the body of another boy who had been murdered by the same group of men. When the book was being written, little was known about Bohemian Grove or the annual camp held there, but when DeCamp asked Bonacci to show him the place where he had been abused, the young man led him to the entrance to Bohemian Grove.

De Camp claimed Bonacci provided detailed descriptions of the men involved, describing many of them as wearing strange, hooded costumes. He also described the place where the abuse had taken place, including having seen a large owl statue close to a small lake. In the first editions of the book, these details were omitted. DeCamp later said they sounded so bizarre he thought that they wouldn’t be believed. It was only later, when DeCamp became aware of the details of Bohemian Grove, that he came to believe Bonacci had, in fact, been abused in Bohemian Grove by members of the Bohemian Club.

These were explosive allegations that helped transform the perception of the Bohemian Club’s annual summer camp from a men’s-only party into something much more sinister. There were, however, questions about Bonacci’s truthfulness. At the time he had given interviews to DeCamp and the police, Bonacci was incarcerated in Nebraska on charges of sexual assault on a 13-year-old boy. Not only did he speak about his alleged experiences at Bohemian Grove, but also about a child prostitution ring operating out of the city of Franklin, Nebraska, involving senior political figures and wealthy businessmen. Bonacci admitted to working as a male prostitute and helping the group procure young boys who were subsequently sexually abused. His evidence in front of a Grand Jury in Nebraska led to a number of prosecutions of those involved in child prostitution in Nebraska, but the problem with his account of his alleged experiences in Bohemian Grove was that they sounded so unlikely.

Bonacci claimed he had been taken to the Grove by well-known talk show host and author Larry King. He also claimed to have been involved in a pedophile group operating out of the White House during George HW Bush’s presidency and even to have been given a night-time tour of the White House with a group of other young male prostitutes. He also named the man he claimed had made videos of the sexual abuse and murder at Bohemian Grove, Hunter Thompson.

Hunter S Thompson, the original “gonzo” journalist, was a major celebrity by the late 1980s, famed for his anti-establishment views expressed in books and articles. However, some of his books suggest an inside knowledge of child sexual abuse and trafficking. In one of his books, he notes that late summer and autumn are times when such groups are particularly active, and at these times, young children are “[s]eized and grabbed off the streets by gangs of organized perverts who traditionally give them as Christmas gifts to each other to be personal sex slaves and playthings.”[63]

This and other mentions of child-trafficking groups in Thompson’s books certainly make it sound as though he had detailed knowledge of such activities, but that is very different from suggesting he was directly involved.

It’s difficult to know what to make of Paul Bonacci’s claims of sexual abuse and murder at Bohemian Grove. John DeCamp was certain Bonacci was telling the truth, and he later gave an interview in which he claimed that, while he was writing the book, he spoke with William Colby, then the head of the CIA, and told him what his investigations had revealed. DeCamp claimed that Colby had told him: “Get as far away from this thing as you can. Forget you ever saw it or know it, heard it or anything else.”[64]

It’s tempting to write off Bonacci’s claims of abuse and murder as a delusion or a deliberate attempt to garner publicity. During the 1980s and 1990s, something that came to be called the “Satanic Panic” gripped America and many other parts of the world. This involved widespread allegations of child sexual abuse linked to Satanic rituals. Allegations of more than 10,000 cases were raised, mainly in the United States and in the United Kingdom. To date, virtually none of these allegations have been shown to have any basis in reality. Some people claim that suggestions of Satanic abuse at Bohemian Grove are no more than another example of Satanic Panic.

It’s also notable that both John DeCamp and Paul Bonacci claimed they had no prior knowledge of Bohemian Grove before Bonacci’s alleged abuse and DeCamp’s research for his book. However, there had been publicity about Bohemian Grove before that time. William Domhoff’s book, the first public discussion of Bohemian Grove, appeared in 1974. In 1981, Mother Jones magazine ran an article on Bohemian Grove, written by journalist Rick Clogher, who posed as an employee to observe the 1980 summer camp. Later, in 1981, ABC News ran a segment on Bohemian Grove and the summer camp.[65] In 1989, another journalist, Philip Weiss of Spy magazine, was able to infiltrate Bohemian Grove’s summer camp, and the magazine ran an article titled “Masters of the Universe Go to Camp: Inside Bohemian Grove” later that year. None of this means Paul Bonacci isn’t telling the truth, but it does mean that he and a great many people had at least some knowledge of Bohemian Grove before Bonacci spoke to John DeCamp.

There are, however, two additional points worth noting. In June 1989, The Washington Times newspaper ran a front-page story with the sensational title “Homosexual prostitution inquiry ensnares VIPs,” claiming that a federal investigation into an alleged child prostitution ring operated by White House staff during the Reagan and Bush administrations was underway.[66] The article went on to claim that a group of young male prostitutes had been given a clandestine tour of the White House (you’ll recall that was something Bonacci also claimed). The publication of this story (which wasn’t picked up by other US newspapers) can be taken in two completely different ways: either it provides at least partial confirmation of Bonacci’s claims, or it explains where he found the inspiration for his fabricated story.

Bonacci was initially indicted on charges of perjury after giving evidence before the Grand Jury in Nebraska, but in 1999, he was awarded $1 million in damages in a lawsuit his attorney raised against Larry King. A federal judge overseeing the case found that Bonacci had been truthful in his testimony, and his account of having been part of a group of young male prostitutes given a tour of the White House was true.[67]

None of this proved Bonacci’s account of what was said to have happened at Bohemian Grove in 1984 was true, but it did help ensure the growth of a new conspiracy theory that the Bohemian Club and the annual camp at Bohemian Grove were not simply sophisticated frat parties for the rich and powerful but something far more sinister. You can find a great many Internet sites promoting this view and claiming the fact that real human sacrifices take place every summer at Bohemian Grove have been “proven.” This is completely untrue, but how can we cut through the speculation and rumor to get to the real facts about the Bohemian Club?

Just like every other social club, the Bohemian Club is required to register with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), the US government’s tax assessment and collection service. Because it’s a social club, the Bohemian Club is not required to pay federal income tax (and it’s exempt from some state taxes, too), but it is required to make its annual financial report available for public inspection. The latest available report[68] (from 2022) gives some idea of the sheer scale of club operations.

Between 2018 and 2022, club income averaged over $11 million each year. Expenditures were listed as an average of $5 million each year, and club assets were valued at over $30 million. The club noted having over 350 employees, the most senior of which were paid annual salaries of over $250,000. This isn’t your average social club!

Membership in the club is restricted to 2,700 men, including full members (and there is a waiting list of around 15 years to become a full member, which requires the recommendation of at least two existing members), and members pay an initiation fee of $25,000 plus yearly dues. Associate members, usually actors or artists, pay a small initiation fee, while honorary members (elected by club members) pay no fees or dues at all. All members are forbidden from photographing or recording any club activity (it is claimed that attendees at Bohemian Grove gatherings are not even permitted to bring their cell phones) or from discussing club events with outsiders.

Just who are these members? Although some past membership lists are now in the public domain, the current club membership is secret. Leaks and interviews give a flavor of just who is or has been a member of the club. This includes former US presidents such as Herbert Hoover, Ronald Reagan, Richard Nixon, and George HW Bush, though presidents don’t traditionally attend club events or take part in any club business while in office. Many senior government officials have also been members, including Henry Kissinger, Caspar W Weinberger, George Shultz, and James A Baker III. Representatives from the intelligence community also appear to attend, though few are members of the club. Big business is represented by members of the Rockefeller family and the CEOs of a number of major companies (including oil companies), as well as prominent bankers and financiers. Newspaper owners and editors are also well represented (William Randolph Hearst was an early member), and they are able to ensure their publications don’t provide any adverse coverage of the club. Representatives from the world of arts include actors Clint Eastwood and (taking part as a guest speaker in 2010 at Bohemian Grove) Arnold Schwarzenegger, as well as prominent writers including Herman Wouk and Jack London.

In general, the Bohemian Club’s membership includes some of the wealthiest and most powerful men in America, as well as those who help shape public opinion (newspaper owners and presenters, for example). The vast majority of these members are white Protestant Christians. A handful of Jewish people have been admitted to the club, and an even smaller number of African American and Hispanic people. The club remains almost exclusively a male, white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) group. When the Bohemian Club was founded back in the late 19th century, America was run by WASPs, but that changed in the twenty-first century: the United States elected its first African American President, and African Americans and Hispanics are involved in the highest levels of government and business, as are women. Regardless, the Bohemian Club clings stubbornly to the sexual and ethnic basis on which it was founded. It still absolutely refuses to accept female members, and while its discrimination against non-whites may not be explicitly stated, a look at known members confirms that very few are anything other than WASPs.

The fact that it continues to cling to an organization based on the social composition of late 1800s America should make this club no more than an anachronism, but the truth is that its members are the kind of people who still run things in the United States today. This has led to some of the suspicions directed at the club. If these people meet in a secluded place where they are free from public scrutiny, there will always be questions about just what they might be discussing when they aren’t partying. Some people have even suggested that important political and fiscal decisions involving many Americans are discussed and agreed upon at Bohemian Grove.

The official club line is that this just isn’t true. They refer to the motto of “Weaving Spiders Come Not Here” and claim it is an injunction for members to leave behind politics, big business, and finance behind when attending club gatherings, especially when spending summers at Bohemian Grove. They claim that members of the club come to Bohemian Grove to relax and escape the pressures of their everyday lives and not to work.

That may or may not be true, but we know of at least one example where the Bohemian Grove gathering was used for something other than leisure. In 1981, ABC News aired a segment on the Bohemian Club and Bohemian Grove. The interviewer spoke with some of the people running the Bohemian Grove gatherings, and they were clearly proud of what they were doing. This news segment included the first-ever broadcast of a photograph of the Cremation of Care ritual. However, it was also mentioned, almost in passing, that the project developing an American nuclear bomb had been discussed and perhaps even finalized at Bohemian Grove!

This sounds more than a little unlikely, but since then, a photograph has been discovered showing six of the secret S-1 Executive Committee at Bohemian Grove scientists in September 1942. We now know this committee held a meeting at Bohemian Grove that was also attended by representatives of the US Army and physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer. Less than two weeks later, the Manhattan Project began under the leadership of US Army Major General Leslie Groves, with Oppenheimer as the lead physicist. The work of the Manhattan Project led directly to the detonation of the world’s first nuclear weapon in New Mexico in July 1945.

Why is this significant? Bohemian Club members consistently deny that the club or its summer retreat at Bohemian Grove are anything but social occasions, but the meeting of the S-1 Executive Committee, the US Army, and Robert Oppenheimer at Bohemian Grove in 1942 shows that this isn’t always so. It is only because of Robert Oppenheimer’s fame, that of the Manhattan Project, and an unguarded comment during the ABC News segment in 1981 that we know of this meeting. This has understandably led to speculation that the club and the grove have been used to hold important clandestine meetings, but we don’t really know about meetings other than this one.

This suggests the club and the gathering at Bohemian Grove are more than simply a free-wheeling frat party for rich white men, and that it may, perhaps, be something much more significant. However, in the 1990s, a new and even more radical suggestion emerged: the Bohemian Club wasn’t run by rich white men at all, but by a secret cabal who were not even human!

Englishman David Icke had always wanted to be a footballer. He seemed to be on track to fulfilling his dream when, in 1967, at the age of 15, he was signed by the English team Coventry City. However, his career as a professional footballer lasted just six years as he developed rheumatoid arthritis and was forced to retire in 1973 at the age of 21. He found work as a football journalist, and in 1981, he became a sports presenter for BBC Television. By the late 1980s, Icke had become one of the best-known and most popular sports presenters on British television.

Then, something happened to David Icke. In 1990, he visited a well-known psychic healer, who was said to have told him that he was special and had been sent to heal the Earth. In 1991, Icke gave a press conference in which he claimed, among other things, that the world was going to end in 1997. In a subsequent interview on BBC Television, he appeared to claim to be the “Son of the Godhead” and that he had been sent to save the planet from destruction. Icke’s credibility and his career as a sports broadcaster ended immediately, but he began the publication of a series of books in which he made explosive claims about the real nature of the world and the entities controlling it.

This culminated in his best-known book, The Biggest Secret,[69] in which he explained that the real rulers of our planet were a race of 12-foot tall, alien, shape-shifting, blood-drinking humanoid reptiles from a planet in the Alpha Draconis star system. These entities, the Archons, Icke explained, have created a new hybrid species of human-Archon creatures known as the Babylonian Brotherhood (or the Illuminati or the Elite), and it is this secret cabal that really controls the world around us.

This group has been around for as long as the human race, and they secretly direct human affairs from their hidden underground lairs. They are able, when required, to take the form of humans, and they hold regular conclaves, during which they direct the actions of their human acolytes. One of the most important of these meetings is held every year at Bohemian Grove!

Icke named some of the people who were really members of the Babylonian Brotherhood and reptilians in disguise. This list includes Queen Elizabeth II; comedian Bob Hope; singer, songwriter, and actor Kris Kristofferson; former British Prime Minister Edward Heath; the Rothschild family (which has close links with the Bohemian Club and Bohemian Grove); and the Bush family, which also has close connections with Bohemian Grove and owns a permanent family camp (Hillbilly) there.

Most people seem to have assumed that David Icke was crazy as a coot. A few people believed him to be a covert anti-Semite and that when he talked about giant, shape-shifting aliens who ruled the Earth, he really meant Jews. However, most investigations suggested that when Icke talked about alien reptilians, that was precisely what he meant, and he really did seem to believe these entities ruled the world and held regular meetings at Bohemian Grove among other locations.

Perhaps the most staggering thing about David Icke’s theories is that so many people seem to take them seriously. He is said to have followers in more than 40 countries around the world. In the 1990s and early 2000s, he gave regular lectures attended by more than 5,000 people. A Public Policy Polling (PPP) survey undertaken in 2013 found that 4% of Americans polled believed that shape-shifting reptilians “control[led] our world by taking on human form and gaining political power to manipulate our societies.”[70]

Now, 4% may not sound like much, especially when compared to the 28% the same poll found believed that “a secretive power elite with a globalist agenda is conspiring to eventually rule the world.” It nevertheless suggests that up to a staggering 13 million people in America believe that shape-shifting aliens hold meetings at Bohemian Grove every year.

Icke has, naturally, not produced any evidence to back up his claims. This, he maintains, is because the Archons control not only the world’s press and media but also the Internet, and they are careful to ensure that any potential evidence is quickly and effectively suppressed. He also points out that, for example, the Bush family, whom he regularly cites as examples of powerful and wealthy human reptiles, have never tried to sue him for libel or slander. He claims this is because they know his claims are true. Others reasonably point out that, in order to win such a suit, members of the Bush family would have to deny in court that they were reptilian, exposing them to ridicule. Never mind that this is something that is impossible to prove in court.

For the vast majority of people, the notion that aliens rule the Earth through a cabal of human-reptile hybrids and take part in the rituals at Bohemian Grove each summer is simply silly. This seems to be an entirely reasonable position, but since the late 1990s, the notion that reptilians are the secret rulers of the world has become one of the best-known conspiracy theories. As recently as 2022, Thierry Baudet, a Dutch member of Parliament belonging to an extreme right-wing group, said, in an interview, that he believed the world was really run by “evil reptiles.”[71] QAnon, the American far-right conspiracy group directly involved in the attacks on the capital in 2021, appears to believe a cabal of cannibal pedophiles, who may also be shape-shifting reptilians—are the secret rulers of the world.

This particular conspiracy theory might seem laughable if it wasn’t taken seriously by so many people. In terms of the Bohemian Club and the gathering at Bohemian Grove, it’s possible that such a theory simply serves to cloud the issue of the purpose of the club and its gatherings. Is it simply a place for the rich and powerful to relax far from the cameras, or is it something more sinister that has implications for the very nature of democracy?

Since its hijacking by wealthy members in the late 19th century, the Bohemian Club appears to have had a membership that is generally politically conservative and one that is mainly Republican since the second half of the 20th century. Most US presidents and former presidents known to have been members of the club that attended the gatherings at Bohemian Grove have been Republicans. This concatenation of wealthy and powerful people who follow a particular political agenda has fueled speculation about what it is that members get up to when they aren’t partying.

When a politically affiliated group of the most wealthy and powerful men in America (and the world) get together in private each year, it seems inevitable they would discuss business and politics, even if it is vehemently denied by its members. These kinds of secret, unaccountable meetings almost certainly have implications for society as a whole, which has led to concern about the group rather than allegations that they are really alien reptilians.

One of the main groups emerging to question the function and lack of accountability of the gatherings at the Bohemian Grove in the 1980s is the Bohemian Grove Action Network (BGAN), founded by activist Mary Moore in 1980 and involving members from a range of existing protest groups. Moore was involved in the No Nukes movement, and when leaked membership documents provided details of the club’s membership and attendance at the grove in the early 1980s, she was concerned at just how many of the men involved in setting and disseminating global arms policies attended Bohemian Grove each year. As a result, she organized protests and highlighted the annual gathering for the press. In a later interview, she explained what it was about Bohemian Grove that drove her to found BGAN: “They don’t have underground sex tunnels, they’re not burning babies…It’s all bullshit…Powerful people discuss and choose policy, but they do so in secrecy, with no public scrutiny. That's what people should be afraid of.”[72]

In 1984, over 300 BGAN protestors gathered at the entrances to Bohemian Grove, weaving giant spiderwebs in an attempt to block admission. More than 50 people were arrested, and the gathering went ahead, but from then on, protests were a part of virtually every subsequent gathering at Bohemian Grove.[73] However, from the early 1990s, the scale of the protests notably diminished. Instead of large, chanting crowds, those attending had to run the gauntlet of only a few placard-wielding protestors. For the protest in 2023, Moore (then aged 87) was one of only a handful of protestors. Despite its efforts to raise the awareness of the American people about Bohemian Grove, BGAN largely failed. By the late 1980s, there was almost no press or media interest in Bohemian Grove. This may be because most people weren’t interested, but others claim it is part of a deliberate media blackout orchestrated by members of the Bohemian Club.

The 1981 segment by ABC News on Bohemian Grove was virtually the only mainstream media coverage of either the Bohemian Club or Bohemian Grove during the 20th century. Other exposes were generally carried out by independent magazines or journalists looking for shock value, such as Alex Jones. The few reports that did appear in mainstream newspapers were generally anodyne, providing a brief account of the known history of the club and the grove, stressing that it was simply an exclusive private party for the rich and powerful.

There was a brief resurgence of newspaper and media interest in Bohemian Grove in 2023 when a group of former employees brought a lawsuit against Bohemian Grove.[74] The suit alleged that, during summer camp, workers had been forced to work 16 hours or more each day, but they were told to falsify their timesheets to show they had worked only the standard eight hours. The suit also claimed that a long history of workers within the grove had been denied breaks and forced to work very long hours, though they were paid a day rate accounting for only eight hours of their time. The claimants alleged this was done to save money, which is more than a little ironic, considering that many of the club’s members are multi-millionaires.

The worst thing the suit alleged and that the press reported was the behavior of Bohemian Grove attendees that could only be described as anti-social. Many of the men in attendance were said to have insisted on urinating in the open, on trees,[75] or elsewhere, even when toilets were close at hand. This may not be pleasant to contemplate, but it’s far from evidence of a global conspiracy.

One writer became convinced the lack of mainstream reporting on Bohemian Grove was really due to a deliberate attempt to suppress news about this gathering. Mark Dice is an American YouTube star, right-wing political commentator, author, and conspiracy theorist. In 2015, he published a book about Bohemian Grove and the Bohemian Club.[76]

Dice was convinced the mainstream media would not give coverage to topics associated with the club or the grove. In order to test this theory, he called into some of America’s leading chat shows using an assumed name. These calls were made to shows with hosts who are generally receptive when it comes to discussing controversial issues, including Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, and Bill O’Reilly. He claimed that, in each case, as soon as he raised the issue of Bohemian Grove, his calls were ended, or the host simply ignored the topic. He posted recordings of the calls to his website (which is no longer active), and they did seem to show an odd tendency for the hosts to be unwilling to discuss the topics. This is a long way short of conclusive evidence for a media blackout, though it is certainly interesting, and combined with a lack of almost any other investigative mainstream media reporting, it certainly does suggest that something odd may be going on here.

It is, of course, possible this is nothing more sinister than wealthy people who don’t wish to discuss the fact that they urinate on trees at a private summer camp, or it may be, as authors like Dice suggest, evidence of a conspiracy.

There is one other group worth mentioning here, and it is one that seems to have a great deal in common with the Bohemian Grove gathering, though it presumably involves less urination on trees. The Belizean Grove is an elite, women-only social club based in New York City. It was founded by former Westinghouse Broadcasting executive Susan Stautberg in 2001. In some ways, the Belizean Grove is a female version of the Bohemian Club. Membership is by invitation only, and it includes women involved in senior positions in politics, business, and finance. According to the group’s website,[77] membership is comprised of “[a] constellation of influential women who are key decision makers [sic] in the profit, nonprofit and social sectors.”

The club holds regular meetings in New York involving “fun” and “bonding,” and every summer, they hold a rural retreat in Belize or another South or Central American country. In an interview, one member, Mary Pearl, dean of Stony Brook University, said the group is “just a mutually supportive wonderful experience [that] gets together just for socializing and also just for intelligent conversation.”[78]

That sounds a great deal like what members of the Bohemian Club say about their group. The Belizean Grove was reported in the press in 2009 when it became known that Supreme Court nominee Sonia Sotomayor was a member. Founder Susan Stautberg expressed disappointment at the publicity, noting that most members hoped the group would remain “under the radar.”[79] Sotomayor resigned from the group after several Republican senators expressed concern that she belonged to a discriminatory group because it was all-female.[80] Those same senators did not seem concerned about membership in the all-male Bohemian Club.

The Belizean Grove is interesting because it appears to be a direct female equivalent to the Bohemian Club, albeit with a much smaller membership. Those wishing to join must be recommended by existing members and approved by an advisory board. The Belizean Grove seems to try to avoid generating publicity, and members who have spoken about it stress that it is no more than a social club for successful women.

However, at least to date, no one has suggested that Belizean Grove is run by shape-shifting reptilians, Satanists, or the secret rulers of the world. Why is that? A part of the answer seems to be that many people remain convinced a handful of rich white men in America and elsewhere have a far greater role in deciding world affairs than most people realize.

Many have linked the Bohemian Club to another regular, similar meeting, the Bilderberg Group. Founded in 1954, this is an annual off-the-record meeting of politicians, business leaders, and financiers from Europe and America. Like the Bohemian Club, its members include national leaders and key decision-makers. Some people are members of both groups.[81] The Bilderberg Group was founded with the express purpose of preventing another global war, but there are those who believe it intends to do this through the creation of a one-world government, the New World Order that so many conspiracy theories feature.

No one has been able to prove any link between the Bilderberg Group and the Bohemian Club (other than that a few people belong to both), but it has been pointed out that Bilderberg meetings generally take place in May/June each year, around one month before the annual Bohemian Grove gatherings. This has led to speculation that issues raised at Bilderberg Group meetings are further discussed at Bohemian Grove.

Conclusion

Writing about what is essentially a secret group is always difficult. There are no formal published accounts of what takes place at Bohemian Club meetings in San Francisco, and in the club’s 150-year history, no former member has turned whistleblower to give information about those meetings or the gatherings at Bohemian Grove. Everything known by outsiders is based on a handful of occasions when outsiders have infiltrated the group, leaks by former employees, or during the club’s infrequent contact with the media, such as the 1981 ABC News segment. Virtually everything we think we know about the club is based on speculation and hearsay.

Some of this speculation seems to be unhelpful. The belief that the gathering at Bohemian Grove is presided over by shape-shifting human-alien hybrids seems absurd to most observers, as does the notion that such entities are the secret rulers of the world. Human history tells us we are entirely capable of making a complete mess of things without the influence of beings from another planet. This notion seems to have originated with David Icke, and it’s notable that his announcement of the identity of the secret rulers of the world followed the broadcast of the popular sci-fi television show V, first broadcast in 1984/1985. In that show, the Earth is taken over by reptilian overlords who are also capable of disguising themselves as humans. There is absolutely no evidence whatsoever that Icke’s claims are based on any form of objective reality. I'm sorry about that—it would make a great book if it were true, but it isn’t, and the idea of reptilians does nothing but distract from a rational examination of what the Bohemian Club is really about.

As for allegations of Satanism and human sacrifice, these tend to keep being suggested, and many seem to be based on available photographs and videos of the Cremation of Care ritual. There is no doubt this looks odd and more than a little sinister to outsiders, given the bizarre costumes, chants, and the burning of a human effigy. However, there is no evidence at all that this is in any way anti-Christian or Satanist. In the UK, human effigies are burned every year on November 5 to commemorate an attempt to blow up the Houses of Parliament. In parts of Scotland, the Up Helly Aa celebrations involve torchlit processions of costumed participants and the burning of a replica of a Viking galley. These British celebrations may look pagan to outsiders, but they are generally light-hearted activities that are most certainly not Satanist or anti-Christian in any way.

The difference is that these British events are well-documented and attended by thousands of onlookers every year. The rituals at Bohemian Grove are secret and attended only by members of the Bohemian Club, which simply encourages speculation and misinformation about what really goes on. A rational examination of what we do know about this ritual supports the view it is just another annual celebration involving costumes and rituals that have nothing to do with Satanism and certainly do not involve human sacrifice.

There is no doubt that the men-only Bohemian Club represents an anachronism in the 21st century. When it was founded in the late 1800s, wealthy white men really did run virtually every aspect of politics, business, and finance in America. Today, the situation is very different, but membership in the Bohemian Club remains all-male, predominantly white, wealthy, and powerful. Is it possible these members discuss ways to become even richer and more powerful within the club and at Bohemian Grove? Of course! But that doesn’t make this a part of a global, one-world conspiracy or the home of the secret rulers of the world. Naturally, the wealthiest and most powerful members of any society have a disproportionate level of influence on the world in which they live. It also seems likely they would make contact with other wealthy and powerful people in order to protect and enhance their own situations, but the Bohemian Club is not the only way they do this.

In some ways, the Bohemian Club is its own worst enemy. By maintaining an air of secrecy when it comes to the club and what happens at Bohemian Grove, they inadvertently encourage the kind of speculation that identifies them as Satanists or tools of reptilian alien overlords. It seems likely the truth is much more mundane.

The revelry at Bohemian Grove probably involves the kind of behavior in which many participants don’t usually engage, especially in the public eye. If it were to be widely known and publicized, it would almost certainly cause deep embarrassment for many of those involved.

It seems likely that Bohemian Grove is a place where rich and powerful men are given the opportunity to behave like teenage boys. It seems entirely possible it’s also a place where these people network. On the other hand, there is no evidence at all that this is the seat of a world-spanning conspiracy other than the commonplace variety of conspiracy that sees those who have wealth look for ways to ensure they keep it.

The available evidence strongly suggests the exclusive Bohemian Club is no more than a venue at which wealthy men congregate, and Bohemian Grove is where these same people take part in an uninhibited party. However, as long as the club and the grove are subject to secrecy, they will probably remain the subject of speculation.
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