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By Keay Davidson
EXAMINER BOENCE WRTER

‘Want to discuss “Star Trek,”
socialism or sedomasochism? O
obtain stock advice, movie reviews
and sports scores? Or perhaps just
have a serious “converaation,” un-
hindered by sexual stereatypes and .
body language?

Once the preserve of hackers
and electronics buffs, computer
bulletin boards have gone grass
roots, attracting usera from survi-
valists to sexual outlaws.

The number of bulletin board
aystema (BBS) in the United
States has skyrocketed to 60,000
from roughly 40,000 just last year,,
experts say. And they're trane-
forming American life, uniting —'
via electrons — individuals with'

# BOARDS from A-1

High-tech talk is
gaining popularity

in corporate America,” said Jack
Rickard, editor and publisher of

like interests and concerts,

Soms boards are run out of
homes, oriented to a particular'
subject for little or no fee; othera
are giant infoymation highways,
operated by corporations for a
profit. 7

At least 300 BBS thrive in the
Bay Ares, on topics from myati-
cism to sadomasochism and bird-
watching to bisexuality. They're
inexpensive Lo create, oftan less
than $1,000.

To millions of computer usets,
the electronic connection “is like
heing able go to a gigantic building
with hundreds of roome whete

. thousands of conversations are

taking place ... people talking
about. Elvia Coatello here and peo-
ple talking about Celtie folk music
here ... and you can participate in
them,” said BES user Mark Theo-

doropouloa of Berkeley.
Successful operators of small
hulletit boards — called sysopa —
“tend to be mid-30s male corporate
bumnouts who are very dissatisfied
with their current career progpects
[ See BOARDS, B-5)

cludes 19 terminals in coffes- -

houses, which ueers can connect to
for 25 cents for four minut

SF NET awner Wayne Gregori, left, popularized the uge of computer budle
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tin boards in Bay Area coffeehouses. Gregori is tatking with Michael Stark.

A decade agoe, when personal
computers still seemed new and
exotic, most BBS users were tech
types comfortable with fargon. But
now, as BBS have proliferated,

Boardwatch Magazine. “But we've
alao got grandmothera running
-BBSs and 8-year-old girls.”

Commercial behemothis prevail

The best-known BES are com-
mexrcial behemoths such as the
MNew York-based Prodigy, which
claims 2 million users and is owned
by Sears and IBM. These are as
different from prass-roots BBS as
supermarkets are from street-cor-
ner boutigques, Prodigy and other
large boards — #uch as Compu-
- Serve, America Online, GEnie and
Delphi — offer something for ev- |
eryone: from mavie reviews, sports
analyses and electronic forums for
“Btar Trek” buffe to investment
counseling and news reports.

Because of the anonymity of
boarda, users can overcoms barri-
ers to social acceptance.

“Surveya show that 13 percent
of sysops are female but only 5
percent’ of on-line users identify
themselves as females,” Rickard
aays, joking that “there’s an awful .
Jot of men on-line who are women.”

Patrizta DiLuechio signed onto
& BBS with a man's name, and
happily recalls “frolicking gender-
less in the primordiaf ooze.” Later
she encountered a man — a real
‘ one — while on-line and “we fell in
love. We ended up living together
for a year,” aaid DiLucchio, 41, a
registered nurse at Children’s Hos-
pital in Oakland,

New BBS are listed at the rate
of 500 to 700 a month in Board-
watch, published in Lakewood, Co-
lo.

One of the most literate is The
Well in Sausalite, which has 8,000
regular users, many of them writ-
ers, The Well maintains hundreds
of different “topics,” among them
Writers 736, titled “My First Book
Just Came Out and I Feel Terzi-
Be”

Anyone can sign ¢nto a BBS.

they i gly mirror society’s

diversities and controversies, As a -

result, some of society’s outcaats,
eccentrics or miachief-makers

It Northern California

Qne cf the most popular Nerthem Calitornia bullatin boards is The Wellin Sau-
salito, which has about 8,000 members and more than 260 ongoing "conter-

There's'éven a wemen-only conference. For details; diaf {415} 332-4335 (voice
line) or (415) 332-6106 {computer line),

Nation's top five

" on topics from art and philosophy to “Star Trek and the Grateful Dead.

He lives to pass on
art of self-defense
beating.”

One recent afterncon, the Preci-
ta pym was alive with the constant
motion of 30 to 40 boxers. But
when Vidal gave advice to a boxer
in the ring, the little world stopped.

“You listen to every word be-
cause he's right,” said Felix Garcia,
39, who comes twice a week from

" Napa with his son, Gabriel, to be

tai f BB: .

_.._l_ncbn 2 mmﬂmﬂmﬁ%ﬂmﬂd”mwhom _m The fellowing are widely censidered the nation’s top five bulletin boards, their coached by Vidal.
nrmnmbumun 't ch high membershi voice telephone lines and the estimated number of users: “Experience, that's all that
oy arge P Name Location Phone Mo. users counts. That's what learning is and

i East Bay board posts a long | Prodiey Vinite Plains,N.Y. _ (814) 693-6000 - 2 millon s s taking
list of ways to obtain dubious goods CompuServe In¢,  Columbus, Ohio (614) 467-8600 1.2 million about,” sald Trabrisl bareis, 15
including cobra and rattlesnake GEnla Rocville, Md. " (300)638-0636 350,000 ‘Don’t write about me’
venoms, “armor-pu ammu- ) 4.%.— wuld N himsslf
nition, napalm, and a ine America Onlina Reslon, Va. (703) 448-5700 219,000 the u_c.s ae“m. e 5%_“_.“ ﬂ” Ob.w.ﬁbu
that déscribes “pranks to play on, Less than and others freely offer. He just
the nrﬁm_“___ mail gno:mE?EH Delphl ‘Westlake Vilage, Calif.  (300) 695-4005 100,000 wants to talk about his boxers,
ways to kill your parents with an “Don't write about e

e . me, Pm old

ax, and more, . .

BES have also been used to | (Bay Area computer lines

transmit images of nude children
to pedophiles. In early Mareh, U.S.
Customs Service agents raided 40
locations arcund the country, in-
cluding San Francisco, and seized
phone and computer bardwate al-
Tegedly used in the porn ring.

“Bagically, what we have here is
a bunch of computer perverts,” a
Customs official said.

The sizable bulletin boards,
such as Prodigy and CompuServe,
handle unraly users in different
ways. CompuServe relies on ita sy-
sops to decide what is and isn't
objectionable prose. But Prodigy’s
computers are programmed to re-
Jject messages with obscenities or
slurs against a race, ethnicity, sex
o sexual orientation.

Warning to snoopers

Defiantly, a Bay Area BES
called Tiger Team threatens legal
action agairst authorities whe try
to enoop through iis electrons. It
warns: “Whils the (police) agency

you work for might pay your legal

fees and judgments against you,
why fake chancea?”

The intimate messages on some
boards offer a unique glimpae into
the psychology and sociology of
pop culiure.

A prominent local fantasy board
includes jons that reveal

Just sit. in front of your comp

tell it to call a BBS number any-
where in the world, and within sec-
onds your computer sereen de-
clares something like, “Welcome to
the Mick Freen Center for Disin-
formation ...” — a South San
Francisco board "dedicated to pro-
viding information that is by-
passed or mis-represented by our
government and our society.” Once
connected to a typical board, you
can read mesaages from other us-
&rs, dovmloaduinformation, or play
. gamnes for an hour or so, Ty use the
board for a longer period, or to
ACCESS wvmnﬁ files, you may have
to pay a fee,

5,000 calls a day

Oneof the larger and well-estab-
lished boards is Exec-PC BBS in
Elm Grove, Wis. It gets more than
5,000 calls a day over 280 phone
lines.

“Our gross revenues approach,

51 million a year," or about, twice |.

his annual investment, says found-
er Bob Mahoney, who runs it with
his wife, Tracy, and two employees. -
But few BBS are cash cows. In
San Francisco, SF Net BBS makes
just enough money for sysop
Wayne Gregori, his wife and their
two kids to “squeeze by every
month,” he says. SF Net, estab-

lished to encourage conversation
on a wide range of interests, in--

the sadder side of the quest for
alternative worlds.

“The occult used to be a lot of
fun, before it blossomed into a fad
/.. especially with the Bay Area
attracting people who couldn't
make it in their home towns,” ohe
user complained,

Another described dressing in a
wolf skin at Christmastime for a
native ritual, only to encounter

" hratty kids wha pulled on his tail.

* [Below are computer ines {not voice fines) for a sampling of special interest

1o a computer with a modemn.

» SF NET: (415) B24-8747, Linked to cemputers used by customers of 19 cof-
feshouses in the Bay Area, plus a few hundrad home subscribers.

* INIHATIVE: (510) 654-2252. A forumwhers "Mandsts and olher progressiva
people can debate questions of concer.”

»SKEPTIC'S BOARD; {415) 572-0359. Atiracts those who are “open-minded
bt skeplical”” about “pseudoscientific' Ideas such as UFOs, astrology. cre-
ationism ang palmistry.

» FOXTAILL INN: {408} 778-5688. For horse fovers,

» TEMPLE OF THE SCREAMING ELECTRON: (510) $35-5845. “A safa haven

| for visionaries and paranolds.”
 SALT AND LIGHT: (415) 368-0790. For those who seek “biblicat understand-
ing.” -

> RISING STORM: (408) 739-8603, A feisty board for those interested In
“emargency preparations, firearms, pofitics and more.”

» HISPANIC ON-LINE ACCESS: {415) 252-0285, Hispanic issugs and Latin
Ametican news.

» FRANGOFILES: {510) 851-3192. For lans of Franca and the French lan-
guage.

» BOUNDARY WATERS INFORMATION SERVICE: (218) 365-6907. This Min-
nesota-based board flists interesting cance tips — plus good hotels and restau-
ranis to check oul when you've put away your paddle for the nighl. Includes a
section for birdwatchers.

» NASA SPACELIRK: (205) 895-0028. The LS. space agency's Alabarna-
based bulletin board for space buifs.

> MINDVOX: (212} 989-4141, This New York City board altracts “people with
&n inyour-face, anti-authority atfitude who are both suspicious about the fulure
and hopeful that they'll ba on the cutting edge of it,” acterding to @ magazine
review.

» THE QUARTO MUNDBISTA: {206) 786-9629. An Olympia, Wash., hoard that
caters to Nalive Americans.

» STARSHIP JESSUP: (912) 427-3310. This Jessup, Ga., board bills itself a5
“Southeast Georgia's premiet Star Trek-related BBS."

How to find out more

Hundreds of billetin board listings are carried in twe free publications available
at news racks and compuler stores throughout much of Lhe Bay Area: Comput-
er Currents and MicroTimes, Boardwatch Magazine, wilh 55,000 readers, claims
to be the fargas! and oldast of the BBS journals. A subscription to this monthly
costs $36. Phone (800) 833-6038 or write Boardwatch Magazine, 7586 West
Jewell Ave,, Suile 200, Lakewood, Colo, 80232,

bosrds, most in tha Bay Area. To contact them it takes a telophone line hooked

“T tell my boys: .
“The good Lord
said it’s better to
give than to
receive. Don't
take a punch you
don’t have to.” ”
—Jphn Vidal

-gtuff,” he said. “Write about the
kids."
With a Little prodding, Vidal
talks passionately about the dozen
‘boxers he coaches and about such
Golder Glove legends as Jesse
Flanagan, Pat Lawlor and Danny
© McGuire. He can tell you their ev-
ery move and then reminisce fur-
ther about boxing when he first
started out.
“In our days, anyone who took
up boxing loved to box — because

there wasn’t the money,” Vidal »

said.

His passion for the sport began
when he was a boy going to St.
Vincent’s School in San Rafael,
Longing ta be in the ring himself,
he would read about greats like Jirn
Jeffries and Willie Ritchie. In 1919,
at age 14, Vidal would eneak ot of
the house to go box.

Boxing with the heavies -

Because there were no amateur
leagues, Vidal fought professionally
at 111 pounds, And sinee there
were no other 111-pounders, he

ExieerGuencs . would fight guys as big as 124

The Bay Area is full of unsung he-
roes who quielly and unselfishly
make sighificant contributions to
the community. Tell us who they
are, end wa'll wrile about them as
part of an occasional series. The
more intormation you give us, tha
better.

» PHONE: (415) 777-7888
»FAX: (415) 967-1013

» ADDRESS: Examiner, P.O. Box
7260, San Francisco, CA 94120

potnds for the $10 prize. Losers”
" gat $5.

“1 had & mean left,” Vidal recal-
led, “Although I couldn’t box my

way out of a paper bag with my

right.”

Vidal gave his earnings to his
unsuspecting mother, telling her it
was extra pay from his job making
silver cups and saucers for Shreve
& Co. in downtown San Francisco.

“You ¢ould buy a lot of groceries
with that kind of money. Bread
was only eight cents 4 loaf,” Vidal
said.

However, his caresr ended with
a 2-2 record after ore of his sisters
told his mother how Vidal received
what he remembers as a “very little
mark” under his right eye. Ha re-
fuses to speculate on how success-

“ful a boxer he might have been,

shrugging and saying, “O%h well,”

He wasn't ready to give up the
sport, however. From 1824 t0 1931,
he coached at the Young Men'a
Institute, where poor kida boxed
while the rich kids trained at the
Qlympic Club. In 1931, Vidal began
coaching at Newman'a Gym, where
he was a fixture until last year
when he came to Precita to help
gym mansger and longtime friend
Sonny Marson.

- Coaching keaps him afive

“He's the best,” Marson eaid.
“He'y really like a father to me.”

Vidal shuns retirement because
he says coaching is why he's still
alive, .

“I'm worrying about (the box-
era) and forgetting my achea and

-paing,” Vidal said, glapping the bad

left knee that requires him touse a
cane.

However, neighborhood offi-
cials in the Mission are looking to
shut down the Precita gym to ore-
ate recreational programs for
younger children. Come June, Vid-
al might have to move on to some
other gym.

“We have to find someplacs,” he
aaid. “My wife doesn’t want me to
quit. How can I, after all these

vears?”

farnilies singing “Jingle Bells” and

“T made my excuses and split.”

California puts brakes on sales
of pepper-based spray to public

| AGSOCIATER PRESS.

THOUSAND 0OAKS, Ventura
County — The state is cracking
down on sales te the public of a
pepper-based spray that is autho-
rized for pelice use only.

The spray, a tear gas made from
eayenne pepper and alechol, causes
nausea aud a burning sensation on
contact with the eves and skin.
Police agencies use it as an alterna-
tive to Jethal force against viclent
criminals.

The spray is available to the
public through catalops and at gun,
sporting goods and bicyclestores in

Agoura Hills, Thousand Qaks and .

Simi Valley, authorities say.

“Ti’s proved to be puch an effec-
tive compound that the last thing
we want is for the bad guys to get
hold of it,” said Mike Broderick,
manager of the firearms division at
the California Department of Jus-
tice. “It incapacitates so much that.
you can’t run after anyone.”

Possessing pepper spray is a
misdemeanor, punishable by up to
a yearin jail or a $1,000 fine, Using
it. is a felony. .

The state attorney general's of-
fice and departments of justice and
pesticide regulation are sending
letters to police agencies and store
owners across California advising
themn sbout state lawa concerning
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