Cmure

Super-talented "twisters”
are blowing up all over
the Valley.

By Jimmy Magahern

also got to be on constant lookout for little boys
with pins,

“Usually, I'll have someone walking behind me,”
she says, “just to make sure nothing happens.”

Such are the hazards when you're the world’s most
in-demand model of elegant balloon wear.

“It started when I was getting ready to go to a
convention here last year, and I didn't have
anything to wear,” explains the pretty 21-
year-old brunette from Mesa, who fit
her statuesque 5'9” frame into an <
inflatable Victoria’s Secret-style
number for a photo shoot ata
downtown Phoenix studio.

S itting down can be tricky for JoAnn Gray. She's

s

“I wanted o stand out,
but 1 didn't wanr to ok
stupid, dressing up
when nobady elsze
was. S0 I got
together with
suome people,
and we decided
it'd be conl il 1
wore a balleon
dress.”

It helped that
the convention
Gray was attend-
Ing waz Diamond
Jam, one of the four
largest annual con-
veutions of Rerious
ballovan artists in the
world. At big balloon
feats like the D-Jam —
which holds I second
annual foeur-day, uh,
blowout at the Mesa
Holiday Inn next week-
eénd, an event open to
the public — a growing
subeulture of adventur-
oul “twisters,” as they
call themgelves, puff,




ol headf-kch balls disd bending the group
back into the longer sectbon making up
the shal, Chee says the gap between
amatenr and professional balleon see
his gedten 1o where ' like “the differ-
ence between buyving o peint ar Wal-
BarL o & Picasso orighnal. The problen
Is, people are nof appreciating the Jdif-
ference in value yel.”

Tao pop the public pesception of just
iwhial can be dese today with Balloons —
and to give the growlog worldwide
commonity of twisters o place o meet
e angiher sind shane dps and ercks —
Chee begon organliglng the Diamand
Jair eomventlons, Gt as an offshoost of
the larger Chvanacnma b 2004, nmd the
Eollowing vewr as its own specinlized
evenl.

Along with contests 10 Belgium,
Jupan and one In Austing, Chee's Dilo-
i R 142 already recogndzed as one
ool the mabi events of the globual twister
coninilty. For this yeir’s alfale, Chee
s Bringing in 10 of the world's top
twisting instructors, drawing talent
Fromi the UK. Nethetlands Frines,
Cuinda and the 1.5,

“Every country has |3 own style of
badsiing " aays Chee, the curment warld
champ in the "derailed arpatic™ cale-
gory, wikoss ot wiork hleisds the pred-
slon mindaturist siyle assoclated with
tardsters of his dalan herltage with an
Apnericin fake for widmay. *In Belgiin,
Eliey e really wild.”

T kick things upa noteh, Chee's
also offéring o 85000 prize to the win-
e of the “aryvthing goes™ eompetitdon
— the laggest purss ever offered al a lal-
loom contest, b says

“Myv big thing {3 d ke woaee bwist-
it mevis W mirre a8 an arl form” e

says “And the way fo do that Is give ;
exposure o the people willing o
strecch new jdeas, (F you will, way

bavond peogle's expectotbong.'”

Already, there wre legends within the
pwister culeere, David Grist, on English

twdater who died of & heart ateack losi
Jahwary, s Fenowned o an infovator
iwhose mast Fameous ereatioh, & wedar-
able Model T car ds often =aluted at
conventions in homages fashioned by
devatees of his oloe loztroctional
DV DS, Provo, Wiakh's Marvin Hardy,
schediled to speak ot Dlamoad Jaim, s
another ioon; his book Balleon Magic,
iwith mwore thain thees million coples in
print, has been studied, Clee says, by
exsily 05 percent of the people twistlag
bodany.

'E'i'u:l; wha uupplmnlx ks tnucomne
by producing twisting DVYDE himsell,
says Pwlsting has only recently resched
{15 creative peak, und credins e surpge
to a combination of advances in balloon
manufactaring (“The color paletie is
thers mow; befare, voi ealy hed 10 col-
pre™) and the synergy of velsters sesing
edach ather's work, via the lalernet,
DW= and the conventiong, sl shiarng
thetr own unigue touches and vech-
fabipuaes.

“The skill level has gone up ks
criaxy,” T sy, “But there's sil] thess
guys out thers who arve promulgsting
the myvih that [ all just slmple dogs
and sworda ™

Pulling a few vibiantly colored hal-
laons feons the 4,000 atuffed Tunto his
apron — 1 go threwgh 200000 Bulloons

amonth,” he says — Chee spends alyou
seven minutes blowing amd bwis ting
multiple ballonng into what eventually
enmerges as o Disney-worthy princess.
complete with o fetehing painted-on
foce and overinflated cleavage heoving
ol over her Hodit-Bloe dress 1 live in
Seottadale™ be quips =Thars all Tever
sl

Acrogs the Starbucks, a well-dresged
witivan eyes Chee's creation amnd
approsches him e ask for a business

And then there are neweomers like

Marle Dadow, a transplaited Californie .

gl whao anly plebed up twisting a ke
e than a year ago and has aleeady
aabbed the coveted Balph Dewey Bal-
loon Excellence sward, one of the higlh-
el honors in the balloon-twisting
wirld

=& bot of the old-school people gave
mee flak wiven 1 started geotng recounl-
gy, Becatdde they said T eame along
after all the twisting inngevatlons,™

and then 1 add semethlag o make it my
varne ™ And she acknowledges that sames
innovations — Hke Calilornian Ken
Stillmans bright [dea of using an over-
infated heart-shaped balleen e create
the dimpled chin of a cortoon super-
hisry — elear v bear the fndelible mack
ol their creatior

“There are sorme things where we
know where it cames from.” Dadow
sy Dl liosw B Baek dooyou have Lo
ant 1 mwan, there's oaly a0 muny ways

Cut here

cand, tentatively booking him for an
upcomidng party at Anthem Chee winks
and says that’s the only way the more
advanced twisters can deaw 1n people
willing to prey the exdira handred dellars
of s0 over the average clown’s godng
rate

“You can'l pick owt a bwlster from
the phane bock,” he says. “But when
you're out working (o o restadrant aod
people get to ges for ithemeelyves wlo
yoir capabilities are, thal"s what qélls
thent

“Mlase people dare blown away,” he
adds, amiling at the {ntentional pun,
“welvenn they see something really phe-
noimenal donse with balloons.™

here-are old men who come w
the THOP joms who've been
iwtlsting balloons for decades,
and are confminded by the wild
stuff the younger twigters are
inaking boday
“These guys are way above me i the
things that they do,” admits an B3-y ear-
old who goes by the nome Featlvirs the
Clown, and wha seill works weekend
mdriings at the same THOP that hosts
the jums, “1 do enough jusl o get a
amile gt of 'em ™

Praclerw sayvs. “Like, they Jdida’t have all
these colers to work with when thes
were stariing oul Or there weren't all
these eqtablished rechnigues Bat ey,
11" piet iy Biide [ gt dinde thels at the best
psible timet”

Maore than most of the ariisds in the
Valley pwlater commemustity, which Chee
numbers at about 60, Dadow 18 acutely
tuned in i the weird politics and busi:-
ineag dealings that go po among whal
afipedes g e surface o be o perpeie-
ally happy, exsyeoing bunch.

“Whei gets credii for what 13 very big
In e cireles ™ she revenls, noting tho
artizte will grev b elalm awnedship of o
desdgn by belng ehe first to inclode &t in
an instructlonal video or i w phota
posted on BalloonlTeom

=1 inibebe a Bartterfly whers [oook Don
Caldwells basic design, and Jeanine
[¥oin Essenf's way that she niakes her
weave i the wings, and Patricia Bun-
el way that she cefmps tlae winga”
slae suys, dopping seine notsbile nanses
“fiad a frend of mine came over sod
said, W0h, you're dedug Wallys batpes-
e

" Dadow adimits ahe usually starts a
creation by copving something she's
seen helore, <1 bry 1L ane of 0w Thiney,

sionl cad imake smething with balloons.
1 vou get people all iround the wireld
trying to make the lotest kids” maovie
chapaeter, you've gonna have some aimn-
iliriles Right

Dradow takes a deep breath, and
apeloglzes for exposing the dark andek-
beelly ol the alulay, happy halloon erowd.

“Really, T love the balloons,” 3he
lgagts, Y1 just hate all the other seifl
that goed on sround thest — having fo
give credit to the right person, and all
the sguabbles that go o Soneetimeas |
fesl, 'O, you guys are kiling me! Cain't
we just get back ro playing with bab-
lagsT™

“ You gottn nest 1.0," Maris
Ceandona gayva, Magming down an
drliler Bellomas with a Jowdd Tawad-
{am shive and an even losder
laugh that's been resonating
throughout thee ITIOF all night.

“LP% i oot and & half™
Dadow adiies that when sle G
met 1F Welgt, o retires who goe intao
tardgilng Lo be *the conl grandpa™ and
sty dlgcovered he loved h“—"EI:'-"E ot
with the balloon crowd, she was a bii
taken aback by his bodsee rous, gver-the-
top mosner and his decidedly wi-PC



reipuest that comes [n,™ he saye “You
inie bt, 'l make e~

Al work at his reguler gig, the Sun-
day morming shift at another THOP fn
Chandler, Vincent soys he never looks
ai his tps, even thowsh Hps ere all you
get working the restanranis; <till the
twaster's prlinary veniie

“When someone Zives me some-
thimg, T just pue i in my pocker, and 1
wion't even kiaow whot I've ninde until 1
leave,™ he says “That way I'in nol
thinking absour e money”

Vincent s all abowt the "shock and

Cut hara

awe™ factor in making every odd
regues) take wobidrows diape bt led
lapax *Little gir] was having her 10th
birchday, and wanted a platypus,” he
savs, by way of example: "So 'l made her
ane. And her grandpa wold me_ “Every
vear shnce she was 1, the balloon guy
would come to her table and she'd
always ask forw platypus, On her 10D
vear, she Anally got one” Thoze are the
kizwds of things voo dao tis fee”

When he started his monthly jonms,
Vincent envisboned hds role ag a kind of
“pop™ culiwre homer oom leacher, lead-
Ing the crew thiough whatsve r coal
techaticue he may have pleked wpoover
the last few weeks

=l say, 'Okay, everyone, gather
round. We're gonnn learn this hew
ootopis. O, Okay, guys, whal are we
dial g For poveuplnes?™

Larely. though, Vincent s heen lostng
soime control over the group, as the 1al-
gl shswing up for the [ams 34 Beglo-
nbng to echipes hig own

Jeremy Johnaton, a vourg hoeshor
known for making huge, &laborage hal-
Lot seulpeneres alwsays off the top af his
liead, s beconse te naindn attraction ar
imarsd jams, condght whlbpping up a glant
sleigh i refndesr while Vincemt fadls
away quletly at an elght-foor Santa

“herery Hkeas the big s tufl” savs Vine
cent, whoasbvioualy doed, ten “And e
kind of the draw now. People conie in
anud watch him."

Julinstiny, the son of vereran clown

and carleature artigt Roger Tohnston,
hins wlwayvs had the unigue gife of
“thinking in ballodns™ his did says,

“I'd ask him to drwt something, and
hed say, 'Dad, §cant deaw 1e, bud 1 con
make it with balloons.™

The vounger Jahnston 13 o gubel
genius, tossing in a clever guip only
accasheaally between the clitter of the
rest of the group. Bur his creations —
big, crazy Improvisations like @
Frankenstety monster witli Elvis halr
and guitar, and life-size superherees
whth rippling ballooa six-packs —apeak

Toudly enough te get him spart from the
crewd.

Vincent claims he lias mo problems
sharing the spetlzght with wunderkinds
like Jokuston,

=T o' wnnn be overloaked ™ he
says. “Bat | wanna showecase evervhody
That"s why we have the joms b public,
instead of ar somenne’s house. 1t all
abowt networking and sharing, and also
getting exposure™

And, of course, having fun. "0k,
yveah. Sometimes we'll go "Hl 2 1n the
it bdnge,” he save, gebiing back o lis
ballosoiag. “Je o be hard Lo sipp, whena
bunel of us get togetlier.”

& i balkoon artlst whe travels
i the soine professional cir-
ches as other party entertakn-
ers, spme of Ed Chee's best
friends nre clowns. Bud that
doesn’t mean the Valley s
leadbng Certifbed Balloon Arest (CHA)
ey the popular image the sveroge
Bz b given to balloon art.

“When people think of balloons, the
Orst tmage they bave 14 af a clown at a
kida hirthday party making swords,”
saws Chee, whd pping up his own baidst
aiy the clichéd party fovar dver altes-
neeom coffee at the Starbucks across
frodan Desert Ridge Markerplace, toe far
from where he Hves “Hot ik’ fud i way
marre advanced than that now.™

Fastivrdng a deluxe ribbed hindbe ot
the sword base by pelatlng of7 & zerfes




way with the ladles:

=wWere glad mo have Marle with us™
Welgt savs, pdeking up an ber b
=5het o hell of o twister — and kinda
engy on the eves, what do you think? |
tieany, 1% xhe ot or what!"

“Wleen you Arst meet him,” Dadow
wirns beforehand, =yourre like, "Whoa,
bundidy? Calim dowwen a bit!” But then afper
thixt, yinu just have to bove him "

Among the Valleys tada bers, Weagt 15
the guy with afl the wildesi stories —
although sometdmed the otherd bh the
wronp can'l reslst retelling his greatest
xplobts the mselves

=The story | heatd was e was oul
golfing” says Rie Four, o fellvw rwister,

Cut hara

“ran into these ladies, got woralking, and
they foand mit TR did baloons™

“Lady gobfers ™ Dadaw Inberjects,
with a kriowing smark.

=Well, they hire him for a party, he
ety there, and 1t's 2 leshian parey,” Foist
continnes <AL the end of three howrs of
ceeating the lewdest, crudes halloods
i can imaglne, they pass around a
brandy soifter, containing mostly $50s
o F1009, and [ heand by the end of the
nbght Ive walled away with a lible owver
$1.100"

=1 heard 51,500, Dacdow adds.

“Welgt hbnagell is o bit foggy on the
armcivnt, bul wvidly recoalls the balloans
e mpade and the wild tine wie ladies
hiaed weith ther.

“Lel's just say 1 was o greal day,
dude! B0 mivich firvuon!™ he 2aes with a
wicked laugh. *Belleve me, balloons
apeay'l just for kids!™

Clearly, Weigt is the life of the party
at the jamd, and o blg pare of why
they're stil] podnge. Dedow says he's the
guy responsible for e-mailing the
muatthly nvites and a major reason
peaple keep re e nbing for the fun,

“Mo matter what kind of mood
yvoa"re ln)" Dadow says, “he just s
vour spdrits so moach.”

Everyvone's spirlts sreie dealt a
crushing blow just six days befors
Christinag, when the mews broke of o
Pearla police afflcep who'd been shot
just above his bulletproof vest, during o
drug raid. Twisters recoginlzed Bill
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Weipr, a Father of four who had jolned
the Pearia foree |l 1E mobtls ago and
wis oo, veports sakd, left paralyzed
from the arms down, 29 TF% g0,

The [magery of the s elown lurks
beneath the surface of the balloon
tavisters’ happv-go-lacky world, Bue ar
o bimee does it come more o e than
lst listening to 1P's account of how he
sat ot big son's bedside the day after the
shonting and twisted balloons for whae
marked Billa 31t birtday.

“It wuz hiz birthday on the 10th®
Walgt savs twoe days later, speaking s
slightly shaky voice on a cell phone
froam the hospital *So 1 mande b ug a
big hirthday eake aur of balloons, and 5

big ol Banta Claus apd a bunch of crap
that lee Hkes And it was knd of cool ta
switteds labng Hghy wp 13 lghts up esery-
baody else aho comes i the poone, too,
and kinds takes everybody s mind aoff
the hud tufE af least for 2 while”

Welpt savs he's already sending oo
thie [wvibes for thee comdng week's THOF
oo, aiwd bsests the shosw weill goon,

“It'sw little bit of & stress celiel and &
kinada feels good when von gee plzsed of]
o twise adinething arownd,™ he adds,
letting loase with ome of his mudenark
laughs.

“We're hanging right in there, aml
we're gonon keep posiilve,” he says.
“That™ where the balloons really kelp”

t o lage December phow shoot
Featurivng what a consensas of
the communily agress o be
tlie best ouf the ¥Walley's
twidiers, thera's o palpable
tension in the aire thae isn'
detectibile o the monthly fams,

While Jeremy Johnston and Marle
Draceww gl the fndshing towches on fhe
elegane balloon dress they spani nine
howirs creatbig for JeAnn Gray the day
before, and Ed Chee and Dan Vincedd
decide which parts of Vincents giant
meomreyele design they each want tn
teckle, Vincent's pielfriend Jessica —
who, besiders say, 15 irked Gray has
smntched the sover shot from her hal-
looneaque heou — keeps o dsapprmoving
ave fixed on Miss Ballooalverse.

sasthavenprass.cem

FPhotos are everything in the
taristers” world, where all great works
ofart shrlvel within dayd. And exposiie
i any printed medivm 18 seen as a
major career-booster, 1§ not o path Lo
mmatality for the dooned ballsona
o its probably oaly nateral that the
competition heats up whenever a few
codnieras gre stonding al the ready.

Bt thered an add sense of shond or -
ment after the photos have all been shaot
and the arikss are left with the queston
of what to do wlth thelr inasterpieces.
Mt ol Lo beave them behind, rathee
thon squesze them lnto their cars. A
few of the smaller pleces are stuffed
i a trosls cam, with a box cutier set-
timg off deadly pogs like a submachine
gum.

Ches seed the belel dheli Hie of his
art form as oae of the main reasons peo-
ple e teouble placing o klgh valas on
the twister's work

=1r's bransitory are,” he says sadly.
“Let"s foce itz There are only 80 muony
vy that the preces will last

For the twdsters themselves, though,
their art sometimes appears 1o be
immediately dsposable. Afer apending
more ian four hooars reamed with
Chee creating his elaborate giani
motoreyels — complee with a coel
teardieop gas tank, 8 V-block engine and
Aanaing exhanst pipes — Wncent hoks
ready o slnaply walk it gas the ereatlon
he's judt @iven up o moed ngs work al

hits day job to complate.

=“What dio viou wanl i des with thls?

he's aaked as he straps on his big bal-

rooge i ams ancd fur ns v lenve the shadio
Vincent juse shrogs and delivers his
old werdict with the slightes t smile
“Fopat,” he savs
E-mall lirmay.rmgabarm@ s wikrnas. com.
orcall 802 2IS84TE,

Balloon Twisters



