
It’s almost 1 a.m. on a sweltering Thursday at downtown
nightclub TSI. Inside, a DJ spins Roy Orbison, while kids in
tight T-shirts and studiously mussed hair consume beer and
cigarettes. Outside on Bay Street, a doorman doles out wrist-
bands and collects the cover charge. The night air is heavy.
Other than the hiss of passing cars and snatches of conversa-
tion, it’s quiet. Really quiet.

Then someone shatters the silence. “No f *cking way! Pink
Man!” In an instant the scene goes from mundane to surreal.
A small man sheathed in pink spandex flashes by, a silver cape
whipping behind him. He disappears into the long, dark 
corridor leading to the club, then emerges into the light at the
opposite end of the tunnel. He turns and pivots, fluttering his
hands, then flapping his arms. He looks like a flamingo on
angel dust.

It’s a strange spectacle — stranger than the first glance 
suggests. Not only is he wearing a skin-tight hooded pink 
unitard, he’s riding a goddamn unicycle. 

It’s easy to miss as Pink Man zooms past,
a neon blur beneath the streetlights. But as
he stutter-stops and spins, drifts and hovers,
his wheel carves a path through the small
crowd. He whirls about, smiling big and
scary. He utters a manic laugh. He sings his
tuneless theme song: “Pink Man, coming
outta nowhere/Pink Man, rollin’ on a
wheel/What do you think, man?”

As his audience makes room for this
herky-jerky sideshow, Pink Man dips off his
cycle long enough to slide his head between
the legs of a female bar patron.

“Oh my God!” she screams as he posi-
tions her on his shoulders, rises up onto the
seat of the unicycle and rockets down the
alley toward Bay Street. Covering her eyes,
the woman gasps, then thrusts her hands
skyward as Pink Man picks up speed. They
nearly tumble out onto Bay Street when
Pink Man stops short, spins his body and
shuttles back through the tunnel. His pas-
senger, unscathed, is elated and terrified.

Pink Man dumps her off where several
others have gathered, does a few more
stunts. Then, in a blast of sweat and color,
he’s gone.

About a year-and-a-half ago, residents of
Jacksonville’s Five Points neighborhood
began sharing a mass hallucination. At the
oddest times, in the oddest places, a skinny
man in a pink bodysuit and pink high-tops
would appear on a unicycle. In the middle

of the night on a side street, at peak drink-
ing hours at dive bars, at 3 in the afternoon
in local parks, he’d show up, pedal around
crazily, then vanish.

That was around the time Michael
Maxfield came to town. His arrival in
Jacksonville was just the most recent stop of
a two-decades-long journey. He’s been on
the road since his early 20s, unicycle, back-
pack and guitar his only companions. Part
traveling minstrel, part performance artist,
Maxfield has traveled on three continents
and in most major U.S. cities, bringing his
apolitical routine to the masses.

Born in the small town of Leominster,
Mass., Maxfield grew up in what he describes
as an average, working-class family. He began
riding his brother’s unicycle at age 13 and
liked it enough that it was one of the few
things he took with him when he left home.  

In 1982, in search of a place to express
himself, Maxfield took a bus to San
Francisco. He began to explore riding as a
form of entertainment — years before don-
ning his pink suit. Taking his unicycle
around Bay area neighborhoods and on
Berkley College campus, Maxfield would
spin around poles and street signs, flapping
his arms, messing with students and passers-
by. The experience was freeing, but it wasn’t
until he joined a commune in Southern
Oregon that he really discovered his creative
side. There he lived in a teepee, read by
kerosene lantern, wrote music, picked berries
for breakfast and meditated. He also co-
authored a children’s book called “Children
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for Peace,” which he promoted on a cross-
country tour. While on the road, he enter-
tained by singing songs he had written and
by giving people rides on his shoulders while
riding his unicycle.

After the book tour, Maxfield returned to
Southern Oregon, where he married and
had a couple of children. What seemed like
the beginning of a happy, conventional life
in fact turned into a very dark period for
Maxfield — one that ended in divorce and
thoughts of suicide. But it also prompted his
decision to relocate to Eugene, Ore., where
he first began to build his public persona. It
was there Maxfield perfected his routines,
creating odd moves and actually dancing on
his unicycle. Though he loved the social
aspect of his rides, he felt like doing some-
thing more substantial, along the lines of
performance art.

“What I came up with was, I thought I
would be a guy from outer space,” says
Maxfield. “A spaceman on a unicycle.”
While looking through a dancewear cata-
logue, he stumbled upon a pink unitard.
“And I’m like, ‘Holy cow.’”

He took a trial ride in the unitard at the
University of Oregon, and immediately peo-
ple began yelling “Pink Man!” as he passed.

Pink Man was born.
Maxfield began “pinking” random bars,

restaurants and nightclubs. (“Pink is a verb,”
he insists.) He traveled to Portland, where,
within 10 minutes of his arrival, a TV news
crew picked him up for a story. As a result
of the short segment and the political over-
tones of his chosen color scheme, Pink Man
was hired to appear at a Portland Pride soc-
cer game at the Memorial Coliseum.
(Though often mistaken for being gay,
Maxfield is emphatic that he is not.) He cre-
ated havoc on the field with other costumed
characters, including a mock Barney, whose
head fell off and was kicked into the goal.
The clip ended up on Dick Clark’s “TV’s
Bloopers and Practical Jokes.”

Though Eugene was a great place to test
his new moves, Maxfield found it confining.
He returned to San Francisco and began
pinking Haight-Ashbury. He came up with
slogans — “I pink therefore I am” — that

he’d shout as he’d buzz the unsuspecting.
Unlike street buskers, who remain station-
ary, performing for a finite amount of time,
Pink Man would zip in, twirl and spin, sing
a quick song, then disappear. Not only did
this type of hit-and-run performance art
help Maxfield deal with crowd anxiety, it
also deepened the mystery of Pink Man.

“I like to be really enigmatic,” says
Maxfield. “I love that it takes a while for
people to fathom what just happened.” 

As word spread about the wacky pink
guy on the unicycle, Maxfield began work-
ing fairs and parades. He garnered TV cov-
erage and newspaper profiles. He led the
first “How Berkley Can You Be?” parade
and was dubbed a “clown, superhero,
flamingo” by The Berkley Daily. In the San
Francisco Chronicle’s annual readers poll,
Pink Man was ranked third in the category
of favorite local personalities — behind
Wavy Gravy and Jerry Brown.

Maxfield was on his way to reaching folk
hero status. He decided to ride the momen-
tum to Los Angeles.

Mike Maxfield’s Riverside apartment is near-
ly empty. There’s a pyramid of TVs along
one wall; only the top one works. There’s a
sofa, an acoustic guitar, an electric keyboard
and one lamp. His unicycle leans by the
door. Maxfield lives here rent-free in
exchange for his services as quasi-
groundskeeper. That’s how Maxfield makes
his way — staying with friends, squatting,
living off the kindness of strangers.

He’s broke and over his head in debt. His
pink high tops are falling apart, and he
needs a new unitard. He relies on a couple
of big-money gigs in each city to get him by.
Most of the time he performs for free.

Thin, with large eyes and expressive
brows, Maxfield looks like a comic book
character even without his pink suit. His
balding pate and boney face turn a rosy hue
when he gets excited, and he often gets
excited — when talking about his travels,

his exploits and
the sheer joy he gets from being Pink Man.

“Check this out,” he spits as he bounds
from the sofa to the kitchen. He returns
holding a sapling he recently dug up from
behind his building, its root embedded in a
Florida license plate. The plate looks
ancient, but the markings are clear: 13P.

Maxfield is moved by this coincidence
and uses it as a launching pad to explain the
legend of Pink Man. “Pink Man is from the
13th dimension,” he explains. “M is the
13th letter of the alphabet, and my initials
are M.M. And I [was] born on the 13th.
Also, you know what’s crazy? In scrabble,
take the underlined M — so you know it’s
not a W — if you put that underlined M on
its side, it’s a 13. How about that? And
Massachusetts, which begins with an M, has

13 letters.”
According to Maxfield, Pink Man hails

from a universe where the beings have no
legs, only a spinning vortex on which they
hover. He contends this extraterrestrial bond
is what generates the “amazing” coincidences
of Pink Man. The license plate, for example:
Maxfield says the P stands for “pink,” and
the 13, well, that’s self-evident. Another

Pink Man lifts a 
pint at downtown
Jacksonville’s
London Bridge. It’s
past midnight, 
but he’s just 
getting started.

Sitting in his apartment,
Maxfield fast-forwards
through a DVD of him 

pinking Tokyo. Suddenly, 
he freeze-frames on a young
woman, her eyes wide and

mouth agape. “[It’s] like she
just saw a unicorn,” says

Maxfield, overcome with joy.
“I feel so blessed that I can

have that effect — just 
screwing around.”
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