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After stopping a few times for smoke breaks on the paltry 2 ½ hour drive that took us from Birmingham to Atlanta, we pulled into the back lot of Atlanta’s Hi-Fi Buys Amphitheatre. As we stepped off the station’s chartered bus we were immediately drenched with sweat, an affliction, which would plague us for the duration of our stay. With listeners in tow, we eagerly searched for the entrance and, being about an hour late, hustled to catch the last fading refrains of Nonpoint. Sweating second stage fans, some sitting, most standing only on sheer willpower and adrenaline, stayed through the set change. As a former theatrical stage manager I remember looking at the Ozzfest running schedule, scoffing at the idea of a 5-minute set change. However, with the use of an ingenious turntable, the Ozzfest crew, most of whom looked more like pirates than roadies, kept the stage right on schedule. Intrigued, I ventured backstage. The pirates were setting up another band’s gear on the backside of the turntable, which was currently occupied by the jumping and gyrating Drowning Pool. 

The unsheltered second stage area was packed with fans and it became clear as the day wore on that this is where the real action was. Ozzfest’s second stage was filled with young, eager to please young bands who I am sure still marveled over framed record contracts hanging on the walls of their rented tour busses. And quite frankly, those boys deserved every cheer and mosh pit wave they got; they worked their asses off. I was especially impressed by Drowning Pool and the Union Underground, both of which I had only had the pleasure of meeting through the magic of MTV. Although, I found it ironic as I watched medics rush another heat stroke victim to the med tent to the tune of Drowning Pool’s “Let the Bodies Hit the Floor.” 

The second stage area was filled to capacity as the headlining Mudvayne crept onto the stage. The multicolored Illinois foursome was incredible as always, with Ryan banging his German born bass and the drummer dancing on the kick drum. The Midwestern marauders were halfway through their set, and I had successfully dodged the third teen launched at me from the neighboring mosh pit, when something caught my eye. Lurking backstage was Disturbed’s David Draiman, frontman and former second stage headliner. Draiman remained in full view, but just out of reach, beyond the steel barricades throughout Mudvayne’s set. Sweeping in for a closer look, I was forced to suppress a rather large snort. The deacon of dementia looked more like a Danzig groupie than a rock star…but we’ll get to him later. 

When Mudvayne’s bassist, the last of the quartet to leave the stage, had milked the last of the crowd’s adoration (much deserved adoration I might add), the crowd began to thin out. For some this was the first time they had abandoned their precious posts since the gates opened, and it showed. Bottles, flyers and the occasional lost tennis shoe littered the ground as the last few fans filed out the closing second stage gates like refugees. 

As my group escorted me out of the second stage arena I caught my first glimpse of what Ozzfest was really all about. Having been graced with no real sense of direction, I was not willing to venture into the fairways before. Vendors pimping a host of goods raised their voices in anticipation as my group lumbered by. Hot dog vendors, jewelry merchants and even bondage booths adorned the fairway. However, it was the people, the fans, who captured my attention. As I watched a pair of Nikes keep perfect stride with an enormous pair of black Doc shit kickers I realized this was the only place I had ever witnessed such diversity. And yes, I have been to San Francisco. Content to people watch, I almost lost my group several times. Once as I fought the urge to inform a fellow concertgoer that faux fur, fringe and a leather Speedo was the epitome of overkill. 

After almost six hours of straight sun I was relieved to find our main stage seats covered. Still baffled by the concept of shade, I took the opportunity to glance around at the rest of the amphitheatre. Three levels of concrete and green plastic seats up lay the lawn seating area, which was already almost filled to capacity. At one point I was almost sure I spied my faux fur friend cavorting about up there with a bottle of Jack. 

Most of the amphitheatre sat while former Ozzbourne prodigy, Zack Wylde, whipped up a blazing set. No one intended to insult Zack and his Black Label Society or any of the other opening bands by not standing during their set. However, the exhaustion factor had set in. Most fans just seemed content to sit and ripen in their spot for a while and watch as camera operators placed close-ups on the central video screen. Only one band during the course of the evening failed to grasp this concept; Disturbed. 

Halfway through Disturbed’s set I concluded they had been misnamed and that “Perturbed” suited them much better. Just shy of 45 minutes, the set was riddled with futile demands for the now mildly disgusted crowd to leap to its feet in adoration over the rock newborns. As I watched Draiman prance pissily across stage in his 3-inch platforms I decided the problem must have been Manson envy. After all, Draiman must only measure a meager 5’6” or so in those heels. 

Needless to say I was greatly relieved to see Linkin Park, Papa Roach and Slipknot, all of whom churned out enormously entertaining performances despite the heat. Slipknot especially, put up a marvelous stage show and the genuine appreciation expressed for their fans impressed me most of all. 

Marilyn Manson’s motley crew preceded the godfathers of heavy metal with a deafening set that included gunshots, fire pots and of course Manson’s outrageous outfits. I laughed to myself when Manson slipped on stage under cover of fog. In his black leather chaps and fur he more than mildly resembled Alice Cooper and David Bowie’s long lost love child. I thoroughly enjoyed Manson, although after the fact, I found it a bit unnerving that I had been staring at a 6 foot something man’s aspirin white, naked buttocks for 60 minutes. 

As darkness enveloped the amphitheatre roadies scurried to set up for Sabbath as commercials and Black Sabbath videos flashed across the video screen. All the while Ozzy’s voice echoed into the house “It’s not f***ing loud enough.” prompting dedicated fans to leap to their feet in hysteria. When Black Sabbath finally took the stage everyone except those too weary to stand, leapt to their feet and stayed there for the duration. Ozzy, immediately hosed down the overheated and greatly appreciative crowd with 4 or 5 huge, truss mounted water cannons, two hand-held water guns, and numerous buckets of water. Their set included “Iron Man”, “Black Sabbath” and numerous other tunes my neighbor said he hadn’t heard live in 25 years. Iommi, Geezer, Ward, and Ozzy shared the stage beautifully and performed as flawlessly as could be expected after so many years apart. 

A sense of nostalgia and respect left with us as we filed out of the Hi-Fi Buys amphitheatre and trekked back to our bus. The back parking lot looked more like Woodstock than Ozzfest. Painted campers and busses lined the front row, some of which looked like they had been with Ozzy since the beginning. As we pulled out, silhouettes of lingering fans, cracking open another cold one filled the parking lot. Second stage players made their presence known as well as they sped about on scooters and scrambled to sign those last few autographs. As I slipped from consciousness, barely beyond the Amphitheatre’s gates, I thought how this had truly been a day. 
