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At the core of the TED conference - which celebrates Technology, Entertainment and Design - lies a good
old-fashioned awards ceremony.

Each year, the conference organizers pick three extraordinary individuals to each receive an award and
then make a wish. Then the TED community, made up of some of the most influential scientists, artists,
business leaders and politicians in the world, goes forth and works to make those wishes come true.

Previously, former President Bill Clinton asked the TEDsters to help bring health care to Rwanda.
Singer/activist Bono asked the crowd to build a social movement of 1 million people benefiting Africa. And
Google's Larry Brilliant asked everyone to build a global system to detect new diseases.

This year, San Francisco's very own Dave Eggers, a Pulitzer-nominated novelist and community activist,
received the TED Prize, along with cosmologist Neil Turok and religious scholar Karen Armstrong.

But it was Eggers who stole the show. In a hilarious, rambling speech that had the crowd roaring with
laughter and applauding in appreciation, the 37-year-old writer made his wish:

"I wish that you - you personally and every creative individual and organization you know - will find a way
to directly engage with a public school in your area and that you'll then tell the story of how you got
involved, so that within a year we have 1,000 examples of transformative change."

To help facilitate the process, Eggers has created a Web site, www.onceuponaschool.org, that will serve as
a clearinghouse for people to chronicle their volunteer efforts.

For those who have followed Eggers' career, the move makes perfect sense. In addition to writing critically
acclaimed novels - most notably "A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius" - Eggers founded a
groundbreaking tutoring center/publishing house in San Francisco's Mission District. Named after its
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street address, 826 Valencia, it has grown into a municipal treasure and a national movement that is
helping thousands of kids with reading and writing skills in cities from coast to coast.

The way it works is simple: Interested writers, editors and artists rent a storefront and hang a shingle
offering tutoring services to kids in the neighborhood. During the day, the pros work on publishing
projects such as Eggers' McSweeney's literary journal. When school lets out, the kids come in to do their
homework and work on projects with one-on-one help. In many cases, the kids work up anthologies that
get published.

Now, you're probably wondering how Eggers and his friends get kids to come in for more tutoring after a
day of school. A lot of it has to do with the program's whimsy.

When Eggers first rented that storefront on 826 Valencia St., the landlord said they had to sell something.
It was zoned commercial. So the writers put together a Pirate Supply Store in the front of the shop, selling
gear for the "practicing buccaneer." Visitors can buy custom peg legs, and eye patches, and planks by the
foot. Ocean maps and parrot feed. It's all pretty hilarious and it seems to put the kids at ease: This is not
your average learning experience.

That very model, learning mixed with whimsy, caught on across the country. A group of writers in
Brooklyn opened a store that sold superhero gear. In Chicago, there's a tutoring center masquerading as a
spy store. And in Los Angeles, there's a time-travel mart.

Through those experience, Eggers has become committed to the power of tutoring and the need for
supporting the nation's foundering public schools.

"The people who can write successfully, succeed," said Eggers. "Some of these kids just don't know how
plain good they are. You can tell them."

"This is a different kind of TED wish, one that we haven't had before," said TED organizer Chris Anderson,
who went on to say that anyone can get involved in this idea, not only the world's elite power brokers. "I
really hope that in a year's time, there's a thousand stories."

Bmw bets on hydrogen

Earlier this month, The Chronicle ran an interview with General Motors CEO Rick Wagoner in which he
said major car manufacturers need to develop a variety of alternative energy technologies in preparation
for the day the world gets off the oil.

The theory goes: Betting on just one - electric cars or fuel cells - would be too risky.

That's not the party line over at BMW. The German car manufacturer told TED attendees Thursday that
the company is betting the store on hydrogen.
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"Water is the coal of the future," read a big sign in the middle of the room. It was a reference to the
process of extracting the H from H20, and then using it to power the same internal combustion engines
we use today.

Turns out BMW started its hydrogen program back in 1978, and as such, has a ton of research on the
topic. Lots of interesting factoids. For example, BMW says:

-- The world will hit peak oil in 2025, marking the day the world reaches its peak petroleum production,
declining thereafter until we run out.

-- Technology will allow us to mass-produce hydrogen without burning fossil fuels to do so, in the next 10
to 15 years.

-- The cost of putting a hydrogen gas station on every 40 to 50 miles of U.S. roadways would cost $400
billion to $500 billion.

-- We will see the beginnings of hydrogen infrastructure, e.g., gas stations, by 2025.
-- We will switch over totally between the years 2040 and 2050.

-- A car running on hydrogen will emit about two glasses of water per kilometer as its only emission.
(Won't this cause flooding in L.A.?)

With those time frames being pretty far out, it should be noted that BMW is developing hybrid models in
the meantime. The first is expected out in 2009. But, in the long run, the Bavarians are betting their euros
on hydrogen.

Ted snapshots

The diversity and star wattage of TED attendees never ceases to amaze. Here are a few memorable
snapshots: Al Gore walking across the lobby, looking ever more like a portly statesman, shoulder to
shoulder with Facebook's Mark Zuckerberg, looking ever still like a teenage kid. ... Forrest Whitaker
chatting up two African graduate students, whose mentor Neil Turok had just asked the world to create
more universities on that continent. ... Larry Page standing up in the crowd and asking biologist Craig
Venter about the efficacy of CO2-eating microbes. ... Actors Goldie Hawn and Cameron Diaz rubbing
shoulders with starstruck mathematicians and physicists in the lobby. ... Magician David Blaine blowing
this reporter's mind with a simply impossible card trick, and then doing the same to anyone else in the
room who wanted to be amazed.

For more on TED, go to The Tech Chronicles at sfgate.com/blogs/tech.

E-mail Alan T. Saracevic at asaracevic@sfchronicle.com.
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