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xii Forward: Pontifications

during my college days of Frederic Rolfe’s famous novel Hadrian the
Seventh, which is about an obscure English clergyman who through
an astonishing sequence of unlikely but strangely plausible events
does get to be Pope and sets about launching a furious campaign of
ecclesiastical reform.

My own claim to the papacy is more tenuous even than that of
Rolfe’s Hadrian, since I am neither a Roman Catholic clergyman nor
in fact a Christian at all (and am married, besides). But I did envision
a process of investiture that would begin with my baptism at dawn,
followed by my entry into Holy Orders and swift rise all morning
through the ranks to the College of Cardinals, and my selection as
Pope by nightfall, after which I would abolish priestly celibacy, wel-
come the Church of England and other separated groups back into
the fold, appoint various science-fiction writers as Cardinals, and
otherwise turn the venerable Catholic Church topsy-turvy. I would
also have the pleasure of choosing my own regnal name. For a time I
toyed with the notion of becoming Peter the Second, not just for the
grandeur of the idea but because I was, like the original Peter, born a
Jew; but then 1 decided that taking so lofty a name would be an act of
hybris, or at least overweening chutzpah, and so 1 fixed on the idea of
calling myself Sixtus the Sixth, there having been five previous Popes
named Sixtus. (The fifth of them is the one responsible for the Sistine
Chapel.)

Well, I never did become Pope, though I managed to have a robot
Pope choose the name Sixtus VI in a story called “Good News from
the Vatican,” and I tipped my tiara to my old blasphemous ambition
in my novel Lord Valentine’s Castle by giving the title of Pontifex to the
Emperor of Majipoor. But one thing I have done in my time is plenty
of pontificating in the larger, metaphorical sense—spraying opinions
far and wide on the subject I know best, which is science fiction.

Science-fiction readers, by and large, are ferocious pontificators.
These days, I guess, most of them disseminate their views by elec-
tronic means, but long before the Internet was a reality, as far back,
indeed, as the early 1930s, there was a network of low-circulation
privately published little magazines—“fanzines”"—in which any s-f
aficionado who happened to own a typewriter felt empowered to cut
loose with uninhibited blasts of opinion on all matters having to do
with their favorite kind of reading matter. A few of these magazines,
particularly at the beginning of the fanzine movement, were elegantly
printed from hand-set type; but most were crudely produced items
reproduced by such methods, largely obsolete today, as mimeography,
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hektography, and dittography. I know. I published one of them myself,
an effusion called Spaceship, between 1949 and 1955, abandoning it
only when I moved over from the pontificating side of things to the
productive side and became a professional science-fiction writer.

The vehemence with which I expressed my pontifical opinions,
in my days as a science-fiction fan, sometimes proved a little embar-
rassing later on. For example, I have here the Fall-Winter 1952 issue
of Fantastic Worlds, one of the more attractive fanzines of its era (it
was produced by the relatively costly photo-offset process) in which
I hold forth about a new professional science-fiction magazine called
Fantastic and its editor, Howard Browne. My piece begins:

“How Howard Browne has been able to reconcile his career-long
ambition to edit a top-quality science-fiction magazine, one which
will rank with the best in tone, format, and content, with his career-
long profession of editing the two poorest (and admitted so by
Browne himself) professional magazines of the field, will long remain
one of publishing’s greatest mysteries.”

After flaming Browne up and down and sideways for his poor
editorial performance, 1 go on to discuss his new magazine Fantastic
and 1 express my astonishment that this time he had actually done
something worthwhile. I end my little essay with the magnanimous
hope that Fantastic would prosper and thrive, but since the whole
thrust of my remarks was surprise that Browne had turned out to be
capable of producing a magazine that intelligent adults would want to
read (I was 17 at the time), he was hardly likely to have been flattered
by my appended praise and good wishes.

Nor was he. In that very same issue of Fantastic Worlds appeared
Browne's reply to my strictures. He began by quoting a Mid-western
newspaper editor who, when under attack, replied, “These jackals
grow too bold.” Point by point he refuted my various impugnings of
his prior editorial performance. Then he added, “Mr. Silverberg’s
almost ecstatic reaction to the first two issues of Fantastic, our new
digest-sized publication, is gratifying But I have no illusions because
of it. That segment of fandom which writes most of the letters to
editors, puts out fanzines, and joins fan clubs is famous for building
heroes one day and tearing them down the next—both with little
justification. When this group discovers that the second issue of
Fantastic contains a long suspense story containing not one bit of
fantasy or science, I shall probably be damned as a traitor to the field.”
And so on, in a good-humored way that made it clear that Browne
didn’t give a damn what science-fiction fandom in general, or Bob
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rather than slam them, and even when I did slam one I tried to find
something to praise (“But yet one live, quivering story right in the
middle of all this pretentious claptrap and pastiche bears witness to
the fact that X can write, and write superbly....”) Eventually, though, 1
came to feel uncomfortable about the whole process of passing
judgment on the work of my peers, and stopped doing book reviews
altogether, with just a few rare exceptions, somewhere about 1970.

But that doesn’t mean 1 ceased to have opinions—about the
books I was reading, about the most effective methods of telling a
story, about literary style, about the policies of publishers, about
political leaders, about society in general. Instead of expressing them
in cogent little pieces for mimeographed fanzines or second-rank
newsstand magazines, though, I uttered them to my wife, my friends,
my cat, my houseplants, or any other reasonably willing auditor; and
so a lot of really dogmatic Silverbergian pontification was forever lost
to the world in the years between, approximately, 1965 and 1978.

Charlie Ryan put a stop to that.

He was the editor, then, of a sprightly science-fiction magazine
called Galileo, which then was making a game attempt to establish
itself in competition with much more securely financed publications.
In May, 1978 he wrote to me and said, “I'd like to tempt you....I'd like
you to consider writing a column for us, on a regular basis, on s-f, its
strengths and weaknesses.” And suggested a few topics for me to deal
with: “Is the fact many authors are writing one, two, and in many
cases more books on contract resulting in lesser quality?...Is there too
much s-f being written for anyone to read it all? How do you balance
a literary s-f story with the expected sense of adventure and wonder?”

At that time I had been absent from the science-fiction world for
about four years, going through what was (I'm still not sure) either an
extended vacation or a long period of writer’s block or a virulent
midlife crisis. But in the spring of 1978 I resolved to return—that was
when 1 agreed to write Lord Valentine’s Castle—and Charlie Ryan’s
offer of a bi-monthly column struck me as a good way to re-establish
my visibility in the field. I was eager to re-establish my connection
with the field of fiction that had been the center of my imaginative
experience since my boyhood. The truth was that I missed science
fiction and the conspicuous role that I had since the mid-1960s in
shaping it. So I accepted Galileo’s invitation to do a regular commen-
tary piece gladly and eagerly, and indeed with some relief; and for the
next couple of years held forth with might and main in Galileo’s pages
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on this subject and that, to the edification and, I hope, delight of
Charlie’s unfortunately rather modest number of readers.

The realities of publishing economics did Galileo in with its
sixteenth issue, which was dated January, 1980. By then I had done
six columns for it—you will find some of them reprinted here—and 1
was definitely back in harness with the bit between my teeth. Scarcely
had Galileo been laid to rest but I had an offer from Elinor Mavor, then
the editor, at several levels of succession from Howard Browne, of the
venerable Amazing Stories, to move my column to her magazine.
Which 1 did, beginning with the May, 1981 Amagzing; and there I held
forth for thirteen years, through one change of publisher, three
changes of editor (Mavor to George Scithers to Pat Price to Kim
Mohan), one change in the column’s name (from “Opinion” to “Re-
flections”) and a total transformation of the magazine's physical
appearance. There I was, spouting off on any topic that happened to
interest me that month, for more than a hundred columns.

Amazing too went the way of all magazines in 1994, two years
short of its seventieth birthday. Caught without a podium for my
orations and thoroughly*accustomed now to orating, I adroitly trans-
ferred the site of my column to the monthly magazine Asimov’s Science
Fiction, which had emerged in the 1980s as the dominant s-f publica-
tion of its era and now, under the inspired editorship of Gardner
Dozois, was essential reading for anyone interested in the state of the
science-fiction art. Isaac Asimov, the guiding spirit of the magazine,
had written its editorial column every issue since the magazine’s
inception, but his death in June, 1992 had left the slot for that column
vacant, and editor Dozois was troubled by the loss of continuity and
personality that the end of Isaac’s column had caused. So [ was gladly
welcomed to fill those gigantic shoes; and I was glad enough to do it.
Asimov’s, which everybody in the field read with care, was the perfect
place to pontificate from, and I have happily contributed dozens of
essays to its pages over the past three years, with, I hope, many more
to come.

The present fat book, then, has been in the making, essentially,
for nearly fifty years—from my first smartass comments on science
fiction in the smudgy mimeographed fanzines of the late 1940s to last
month’s column in Asimov’s. What I have brought together here is
most of my columns from Galileo, Amazing Stories, and Asimov’s
Science Fiction Magazine, along with occasional pieces written for
other publications and some essays originally intended as introduc-
tions to new editions of my own books. They cover a span of thirty
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years or so of my life. The tone of my essay-writing has changed,
somewhat, during my five-decade evolution from wiseacre brat to
somber and weary eminence grise. But certain positions remain consis-
tent.

From start to finish, for example, these essays are grounded in my
belief that the world we inhabit and the universe that contains it are
intensely interesting places full of wonders and miracles, and that one
way we can bring ourselves closer to an appreciation, if not an
understanding, of those wonders and miracles is through reading
science fiction. There is also—consistently—the recognition that not
all science fiction is equally valuable for that purpose, that in fact a
lot of it is woeful junk; and I can be seen, again and again, expressing
the same kind of displeasure with mediocre, cynical, or debased
science fiction that I was voicing when 1 sounded off at Howard
Browne in 1952.

Which is not to say that I haven’t written plenty of stories myself
over those forty years that fail to live up to my own lofty standards of
execution, some because my skills have not been equal to my vision,
and some because circumstances (like the need to pay the rent) led
me to knock out some quick piece of formula prose instead of taking
the time to turn out another award-winning classic. 1 am as human as
the next guy, after all.

But my own literary sins, and they are numerous, haven't kept me
from crying out in the public square against those who, for the sake
of a dollar or two, would transform science fiction into something less
than it can be. I know how the finest s-f can pry open the walls of the
universe for an intelligent and inquisitive reader, for it has done that
for me since 1 was ten or eleven years old, and it angers me to see
writers and editors and publishers refusing even to make the attempt.
In my own best fiction 1 have tried to achieve for other readers what
H.G. Wells and Jules Verne and Robert A. Heinlein and Isaac Asimov
and Jack Vance and AE. van Vogt and Theodore Sturgeon and fifty
other wonderful writers achieved for me ever since the time I first
stumbled, wide-eyed and awe-struck, into the world of science fiction.
And in many of the essays in this book 1 try, perhaps with the same
naive idealism that 1 aimed at poor Howard Browne in 1952, to
advocate the creation of more science fiction of that high kind and to
urge the spurning the drab simple-minded stuff that leads us away
from the real exaltation that an intense encounter with the fabric of
space and time can provide.

There are also some essays here examining the foibles and oddi-
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of pictures of dragon and full-breasted wenches. And yet what he
wants is even dumber than what they want. They simply are after
pretty pictures. No harm in that, really—1I just came back from France,
where 1 spent a few hours every day looking at pretty pictures in
places like the Louvre. But what Cashman wants is to turn a literature
that at its best provides penetrating insight into society, technology,
science, and the human condition into a cheery, uplifting, Readers
Digest species of pap.

1 deny, of course, that much of my own work can be described as
“disconnected or random events” that “take the place of plot, where
details and the exposition of defeatism take the place of character.” 1
don’t recognize that as typical of my fiction. But that's beside the
point. Do people read science fiction to get a view of “man and his
technology expanding his frontiers and his freedom.” Heck, they can
simply walk outdoors and stare at the nearest freeway, or a passing
Boeing 747, if that’s what they're after.

What about such science-fiction classics as Brave New World,
1984, The Martian Chronicles? 1s Huxley’s soma a virtuous use of
technology? Do Orwell’s torturers and brainwashers inspire a thrill at
the recognition that technology expands human freedom? Do the
hot-dog stands that Bradbury’s voyagers set up on Mars show us the
spirit of human achievement?

Are those books deplorable? Have they gone without readers?
Have they driven true fans to picture-albums?

Come off it, Cashman. Science-fiction writers, like any other
writers, bring their personal visions of the universe to bear in their
work. If they see a malevolent universe out there, or a world where
communo-religious societies somehow tend to evolve, or where astro-
nauts discover that their values are empty, they may write about those
things, and if they do it eloquently and passionately enough they may
create a work of art out of their vision of something bleak and
disagreeable. Certainly they aren’t responsible for the evils out there,
not are they required to provide cheery and sweet visions in the place
of truth. The policemen don’t cause the crimes; the finder of a
counterfeit bill has no obligation to replace it with a valid one; the
camera doesn’t create the slum. The writer isn’'t making up dark
stories just to be perverse and to annoy Mark Cashman.

The arguments that he puts forth are ones we heard a great deal
a decade or so ago, when a horde of new writers began letting some
truth about society creep into the field of science fiction, which
previously had simply ignored the problem of evil. (When the villain
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plots. Science fiction is peculiarly self-devouring in its demand on a
writer’s inventiveness: to dream up an entire world, down to the
smallest cultural and geographical details, is no minor task, and to do
it three or four times a year in a market that pays a cent a work or
thereabouts is a formidable drain on even the most fertile mind. How
much more comforting to go back to Barsoom, already conveniently
in stock in the warehouse, or to tack on one more episode in the
adventures of Captain Future, or to think up yet another twist on the
slow and inevitable workings-out of Hari Seldon’s far-seeing plan!

(1 should add that in my own case I always found the familiarity
of series material more of a drawback than a benefit. It seemed a
bigger burden to go back to something 1 had written two or three
or ten years ago and regain a mastery of the details than it was to
dream up something brand new; I hated being bound by my own
old ideas. And so, after writing a two-book series in collaboration
with Randall Garrett more than a quarter of a century ago, I never
again attempted in any serious way to launch a series, although a
couple of my novels did appear in magazine form as sequences of
novelets and one or two of my other books did make glancing and
usually inaccurate references to events that had appeared in previ-
ous Silverberg novels. But now 1 too am mining my own older lode.
More about that below.)

What the series gives the writer, then, is readymade acceptance
and quick conceptual uptake. But what does it give the reader?
Challenge, strangeness, mystery? Hardly. It provides him with the
same old thing that tickled his fancy last month or last year—a reprise,
a cozy return to safe territory. Sometimes a writer poses a puzzle so
fascinating—who built the Riverworld? Where is the Second Founda-
tion?—that readers will go along happily from book to book to book,
waiting to learn the answer. But most series simply provide one more
run-though of the original production: Captain Future meets another
dire peril, Dominic Flandry thwarts more bad guys, John Carter wins
another apocalyptic battle. That’s okay, sure, but such books offer
little in the way of revelation, illumination, transformation.

And the irony is that science fiction is supposed to be a literature
of the strange, the luminously unfamiliar. The theory I always held
was that a science-fiction story puts the reader down in some truly
unfathomable situation that he could never had conceived himself—
in the future society of S. Fowler Wright’s World Below, let’s say, or
Huxley’s Brave New World—and leads him to an understanding of its
nature and an internalization of its wondrous alienness. To ask of
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deep underground in a labyrinth of tunnels— it makes little difference.
The essential point is that there are no windows and no doors to the
outside, that the sun and the sky and the stars are no part of this
place, and we inhabit a realm of sterile corridors, bright lights, white
walls, a megalopolis with a hospital’s grim aseptic dazzle. Here there
is neither clutter not squalor: the prevailing esthetic here is that of the
surgical operating chamber, not of the crowded Oriental marketplace.
Though the population density is high, perhaps as high as in the
world of Blade Runner, there is no sense of overcrowding because there
is no random motion. A bland lobotomized-looking populace, clad in
standardized costumes rather like prison garb, makes its journeys
from place to place in obedient tidy files, while guards with impassive
inhuman faces step in quickly to see to it that no one gets out of line
or deviates in any other significant way from the flow of traffic. From
gleaming grilles in the walls comes a constant low incomprehensible
electronic static, an aural wallpaper of blurps and bleeps and soft
crackles, interrupted at frequent intervals by cryptic instructions that
are instantly accepted and followed by those to whom they apply.
Flickering television screens provide two-way monitoring; computer
eyes scan and count and record; Big Brother’s minions, unseen but
omnipresent, oversee the flow of data. The color scheme is a blinding
white-on-white: there is not room for untidiness here, no space what-
ever for irregularity. The mood, once again, is oppressive and scary.
We are trapped, once again, in an ultimate urban nightmare, though
of a kind quite different from the last one. The year is something like
2200 A.D., and this is the world of George Lucas’ first film, THX 1138,
released in 1971.

These two movies, Blade Runner and THX 1138, strike me as two
of the most valuable science-fiction movies ever made. To me they
embody the highest virtue the science-fiction film can offer: they
show the way the future looks, and they show it with such conviction,
such richness of detail, such density of texture, that the visions of
tomorrow that they offer will remain embedded forever in my im-
agination. They have provided a kind of time-travel experience, in a
sense, and they have done it so well that I am willing to ignore entirely
the manifest failure of both these movies in most other aspects of the
art of science fiction.

If Blade Runner and THX 1138 were novels, they would be undis-
tinguished ones. Blade Runner is indeed based on a science fiction
novel, and an outstanding one: Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep,
by the late Philip K. Dick. But—although Dick reported himself
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other is the question of how to distinguish readily between humans
and androids, which was at the core of Dick’s novel and which here is
crowded into convenient corners of the script, only occasionally to be
confronted directly. The rest is straight private-eye stuff, dogged
pursuit culminating in a terrifying but conceptually empty rooftop
chase.

The ideas around which the story of THX 1138 are built are not at
all foolish—merely hopelessly stale. They go back at least as far as
H.G. Wells’ When The Sleeper Wakes of 1899 and E.M. Forster’s The
Machine Stops of 1909, with touches borrowed from such later but
hardly recent works as Zamyatin’s We, Huxley’s Brave New World, and
Orwell’s 1984. That is, we are ushered once more into the complete
totalitarian state, where computers make all decisions and the popu-
lace is drugged into complaisance. Uniformity of thought, costume,
and behavior is imposed by law and enforced by automaton-like
humanoid police; unseen monitors keep watch on everything and
everyone; any sign of individuality is relentlessly suppressed. The
protagonists are those familiar characters, the rebels against the
conformity of it all: THX 1138 and his female roommate, LUH 3417,
who surreptitiously cut down on the dosage of the drug they are
compelled to take to reduce their sexual impulses, and, after restoring
their libido, set about conceiving a child, which is forbidden by the
regulatory powers. They are apprehended; LUH 3147 is destroyed, but
THX 1138 manages to escape the hive-like city into an outer realm
where other rebels and nonconformists have taken lodging. A pair of
implacable robots pursue him; and the film, which until this point has
been pure if overfamiliar science fiction, devolves in its final third into
a mere chase story, an endless sequence of frantic zoomings through
subterranean tunnels, until THX 1138 at last eludes the police and
escapes into the open-air world beyond.

But—even though one of these films is cobbled together from
nonsensical premises and the other is manufactured from cliches—it
is, I think, beside the point to pay much attention to those failings.
These are not novels, with a novel’s scope for explication and analysis.
They are movies, that is, visual events, pictorial compositions ex-
tended along a narrative axis by complex technological means. It is
possible to wish that Blade Runner had relied more on the intricacies
of Philip K. Dick’s novel and less on the formulas of detective fiction,
or that THX 1138 had given us more of a look at the assumptions on
which its totalitarian society was founded and less of a mad chase in
those tunnels, but to express such wishes is to ignore an ugly reality,
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the Catch-22 of science-fiction movie-making: science-fiction films
require special effects, special effects are costly, costly films need to
pull in big audiences in order to break even, and big audiences are
snared only by reliance on familiar plot-mechanisms. (As it is, Blade
Runner, which cost something like $30,000,000 to produce, was a
commercial failure. THX 1138 was the relatively inexpensive work of a
novice film-maker, and in its way was an uncompromising and diffi-
cult movie, revealing its plot in an oblique and demanding way, but
without its harrowing if meaningless chase finale it might have drawn
no audience at all, with consequent difficulties for George Lucas’
further career.) It is precisely in those special effects that the merits
of the two movies lie; indeed, Blade Runner and THX 1138 provide
startling evidence that an important science fiction movie can be
assembled out of unimportant science fiction material. If their failings
as fiction had not been as great, they would have been finer movies
yet; but perhaps that is asking too much.

They are visionary movies in the most literal sense of that word.
They show us futures, and they do it, not as a novelist might, with a
few deftly chosen adjectives cunningly disposed on the page, but with
nuts-and-bolts reality. In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? Philip
K. Dick created his atmosphere of gritty, dismaying urban decay with
quick little touches (“the tattered gray wall-to-wall carpeting... The
broken and semi-broken appliances in the kitchen, the dead ma-
chines.... Tufts of dried-out bonelike weeds poking slantedly into a
dim and sunless sky.” ) Ridley Scott, at an expenditure of millions of
real dollars, builds an entire gigantic city of enormous pseudo-Aztec
temples and flashing pseudo-neon signs, fills it with weird little shops
where commodities as yet uninvented are sold, and whisks his camera
swiftly through it, giving us tantalizingly elliptical glances at a future
world that he has in fact realized in immense detail. 1 have seen it
argued that it is somehow a higher achievement for a novelist to create
the texture of a world by quick descriptive touches than it is for a
movie producer to turn loose a battalion of carpenters and electri-
cians, but—despite my own novelist’s bias—I'm not so sure of that; the
effects that Scott creates by building sets and letting us have mere
glimpses of them are at least as elegant and cunning as any instance
of the science-fiction writer’s descriptive art. The Los Angeles of Blade
Runner is a unique invention, actually owing relatively little to the
Dick novel; however preposterous the adventure of Rick Deckard may
be as he stalks his way through that somber, ominous city in search
of the crazed replicant Roy Batty, the city itself remains the essential
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imaginative achievement, and it does the essential science-fictional
thing of displaying and illuminating a landscape not otherwise acces-
sible to the eye. It mattered very little to me whether Deckard pushed
Batty over the edge of the roof or Batty pushed Deckard over; what
did matter, and a great deal, was the hypnotic power of Scott’s camera
as it panned down the face of one of those overwhelming buildings,
and showed me the architecture of an era yet to come.

So too with THX 1138. “Imagine, if you can, a small room,
hexagonal in shape, like the cell of a bee,” wrote E.M. Forster in 1909.
“It is lighted neither by window nor by lamp, yet it is filled with a soft
radiance. There are no apertures for ventilation, yet the air is fresh.”
And we are launched into the stiflingly circumscribed world of The
Machine Stops. Or we turn to Zamyatin’s We, on which, I suspect, THX
1138 was founded, and we read, “As always, the Music Plant played the
‘March of the One State’ with all its trumpets. The numbers walked
in even ranks, four abreast, ecstatically stepping in time to the music—
hundreds, thousands of numbers, in pale blue unifs, with golden
badges on their breasts, bearing the State Number of each man and
woman.” But Lucas makes us see it. He makes us hear it. The faces,
the eyes, the shaven scalps, the white-on white corridors, the elec-
tronic buzzes and murmurs, the flow of computerized commands so
baffling to the twentieth-century eavesdropper—the movie is an as-
tonishing experience, an all-out immersion in a world of the future,
without explanation, without apology. If Lucas is using other writer’s
material, he is making it altogether his own by the vivid way he
realizes it and by the sheer uncompromising strangeness of the place
into which he thrusts the viewer. (Scott does that too. Though he uses
a crude voice-over technique to explain details of the plot, he offers
the startling urban landscape largely as a given, without footnotes or
commentary, thereby greatly enhancing the power of its strangeness.)

The task of the science-fiction novelist, ideally stated, is to
discover a unique speculative concept, develop its implications
through a rigorous intellectual process, and make it accessible as
fiction through an appropriate choice of characters, plot, and narra-
tive style. Since science fiction usually involves the depiction of an
unfamiliar landscape, the novelist’s craft requires the mastery of
descriptive techniques that will convey that landscape to the reader
with maximum visual impact (a craft which entails more than a little
collaboration on the part of the reader, but is a collaboration which
the skilled novelist knows how to elicit.) The task of the science-fic-
tion movie-maker, ideally stated, should be the same, and perhaps












30 Science Fiction: Some General Thoughts

In 1949 a Hollywood producer asked Heinlein to do the screen-
play of a documentary-style movie about the first voyage to the moon,
and to serve as the film’s technical adviser. The result was Destination
Moon (1950). It was thoughtfully done down to the smallest touches.
Cunning special effects provided authentic representations of a
rocket launching, of the gravitational effects of acceleration, of a
spacewalk, of the lunar surface. Destination Moon was a sincere and
intelligent attempt to depict man’s initial flight into space as it was
probably going to happen.

It was a fine film. But, we now know, it got practically every major
detail wrong,

Heinlein’s lunar ship was an atomic-powered single-stage rocket
designed and built by three men on behalf of a small syndicate of
private investors. When the government refuses to let the inventors
test their engine at its California construction site, they hastily decide
to blast off before anyone can stop them—and launch their expedition
in less than 24 hours, with an untested engine and themselves as the
improvised crew. A Federal court order is issued to block the takeoff,
but the intrepid astronauts escape by advancing their departure time
by several hours. Once in space they recalculate their orbit—using a
slide rule, an almanac, and an office calculator—to correct their
course. Off they go to Luna, where they manage a hazardous manual
landing, don their spacesuits, and step forth to claim the moon in the
name of the United States.

In 1950, the story seemed perhaps too melodramatic but other-
wise plausible and technologically convincing; today it seems merely
quaint, if not absurd. Neither Heinlein nor anyone else in science
fiction foresaw that it would take a decade of work and twenty billion
dollars to get men to the moon; no one realized that the job would
have to be a colossal cooperative enterprise by scores of the nation’s
largest corporations; no one imagined the immense network of track-
ing stations and the gigantic computer installation required to guide
the mission. The complex Apollo scheme—a multi-stage liquid-fueled
rocket, separate orbital and moon-landing modules, abandonment of
most of the vehicle along the way, homecoming by parachute drop
into the ocean—went altogether unanticipated. Nor did science fic-
tion predict the most astounding aspect of the entire venture: that the
astronauts, at the moment they opened their hatch, would unveil a
television camera and transmit to Earth a live video view of man’s first
footsteps on the moon.

What remains, then, of Heinlein's carefully devised movie? Only
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some clever special effects and the fundamental notion that mankind
would reach the moon in the middle decades of the twentieth century.
Tim has turned virtually everything else into fantasy.

So it has gone with most attempts at nuts-and-bolts prophecy. As
Arthur C. Clarke, another of science fiction’s most highly respected
seers, has pointed out, “The real future is not logically foreseeable.”
Looking through the science fiction of earlier generations, we find a
few remarkably good guesses embedded in an enormous mass of
error and shortsightedness. Many 19th-century writers anticipated
the airplane, but no one, apparently, foresaw the internal combustion
engine, the radio, or motion pictures. Lt. A M. Fuller’s A.D. 2000
(1890) told of an era that had underground railways much like the
New York subway system, electric clocks not too different from ours,
and a national newspaper published simultaneously in many places
by a sort of teletype network called a “sympathetic telegraph”—but air
traffic was conducted in dirigibles, and surface transport still made
use of horse-drawn buggies. Rudyard Kipling’s “With the Night Mail”
(1909) also saw gas-filled airships rather than planes, though
Kipling’s vision of aerial traffic control was a perceptive one.

Social predictions were almost always wide of the mark; 19th-cen-
tury science fiction dresses 20th-century Americans in Victorian garb
and Victorian ideals, modified only slightly, and nowhere can we find
a realistic augury of today’s informal dress, casual nudity, and sexual
permissiveness. Political predictions were generally no better. The
decline of Great Britain as an international power went unanticipated.
The rise of Japan and the United States was obvious enough for most
writers to see, but in the often-predicted Japanese-American war it
was usually assumed that Hawaii’s Japanese-Americans would defect
to the side of their ancestors, whereas in World War 11 they fought
loyally for the Allies.

On the other hand, some surprisingly keen predictions have been
made. Edward Everett Hale’s short novel The Brick Moon, published
in The Atlantic Monthly in 1869, described the construction and
launching of a hollow space satellite sent into orbit 4000 miles above
the Earth as an aid to navigation. H. G. Wells, in The Land Ironclads
(1903), virtually invented the military tank. Wells’ The War in the Air
(1908) portrayed aerial warfare much as it would be conducted in
Europe less than a decade later; and his The World Set Free (1914) told
of the tapping of the atomic energy of uranium in 1953 and of the
devastation of the world by atomic bombs, called by that name, which
Wells imagined would be dropped by hand from airplanes.
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In 1941 Astounding Science Fiction published a story called Solu-
tion Unsatisfactory by Anson MacDonald—a pseudonym, as it turned
out, for Robert A. Heinlein. This, too, forecasts atomic warfare as a
consequence of unlocking nuclear energy. Heinlein envisioned not
bombs but a radioactive dust capable of rendering large areas unin-
habitable. In his story use of the dust knocks Germany out of World
War 11 within a week—and then Heinlein goes on to examine the
problems of a post-war world in which the United States alone
possesses the superweapon while Soviet physicists struggle to dupli-
cate it, a stunning glance forward into the Cold War realities of
1945-50.

That story caused no great fuss when it appeared, but another
that the same magazine ran early in 1944 stirred considerable official
anguish: Deadline, by Cleve Cartmill. This routine tale of cloak-and-
dagger operations on another planet included such phrases as:

“U%> has been separated in quantity sufficient for pre-
liminary atomic-power research....It was extracted from ura-
nium ores by new atomic isotope separation methods....The
explosion of a pound of U~ ...releases as much energy as a
hundred million pounds of TNT...."

The story went on to describe a plausible atomic bomb—just as
Manhattan Project scientists were nearing the climax of their work.
Military intelligence agents hurriedly called on Astounding’s editor,
John W. Campbell, to trace the source of this security leak. Campbell
calmly pointed out that everything in Cartmill’s story was based on
technical reports openly published as far back as 1939—and, when
asked to stop publishing stories about atomic energy for the duration,
the editor observed that a sudden disappearance of such themes from
his magazine might arouse the very suspicions the government was
eager to suppress.

The Cartmill incident illustrates how limited the prophetic pow-
ers of science-fiction writers actually are. When they predict a specific
technological development, as Heinlein and Cartmill did, it is usually
done by keeping close watch over current scientific research and
projecting consequences of some known datum forward in time, a
process known as extrapolation. Well’s 1914 vision of atomic bombs,
conceived at a time when nuclear fission and chain reactions were still
unknown, was simply a more remarkable leap from existing facts to
ultimate possibility; Wells did know about radioactivity, and saw the
rest. Prediction, in science fiction, very often consists of putting into
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will create. The World Inside does not only invent ultra-high-rise
apartment houses but attempts to show what sort of society might
evolve within them. Any mediocre popular novelist of 1875, with the
example of the railroad before him, could have imagined a horseless
carriage—but only a true science-fictionist would, having dreamed up
the automobile, have gone on to hypothesize freeways, parking lots,
speed limits, traffic jams, a nationwide network of gas stations, and
all the rest that the existence of automobiles implies.

Science fiction, then, is not extraordinarily successful at predict-
ing the unpredictable. Its writers show us not one future but many.
By so doing, and making us aware that small changes usually have big
effects, they serve the valuable purpose of conditioning us against
“future shock”—Alfred Toffler’s useful phrase for the psychological
impact of ever-accelerating technological change. As the celebrated
science-fiction writer Isaac Asimov pointed out more than twenty
years ago, “Its authors, as a matter of course, present their readers
with new societies, with possible futures and consequences. It is a
social experimentation on paper; social guesses plucked out of air.
And this is the great service of science fiction. To accustom the reader
to the possibility of change, to have him think along various lines—
perhaps very daring lines.”

Science fiction accomplishes this not only by quasi-realistic por-
trayals of future gadgetry but, often, by taking a metaphorical and
symbolic approach to the future that opens the sympathetic reader to
an infinite range of possibility. Asimov’s own far-flung galactic em-
pires have no immediate predictive value, but they turn one’s eyes to
the stars with a new receptivity. Ray Bradbury’s sensitive, poetic The
Martian Chronicles (1950) does not even make a pretense at scientific
accuracy, yet it arouses awe and respect for what is alien and fragile,
and prepares us to meet the ample strangeness of our own complex
world. Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End (1953) is so far from being
literal prediction that its flyleaf carries the extraordinary disclaimer,
“The opinions expressed in this book are not those of its author”—and
it provides an unforgettably stirring vision of mankind’s ultimate
transformation into a single communal cosmic entity. These books do
not presume to tell us what events lie in the future; they want us only
to contemplate that future, to face it with heightened awareness and
joyous acceptance of the universe’s unfathomable plan.

The point is perhaps best made in the greatest of all visionary
novels of the future, Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Men (1930). In a
calm historical reverie Stapledon’s narrator traces the evolution of
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Boomers and the Science Fiction Boom

In the previous essay and elsewhere in this book I speak about the difficulty
of accurately predicting the future. A glance at the final paragraph of this
next one, and at the one following (which I wrote a dozen years later) will
show that it sometimes can be done, though.

D uring the fall and winter of 1982-83, somewhere between half and
three-quarters of the books on the hardcover best-seller list in the
United States were science fiction.

The impact of that sentence on anyone who, like me, has been
closely associated with science fiction for a generation or more, is
almost impossible to communicate to an outsider. I grew up in a
world where science-fiction magazines were sleazy-looking maga-
zines that you wouldn’t want your friends to see you buying; where it
was possible to keep a complete collection of science-fiction paper-
backs in one shoebox; where libraries, if they bought the few s-f
hardcover books that were published, stashed them next to the
westerns and listed them in the card catalog as “pseudoscientific
literature.” That was the state of the art, circa 1949. Things changed
greatly, of course, after science fiction became an important part of
mass-market paperback publishing in the 1950’s, after the hardcover
publishers began doing serious s-f programs in the late 1960’s, and
after the success of Star Trek on television and 2001: A Space Odyssey
in the movies demonstrated that non-dumb s-f could have vast com-
mercial appeal beyond the established hard-core audience. But still—

Here we have James Michener’s Space sitting on the top of the list
for months. It's not exactly science fiction of the Heinlein/As-
imov/Clarke breed, but it’s not that far removed, and the only thing
that makes us hesitate to claim it as true s-f is that it reads more like
historical fiction, albeit historical fiction of the very near future. Right
behind it is Clark’s 2010—the genuine item, no doubt of it—and then
Asimov’s Foundation’s Edge, equally simon-pure s-f. Elsewhere on the
list we find Jean Auel’s Valley Of Horses, a tale of Neanderthals and
Cro-Magnons that certainly qualifies for our field, and William
Kotzwinkle’'s E.T. Storybook, and the latest in Douglas Adams’
Hitchhiker’s Guide To The Galaxy Series. There’s also Stephen King’s
Different Seasons, which isn't science fiction at all, but King operates
in a closely related field and is no stranger to the science-fictional way
of thinking. Counting his book, that’s seven out of ten—barely leaving

[Amagzing Stories, July 1983]
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The Audience Grows Older

ur esteemed colleagues over at The Magazine of Fantasy & Science

Fiction ran a survey of their readership a couple of years ago to
gather demographic information for potential advertisers. Editor Kris-
tine Kathryn Rusch, reporting on the results in last February’s F&SF,
found the news “disturbing.” The readership of her magazine, she said,
is getting older:

“The bulk of the readers,” she said, “fall in the 26-55 year
age group. Only two percent of our readers are under the age
of 18. Only five percent are between the ages of 18 and
25... Fifty-five percent of our readers are over 35.” A similar
survey in the s-f trade journal Locus produced similar data.
Doubtless the survey mavens in the advertising department
of Asimov’s Science Fiction have turned up the same informa-
tion. “The fact that s-f is losing its young readers is a problem
for the genre,” Kris Rusch wrote. “It is also curious, given the
rise in popularity of s-f films, games, and video games.”

Even if the F&SF survey’s findings are somewhat skewed because
only the older readers bothered to reply to it—something that I
suspect from the fact that 48% of the respondents said they had been
reading the magazine eleven years or longer, leading me to think that
a lot of newer and perhaps less dedicated readers ignored the survey—
there seems no doubt that the audience for the kind of science fiction
that magazines like Asimov’s and F&SF publish is failing to replace
itself, and the same is true of the audience for the books that once
were regarded as the defining center of the field—the straightforward
non-media-connected books that are our classics, the novels by such
people as Heinlein, Asimov, Sturgeon, Blish, Simak, Herbert, Bester,
Dick, etc., etc. Sales of these writers’ books have begun distinctly to
slide now that their authors are no longer producing new work, and
in many cases they have vanished from print altogether.

I have seen the aging-audience effect myself, most vividly, when-
ever 1 do a book signing at a science-fiction convention. I get a
gratifyingly long line of people who want my autograph, yes—but
most of them are in the 35-45-year-old range, readers who were
hooked on my stulff fifteen or twenty years ago and now want me to
sign their aging copies of Dying Inside or Tower of Glass. The younger
members of the line, who seem to be in the 25-30-year age-group,

[Asimov’s Science Fiction, October 1995]
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jewelry, or recycled into the new base-metal coinage. Then the bronze
coins began disappearing too, because the old four-to-one ratio was
now out of whack: there was a lot of useful bronze in a big, heavy
sestertius, whereas the new “silver” coins had hardly any intrinsic
value at all. So the Roman people melted down their sestertii and
turned them into things like nails and swords and plumbing fixtures,
or else hoarded the coins against some future time when the old
currency ratios would return.

Something similar happened in the United States about thirty
years ago. Our coinage used to be made of silver, valued at a dollar an
ounce. That is, the old silver dollar weighed just about one ounce, the
half dollar contained half as much silver, and so on. But during the
1960s the market price of silver rose far out of parity with the official
coinage rate. The ounce of silver in a silver dollar was now worth three
or four dollars as melted-down bullion. Obviously this made no
economic sense; and so our silver currency was abolished and re-
placed with dollars, half dollars, quarters, and dimes struck from a
copper-nickel alloy that had only token value as metal.

That completed the process of driving our good silver money out
of circulation. The remaining silver coins immediately disappeared,
most of them melted for their metal, the rest hoarded by collectors or
speculators. When I was a boy, I would not infrequently find coins 60
or 70 years old in my pocket change; but today you will never be given
a dime or a quarter older than 1965, when the alloyed coinage was
introduced. Gresham'’s Law has seen to it that all of our silver coinage
of earlier years has gone out of circulation.

What does all this have to do with science fiction?

Simply this: since about 1975, when books based on popular s-f
movies and television shows began to be published and enjoy huge
sales, a gradual debasement of the stuff we like to read has taken
place. Once upon a time—when science fiction was exclusively the
province of a few low-circulation magazines—s-f editors and readers
put a premium on thoughtful, serious ideas and crisp, literate writing,
That was the heyday of John W. Campbell’s superb Astounding Science
Fiction (now Analog) and, a little later, Horace Gold’s Galaxy and the
Fantasy & Science Fiction of Anthony Boucher and J. Francis
McComas. That was the heyday, too, of the great writers who gave
modern science fiction its character: Asimov, Heinlein, Sturgeon, De
Camp, Simak, Kuttner, and the rest of Campbell’s team in the 1940s,
and Leiber, Kornbluth, Pohl, Clarke, Bradbury, Bester, Vance, Ander-
son, Blish, Dick, and many others a little later on.
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The vast oversupply of science fiction today exacerbates this
problem. Publishers fighting for display space on the racks pour out
eight, ten, twelve science-fiction books a month, hundreds a year all
told. This keeps a lot of writers eating regularly, yes, but it also means
that a lot of s-f is published that never should have seen print. There
are only so many writers at any one time who are capable of doing the
sort of memorable work we crave. Just as expanding the major leagues
to fifty or sixty baseball teams from the original eight will not bring
forth a phalanx of new Babe Ruths and Ty Cobbs, so too will
publishing a thousand s-f novels a year instead of the dozen or so of
years gone by will not of itself unleash a horde of new Heinleins and
Sturgeons. All that this overproduction of s-f books has accomplished
has been to make it impossible for anyone to read more than a fraction
of what appears, thus depriving us of the invaluable sense of commu-
nity we once had—that universe of shared references and concepts
held in common, to be elaborated and embellished by all, that evolved
when all of us were able to read just about all the science-fiction that
was being published. No one now has much of an inkling of the
totality of what's going on in the field; there may be no overlap at all
between one person’s annual reading and another’s.

The torrent of bad s-f has the additional drawback of driving
away mature readers just beginning to be curious about modern
science fiction. Perhaps they read some Bradbury or Asimov long ago,
and now they want to sample some of the current product; or it may
be that they’ve never tried s-f at all, and somehow have decided to
sample it now. So they wander into the bookstore, stare with glazing
eyes at the garish covers in the science-fiction section, finally pick up
Vengeance of the Galaxy Eaters or the ninth volume of the Glibabibion
Saga or the novelization of Vampires of the Void, riffle through it in
growing dismay, put it back, and cross the aisle to the mystery-novel
section, where the interests of adult readers are currently being well
attended to. And are lost to us forever.

It isn’t the publishers’ fault. They’re simply delivering what the
audience wants, as they always do. If an audience for Sturgeon or Blish
or Bester is no longer there, and if the work of modern writers of
similar skill and ambition sells poorly also, they’ll simply crank out
the next Glibabibion volume, the one in which the Wand of Total
Power is recaptured by the Lord of Utter Evil. What choice do they
have?

Writers of s-f can’t operate in a vacuum. Without an eager,
demanding audience for first-rate material, it isn’t possible to sustain
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Genetic Hysteria

Like most people who spend their professional lives staring futureward, 1
don’t find advances in technology particularly scary. I can see negative
sides to such devices as television, the telephone, the computer, and even
penicillin, and surely life in the second half of the twentieth century would
have been a little less edgy for us all if the atomic bomb had never been
invented; but in general I think most of the technological developments of
the last few thousand years have been useful things, and I have (just
enough) faith in the good sense of human beings to believe that if we were
smart enough to invent all those things, we’ll probably be smart enough to
use them in ways that won’t destroy us.

Many of my essays, then, have been aimed at the uneasiness and
downright paranoia with which many recent technical achievements have
been greeted. The dread that gene-splicing research seems to elicit is
something that I've dealt with at length over the years, as the following
group of pieces demonstrates.

Nearly a hundred years ago, H.G. Wells—the first and, I think, the
greatest of modern science-fiction authors—wrote a powerful
short novel called The Island of Dr. Moreau, in which a brilliant scientist
surgically reshapes apes, cattle, pigs, and other animals into human-
oid creatures. Though Wells can hardly be accused of being hostile to
science in general—he held a heartily optimistic view of the benefits
that technology could bring— his primary aim in Moreau was to write
a terrifying tale of horror, and in that he succeeded splendidly. His Dr.
Moreau is the maddest of mad scientists, and the beast-people, though
some are sympathetically depicted, are bestial indeed, reverting
quickly to the feral state once their creator has been slain: “As 1
approached the monster lifted its glaring eyes to mine, its lips went
trembling back from its red-stained teeth, and it growled menacingly....”

Wells wanted his readers to react with shock and dismay to his
account of the achievements of Dr. Moreau, but later science-fiction
writers have approached the theme of metamorphosis more positively.
James Blish, in his impressively inventive novel The Seedling Stars
(1957), told of the human race undergoing extensive adaptation so that
it would be capable of colonizing alien worlds. Blish wrote of “the
application to the germ cells of an elaborate constellation of tech-
niques—selective mitotic poisoning, pinpoint X-irradiation, tec-
togenetic microsurgery, competitive metabolic inhibition, and perhaps

[Amazing Stories, May 1985]
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fifty more...which collectively had been christened ‘pantropy.” The
word, freely retranslated, meant ‘changing everything'—and it fitted.”
A few years later, Cordwainer Smith brilliantly portrayed the lives of
genetically transformed humanoid dogs and bulls and cats in such
dazzling stories as “The Ballad of Lost C’'Mell” and “The Dead Lady of
Clown Town.” And in the work of such recent writers as John Varley
and Greg Bear the notion of genetic modification of all sorts of
creatures, human and otherwise, is a routine part of story back-
grounds. As well it should be, for we find ourselves living at a time
when the concept of genetic engineering has moved from science
fiction to industry. Dozens of corporations are at work right now
finding ways to create new life-forms. The U.S. Patent and Trademark
Office has 26 patent examiners working in the area of biotechnology,
twelve of them specializing in genetic engineering, and just now they
have a backlog of 2600 patent applications undergoing processing in
the area of biotechnology—so busy a schedule that it takes an average
of 28 months for an application in the field of genetic engineering to
be acted upon.

But it’s not likely that any significant marvels of genetic engineer-
ing will emerge soon from these busy laboratories. At a meeting of the
Industrial Biotechnology Association in San Francisco in the summer
of 1984, speaker after speaker warned that anti-technology activists
are already at work arousing fear and trembling in the general popu-
lace in the hope of blocking genetic-engineering research through
legal action. The same people who created the hysteria that has
paralyzed or perhaps destroyed the nuclear-power industry are mov-
ing on toward their next triumph over technology.

“It would not surprise me one bit,” said Harold Green of George
Washington University, counsel to Genex Corporation, “to see some
of the anti-nuclear negativists extend their negativism to genetic
engineering,” Lawsuits are already being filed under provisions of the
National Environmental Policy Act to tie up genetic research in the
courts. NEPA, enacted in 1968, requires federal agencies to make a
thorough study of environmental issues before approving any action
that could significantly affect the environment. “The litigation could
be endless and enormous in cost,” Green pointed out, drawing a
parallel with the legal strife that has kept nuclear power plants out of
service for a decade or a more after completion, at a cost of billions to
power companies and electricity users.

Opposition to genetic research is founded, apparently, on the fear
that the gene labs are staffed with amoral scientists who will, inten-
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1977 with such books as Who Should Play God? and Algeny. Lining
up the support of such groups as the Foundation on Economic
Trends, Friends of the Earth, and the Wilderness Society, Rifkin
took the National Institutes of Health to court, calling the proposed
experiment “ecological roulette.” Rifkin asserted that Pseudomonas
syringae, which in its normal form is widespread in the atmosphere,
might conceivably play an essential role in the earth’s climate
through its ice-forming capacity. Who could say, Rifkin asked, what
climatic effects there might be if “Ice Plus”™ were replaced by the
artificially created “Ice Minus” variety? For all anyone knew, world-
wide droughts might result—or other, stranger consequences be-
yond our fathoming,

Rifkin’s onslaught startled Lindow and Panopolous, who had
spent three months preparing their NIH application and believed that
all they meant to do was carry out a carefully controlled small-scale
experiment with a notably unthreatening microorganism. The way
Rifkin made it sound, they said, it would seem that they intended to
spray “the entire North American continent with bacteria.”

But the doughty Federal Judge John J. Sirica, the Watergate man,
was impressed by Rifkin’s arguments and handed down an injunction
against NIH and the University of California prohibiting the experi-
ment. There would be no release of genetically engineered organisms
into the environment, said Judge Sirica, until a full-scale study of
ecological consequences had been carried out. The Los Angeles Times
hailed the decision as “a stunning victory for environmental activists,”
and a television news commentator described the experiment on the
day of the injunction as making use of “new life-forms with poten-
tially catastrophic effects.” And so the dreaded bacterium was not let
loose. Catastrophe was averted; the Earth's climate will not be
changed by the genetic engineers this month.

The “Ice Minus” form of Pseudonomas syringae, nevertheless, is
about to have its field test in California. Perhaps the silliest aspect of
this whole controversy came to light in mid-November of 1984 when
Advanced Genetic Sciences let it be known that it would soon begin
outdoor testing of a naturally occurring mutant variety of the bacte-
rium that also has the ice-inhibiting gene. Its existence has been
known for some time, and in fact Lindow has already tested its
frost-proofing abilities on a potato patch in Northern California. He
did not think it was particularly dangerous to life on Earth, since it
has existed naturally for millions of years without any evident nega-
tive effects. Since it was not produced by the dreaded genetic engi-
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neering technique, it seems to be legal to give it a try. It is gene-splic-
ing alone that stirs primordial fears, apparently.

If “Ice Minus” was available all along in a natural mutant strain,
why did the scientists go to the trouble of duplicating it in the genetics
lab? Because, says Advanced Genetic Sciences, the genetically engi-
neered bugs can be produced in greater quantities and seem to be
more stable when applied to plants in the field. It is, therefore, a better
idea commercially. Developing it also allows the gene-splicers to
extend their reach and perfect their skills.

Toward what end, though? Will scientists ultimately succeed in
setting horrifying organisms loose upon the world despite the best
efforts of the Jeremy Rifkins?

1 think not. I think genetic engineering is a science that will
prevail over the obstructionists now crowding the courts. It offers so
much that we cannot afford to let it be swept away by panic and
ignorance. Only a day after Advanced Genetic Sciences announced its
“Ice Minus” plans, another California gene-splicing form, Genentech,
Inc., told the American Heart Association about a genetically engi-
neered blood-clot dissolver called TPA that it had recently tested on
49 patients who were in the throes of coronary attacks. In 35 of them,
the blood clots causing the attacks disappeared within 45 minutes
after treatment. This promising drug is produced by splicing the
human gene that controls the secretion of TPA into bacteria. No doubt
some energetic activist, horrified by this unnatural and diabolical
alliance of man and microbe, is at work at this moment on a legal brief
that he hopes will save us from this latest menace. But I suspect that
it is too late; large-scale clinical trials are underway from Japan to
Europe, and the early reports from hospitals across the world are
enthusiastic. It will be hard to keep such a drug out of use through
paranoia alone, if indeed it can spare millions from the threat of
coronary blockage.

Certainly some regulation of genetic engineering is necessary
and desirable. (And five government agencies are competing with one
another right now for jurisdiction in the field of recombinant DNA.)
But I think the time of automatic opposition to any and all artificial
life-form creation will soon be at its end. Once the manifest benefits
of this startling new science are widely perceived, the purveyors of
prophesies of doom will literally be laughed out of court.
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that the altered microbes might multiply uncontrollably beyond the
test area with unspecified dangerous consequences. In May, 1984 a
Federal District Court ruled in Rifkin’s favor, leading to a two-year
delay while the Environmental Protection Agency came up with a set
of regulations designed to guard against such calamities. Advanced
Genetic Sciences persevered through all the legal challenges and
finally received permission in February, 1987, to test its critter outside
the laboratory. The tests themselves were held, after a flurry of
last-minute lawsuits, late in April, 1987.

The precautions that were taken were worthy of some truly
Frankensteinian experiment. In the midst of a 200-by-200 test plot
were 2300 month-old strawberry plants, surrounded by a wide dirt
buffer to keep the microbes from straying. Around the site were 16
generator-powered vacuum machines that the California Department
of Food and Agriculture would use to monitor the air around the site.
For further scrutiny of possible bacteria migration the state had set
up 38 white trays in which barley was growing Seven steel towers
equipped with additional sophisticated devices rose on the borders of
the plot. State officials stood ready to spray chemical pesticides into
adjoining fields if any Frostban bacteria should escape. The techni-
cians who would spray the bacteria on the plants were enclosed in
head-to-toe protective gear very much like space-suits, complete with
goggles and respirators.

Despite all this, terror ran high. One 27-year-old Brentwood
housewife, four months pregnant, left her home four miles from the
test site and moved into a hotel in another town, saying she planned
to remain there “until my money runs out. If I was rich I would have
moved.” Other local people expressed misgivings also, though not so
dramatically. And Andy Caffrey of Earth First, a radical environmen-
talist group opposing the test, declared, “There are too many vested
interests involved in regulating and evaluating this technology. How
can we be sure that these bugs are receiving objective evaluations and
are safe?”

The night before the experiment, environmental-minded vandals
cut through the chain-link fence surrounding the text plot and up-
rooted four-fifths of the small plants that were to be used. “I'm
thrilled,” Caffrey said the next morning, “I'm sorry they didn’t do a
better job.” The plants, though damaged, were put back in the ground
and the experiment proceeded as planned—covered by television
crews from as far away as Japan. Since frost does not occur in
California in late April, the plants bearing the altered bacterium will
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now be transported to a laboratory where they will undergo simulated
winter conditions. Apparently there was no escape of Frostban bacte-
ria into the surrounding countryside.

“I'm elated,” said Dr. John Bedbrook, one of the scientists in-
volved in the project. “It’s good for the company and it’s good for the
industry. The judicial system has evaluated and recognized the thor-
oughness of the regulatory process for this industry.” Elgin Martin,
whose 110-acre pear farm is located right next door to the test site,
was equally pleased. “This is the wave of the future, I think, in dealing
with our bug problems, our frost problems,” he said. “Hopefully, it'll
really take off.” But from Jack Doyle of the Environmental Policy
Institute in Washington came the warning, “The people of California
should really carefully weigh the high-tech fever that seems to be
sweeping the nation,” and other leaders in the campaign against
genetic manipulation called for intensified legal opposition to such
research.

Did the release of Frostban in Brentwood, California bring an end
to life on Earth as we know it? As I write this, a few weeks later, it's
much too early to tell—but you may already be feeling the dire impact
by the time this issue reaches you in the autumn. Or perhaps not. It
seems to me that legitimate concern over uncontrolled scientific
experimentation became fused with a peculiarly anachronistic fear of
science in this case—as though perhaps the specter of atomic holo-
caust now rises so high above the world of the late twentieth century
that all scientific research has come to seem equally threatening, and
an easily manipulated populace sees new devastating horrors lurking
in every laboratory. Even Frostban’s opponents privately admitted
that the altered bacterium was almost certainly harmless. But they
saw a way of launching a test case that might choke off gene-splicing
research before it could lead to more dangerous things.

I am not, of course, advocating letting the folks in the white coats
do whatever they want. Scientists, as a class, are just as prone to
misjudgment as anyone else, and the time to monitor their activities
is before the carnivorous amoebas are accidentally let loose in the
water supply. But the dialog between the genetic sciences and the
guardians of the status quo must not be turned into a shrill demand
for suppression of all research.

Nor will it be. Frostban has been tested, finally, and gene-splicing
work of many another kind goes forward elsewhere. At the University
of California at Davis, a laboratory run by Dr. Donald Durzan has
inserted the gene responsible for a firefly’s glow into cells of fir and
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vain. Yes, Ms. Fish, science has given us all those dreadful things. But
also we have been provided with the polio and smallpox vaccines, safe
and easy travel to other continents (and other planets!), open-heart
surgery, flashlights, anesthesia, oxygen tents for premature babies,
and several other such things which all but the most confirmed
anti-modernist is likely to agree have improved the quality of life. “So
long as scientists continue to whore for governments and big business
(two groups notorious for valuing money and power far more than the
well-being of citizens) they will be feared and hated along with their
masters,” Ms. Fish declares. It’s a familiar argument, even a stale one:
to me it sounds like radical rhetoric out of the 1930’s.

Fortunately for our future, most people disagree with the sort of
arguments Ms. Fish presents. A nationwide poll taken in the fall of
1986 by Lou Harris & Associates found that “as in other areas of
science and technology, people favor the continued development and
application of biotechnology and genetic engineering. Obstruction of
technological development is not a popular cause in the United States
in the mid-1980’s.” The survey showed that two thirds of those
questioned believed that genetic engineering would improve the qual-
ity of life, and would approve testing genetically engineered organisms
in their own communities. 58% favored widescale use of genetically-
altered microbes. 80% said it was not morally wrong to change the
genetic makeup of human cells to cure hereditary diseases. (But more
than half disapproved of using genetic engineering for cosmetic changes
such as altering eye or skin color, or to improve human intelligence.)

All the same, I think such critics of gene-splicing research as Leslie
Fish and Jeremy Rifkin are valuable and even necessary. Optimistic
though I am about the future of this work, I'm not so naive as to be
unaware of the risks. (Nor are the people polled by Lou Harris: a
majority felt that it was likely that genetically engineered products
would someday cause serious danger to people or the environment.
Nevertheless, they are willing to take the risk for the sake of the benefits
that may be gained.) We are venturing into unknown territory, and the
debate over aims and methods is a useful dialectical process that will
curb excess, reduce risk, and hold in check just the sort of scientific
arrogance that Ms. Fish perhaps too keenly fears (but which certainly
exists.) Nothing will halt genetic research now: the genie, Ms. Fish, is
out of the jar to stay. But people like you, much as 1 disagree with you,
are helping to see to it that we keep our wits about us as we ask that
potent but unpredictable genie to work his miracles on our behalf.
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Killer Tomatoes from Outer Space

On the one hand, we have denial. (“The bad things that 1 read
about in the newspaper can only happen to other people.”) On
the other hand, there’s credulity. (“I understand that the sky is due to
fall next Tuesday and NASA has suppressed a scientific report about
it.”) Most people these days seem to veer from one extreme to the
other, rarely pausing to spend much time in the moderate middle,
which some of us (me, Socrates, you) find a calmer place to inhabit.
And so it goes, the world getting sillier as things get more complex.The
latest example of sky-is-falling credulity is the great Killer Tomatoes
from Outer Space uproar that enlivened our lives for a few days in the
spring of 1990.

Since by the time this piece appears, the world and the media that
bring the world to us will have moved on to five other scary subjects,
perhaps I'd better refresh everybody's memory about this one:

The space shuttle Challenger, during the course of a voyage it
made in 1984, launched into orbit an eleven-ton satellite that con-
tained various experiments designed to provide information about
the long-term effects of space exposure on living cells. Among other
things, the satellite was carrying some 12,500,000 tomato seeds.

The satellite spent six years orbiting the Earth. Then it was
recovered, in January of 1990, by the space shuttle Columbia. NASA
packed the tomato seeds into little envelopes marked SPACE EX-
POSED SEED and sent 120,000 of the packets to teachers all over the
country, on every educational level from elementary school to college.
The idea was that the students would plant the seeds and report back
to NASA on their viability after having spent six years being bom-
barded by cosmic radiation.

Perhaps it was a dumb idea to use schoolchildren to carry out
this experiment. Whatever research on irradiated seeds needed to
be done could probably have been performed just as easily, with
none of the attendant bad publicity, in some government research
facility in Louisiana or Kentucky. The seeds would have been
planted, a dozen government botanists would tend them for six
months, the tomatoes would ripen and would be taken home for
dinner by the botanists. And a couple of years later, at a cost of
$145,000,000, a report would have appeared to the effect that it
appears to be quite feasible to grow normal tomato plants from seed
that has spent six years in space.

[Amazing Stories, November 1990]
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But no: NASA wants to involve the schoolchildren of the nation
in the noble work of space exploration. What simpler way to do it than
to hand out tomato seeds and let them plant little Space Gardens in
120,000 classrooms?

NASA should have remembered that those seeds were carried
into space in the first place by the shuttle Challenger. And, a couple
of years later, it was that very shuttle, then attempting to involve
schoolchildren in the space effort by carrying an actual teacher into
space, which met such a tragic end in the skies over Florida. Perhaps
there was a curse on the thing—one specifically designed to blight all
of NASA’s high-minded efforts to link space exploration and class-
room life.

Here’s what happened with those space-going tomato seeds:

The Los Angeles Times somehow discovered that a NASA contrac-
tor had written a memorandum speculating that “radiation-caused
mutations could cause the plants to produce toxic fruit.” The fear was
that a toxic substance frequently found in tomato foliage might
penetrate the fruit of tomatoes that had undergone space-induced
mutations. The memo—which wasn’t supposed to be circulated out-
side NASA—went on to say that the research director at Park Seed
Company, from which NASA had obtained the seeds, “seemed to favor
against” consumption of the tomatoes.

NASA officials had looked at the memo and had treated it as the
nonsense it was. They filed and forgot it—but then it fell into the
hands of the crusading journalists of the Los Angeles Times.

Oh, my! The schoolchildren of the nation exposed to lethal
mutated tomatoes from space!

A normal level-headed reaction on the part of the public might
have been to say that anyone who uses phrases like “seemed to favor
against” must be a life-form of very low-grade intelligence indeed, and
dismiss the whole absurd notion just as NASA itself had done. But this
is the late twentieth century, when people get frightened very, very
easily, especially when terms such as “radiation” and “mutation” are
used. So there was, of course, a tremendous if short-lived flap over the
risky tomatoes. Parents demanded explanations. Teachers feared law-
suits if they dared let their precious little charges so much as handle
the deadly seeds. Newspapers all around the country had a field day.

NASA, seeing its experiment going down the drain, sent a one-
page statement to all the teachers who had received the seed packets,
telling them that there was nothing to fear. A NASA public-relations
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man declared, “We have absolutely no evidence to suggest that there
is any safety risk associated with these plants above and beyond that
of growing tomatoes or other plants in any normal setting...I would
certainly hope that on the basis of the press reports or whatever that
schools would not make a decision to withdraw from the program.”
When asked whether NASA should have included a warning with the
tomato seeds that they might have the potential for producing mon-
strous progeny, he replied, “We are not at all uncomfortable with how
we handled it. In fact, we are very comfortable. We feel we did a very
responsible job.”

From Alvin Young, a science adviser to the Department of Agri-
culture who had helped organized the experiment, came corrobora-
tion: “I've never heard of a killer tomato, and 1 don’t think we’ve got a
killer tomato planted here either.” Young admitted that there was a
slight chance that such a mutation might occur, but regarded the
possibility as “very, very remote.” He noted that “we can’t say with 100
per cent certainty. There is always a small risk with every research
experiment. But that is why it is research. That is the fun part.”

These words of reassurance probably had the opposite effect on
the most timorous of the teachers. Alvin Young’s admission that
there might actually be some risk—a chance in a million, say—
probably led some of them to get rid of the seeds immediately. This
is, after all, a society that has come to abhor all risks, even one-in-
a-million ones.

More to the point, maybe, was the statement from Jim Alston,
director of research at Park Seed Company in South Carolina, where
the dreaded seeds originated. The space seeds, Alston said, had been
exposed to far less radiation during their six years overhead than
seeds used in “normal breeding programs” on Earth, in which X-rays
and gamma rays are regularly used. Such a statement might induce
people of a certain way of thinking to give up eating tomatoes
altogether, but it does indicate that there’s nothing unusual to fear
from the seeds from space.

At any rate, some of the seeds were prudently discarded, and
some were planted despite all fear, and we’ll soon know the answer.
As 1 write this, the dear little yellow flowers are sprouting all over the
nation’s classrooms, and shortly afterward the first sweet little red
fruits will be appearing. By the time you come to be reading these
words, some of the tomatoes, at least, will be ripe, and some will have
been eaten by reckless sixth-graders, who may be the only people in
the United States who haven'’t yet become afraid of their shadows. If
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Pernet, a biotechnologist for the Rouquette Corporation, which is
doing genetic research on carbohydrates in Gurnee, Illinois. “We are
working on a number of products, but we know very well that
developing the technology will be easier than marketing the technol-
ogy.” To which Dr. Susan K. Harlander, a professor of food science and
nutrition at the University of Minnesota, adds, “There’s a distrust of
technology, distrust of corporate profits, distrust of Government
regulatory agencies, and general fears about the safety of the food
supply.” But genetic technology, she says, should not casually be
lumped in with the Chernobyl power-plant catastrophe and the
environmental damage caused by DDT and other insecticides. Its
techniques are simply a high-tech extension of techniques that farm-
ers have been using for centuries. “If the public understood the
technology, they would understand that part of their emotional reac-
tion is irrational,” says Dr. Harlander.

What has touched off the current uproar over genetic enhance-
ment of agriculture is the Federal Government’s announcement, early
in June of 1992, that it would not require specific testing or labeling
for an assortment of genetically engineered food products due to
come on the market over the following eighteen months. Advance
testing will be done, we were told, only if products are altered in such
away that safety issues are raised—for example, if genes from peanuts,
to which some people are lethally allergic, should be added to grains.

There was an immediate barrage of protest from a variety of
self-styled “advocacy groups” already noted for their anti-science
attitudes—led, naturally, by Jeremy Rifkin, the arch-enemy of genetic
engineering, who warned of dire consequences arising from the
mixing of genes and called for boycotts of the new products by
farmers and food distributors.

Can it be that there are certain foods that mankind was not meant
to eat?

So say the chefs of some of the country’s upscale restaurants,
who—always quick to detect trends among their well-heeled custom-
ers—banded together in July of 1992 to denounce the new foods and
to announce that they would not be allowed into their kitchens. “I am
not willing to offer my patrons, my family, or myself as a testing
ground for a new generation of bioengineered foods,” said Rick
Moonen, chef at New York’s Water Club restaurant. “I know what
Mother Nature intended with regard to food, and 1 trust in that. I have
not yet been convinced [that] bioengineered foods deserve that same
trust.” And from Nathan Peterson, chef at Oakland’s top-ranked Bay
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Wolf, came the comment, “Who needs it? And what is going to come
along next, tomatoes grown in Antarctica? It makes no sense and it
upsets me, especially when [ start wondering who is profiting from all
this.”

Which brought a retort from the other side: Jeffrey Needleman, a
spokesman for the Grocery Manufacturers of America: “Efforts to cast
genetically engineered foods as unsafe are based on Chicken Little
science and are being led by nutritional neurotics. Consumer safety
is our first priority.” As for the boycott by the top chefs, cynical
onlookers have noted that the restaurants where they work would not
have been very likely to use the new products in any case, and that
the chefs are merely posturing to reassure their finicky, easily alarmed
customers. As Catherine Brandel, the chef at Berkeley’s famed Chez
Panisse, observed, “This type of food has nothing to do with us. Why
would we want shelf-life and season extenders, when we can buy fresh
produce and meats from local growers every day?”

Not everyone, though, can eat at Chez Panisse every day. Nathan
Peterson wonders who will be profiting from the new food products.
Here’s a brief list:

—Gene-splicing scientists, naturally.

—Farmers. (Including the dreaded Large Agricultural Corpora-
tions.)

—Food distributors and marketers. (Some of them Very Large
also.)

—People who shop for food and cook and eat it at home.

Note that the list of the beneficiaries of gene-splicing technology
begins with the sinister Dr. Frankensteins of the food laboratories,
descends through the vile profiteers of agribusiness, and ends with,
basically, you. You will be buying and eating riper, fresher, more
flavorful food, and the chances are that you will be paying less for it
than you do now, because crop productivity is likely to be enhanced
and many current-day spoilage problems that cause waste between
growing fields and supermarkets will be solved with artful placement
of DNA. Grumbling about “Frankenfood,” it seems to me, is pretty
much like complaining about refrigeration, which wasn’t available to
the decent farmers and shippers of the nineteenth century and is
probably corrupting our present-day foodstuffs with who knows what
strange emanations.

I don’t mean to say that technology is omniscient and all-benev-
olent, or that there aren’t problems in the new science that need to be
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The Last of the Codfish

he kids are illiterate and toting semiautomatic weapons, all the

nice soft jobs are being restructured out of existence, the ozone
layer is giving out, frogs seem to be going the way of the dodo and the
passenger pigeon, and now our fishing fleets are coming home with
empty nets because the sea is running out of fish.

That's the bad news, folks. The good news is that all these
twenty-first century horrors that are descending on us simulta-
neously in such terrible haste may simply be part of a normal cycle.
In the natural course of events, the scientists are telling us, things
tend to get bad for a while, and then they get better. Apparently it’s
been going on like this for millions of years. If we can only stay out of
the line of fire long enough, that is, we may very well survive into a
world where the little no-neck horrors all around us aren’t pushing
AK-47s into our faces.

Let’s take a look at the fish problem first. Then we can try to
soothe ourselves with the hope of rescue through inevitable cyclical
upturn.

The news from the seas is definitely bad. More than half of the
animal protein we consume comes in the form of seafood. The U.N.
Food and Agriculture Office has broken down the seventy percent of
this planet that is covered by ocean into seventeen main fisheries. Of
these, four are now officially classified as “commercially depleted”
and nine are described as being in “serious decline.”

What this means, in more concrete terms, is that the Pacific
Northwest fishermen whose livelihood depends on salmon may have
to take the entire year off, because the salmon aren’t there any longer
in quantities worth going after.

In New England, where vast harvests of cod, haddock, and floun-
der have been reaped since the seventeenth century, the number of fish
has dropped to such a low level that the Government has put in force
a plan restricting fishing days, so as to allow the remaining fish to
rebuild their populations, and has banned fishing altogether along the
Georges Bank, east of Cape Cod, where once-plentiful stocks of fish
have been virtually exhausted. On the Grand Banks of Newfoundland,
cod fishing has also been banned—the cod has been designated
“commercially extinct”—and 30,000 people have lost their jobs.

The Chesapeake Bay oyster industry is largely a thing of the past.
The grouper and red snapper that were taken in such great numbers

[Asimov’s Science Fiction, January 1995]
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in the Gulf of Mexico are pretty much history. In California,
Monterey’s Cannery Row is now a street lined with art galleries and
restaurants and T-shirt shops, because the sardines that kept the
canneries busy all during the first half of this century no longer are
found in Monterey Bay.

What’s going on? Are we facing a future in which the bagels will
have no lox, the Caesar salads will lack anchovies, and shrimp
cocktails will be available only on the third Tuesday of the month?
Probably not, as a matter of fact. But the era of hunting seafood in the
wild may very well be coming to an end.

Pollution and other environmental abuse—as in the case of the
Pacific salmon, whose freshwater spawning grounds have been fouled
or blocked by dams—is part of the problem. But it’s a surprisingly
small part. The draining of wetlands and the dumping of toxic
substances into estuaries and the breakup of huge oil tankers on the
high seas have all had sorry consequences, of course; but the world’s
oceans are vast beyond even our capacity to fill them up with junk.
The real villain seems to be something a lot more elementary: too
many fishermen chasing a finite quantity of fish.

Gone are the days when little bands of plucky men went down to
the sea in ships to wrest precarious livelihoods from the turbulent
waves. They have been replaced, largely, by giant corporate trawlers,
equipped with sonar and other sophisticated devices and employing
satellite communications to track their prey, that swoop up whole
marine populations in enormous gulps. The inhabitants of the sea,
immense though their numbers may be, can tolerate only so much
swooping before the rate of consumption begins to exceed that of
reproduction. And the effects of a decade of steady overfishing are
now being felt worldwide.

To some degree the seafood shortfall is being made up by farm-
raised fish, grown in pens off the coast of Scandinavia and South
America. (The easy availability of certain types of fish from these
sources has, paradoxically, accelerated the destruction of the conven-
tional fisheries; faced with the competition of cheap pen-grown fish,
fishermen who harvest the seas have been making ever deeper inroads
into the available fish schools in order to earn a living,)

And in places where conservation measures have ensured some
degree of population balance, the fisheries are actually on the upturn.
Salmon are far from extinct in Alaska, where a record 200 million fish
were caught in 1993. The size of the Alaskan salmon catch is carefully
regulated, though, to allow a surplus of spawning over harvesting. In
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New England, the lobster industry is still doing well, and sea bass and
mackerel are returning along the East Coast now that some degree of
protection has been imposed. These are promising signs, and they
may signal a trend. Even diehard libertarians—and 1 incline in that
direction myself—find themselves applauding government interven-
tion where reckless and uncontrolled harvesting of the marine crop
has begun to triumph even over the economic self-interest of the
harvesters.

And then, from another quarter, comes the suggestion—of con-
siderable philosophical interest, and possibly of economic value too—
that large-scale fluctuations in animal populations may in fact be
random events, the product of inherent instability in the natural
world. It may, in fact, be quite normal for any animal species to
undergo wild and unpredictable population swings over long periods
of time, whether or not the trawlers have sonar.

This is not to say that the extinction of the dodo, say, was the
result of a mere stochastic blip. The dodo was a slow-moving, defense-
less bird, incapable of flight, that happened to live on a small and
isolated island where it had no natural enemies, human or otherwise.
Dutch explorers showed up there in 1598. They found dodo meat
good to eat; their pet dogs developed a fondness for gobbling dodo
chicks; and the rats that slipped ashore from the Dutch ships went
after the dodo eggs in the unprotected nests. In less than a century
there were no dodos left. That was no statistical event, though: it was
simple genocide.

But larger animal populations, according to a study done at the
University of California at Davis and published in Science some
months back, appear to experience startling fluctuations in their
numbers for reasons that seem to be wholly unconnected with the
onslaughts of predators, environmental changes, climatic shifts, or
any other apparent external cause.

Computer analysis of the life cycle of the Dungeness crab, ex-
tended over tens of thousands of generations, showed chaotic pat-
terns of population size to be the norm. Environmental conditions
were left entirely out of the model; the only factors for change in
population that went into the equation were internal ones such as
competition for food or living space. One might expect that in any one
zone inhabited by crabs, the size of the crab population would
fluctuate in direct homeostatic response to these two factors—a
population explosion in times of easy food availability, followed by a
population decline when the number of crabs along that coast in-
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native fisherman from the Comoro Islands, which lie between Mada-
gascar and the African mainland. The big fish had put up such a fight
that the fisherman had to hit it with a stick to kill it; then he took it
to the market to sell for food, but another man recognized it as the
fish for which the reward had been offered, and brought it to a local
English skipper, who quickly preserved it in formaldehyde. Dr. Smith,
dissecting it soon afterward, was astonished by the archaic structure
of the fish’s internal organs. Beyond doubt it belonged to the ancient
group of fishes known as crossopterygians, from the Greek words from
“fringe” and “fin”—the only species of crossopterygian that has sur-
vived to the present day.

September, 1953 saw the discovery of a third coelacanth; three
more were taken in January, 1954, and another ten months later. All
came from the waters around the Comoro Islands; all were dead when
brought to shore. In November, 1954 an eighth coelacanth was found,
and this time it was captured alive; but despite all efforts to care for
it, it died within a few hours.

Four decades of extensive scientific research have demonstrated
the presence of an extensive colony of coelacanths, numbering many
hundreds or even thousands, dwelling in a narrow zone of the Indian
Ocean near the Comoros. Some 200 have been caught and brought
ashore for examination; and scientists using submersible vehicles
have studied and photographed living coelacanths in their own habi-
tat. They make their homes close to shore, in submarine caves that lie
about 650 feet deep, from which they emerge at night to cruise even
deeper waters in search of the bottom-dwelling fish that are their prey.
They are, of course, protected by law: the Federal Islamic Republic of
Comoros has made it illegal to catch them.

The problem is, though, that the coelacanths are only too catch-
able. Fishing is a major source of livelihood for the Comoro Islanders,
and the big, bizarre-looking coelacanths readily take hooks that are
meant for more ordinary fishes. The island fishermen would be happy
to unhook them and toss them back, but that isn’t so simple: coela-
canths are powerful fighters, equipped with dagger-sharp teeth, and
in order to retrieve their valuable hooks the fishermen generally have
to kill them. Even those that are released alive usually die from the
damage done by pressure changes during their journey up from the
depths.

The ironic result is that the coelacanth, having eluded scientific
discovery until our own era, may soon actually be as extinct as it once
was thought to be. Studies made between 1991 and 1994 along one
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A Species Saved Is a Species Earned

'Environmemalists and people who wear “Save the Planet” T-shirts
and those who worry about what they call “the ecology” can
rejoice. Another precious and endangered species of life on our planet
has been rescued from the brink of extinction, at least for a while.

The great auk? The quagga? The moa? No, sorry—they're all
irretrievably gone. I'm talking about the smallpox virus. What once
was a vital, passionate part of the Earth’s immense population of living
things had been reduced to a tiny semblance of its former self, a few
hapless captives sealed in laboratory flasks; and even those last
remaining valiant survivors were about to be handed over to the
executioners. But no! A reprieve has been ordered! These tiny, frail
organisms will not be wiped out after all—not immediately, anyway.

Does all this sound crazy to you? Do you think I'm whipping up
some sort of black-humor spoof? Actually, I'm not. This is a true story.
And it leads us into consideration of some very tricky philosophical
issues.

Smallpox is, of course, a nasty disease. Over the course of human
history (and prehistory) the barely visible smallpox virus condemned
millions of people to death or, at best, to horrible disfigurement. It
altered the destiny of nations and undermined entire civilizations.
Humanity fought back, though, containing and then destroying the
disease in most Western nations over a period of two hundred years
by means of vaccination. The climax of the war against smallpox got
under way in 1966 when a team of World Health Organization medics
equipped with smallpox vaccine and special jet injectors set out
through the remaining smallpox-infested territories of the Third
World to find and immunize all those still at risk of infection.
Hundreds of millions of people in South America, Asia, Indonesia,
and Africa were vaccinated, essentially ridding the world of the
disease. There has not been a naturally occurring case of smallpox on
this planet since October, 1977, when one was detected in Somalia.
Very likely there will never be one again anywhere.

The disease was officially proclaimed eradicated by the World
Health Organization in 1980; but the smallpox virus itself still sur-
vives, in deep-freeze storage vials kept under tight security at the
Center for Disease Control in Atlanta and at the Research Institute for
Viral Preparation in Moscow. These samples were set aside so that
their molecular structure could be mapped and studied, a job that

[Asimov’s Science Fiction, December 1995]
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idea of using fetal eggs at all....Even if this technology does produce a
picture-perfect baby for some couples, it's fair to ask how much we
should sacrifice in moral and scientific terms for that portrait.”

The immediate popular consensus was that the use of fetal ovary
transplants to allow infertile women to become pregnant was bizarre,
unnatural, weird, disturbing, frightening, and repellent. And we are
only just at the beginning of the debate.

Let me offer an analogous situation.

A terrible contagious plague is ravaging the world. It spreads so
easily that it strikes whole communities, killing many of its victims
and leaving those who survive so hideously disfigured that they are
often unwilling to let their faces be seen. No cure is known. But an
obscure country doctor announces that he has found a method for
injecting infectious fluid from lesions of a similar but much milder
disease common among cows into the bodies of those who have not
yet caught the plague—young children, for example. This practice, he
says, will immunize those who receive it against the more virulent
disease that everyone dreads.

What? Inject infectious material into the bodies of healthy ba-
bies? What a bizarre, unnatural, weird, disturbing, frightening, and
repellent thing to do! The process is condemned by journalists and
medical experts alike; dire fears are expressed; cartoonists draw
sketches of people sprouting cowhorns and talking in moos after they
have been treated. But experiments continue all the same; and,
behold, the dreaded plague is utterly wiped out.

That dreaded plague was smallpox; the country physician was
Edward Jenner of Gloucestershire; the process he devised is called
vaccination (from the Latin vacca, “cow™), and it has been close to two
hundred years since anyone has seen anything grotesque or scary
about injecting young children with cowpox virus to defend them
against the related but far deadlier smallpox. What seemed like the
wildest madness in the 1790s is routine medical practice throughout
the world today.

But vaccination is one thing, you may say, and the artificial
creation of human beings is something else entirely. We are talking,
after all, about the sacred area of reproduction. Terms like “golem”
and “android” and “Frankenstein’s monster” quickly enter the discus-
sion. And then comes the clincher: “It's—unnatural.”

Sure. So is vaccination. So are eyeglasses. So is chemotherapy. So
are heart transplants. None of those existed naturally in the world
before we invented them. Adam and Eve had to make do without any
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outside, though, can readily see good reason now to suspect that
male homosexuality may in fact be a biological rather than behav-
ioristic phenomenon: that one becomes homosexual not primarily
because of one’s family background or out of cultural preferences
but because one’s brain itself is organically designed to make one
respond sexually only to members of one’s own sex. As Dr. LeVay
himself has pointed out, suddenly the study of homosexuality and
its causes moves beyond the province of the psychologist and the
psychoanalyst into that of the biologist.

A host of questions instantly arises. Is the hypothalamic size
difference genetic, or is it the result of hormonal fluctuations in the
womb or other external factors during fetal development? We have no
data on that yet. Since relatively few homosexuals have children,
though, how could such a trait, if it is genetic, manage to persevere in
our species for so long? One would think that the failure of homosex-
uals to reproduce would have bred it out long ago. Or what if the small
size of the hypothalamic nucleus in male homosexuals is a conse-
quence, rather than a cause, of homosexual behavior? (The monkey
experiments would seem to argue otherwise, but again the informa-
tion on hand at this time is too skimpy to support any firm position.)
Where, also, do bisexuals fit into the scheme of things? If there’s
biological programming that governs one’s sense of who is sexually
attractive and who is not, they seem to be able to override it. And what
about lesbians: they too feel sexual attraction toward members of
their own sex, but does their hypothalamic nucleus differ in size from
that of heterosexual women? Perhaps it does. Perhaps it is as large in
them as it is in heterosexual men. Dr. LeVay plans to investigate that
and many other points in follow-up studies.

Early reactions to the LeVay findings have been varied and
sometimes surprising. No one has any doubts about Dr. LeVay’s
scientific qualifications. “Simon LeVay is a top-notch, world-class
neuroanatomist,” said Dr. Thomas R. Insel of the National Institute of
Mental Health, “and this is a very provocative paper.” Dr. Sandra F.
Witelson, a behavioral neuroscientist at McMaster University in Can-
ada, commented, “I think this work is very interesting and very
important.” But she went on to say, “It doesn’t mean that other
anatomical differences aren't also present. I'm sure additional biolog-
ical factors, perhaps related to hormones, will also be found.” And Dr.
Richard Nakamura, chief of the cognitive and behavioral neuroscience
branch at the National Institute of Mental Health, offered, “Biology is
not destiny, and this shouldn’t be taken to mean that you’re automat-
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ically homosexual if you have a structure of one size versus a structure
of another size.”

All very reasonable, very properly cautious, very scientific.

From the gay community—and probably I should insert here, by
way of defining my own biases and perceptions in this matter, that I
am not a member of that community and have never claimed to have
much understanding of why people are homosexual—have come
some very different responses.

The one that seems most comprehensible to me is that of gay
rights activist Andrew J. Humm, a member of New York City’s Human
Rights Commission. “The fact that the report talks about homosexual
behavior as something innate is good, because that’s what most of us
experience. Homosexuality used to be seen as a character or a moral
defect, so if you want to look at it as hypothalamic in nature, that’s
probably a step toward looking at it for what it is.” That makes sense
to me. If homosexuality is seen by the heterosexual majority as some
sort of dark and unnatural behavior that is willingly chosen by a
depraved minority, what real hope is there for any sort of acceptance
by that majority of the deviants within their group? But if it is, rather,
something that is hard-wired into the genetic mix—the way skin color
is, or height, or physical agility—then surely it would be reprehensible
to condemn people for behaving the way they were designed by
nature to behave.

From the highly political San Francisco gay community, though—
and San Francisco is near the city where I live—have come some
vehement negative reactions. John Paul De Cecco, a professor of
psychology at San Francisco State University and the editor of the
Journal of Homosexuality, called the LeVay study “preposterous,”
saying, “What determines preferences is very complicated. Are we
born to like hamburgers or American football or big-breasted women?
1 think a lot of people are very uncomfortable with the fact that they’re
homosexual, and one way of handling that discomfort is to claim that
you have no choice.” Dr. De Cecco warned against attributing homo-
sexuality to a “malformation” of the brain—his term, not Dr. DeVay’s—
and said that “the idea that you can describe a person by looking at
the brain is a dreadful 19th-century invention.” Others—betraying
that fear of science which is so prevalent in the United States today—
were quick to say that if LeVay's findings turn out to be correct, it
might lead to attempts by parents to test for hypothalamic size while
their children are still in the womb, and to abort those that showed
the potential to turn out to be homosexual, or to use some kind of
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genetic surgery to “correct” the condition while there still was time.
And Carole Migden, a member of the San Francisco City Board of
Supervisors who is also a lesbian, said, “There are many reasons why
people are gay and lesbian. It would be far more useful if scientists
turned their microscopes to discovering the cause of homophobia and
whether there’s some biological deficiency that causes such virulent
hatred of lesbians and gays.”

1 see what Ms. Migden is driving at, but I think she’s heading in
the wrong direction—unless playing to her local political constitu-
ency is her only purpose. We don’t need a lot of scientific research to
determine why many heterosexuals are uneasy about gays or down-
right hostile toward them. Heterosexuality is the biological norm—not
just for humans but for most animals—and the continuation of the
species depends on it, at least so far. An ongoing society consisting
only of women has been depicted in science fiction many times, most
recently and brilliantly in James Tiptree’s classic story, “Houston,
Houston, Do You Read?,” but we are not yet ready or able to carry on
the race by purely parthenogenetic means. The “virulent hatred of
lesbians and gays” that Ms. Migden rightly says is felt by many
heterosexuals is caused not by any biological deficiency that needs to
be discovered in the laboratory, but by a biological normality that
motivates all too many human beings to despise those who don'’t
happen to share it.

And so there have been attacks on LeVay from the hard right, too.
The Rev. Louis Sheldon of Southern California’s Traditional Values
Coalition, which takes anti-gay positions, rejects the hypothetical
conclusions of LeVay's work and still insists that “homosexuals
choose their lifestyle by virtue of their actions.” He would assert, 1
suppose, that those who refuse to be “cured” through therapy should
be suppressed or persecuted in other ways. If I were gay, I think I'd
rather listen to such voices as that of the aide to Los Angeles Assem-
blyman Terry Friedman, the sponsor of a state gay-rights bill, who
said, “The new study is one more from a respected scientist that
indicates that sexual orientation may not be a conscious decision. 1
would expect now that some people may think with a little more
openness about the possibility that people are being discriminated
against for reasons that are beyond their control.” The discomfort that
many gays in New York and San Francisco have voiced to the new
theories leaves me puzzled, therefore. If 1 were gay, I think I'd be more
comfortable having the straight majority believe that my sexual behav-
ior was a matter of innate and immutable biological destiny rather
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ceived from the mother and one Y chromosome received from the
father.)

Of a woman's two X chromosomes, one is inherited from her
father and one from her mother, and either of these can be passed on
to her sons. In any pair of brothers, then, there is a 50-50 chance that
both have inherited the X chromosome that has descended in the
maternal line. The Bethesda scientists took blood samples from 40
pairs of homosexual brothers and tested the DNA content of the
blood cells to see how many of the sets of brothers had the same X
chromosomes. The arithmetical probability was that 20 of them
would; but in fact 33 of the 40 pairs of brothers were carrying
identical X chromosomes. That is a strong indication that mothers
can transmit to their sons, via their X chromosomes, a gene that seems
to cause an inclination toward homosexual behavior.

There is nothing new about the idea that there may be a genetic
predisposition toward homosexuality. As far back as 1952, a study of
homosexual twin brothers by RJ. Kallman in the American Journal of
Human Genetics pointed toward just such a conclusion. Edward O.
Wilson, in his extraordinary book, Sociobiology (1975), considered the
possibility that homosexuality might actually be a valuable genetic
trait in primitive societies, arguing that homosexual members of such
societies, “freed from the special obligations of parental duties, could
have operated with special efficiency in assisting close relatives.
Genes favoring homosexuality could then be sustained at a high
equilibrium level by kin selection alone.” And many other studies in
recent years have purported to show a biological basis for sexual
orientation. But scientists consider the Bethesda research a significant
step forward in this area.

We are still a long way from pinpointing a “gay gene,” though.
The Bethesda hypothesis has targeted a small section of the X chro-
mosome known as Xq28—but that section alone contains several
hundreds of genes, and even if one of them actually does govern
sexual orientation, it will take a great deal of further research to
discover which one, if any, it is. The Bethesda scientists themselves
take a skeptical view. “Sexual orientation is too complex to be deter-
mined by a single gene,” says Dr. Dean H. Hamer, the primary author
of the National Cancer Institute report. “The main value of this work
is that it opens a window into understanding how genes, the brain,
and the environment interact to mold human behavior.” Edward O.
Wilson made much the same point in 1975: “If such genes really exist
they are almost certainly incomplete in penetrance and variable in
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Warning: Radiation Zone

hen governmental bureaucracies start turning out reports that

read like something out of a novel by Poul Anderson or L.
Sprague de Camp, how can we doubt that science fiction has inextri-
cably established itself as a major problem-solving tool of the late
twentieth century?

I'm referring to a group of studies commissioned by the U.S.
Department of Energy to deal with the question of keeping the people
of future generations from stumbling unawares into hazardous nu-
clear waste dumps left behind by their remote ancestors. It is cur-
rently thought that the sites chosen for dumping of nuclear junk from
civilian and military power plants and weapons will remain danger-
ously hot for the next 10,000 years. How can we be sure that the
warning messages we erect will be comprehensible to our descen-
dants of thousands of years hence? How well will we be able to
communicate with the citizens of Earth 300 generations from now?
To help it in grappling with this problem, the Department of Energy
hired the Battelle Memorial Institute, an Ohio research organization,
to create what it called a Human Interference Task Force, made up of
sociologists, communications experts, lawyers, and specialists in the
difficult field of nuclear waste disposal. The first reports of this task
force are now being made public, and they are fascinating indeed.

1 think it’s surprising—and highly commendable—that the De-
partment of Energy should see a problem here at all. My own first
response to the issue was to argue that there’s really not a lot to worry
about. We ourselves have done quite a good job deciphering and
decoding ancient languages, after all. Nineteenth-century scholars
operating without benefit of computers managed to crack the secret
of 5000-year-old Egyptian hieroglyphic script without much diffi-
culty, thanks to the convenient discovery of the Rosetta stone, which
provided Greek equivalents for hieroglyphics. Then came the deci-
pherment of the long-forgotten Assyrian and Babylonian cuneiform
scripts. Again, that was made possible by studying multilingual texts;
for the cuneiform technique of writing had also been used in ancient
times by the Persians, whose language had never been lost, and
Assyrian and Babylonian were Semitic tongues closely related to
ancient Hebrew, which likewise has remained part of the fund of
human knowledge for thousands of years. Once Assyrian and
Babylonian cuneiform had been deciphered, it became possible to

[Amazing Stories, November 1988]
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penetrate the mysteries of the oldest known human language of all,
Sumerian, which goes back at least 6000 years into Mesopotamian
prehistory. Sumerian is not related to any other language, so far as we
know, but the discovery of dictionaries providing Assyrian equiva-
lents for Sumerian words opened the way to its decoding.

Even though there still are some ancient scripts and languages
that remain total mysteries to us—the Indus Valley hieroglyphics, for
example, or the Etruscan language—our record of decipherment is
outstanding. Since we have cracked Sumerian and Linear B and
Hittite and so many other thoroughly dead scripts, why, I wondered,
did the Department of Energy think that our remote descendants,
who would have the benefit of a technological society’s superior
information-processing techniques, would have any difficulty making
sense out of a sign that said WARNING: DANGEROUS RADIATION
ZONE? But then I realized that for once the bureaucrats were way
ahead of the science-fiction writer. I was falling into the old trap of
extrapolating from the past. The cryptographers who had solved the
puzzles of hieroglyphics and cuneiform had been lucky enough to
have Rosetta Stones and other multilingual texts to work from; and
they had had a working knowledge of Greek or Hebrew or Persian to
help them find entry to the lost languages. But what if some cataclysm
(not necessarily nuclear; a worldwide famine or change of climate
could do it) creates a total discontinuity between twentieth-century
languages and the languages of our remote descendants? All the
computer-power in the world is not likely to make sense out of mere
symbols without any available cognate referents. And why do we
think that the people of 10,000 A.D. will be our descendants at all?
What if we have vanished without a trace, leaving only our radioactive
waste dumps behind, and Earth comes to be inhabited by non-human
successors who don’t have a clue to our languages?

Good thinking, Department of Energy. And good thinking too—
first-rate science-fictional speculation—is to be found in the first of
the task force reports, the work of Dr. Thomas A. Sebeok of the
University of Indiana. Dr. Sebeok, an expert in the arcane branch of
communications theory known as semiotics, proposed the use of
various non-verbal warning systems to keep the people of the future
away from the toxic dumps:

—A “modern Stonehenge” ringing the dumps with gigantic stone
monoliths, bearing symbols that might be understood as keep-away
warnings.






























114 About Science and Society

back. And “negative feedback” is grumbling, hostility, general obstrep-
erousness. Given your choice, which would you rather have?

And yet—and yet—which is really more valuable?

I think that if we were to cast our loose metaphorical use of these
notions aside and return to Norbert Wiener’s original way of thinking,
we'd see that negative feedback is still the key to effective functioning,
whether employed in our thermostats, our steam engines, or our daily
lives. The properly functioning human being, like the properly func-
tioning thermostat, must constantly monitor the surrounding envi-
ronment and make decisions on the basis of the information that’s
coming in. If we are told what we want to hear, rather than what we
need to know, then our decisions are apt to lead us farther and farther
away from where we need to be.

Imagine a device on the dashboard of your car, for instance, that
tells you when you're driving too quickly or too close to the car in
front of you. It constantly monitors the distance between you and
surrounding cars, and when you come within a pre-set danger zone,
a voice will tell you, “You're only four car-lengths away from the car
ahead of you now. Better slow down a little.” If you keep on speeding
forward, the voice will warn you, “Three car lengths now. You're much
too close.” And if you don'’t respond even then, the gadget will send
an electronic message to your car’s engine that will slow your speed
no matter how hard you want to hit your accelerator.

That's negative feedback at work.

And positive feedback? Well, imagine a different kind of device
that tells you nothing but what a great driver you are. “You took that
curve like a champ...You can really handle these speeds, all
right...Now let’s see you drive even faster...Hey, that’s it! You're
leaving all the traffic way behind....Wow, you showed him a thing or
two, didn’t you!....You ought to sign up for the Indianapolis 500! And
so on and so on, a constant stream of reassurance and encourage-
ment, right up to the moment when the ambulance arrives.

The next time you tell someone how much you appreciate the
positive feedback you're getting, pause a moment and reflect on the
original meaning of the phrase, and how it has become garbled in
popular use. Like the hedgehogs that the inhabitants of Wonderland
were trying to use as croquet balls, words and concepts have a way of
getting up and moving around as they please, and there’s not much
we can do about it. But I think we are all the losers when they do.
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Alternative Energy Sources

here has been much talk, in this era of energy crises and height-

ened sensitivity to environmental problems, of the development
of renewable-energy resources as an alternative to the use of fossil
fuels. But a report released in the closing days of 1982 will surely
create some somber second thoughts among the supporters of these
energy alternatives. Among its conclusions were these:

Biomass energy production—the burning of wood and animal
wastes—could, if improperly managed, bring about air pollution,
deforestation, soil erosion, and the disruption of wildlife habitats.

The large-scale development of geothermal energy sources might
release toxic gases, cause earthquakes, and create water shortages.

Further damming of rivers for hydroelectric power removes valu-
able land from cultivation, fosters silt buildups, and causes soil
erosion and stagnation of streams.

Large-scale use of windmills for power generation may cause
noise pollution and could interfere with transmission of radio, televi-
sion, and microwave signals.

Oceanic thermal energy conversion—the exploitation of temper-
ature differentials between ocean surfaces and deep water to produce
electricity— might disrupt marine life cycles and cause weather
changes by altering ocean currents.

The manufacture of solar photovoltaic cells will create trouble-
some shortages of such substances as cadmium and gallium, and the
deployment of such cells in great quantity will consume large areas
of land.

The interesting—and depressing—thing about this report is that
it is not the privately sponsored product of some large oil company or
any of the other corporations generally regarded as villains in popular
energy-crisis mythology. No, this litany of sobering observations was
released by the National Science Foundation, and the organization
that conducted the study was one of our major environmental groups,
the Audubon Society. I suspect that not even in the farthest-out fringes
of the alternative-energy movement is there anyone who thinks that
the Audubon Society is in the pay of Mobil Oil or the sinister
nuclear-energy tycoons.

Of course, the renewable-energy technologies that the National
Science Foundation’s report urges us to regard with such caution are
currently on the back burner anyway. Several virtually simultaneous

[Amazing Stories, July 1983]
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about gone; natural gas will last a little longer, but not much. At a cost
of billions of dollars the power companies converted their plants away
from oil and gas to reduce our national dependence on imported
energy sources. (They converted them to—coal.)

It hardly makes sense to convert all those plants back to oil, and
deliver ourselves again into OPEC'’s hands, or to return to natural gas
when our remaining supply is probably good for no more than
another few decades. But the demand for electrical power is great, and
growing at three or four percent a year nationally. Those shiny new
computers and television sets and stereos around the house don’t run
on batteries, after all.

What other sources of electricity are there? Well, there’s hydro-
electric generation—but our available hydro sources are pretty well
developed already. Solar power? It has its appeal, but its range is
limited: it works fine for suburban houses in sun-belt states, but it
doesn’t seem really practical just yet for supplying power in any
quantity to large northern cities. Burning of garbage and other exotic
fuels? Again, a small-scale solution. Atomic fusion? The technology
isn’t in place yet, and won’t be for at least twenty years. Beaming
power down from L5 satellites? Ditto.

Of course, there’s nuclear power....

We get something like 13 percent of our electricity from nuclear
power plants right now, from 76 nuclear plants. (In Europe the figure
is 25%. In Japan, which has no fossil fuels of its own, it’s even higher.)
Without those reactors in service, we’'d either be dumping much
greater quantities of coal-caused pollution into the air or we'd be
buying hundreds of billions of dollars more of OPEC oil. Nuclear
power plants are clean. They do virtually no environmental damage.
No filthy coal-heaps, no belching smokestacks. (The dams by which
“clean” hydroelectric energy is created cause immense backups of silt
that eventually choke the rivers they harness.) They cost less to
operate than fossil-fuel plants. (Or they used to, before government
regulations strangled them.) And they are safe. There have been no
meltdowns, no explosions, no significant releases of radiation from
any nuclear power plant, not even during the notorious Three Mile
River accident. At Three Mile River, there was much fear of radiation
release, but not much really did get loose. Coal-burning, by the way,
actually does release a certain amount of radioactivity. And mining
coal kills people. On the day of the Three Mile Island event—which
caused zero fatalities—half a dozen coal miners were killed in a mine
accident in the same state. In the general hysteria their fates were
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construction, nuclear power is an uncontroversial issue. The Canadi-
ans, who use a heavy-water reactor of their own design that is
apparently the most efficient in the world, are preparing to take
advantage of our chaos by selling some of their surplus nuclear-gen-
erated energy to us. Already, a nuclear plant in the province of New
Brunswick ships a third of its power to the New England states. Since
New England is a center of anti-nuclear phobia here but desperately
needs new sources of energy, the obliging Canadians are getting ready
to build another nuclear plant to supply us. Under a long-term
contract, we will spend billions to buy electricity from Canada
through the 1990s—paying for the plant several times over in power
purchases alone, a nice deal for Canada and a very dumb one for us.

Our turning away from nuclear power is, so it seems to me, part
of a general abdication from technological leadership that is likely to
have ghastly consequences for the United States in the century to
come. Except in the area of computer technology—where, for the
moment, we are leading the way—we have become a nation of mere
consumers, blandly importing the superior products of other nations.
The Japanese make our television sets and tape recorders, and most
of our cars (except for the deluxe ones, which come from Germany.)
Our cameras, our phonograph records, our precision instruments, all
come mainly from overseas. Americans invented the television set, the
automobile, the phonograph. Other people have improved on our
pioneering designs. We invented the nuclear power plant, too. (And
the atomic bomb, for that matter.) If a time ever comes when we
overcome our fear of nuclear reactors and try to re-establish a nuclear
industry here, we will probably have to hire Japanese or French
technicians to build the plants for us. “We’ve certainly fallen behind
in the front end,” says Harvey Brooks of Harvard, chairman of the
Commitee on Nuclear and Alternative Energy Sources. “New design,
thinking about the future has practically disappeared.” From George
Keyworth 2nd, President Reagan’s science advisor, comes this warn-
ing: “We're going to find our nation’s capacity for industrial growth
choked—and choked at a time when our foreign competitors, who
don't face the kinds of hurdles in developing nuclear energy that we
do, will be more than happy to pick up the slack.” Dr. Alvin Weinberg
of the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in Tennessee puts it more
succinctly: “Giving up on nuclear energy is insane.”

Insane? What about the China Syndrome? What about the radia-
tion leaks? What about waste disposal? What about the theft of
fissionable nuclear materials by terrorists?
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as it drops below the horizon. Usually it covers about ten seconds of
arc—the same apparent width as a one-inch ribbon seen at a distance
of 1500 feet—and, Father O’Connell noted, it is not necessarily always
green. “Sometimes it is blue, or turns from green to blue,” he wrote.
“Sometimes it is even violet. On rare occasion it appears while the
whole disk of the sun is still above the horizon, and then there may
be a red flash at the bottom of the disk as well as a green or blue one
at the top.” The flash may be seen at sunrise, too, usually green,
occasionally blue or violet.

The sunrise flash was described in the authoritative journal
Nature as far back as 1899 by none other than the great physicist Lord
Kelvin, discoverer of the second law of thermodynamics. Kelvin had
seen the green sunset flash about 1893, and over the next five or six
years often searched for its counterpart of the dawn, finding it finally
on a trip to the Alps. “I....resolved to watch an hour till sunrise,” he
reported, “and was amply rewarded by all the splendors I saw....In an
instant [ saw a blue light against the sky on the southern profile of
Mont Blanc; which, in less than the one twentieth of a second became
dazzlingly white.”

Despite Kelvin's impressive testimony, many scientists continued
to regard the flash as apocryphal folklore, or else as some trick of the
eyes. The difficulties photographers had for decades in capturing it
on color film added to the general skepticism. (“The real trouble,”
Father O’Connell tells us, “is simply that the focal length of their
camera lens is too short to form a visible image of the narrow band of
color. For example, in a 35-millimeter camera with a lens five centi-
meters in focal length the image of a normal green flash would be only
.005 millimeter wide, much too narrow to be recorded on the film.")
But with the aid of the Kodak Research Laboratories and a 16-inch
Zeiss the scientists at the Vatican Observatory were able to make
satisfactory photographs of the green flash in the late 1950s, and
thereafter its existence could no longer be doubted.

It is caused by the refracting or bending of the sun’s light as it
enters the atmosphere. The amount of refraction depends on the
wavelength of the light, shorter waves being bent more than longer
ones. This produces a spectrum, with the red wavelengths at one end
and the violet ones at the other. The lower the sun, the greater the
thickness of air through which its light must pass on the way to our
eyes, and so the refraction effect is greatest at sunrise and sunset.

If we had exceedingly precise vision, we would be able to see the
colors of the spectrum disappearing in an orderly progression as the
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of the Bible were made-up myths just like the tales of Odin and Zeus,
every bit as entertaining and every bit as fictional.)

And, like Isaac, I too have studied many religions deeply—always
as an outsider, in my case partly out of a love of scholarship and partly
in an attempt to understand why religion has no hold on my soul.
This curiosity and this bewilderment both have played central roles
in my fiction. Again and again, the characters of my novels have gone
on quests for some sort of understanding of the supernatural, of the
transcendental. Sometimes they plunge eagerly into what they find;
sometimes they turn in horror away from it. I made my most explicit
statement of these problems, I suppose, in two novels written back to
back (The Face of the Waters, 1991, and Kingdoms of the Wall, 1993),
in which my protagonists come to diametrically opposed conclusions:
the hero of Face of the Waters ultimately surrenders himself to meta-
physical engulfment, whereas the narrator of Kingdoms of the Wall
goes in search of his gods, finds them in the most literal way, and is
not pleased by what he discovers.

In the course of pondering these matters and writing these
books, I've amassed a considerable library of works on religious
subjects. Which leads me to the book I want to discuss today—a book
1 didn’t even remember that 1 owned, until 1 stumbled on it inadver-
tently while looking for something else entirely. It's an obscure and
very probably now hard to find work that provides, in a charming way,
an example of what both Isaac and 1 found so fascinating and so
personally off-putting about the phenomenon of religious belief.

1 speak of Manfred Lurker’s Dictionary of Gods and Goddesses,
Devils and Demons, a book published originally in Germany in 1984,
and in English in 1987 by the firm of Routledge & Kegan Paul. It is
precisely what its title says it to be: 394 pages of alphabetical listings
of the gods and demons that mankind has managed to imagine for
itself (or to discover, let us concede, through divine revelation),
beginning with Aatxe and ending with Zu. This is followed by an
appendix listing the various gods by their functions and spheres of
competence (divine messengers, mother goddesses, gods of death,
etc.) and a second appendix arranging them by their physical attri-
butes (panther-gods, pig-gods, snail-gods) and other defining charac-
teristics of appearance.

For the would-be fantasy or science-fiction writer, it’s a wonder-
ful compendium of imaginative imagery and wild philosophical con-
ceptualization. For the unbeliever, the Isaac Asimov or the Robert
Silverberg, it’s also a profoundly sobering reminder of what we see as
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The Voyager Photos

've been looking back over the results of the epic journey of the

Voyager spaceships through the Solar System lately, and I've been
reading a little science fiction, and the juxtaposition doesn’t give me
a good feeling about the reach and sweep of the science-fictional
imagination.

What 1 see, on the one hand, is the sheer strangeness of the
information about the moons and planets of our astronomical neigh-
bors that the two Voyagers sent back during that phenomenal decade-
long cruise to Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. And what 1 see
on the other hand is the downright ordinariness of the planets that
science-fiction writers tend to concoct.

It’s pretty dismaying to look at the Voyager pictures, and then to
pick up a novel by my esteemed colleague X or Y or Z. What Voyager
told us is that the Solar System is a damned weird place. What X and
Y and Z seem to be telling us is that someday we’ll be traveling to other
planets of other stars which will be just about as dissimilar to our
Earth as Chicago is to Brooklyn, no more, no less. Their characters
get off the interstellar spaceliner—which is like a Boeing 747, only a
little bigger—and step out into a spaceport much like O’Hare Airport
or Los Angeles International or John F. Kennedy—and then they hop
into a taxi and onto a freeway and off they go to town. Where they
check into the galactic equivalent of the Hilton and take a nice
refreshing shower before setting out in search of their next dazzling
adventure.

Whereas the Solar System, as reported to us by Voyager—

Just consider this stuff a moment.

Even before Voyager 1's 1979 visit, we knew how weird Jupiter is:
a ferocious maelstrom of whirling gases, with an eerie red spot bigger
than Earth on its flank and lightning crackling perpetually around it.
Poul Anderson brought Jupiter vividly to life for us a generation ago
in his classic story “Call Me Joe.”

But who ever imagined that the moons of Jupiter would be
anything like what they turned out to be?

Voyager showed us the surface of lo: not the expected pockmark-
ing of craters, but a relatively smooth land of brilliant white patches
alternating with mottled areas of red and yellow and orange. A
Voyager scientist, seeing the first close-up pictures, said that lo looked
like a pizza. The red areas were found to be sulfur dust. To everyone’s

[Amazing Stories, September 1991]
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the solar system at -391° Fahrenheit. Triton was sealed in ice as hard
as stone, but volcanic activity was going on somewhere within, for
signs of eruption could be seen—volcanoes hurling geysers of ice five
miles high!

1 was at Pasadena’s Jet Propulsion Labs, along with many other
science-fiction writers, for most of the Voyager excitement. Hours
would pass without event: then some new picture of an alien moon
would appear on the screen, and we would stare at it in confusion and
wonder, and after a while would come word that the scientists in the
back rooms at JPL were just as puzzled as we were. It was an
experience to be repeated again and again: mystery upon mystery,
startlement upon startlement.

How different it all is in the science-fiction novels. We talk glibly
of “Earth-type” planets, so that we and our readers can enjoy the
convenience of running around on “alien” worlds without any of the
awkwardness of life-support gear. But all these “Earth-type” worlds are
no more than little exotic pieces of Earth generalized up to planetary
size. Arabia becomes a desert world; the Amazon basin becomes a
steaming tropical world; Antarctica becomes an ice-world; New York
or Los Angeles or New Orleans become the models for “alien” cities.
True invention—true strangeness—is a rare commodity indeed.

The Voyager photographs told us that our own little solar system
is a place of amazing oddity. The many moons of the outer planets
proved to be very little like our own moon and not at all as they were
expected to be. In inventing alien planets, should we not try to be at
least as resourceful? Think of Hal Clement’s famous novel, Mission of
Gravity—how many of our invented worlds show the fantastic ingenu-
ity of that one, where gravity itself varied in intensity with latitude?

But perhaps it's not possible, not if we want anyone to read our
books. A little alienness goes a long way, it seems: make the landscape
too strange and it steals the show from plot and character. And plot
and character—especially plot—are the items that hold reader atten-
tion, however much we of the s-f world like to think they come to our
work for the intellectual stimulation of confronting the unfamiliar. So
the novels pour forth, set on galactic equivalents of Texas or California
or New York. All the same, looking at the marvelous Voyager scenes,
I feel a need to work harder at creating plausible strangeness. An alien
landscape should be alien.

Of course, there’s one built-in limitation that even the best of us
has to struggle under. We're mere mortals, with finite powers of
creation. All we can do is reassemble familiar patterns into somewhat
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swirls of bright fluffiness at the ends of the long columnar structures
are in reality gigantic stars seen in the moment of their coming into
being, or that we are peering back seven thousand years in time to
watch those stars being born, or that the three columns themselves,
hardly longer than my fingers in the photograph, are colossi of
unimaginable size. (What does “six trillion miles” mean to us, really,
except “very very big?”)

I suppose it’s the compression of six-trillion-mile long objects
into a single photograph that stirred the most immediate surge of
wonderment in me when 1 opened the newspaper that morning. But
on some reflection I realized that what astonished me most was that
the picture had been taken at all—done at the behest of ordinary
mortals right here on Earth in the year 1995. That's only some 160
years since Michael Faraday discovered the principles of the electric
dynamo, 101 years since Guglielmo Marconi managed to send radio
signals across a distance as great as a mile and a half, 92 years since
Orville and Wilbur Wright made their first wobbly little airplane
flight at Kitty Hawk. And just 38 years since human beings succeeded
in launching the first artificial space satellite—the Soviet Union’s tiny
Sputnik 1. Whatever its other flaws may be, a species that can manage
to traverse a course in less than two centuries that carries it from its
first uncertain generation of electricity and its earliest crude experi-
ments with flight to the taking of pictures (from a camera parked in
space) of the birth process of stars seven thousand light-years away
has to be regarded as a non-trivial kind of species. We make a lot of
messes on this planet, but we are an intelligent life-form even so.

The particular life-form who brought these flabbergasting photos
into being was Dr. Jeff Hester, an astronomer at Arizona State Univer-
sity, who worked in association with Paul Scowen, a postdoctoral
fellow there. At the time of the pictures’ release Dr. Hester explained
that what we are looking at in them is a group of immense and
relatively dense clouds of hydrogen gas. (In the photographs they
seem like solid rock outcroppings, or perhaps like great thunderheads
against the sky, but in actuality they are dense only in comparison
with the virtual vacuum about them,; their thickest portions, accord-
ing to Dr. Hester, are less than a trillionth as dense as the atmosphere
of Earth.) These clouds are undergoing bombardment by intense
ultraviolet radiation coming from big stars in their vicinity. This
radiation is causing the gas that makes up the huge pillars to boil
away, a process that exposes even denser masses of gas within the
column.
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It is within these inner masses that the genesis of stars takes
place. Dr. Hester likens the erosive effect of the ultraviolet radiation
to that caused by high winds scouring across a desert, sweeping away
sand and laying bare the boulders that had been buried within it. The
hidden globules of dense gaseous matter have already begun to
collapse of their own weight, setting into operation the process of star
formation. As these globules begin to stand out as a result of the
impact of the ultraviolet radiation, and then themselves start to
evaporate, the nascent stars inside them are gradually revealed.

“In some ways it seems more like archaeology than astronomy,”
Dr. Hester says. “The ultraviolet light from nearby stars does the
digging for us, and we study what is unearthed.” Hester, who can be
dazzlingly quick to shift metaphors, tells us that the globule at the
stage when the newborn star first becomes visible “looks something
like an ice cream cone, with a newly uncovered star playing the role
of the cherry on top.”

After a time, the dense globules are connected to the mother
cloud by nothing more than thin bridges of gas, and the young stars
can be seen at the ends of stalks protruding from the cloud masses
that spawned them. As the evaporative process continues, the new
stars eventually become completely isolated from the surrounding
gas clouds, and the clouds themselves ultimately evaporate altogether.
(Hester could not resist giving the star-generating cloud globules the
name of EGGs, “evaporating gas globules.”)

This is not the only process by which stars are born, nor the only
one that the orbiting Hubble telescope has photographed since its
launching in 1990. The evaporative effect caused by the ultra-violet
output of the neighboring stars is hastening the emergence of the
Eagle Nebula stars from their cloud matrix, so that it is unlikely that
planets will form around them. Elsewhere, where the ultraviolet factor
is not present, newborn stars remain in their formative cloud masses
a much longer time, continuing to grow until their own radiation and
other dynamic processes frees them from the surrounding gas.

The 94-inch Hubble, which began its career in space under
something of a cloud itself (after having been put in orbit, it needed
a tweaking by shuttle-borne astronauts to correct a focusing problem)
promises to inundate us with wonders in the remaining ten or twenty
years of its probable time in orbit. A few months after the flabbergast-
ing Serpens photographs came the even more flabbergasting an-
nouncement at the American Astronomical Association convention in
San Antonio, Texas, that the Hubble, when aimed over a twelve-day
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know about dinosaurs, fooled around with a microscope, and knew
the names of all the kings of England in order. (I think I still
remember them.) Somewhere around that time I began writing short
stories too. I was small, untidy, and very free with my opinions. I must
have been an enormous pain in the neck. (The world will never know
how many potential science-fiction writers were strangled or pushed
off the tops of tall buildings in childhood by irate classmates or
enraged siblings. But 1 was quick enough and agile enough to elude
my classmates, and I didn’t have to worry about siblings, thank God,
which is why I survived and was able to bring you all those wonderful
books and stories.)

The one thing I didn't do when I was busy being a child
prodigy was read science fiction. That came later, when [ was 10 or
11. Instead, I read things like Henrik Van Loon’s The Story of Man-
kind and Charles and Mary Lamb's Tales from Shakespeare, and A.
Hyatt Verrill’s Great Conquerors of South and Central America. For my
fiction 1 tended at first toward books like Huckleberry Finn and
Penrod and Tom Sawyer.

But 1 also had an insatiable appetite for stranger things. I virtually
committed Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass to
memory. | read Gulliver’s Travels, not for political satire but for the
exotic civilizations it depicted. I read The Hobbit, a decade before Lord
of the Rings was published. The Dr. Doolittle books, the tales of George
MacDonald, Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, and such
escapist stuff—1 couldn’t get enough of it. I was eight, nine, ten years
old. (My copy of the Modern Library Lewis Carroll, 1,293 pages long
and many times to be read end to end, bears an inscription from my
father dated two months before my eighth birthday: “This reminds me
of you—a little jabber-wacky.” I had just entered the fourth grade.) 1
read fairy tales galore. 1 gobbled books of mythology, mainly retellings
of the Greek and Norse myths, but such esoterica as the Persian Book
of Kings as well, and the Thousand and One Nights in a translation— Sir
Richard Burton’s—far less expurgated than my parents could have
suspected.

Oddly, it never occurred to me, avidly reading and rereading the
adventures of Theseus or Thor or Kaikhosro and searching for more
of the same, that what I was looking for was fantasy. Not ordinarily
boyish fantasy (“Let’s build a raft and go down the Mississippi”) but
something spectacular and flamboyant, with frost-giants in it and
Scylla and Charybdis and Valhalla and the Nibelungen and dragons
and heroes. 1 didn’t then know, or didn’t care that all those things



Robert Silverberg 145

could be categorized as fantasy. But 1 knew what 1 wanted, and I found
it with singleminded zeal, hauling books home from the library every
Saturday and finishing every one before next week’s trip.

And though I read such books as 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea or
H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine or Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee at
King Arthur’s Court, I certainly had no idea that those books belonged
to that branch of fantasy known as science fiction. In fact, that was
the sort of fantasy I preferred— the kind that might almost have been
real, except that it was built around a fantastic premise. Since I was
definitely science-oriented, trying to decide whether I'd be a botanist
or a paleontologist when I grew up, but also had a distinct taste for
imaginative fantasies, the chances are good that I'd have jumped at
the science-fiction magazines of the wartime era if I had only known
they existed. Something called “science fiction” (and 1 would have put
the accent on science then) unquestionably would have appealed to
me right away.

But the term wasn’t all that commonly used, back then in the
1940’s. The New York Public Library classified science-fiction books
under the uninviting and vaguely disreputable-sounding heading,
“Pseudoscientific Literature.” There were eight or nine science-fiction
magazines in those days, but with one exception they were flashy-
looking, trashy-looking pulp magazines with names like Startling
Stories and Thrilling Wonder Stories. A serious little boy like me wasn’t
likely to seek out magazines with names like that, nor did anyone
happen to leave them where 1 might find them accidentally. (The only
magazine with “science-fiction” in its title was also the only one that
didn’t look like a garish pulp magazine: John Campbell’s austere,
dignified Astounding Science Fiction. Perhaps I would have wrinkled up
my nose at that astounding in the title, or perhaps I would have tried
an issue and found the stories too abstruse for my 10-year-old mind.
But I simply didn’t run across any copies.)

Then 1 did stumble upon science fiction that was plainly labeled
as science fiction. 1 think I was eleven, maybe twelve; and after that
everything was permanently changed for me.

Since one of the purposes of this book is to reprint the stories
that helped shape me into the writer I was to become, I wish I could
include in it the entire contents of the first five or six s-f books 1
discovered. Their impact on me was overwhelming I can still taste
and feel the extraordinary sensations they awakened in me: it was a
physiological thing, a distinct excitement, a certain metabolic quick-
ening at the mere thought of handling them, let alone reading them.
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It must be like that for every new reader—apocalyptic thunderbolts
and eerie unfamiliar music accompanying you as you lurch and
stagger, awed and shaken, into a bewildering new world of images
and ideas, which is exactly the place you've been hoping to find all
your life. A different set of stories, of course, provides that moment
of apocalypse for each neophyte. The ones that struck my spirit
with such stunning force at that first moment of revelation might
seem hopelessly old hat to today’s readers, which is one reason why
1 am not filling this book with them. But this I do know, that every
day of the week someone who has never read science fiction comes
upon an odd-looking book—one of mine, perhaps, or one of
Asimov’s, or one by some cluck of a writer whom any knowledge-
able reader would scorn—and opens it not knowing what to expect,
and reads, and reads on, and reads through the night, and is forever
transformed.

For me it was Donald A Wollheim’s Pocket Book of Science
Fiction that did the trick—the first of all paperback s-f anthologies,
published in 1943 and discovered by me in the public library three
or four years later. In it I found Theodore Sturgeon’s “Microcosmic
God” and Stribling’s “Green Splotches” and Heinlein's “—And He
Built a Crooked House” and above all Weinbaum’s “A Martian Od-
yssey,” and H.G. Wells was there too, and Don A. Stuart, and John
Collier.

From there it was on to Wollheim’s Portable Novels of Science,
which I remember buying at Macy’s when I was twelve. This was even
a deeper, stronger dose: an incurable infection, in fact. For here was
John Taine’s Before the Dawn, which spoke to my boyhood passion for
dinosaurs, and here was Wells’ quaint and charming First Men in the
Moon, and here too was H.P. Lovecraft’s powerful The Shadow out of
Time, which I will remember always for a single chapter, the fourth, in
which Lovecraft showed me giant alien beings moving about in a
weird library full of “horrible annals of other worlds and other
universes, and of stirrings of formless life outside of all universes.
There were records of strange orders of beings which had peopled the
world in forgotten pasts, and frightful chronicles of grotesque-bodied
intelligences which would people it millions of years after the death
of the last human being,”

Iwanted desperately to explore that library myself. I knew I could
not; I would know no more of the furry prehuman Hyperborean
worshippers of Tsathoggua and the wholly abominable Tcho-Tchos
than Lovecraft chose to tell me, nor would 1 talk with the mind of
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stroyed”]? You see—well, never mind. I was only a little kid. You think
Heinlein did any better when he was 12?)

Looking at “The Last Days of Saturn” now, I see that one of the
real problems with it was that my antiquarian urges had led me to use
the wrong models. I hadn’t read much contemporary science fiction—
indeed, not much contemporary fiction at all. H.G. Wells’ First Men
in the Moon, which surely provided me with the inspiration for
silverite, dated from 1901. Wells was a splendid storyteller, but the
fictional conventions of 1901 allowed a writer to halt a story at any
point for lengthy expository passages. Neither Lovecraft, Taine, nor
Stapledon, the other authors in Portable Novels of Science, minded
expository passages either. They weren’t writing for pulp magazines.
Neither was 1. So I wrote a story that was virtually all expository
passages. There were about ten lines of dialog, and even they were
basically expository. (“ ‘Dr. Neil—he’s just collapsed.” ‘No wonder. His
brother was up there in that crumbling hell.’ ") The rest is stolid,
cheerfully stodgy narrative. (“I was impressed with a will to live longer
than they did, even for a primitive feeling of satisfaction. We devised
a clever scheme for beating them in hand-to-hand combat: we put on
hobnailed boots. Since they were balloon-like, filled with that green-
ish fluid, a puncture would kill them....”)

If T had taken a closer look at the stories I was reading in the
issues of Amazing and Super-Science Stories that 1 had lately begun
buying, or those in such anthologies as Adventures in Time and Space,
I might have noticed that contemporary s-f writers tended to open
their stories with a dramatic situation, which they went on to develop
through action, dialog, and (to some degree) the interplay of charac-
ter, until the story reached a climax and a resolution. Maybe 1 did
notice that, and simply decided it was too hard to do. But I was also
rooting around in dusty secondhand shops and acquiring antique,
even antediluvian s-f magazines, such as Science Wonder Stories from
1929 and Amazing Stories from 1932. Those magazines were full of
fiction cast in the form of Reports of this or that futuristic Council and
set in the Year of Science 3012, or its equivalent. The primitive
technique of many of the authors didn’t include such frills as the
ability to create character or write dialog,

1 didn’t notice, 1 guess, that that school of fiction was obsolete.
No one told me that the editors of the early science-fiction magazines
had found it necessary to rely for their material largely on hobbyists
with humpty-dumpty narrative skills; the true storytellers were off
writing for the other pulp magazines, knocking out westerns or
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adventure tales with half the effort for twice the pay. So my early
attempts at science fiction were imitative of something that hadn’t had
much craftsmanship or vitality behind it in the first place. No wonder
they were so awful.

That didn't stop me from sending them to the s-f magazines of
the day. I don’t know if I actually submitted “The Last Days of Saturn”
anywhere—1 hope not—but within a year or so I certainly was sending
some stories out, because I have the rejection slips to prove it. On July
18, 1949, for example, kindly Sam Merwin of Startling and Thrilling
Wonder let me know that “Beneath the Ashes”—my sequel to “Last
Days of Saturn”—had been “found not quite suitable for any of our
science-fiction magazines.” He was holding the manuscript for my
pickup. (I didn’t even have enough sense to include return postage.)
About the same month I got a printed form from Street & Smith
Publications, which put out Astounding, thanking me for the opportu-
nity of examining the enclosed material, and regretting that they
could not make use of it at this time.

Probably rejection slips of that sort are still in use by magazines
today. 1 still get stories turned down by editors occasionally, you know,
and so does every other well-known science-fiction writer I can think
of—if God were a science-fiction writer, He’d get rejected once in a
while too, editors being what they are—but of course 1 get tactful,
apologetic letters now, not impersonal notes or printed forms. That’s
only to be expected, a courtesy extended to a veteran professional
writer. The heartening thing about my early career, though, was that
1 stopped getting the printed forms, and began getting encouraging
little letters, by the time I was seventeen or so. I still wasn’t ready for
professional publication. But I was learning fast, and the editors could
see the speed of my progress. However it may seem to a beginner,
most editors really want to help new writers get started. All they ask
of them is that they learn how to produce something that’s better than
“The Last Days of Saturn.” Which I did, way back when, and quickly.
I have always been a quick learner.

At the time of “The Last Days of Saturn” I still had no notion of
making my livelihood by writing. Such vocational ambitions as I had,
age 12, were directed vaguely toward the sciences. Somehow my
parents had detected the truth even before I knew it, though, and
communicated it to one of my teachers. One day in an eighth-grade
class we had a vocational-guidance session, during the course of
which that teacher said to me, “I understand from your parents that
you're thinking of becoming a writer.”
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whatever. The last contact 1 had with him was in 1950, and I have no
idea what became of him after that.

He was, in 1949, publishing a neatly mimeographed avant-garde
magazine called Catalyst in association with another American whom
he had met in Mexico. Somehow it was mentioned in a column in
Amazing Stories and 1 sent for it. What I got was far beyond my barely
adolescent level of comprehension, a magazine that quoted St. Augus-
tine and Lewis Mumford, ran essays on Spengler and Toynbee, and
published poems, some of which didn’t rhyme. It also included a
fantasy story by Clif Bennett. I responded with a letter of comment—
I'd love to know what 1 said—and with great chutzpah sent along
some of my own stories.

Clif Bennett’s reply has vanished somewhere in the archives, and
1 don’t expect to see it again. But the operative sentence that survives
in my memory from our brief correspondence went something like
this, and 1 think my recollection of it must be 95 percent accurate:

“Thanks for your stories. You plots are excellent, but somewhat
underfurnished. I recommend you read Thomas Uzzell's Narrative
Technique.”

My plots were excellent! Look, Clif Bennett said so! But “some-
what underfurnished.” What did that mean? Short of dialog? Short on
action? What is a plot, anyway? Is that the same thing as a story? How
can I find out? Why, by reading this Thomas Uzzell book, Narrative
Technique. Of course! Technique! That's what I need to know: the way
it's done. The secret of writing fiction. The mysterious secret that
makes stories by Heinlein or Lewis Padgett or AE. van Vogt so
wonderfully engrossing. The secret that obviously I don’t know, which
is why my stories get sent back by the magazines, with printed
rejection forms.

I ran off to the public library and behold! There was Thomas
Uzzell's Narrative Technique, which I checked out and brought home
and read in a feverish frenzy ot rising bewilderment.

I don’t have a copy of it today. I couldn’t have afforded to buy my
own in 1949 and by the time I could, it would have had purely
sentimental value for me. Probably it went out of print long ago. So
my recollection of what I found in it is pretty hazy; but what I do recall
is the terror that it inspired in me. Writing stories was far more
complicated than I ever suspected. It wasn’t just a matter of thinking
up some far-out idea (“Meteors are pulling the rings of Saturn apart,
and the whole planet is breaking up”) and describing its effect on a
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lives in a world where romance is dead, and he hates that, so he goes
out trying to stir up a little, and attacks windmills that he thinks are
evil giants. Conflict. Strife. Opposition of needs. If it isn't there,
there’s no story. Homer knew that almost three thousand years ago.
Shakespeare knew it. Robert A. Heinlein knows it.

Uzzell told me much more than that—more, really, than I could
absorb or handle. Character, for example, has to be integrated with
plot. People get into conflict because they are the sort of people they
are; they deal with conflicts in a way that illustrates their individual
characters, and they resolve them in a way unique to their own
character traits. Hamlet, who had a murder mystery to solve and a
kingdom to inherit, was an indecisive man; Odysseus was wily; Lear
was impulsive and rash. So was poor Oedipus, who got himself into a
terrible mess because he struck first and stopped to think afterward.
They weren’t anonymous, interchangeable beings like my explorers
of Saturn. Put Hamlet in King Lear’s position and you'd get a very
different story indeed. Odysseus, faced with Oedipus’ problems,
would certainly have found a more effective way to deal with them.
(Hmmm. “Hamlet and His Daughters,” by Robert Silverberg.
“Odysseus and Jocasta.” Might be worth fooling around with. Let’s
see...“Othello in Capetown.”)

Uzzell's strictures on the role of character development in fiction
plunged me into gloom. It wasn’t enough to put a professor, a brave
newspaper reporter, and the professor’s beautiful daughter together in
the time machine, the way they used to do it in 1931. Somehow 1
would have to give my characters individual traits—make them seem
like real people, that is—and make the outcome of my story depend
on the nature of those traits. That is so much a part of my method
now—of any writer’s method—that I've scarcely thought about it
consciously in decades. But to me in 1949 it seemed like an impossi-
ble juggling-trick.

Then there was stuff about the proportions of dialog to exposi-
tion, about finding the right starting-point for a story, about building
suspense, about point of view—well, I don’t know. There was a lot of
it, and it was all intimidating. I don’t recall it in detail, but I know what
had to have been there, even though it’s close to forty years since 1 last
looked at Uzzell's book. A three-hundred-page book on narrative
technique had to be full of matters bound to be bewildering to a
fledgling writer like me, no matter how clever.

And then there was the homework. I'm pretty sure that each
chapter ended with a long list of exercises 1 was supposed to do,
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writing little character descriptions and making up story situations
and working out an unfinished plot outline. I'm utterly certain that I
put the book aside with a sinking feeling in my stomach. The art of
fiction seemed as complicated and difficult to master as the art of
brain surgery, and plainly, you had to learn all the rules before editors
would let you through the door. Violate even one of Uzzell’s com-
mandments and it would be immediately apparent to any editor that
the manuscript before him was the work of an incompetent. This was
how I proposed to earn my living? I felt I could no more manage to
write a proper story than I could walk on water.

There obviously were people who could write proper stories—
Heinlein, Asimov, Henry Kuttner, Jack Williamson, and dozens more
in the science-fiction world alone. They, so it seemed to me, were the
elect. They were the ones who had been admitted to the sanctuary,
while 1 stood on the outside glumly peering in. Why? 1 had thought
it was because they knew some special secret, some fundamental trick
of the trade, that was unavailable to me. But no, that wasn't it: here
were all the secrets laid out in Thomas Uzzell’s book for anyone to
see. What you needed, I realized, was the ability to make use of the
secrets. Anybody could tell you the secret of hitting a home run in
Yankee Stadium: you wait until the precise moment when the ball is
approaching the plate, and you step into it and whip your wrists
around and hit it as hard as you can. Fine. But Joe DiMaggio could do
it and I couldn’t, and no matter how many books on batting tech-
nique 1 studied 1 wasn’t ever going to hit the ball out of Yankee
Stadium, because 1 didn't have the right muscles, the right reflexes,
the right timing, You had to be born with those things, I supposed.
You couldn’t be a DiMaggio, or a Caruso, or a Picasso, or a Shakes-
peare, just by wanting to be, or by taking courses in technique. You
had to be born with something extra, something special. The people
whose stories I loved in the magazines and anthologies had been born
knowing the secrets of storytelling already—the Secret, as I thought of
it. Obviously, I hadn’t been. If I had, I wouldn’t find all of Uzzell’s stuff
about plot and point of view and characterization so intimidating. I'd
know. Homer hadn't read any books on narrative technique.

(In fact 1 was both right and wrong. Any special skill requires
certain innate abilities and the mastery of some degree of technique,
but that doesn’t mean that it can be practiced only by those whom the
gods favor. All it takes to hit a baseball is reasonably good physical
coordination and the willingness to learn how to swing a bat. Becom-
ing a major-league player requires a considerably higher level of
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innate physical ability plus a considerably more intense study of the
technique of the game; but there have been plenty of players with
mediocre physical skills who overcame that drawback by dedicated
work and study. The same is true in painting, in singing, in writing,
or anything else. Some people are born with special advantages—keen
vision, or perfect pitch, or an unusually retentive memory—and they
have head starts as a result, in certain fields; but those who lack such
advantages can nevertheless achieve noteworthy things, unless some
outright insuperable handicap interferes. There are those who find
reading difficult or boring, and they are not likely to be successful as
writers; but anyone with normal verbal skills who is willing to study
the craft of fiction ought to be able to write an acceptable story. To
reach the level of Shakespeare—or Caruso, or Picasso, of DiMaggio—
is a different matter. They really must have been born with something
extra. But achievement of their kind is very rare. Good as they were,
the science-fiction writers who were my boyhood heroes were all of
sub-Shakespearean caliber, nor had they emerged from their cradles
fully equipped to write memorable fiction. What I didn’t let myself
see, in that moment of adolescence despair, was that hard work rather
than superior genetic endowment is the basic component of most
writers’ success. Maybe that was something I didn’t want to see, just
then.)

I gave up the fantasy of becoming a professional writer. I guess 1
was fourteen or fifteen when 1 decided that it was a hopeless dream.
All my stories were being rejected by the editors and now I had
managed to convince myself that successful writers were born, not
made. Either you had the right stuff or you didn’t, and plainly, I didn’t.

Still, if T could only sell one story, what a glorious thing that would
be! How they would admire me at school when word got around that
there was a story by me in the latest issue of some gaudy pulp
magazine! It wouldn’t be a great story—only the favorites of the gods
had the knack of writing those, I now believed—but it would at least
have been a publishable one. My best shot might just meet the
minimal requirements. It wouldn’t match Kuttner. It wouldn't equal
Heinlein. 1 was pretty certain that I never could achieve that, and
certainly not at the age of fifteen. But once the first spell of despair
was past, | resolved to go on trying, at least until I had managed to
sell one humble little piece of fiction. It seemed overwhelmingly
difficult but not fundamentally impossible. If I kept on swinging the
bat, I told myself, I might eventually hit the ball as far as the front row
of seats, maybe. Maybe.
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dialog reveals character, and revealing character is part of building the
unfolding story. But the dialog must be seen as an essential structural
unit, not a decoration. The best writers handle dialog in such a way
that it simultaneously illuminates character, provides needed infor-
mation, and advances the plot, with not a word going to waste. You
can, naturally, waste plenty of words and still get published. A science-
fiction novel I recall from the early 1980’s was absolutely bubbling
with needless dialog (“Thank you, Doctor. You've told us what we
need to know. I'm sorry we took so much of your time. I'm sure you're
doing your best.”) and not only got published but won the Hugo and
Nebula awards. It was a book of many worthy aspects, which is why
it won awards, but effective dialog was not one of them. Still, pattern-
ing your work after horrible examples is no way to master a craft. 1
still think that the role of dialog is to move the story along, and not
just to vary the typography of the page by sprinkling it with quotation
marks.

Actually, I see by looking through my primitive early stories that
I had already figured that much out, at least unconsciously. But I
didn’t know that I had figured it out, which is why it came as such a
surprise to me when I saw someone else state it explicitly. A lot of
narrative technique is actually something that you figure out uncon-
sciously as you absorb other people’s narratives; later you may con-
sciously codify a set of rules, and later on you internalize them again
so that they operate without your having to stop to think about them.
At that point you're a professional writer.

Though 1 had made that lone five-dollar sale, 1 certainly didn’t
think of myself as a professional writer in 1951. My stories now had
begun to look much more like the ones I saw in the magazines, but 1
didn’t even come close to selling one, and the idea that I would
someday break through into the ranks of the published was once
again beginning to seem unrealistic to me. And now there were more
immediate challenges to deal with, such as getting used to my new
almost-adult body, and girls, and applying for college. For the next
year, perhaps a year and a half, I did little or no writing, But on some
level 1 refused to give up; and all during 1952—my first year of
college—1 continued to study the science-fiction magazines with
crazy intensity, still hoping to discover the Secret.

That was a golden age for the science-fiction short story. The day
of the cheap and sleazy pulp magazine was just about over. A flood of
new s-f magazines had come into being, and most of them were small,
compact, slick-looking publications with serious-sounding names
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(Galaxy, Other Worlds, Worlds Beyond, Fantasy & Science Fiction.)
Whereas just a few years before only John Campbell’s Astounding
Science Fiction and then to some degree Sam Merwin’s Startling and
Thrilling Wonder had made a point of publishing stories that might be
of interest to a reasonably intelligent adult reader, now virtually all the
new magazines were looking for material that was clever, original, and
well written. Their editors were men who had been outstanding
writers themselves— Anthony Boucher, Horace Gold, Damon Knight,
Frederik Pohl, Lester del Rey. Many of them had been associated
during the formative days of their own writing careers with the
brilliant and demanding editor John W. Campbell, and they were
determined to live up to Campbell’s high standards of performance
or even surpass them.

These sparkling new magazines paid relatively high fees for their
material, usually two or three cents a word at a time when the going
rate had been a cent or a cent and a half. (Fred Pohl’s Star Science
Fiction, a magazine in paperback form, opened up in 1951 by offering
nine cents a word, which is more than many science-fiction magazines
pay even in today’s inflated market.) The lively, sophisticated new
editors let it be known that they would not be catering to the
action-pulp readers. They would be receptive to writing at the highest
level of skill; indeed they would publish nothing less than that. And
the little community of professional science-fiction writers, overflow-
ing with story ideas and eager to experiment with fresh and startling
ways of handling them, responded with astonishing fervor.

Some of the writers who flocked to the new magazines were
veterans, five or in some cases ten years into their careers: Theodore
Sturgeon, James Blish, Jack Vance, Fritz Leiber, Alfred Bester, C.M.
Kornbluth, Poul Anderson, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, Philip
Klass (“William Tenn”), Henry Kuttner, and Kuttner's wife, C.L.
Moore. They had little interest in writing conventional pulp fiction
and most of them had come to have less and less liking for dealing
with the increasingly dogmatic and difficult John Campbell. Gold’s
Galaxy and Boucher’s Fantasy & Science Fiction and Pohl's Star paid
them well and gave them creative freedom they had never known
before. The results were extraordinary.

But there was also a rush of gifted newcomers—writers in their
twenties or early thirties, mainly, who had read and loved science
fiction for years and who found a ready welcome for their first stories
in the suddenly expanded market of 1952 and 1953: Philip K. Dick,
Robert Sheckley, Philip José Farmer, Algis Budrys, Chad Oliver, Kris
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For instance, good science fiction ought to be built around some
idea (or cluster of ideas) that stimulates thought. A story about little
furry long-eared animals called smeerps that go hippity-hop and eat
lettuce does not become science fiction because you have called your
rabbits smeerps. Telling us that the smeerps live on Mars doesn’t
change anything if your Mars looks just like Illinois. There are ways to
turn such stories into science fiction (the smeerps may have interest-
ingly nefarious reasons for masquerading as rabbits; Mars may look
like 1llinois because the Martians are playing a trick on the visiting
spacemen from Earth) but the would-be writer needs to be aware that
what is needed is ingenious speculative thinking, not just a bunch of
funny names.

A science-fiction story ought to make sense. An idea that contra-
dicts itself within five pages illuminates nothing and irritates the
intelligent reader. Blish cites a Ray Bradbury story that proposes that
the Messiah is traveling through the universe one world at a time.
Having brought His message to Earth, He is now moving on to Mars.
Blish found the idea “a numerical absurdity,” pointing out that it
would take forever for Jesus to spread the word through the entire
galaxy, and that surely an omnipotent God could find some more
efficient way of bringing about the Advent in the universe than by
“turning His Son into the Wandering Salesman.” Similarly, a story that
depends for its plot complications on a character’s failure to notice
some screamingly obvious fact is going to annoy rather than entertain
readers, and one with a plot that functions only because everyone acts
like a total nincompoop will not arouse much sympathy for, or
interest in, the events that stem from all the nuncompoopery.

Blish thought that science-fiction writers should know something
about science and make use of it in their stories. This notion was
beginning to seem old-fashioned thirty years ago and must strike
many writers of today as downright odd. What he was saying, though,
was not that it is the writer’s job to include a wiring diagram for every
gadget in his stories or to provide lengthy footnotes describing the
underlying astronomical assumptions he is using. It was simply that
a science-fiction story ought to be based on some speculative depar-
ture from real-world conditions, and in order to do a good job of
framing his speculation, the writer first needs to know something
about how the real world is put together, or at a bare minimum “that
anything one wishes to call a science-fiction story should contain
some vestige of some knowledge of some science.”

This was another way of saying that a story has to make sense.
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It will not do to have your hero get from Mars to Venus in a
rowboat, or rebuild a flashlight so that a deadly radioactive beam
issues from it, or turn a mushroom into a gorilla by applying
powerful magnetic forces. A really clever s-f pro probably could
make any of those three notions plausible if he put his mind to it,
but the fact is that in the ordinary sense of things we know that all
three are impossible and pretty silly besides. A story that blithely
violates the present body of scientific knowledge—by telling us, say,
that ferns have lovely flowers or that table salt is made up of equal
parts of carbon and potassium or that a squid has a skeleton—may
in fact get published, if the editor is as ignorant as the writer, but
it's going to bother a lot of readers. Falsus in uno, falsus in omnibus,
as the lawyers say: “False in one thing, false in all.” A reader who
sees that you believe ferns have nice blossoms is going to suspect
the rest of your story of being nonsense too: characters, back-
ground, plot, resolution. A knowledge of science not only gives the
s-f writer something to work with in coming up with story ideas, but
also helps in avoiding blunders of fact in a field where such blun-
ders are more than usually fatal to a writer’s aspiration.

So 1 studied Blish with care, and polished my stories to avoid
the infelicities of style and construction that he so acidly deplored
in others, and checked the logic of my ideas for hidden nonsense,
and pored over Scientific American and textbooks of astronomy and
physics to fill in the gaps of my education. And went on writing
And sold a few stories, finally, and then some more. They were
pretty mediocre, sure. Some of them were less than mediocre. But
to my great relief, Jim Blish never found any of them bad in a way
that was interesting enough to discuss in his column in Skyhook. By
the time he did get around to writing about my work a few years
later, I was an established pro, doing work that was not wonderful
but competent and in no danger of being held up to public scorn.
(From other corners, as you will see, would come private scorn—
because 1 seemed willing to settle for being merely competent.
Precocious as ever, | had learned my lessons well enough so that no
one was likely to poke fun at my stories; but in my youthful zeal to
attain technical competence I had forgotten about attaining excel-
lence. I'll get to that in a little while.)

The second of my teenage mentors was Damon Knight—writer,
editor, ferocious critic. In person Knight was not much like the dry,
astringent Blish; he was and is a gentle man of much charm and
playful, oddly goofy wit. But when he turned his hand to the critical
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ever intended his studies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides to
serve as instruction to an ambitious young science-fiction writer. 1
bought a copy of Kitto’s Greek Tragedy in 1954, as collateral reading
for a course in Greek plays that 1 was taking during my junior year at
Columbia. But 1954 was also the year when 1 was making the most
determined assault of my life on the goal of becoming a professional
science-fiction writer. Late in 1953 I had submitted a proposal for a
novel for young readers, Revolt of Alpha C, to the old-line publishing
firm of Thomas Y. Crowell, and on the first day of the new year had
come a call from the legendary Crowell juvenile-books editor, Eliza-
beth M. Riley, telling me that she was offering me a contract for my
book, though she would want extensive revisions. Later in January,
1954, “Gorgon Planet,” a short story I had sent to the Scottish s-f
magazine Nebula, was accepted and brought me a check for $12.60.
A little while later 1 finally sold a story to a professional American
magazine: my little vignette “The Silent Colony” yielded $13.50 from
Future Science Fiction. Plainly, I had solved enough of the technical
mysteries of story writing to qualify for an entry-level position. Now
was the moment to build on the new confidence that these early sales
had provided, and produce some ambitious work that would establish
me in the ranks of the professionals.

The unwitting Kitto became my most valuable teacher. By his
close examination of the works of the great Greek playwrights, he
provided me with a deep understanding of the nature of drama,
without which it is impossible to construct an effective plot.

1 had already come to see Greek tragedy as a public ritual in
which a dramatic situation—that is, a conflict unavoidable by the
nature of events—is proposed, displayed, and resolved. The resolu-
tion, by demonstrating a return to the natural harmony of the uni-
verse, sends the audience home cleansed and calm—purged, as
Aristotle said, of pity and fear. To this day I have continued to believe
that all fiction, even the sleaziest, is a ritual healing art fundamentally
akin to Greek tragedy in its purpose: that by showing the tension of
opposite forces (plot, drama, conflict) and by resolving that tension
(climax and ending) fiction performs a function of psychic cleansing
It seems to me that there can be no other reason for the universality
of the narrative mode: patterns of story development are surprisingly
similar everywhere, in cultures as far apart as those of Japan and West
Africa, of ancient Sumer and modern America.

Kitto began with the premise that each Greek tragedy was built
around a significant dramatic situation designed to create the kind of
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at the age of 30? We are not certain how the trilogy went, but at least
we can hold fast to what we have.

“The trilogy was not simply a stage-version of the renowned story
of the Danaids. What arrests and detains the attention most in the
Supplices is the tragic dilemma of Pelasgus; this is where Aeschylus
was most engaged—not in the running about of Danaus.” The center
of the play lies elsewhere than in the troubles of Danaus and his
daughters; Danaus is offstage most of the time and his daughters are
simply a faceless chorus. The plight of the innocent Pelasgus, whose
peaceful land is threatened by war over a dispute that has nothing to
do with him, is more central. Pelasgus is the real tragic hero, caught
inextricably in a situation not of his own making, and we know from
the myth on which Aeschylus based his play that he will die in the
warfare that engulfs his kingdom. But even this, Kitto demonstrates,
is not the true center.

What is? “Through no deficiency of sense, intellect or morality
has [Pelasgus] fallen into this awful dilemma. A disharmony in the
makeup of things, and a perfectly innocent man is broken. Here, in
the earliest of Greek tragedies, we find one of the most purely tragic
situations; the Flaw in the Universe, which the philosophers will have
none of, is plain enough to Aeschylus.” And Kitto shows us—recon-
structing, where necessary, the missing two plays of the trilogy—how
everything in the play works toward dramatizing the harshness of
Zeus’ law and the necessity for humans to conform to the workings
of a universe beyond comprehension. “If we suppose...there must be
some middle way out, one which will not involve the innocent, we
deceive ourselves. Once the moral balance of things is disturbed in
this way there is no telling how far calamity will not spread...The
Supplicants, unable to accept injury, involve innocent Argos. They
destroy their persecutors—and it serves them right—but the distur-
bance is not at an end until they are made to bring themselves into
harmony with Zeus’ law. It may be hard, but Aeschylus never pre-
tended that life was easy, or that Zeus was simple, or that only the
guilty are tortured.”

I was much impressed by Kitto’s demonstration that the seem-
ingly undramatic Supplices was in fact a carefully constructed exami-
nation of the rigors of cosmic law. There is much more to plotting a
story, I saw, than pitting a hero against a villain and letting them go at
it. Kitto went on, play by play, showing how seeming flaws in drama-
turgy were simply flaws in our perception of the play’s meaning; and
I read on and on in wonder.
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When he came to Sophocles, that paragon of playwrights, Kitto
faced the problem of dealing with a couple of plays that do not seem
at all Sophoclean in their construction: Ajax and The Trachinian
Women. But once in, starting from the assumption that Sophocles was
a great artist and must have known what he was doing, Kitto provided
stunning illumination.

Ajax, Sophocles’ earliest known play, is set during the Trojan
War. The great soldier Ajax, having been defeated by Odysseus in
the contest for dead Achilles’ armor, goes mad with shame and
chagrin and commits horrid and outrageous deeds; when he recov-
ers his sanity long enough to see what he has done, he chooses to
take his own life rather than endure disgrace. That much might
make a satisfactory tragedy, but the problem is that the death of
Ajax occurs at line 865 and the play goes on for another 550 lines,
mostly devoted to a bitter dispute among the Greek heroes over his
burial. This long wrangle, which can make the play seem like a
disquisition on Greek funeral customs, has led some critics to speak
of the “sense of diminished tragic feeling” or “a disastrous lowering
of tone” in the closing scene. No, says Kitto. What we see as an
imperfection was to Sophocles and his audience the whole point of
Ajax. Kitto argues that the play is not really about Ajax or the burial
of Ajax at all: it is about the conflict between Ajax and Odysseus
and the resolution of that conflict.

The play, Kitto points out, begins and ends not with Ajax, but
with wise Odysseus, Ajax’ rival and enemy. At the opening Odysseus
speaks in horror of Ajax’ crimes of madness; in the end he prevails
over King Agamemnon and his brother Menelaus and obtains a hero’s
burial for the dead warrior. “The unifying theme,” writes Kitto, “is the
antagonism of Ajax and Odysseus, of physical, and we may admit, of
spiritual daring against intellectual greatness; an antagonism the
more dramatic in that Ajax never understands Odysseus whereas
Odysseus always understands Ajax. Ajax, lacking ‘wisdom,’ brings
himself to ruin: Odysseus, rich in wisdom, not only is successful...but
also attains moral grandeur....In [Agamemnon and Menelaus] there is
no resolution of the antagonism; that comes only when the greatness
of Odysseus recognizes the greatness of the defeated Ajax and above
all the greatness of the fact of Death. The end is rather the triumph of
Odysseus than the rehabilitation of Ajax. In the prologue he triumphs
over Athena’s suggestions of crude force and resentment; by the vote
of the army [to give him rather than Ajax the armor of Achilles] his
intellectual greatness has already overcome Ajax’ soldierly greatness,
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Falsus In Uno, Falsus In Omnibus

Publishers send me a lot of science-fiction books I can’t read them
all, or even a significant fraction of the ones I get, but I do try to
glance at the new ones, at least. A few months back, one of the ones
I glanced at was a Berkley paperback called The Pleasure Tube, by a
writer new to me, Robert Onopa.

This isn’t a book review. I haven't read The Pleasure Tube and 1
suspect that I probably never will, although—on the basis of a quick
thumb-flip—it looks like a lively and inventive novel. The reason 1
mention it here is that on the same quick thumb-flip I encountered a
character names “Werhner” and another named “Collette.”

Notice where the “h” is in “Werhner.” It’s not quite where
Wernher von Braun wore it. It has wandered over one place, which
isn’t very far, but just far enough to create a combination of conso-
nants—rhn that looks almost right except to somebody who knows
how the German word “Wernher” is spelled. If the author had trans-
posed letters in the other direction, to make the name “Wehrner,” that
might at least have sounded plausibly Teutonic. “Werhner” just
sounds ignorant—the way “Smitth” or “Joanes” would in a novel by a
German.

As for “Collette,” that’s a nice French-sounding female name, and
for all 1 know it's a legitimate one. But all the Colettes I can think of
spelled their names with a single “I"—from St. Colette of the four-
teenth century on down to the twentieth-century French novelists,
who was, 1 suspect, the person in Robert Onopa’s mind when he
chose his character’s name.

Okay, you say, I'm being picky. What does it matter whether
“Collette” is spelled with one “I” or two, anyway? And “Wernher”
sounds exactly like “Werhner” to the American ear, so where’s the
harm? What counts is the story, right? Who gives a damn how the
author chooses to spell his own characters’ names? For all we know,
“Collette” and “Werhner” may very well be spelled just that way before
long,

lyield on the last point. Words are becoming separated from their
underlying roots so rapidly that spelling seems purely arbitrary to
most people, and in a world where spelling is arbitrary, anything goes.
But words—and names are words—are spelled arbitrarily only in the
decadence of a language, when communication is breaking down. The
reason we insist fastidiously on correct spelling is that, for those of us

[Galileo, November 1979]
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down to the post office with it. The book is finished, or at least he’s
decided to stop working on it.

Off it goes to New York. Back come reams of suggestions for
turning everything inside out. He explains to the editor why Chapter
Five belongs where it is, instead of after Chapter Sixteen. Sometimes
the editor gives in. Sometimes the writer does. The title is changed.
The first hundred pages are cut, at editorial suggestion, to thirty
pages. Then the book goes to the copy editor, who has her own
strikingly individual ideas about the use of commas. The manuscript,
as edited, goes back to the writer, who spends a couple of days erasing
all the copy editor’s changes. It then is set in type. The typesetter, a
practitioner of stochastic garbling, introduces new and highly ran-
dom alterations to the text. The writer repairs the damage. The book
is printed. The book is published—with a painting on the cover
showing a ghastly slimy thing, not to be found anywhere in the text.

And then, then, then, a horde of reviewers falls upon the book like
devouring locusts, and each one proceeds to explain how it should
have been written. No two ideas are the same. Six reviewers blame the
writer because the cover painting doesn’t jibe with the text. Three of
them mock a typographical error that was introduced into the book
after the writer last saw the galley proofs. Four find the author’s beliefs
politically unacceptable, two saying he’s too conservative and the
other two insisting he’s too liberal. One suggests that the entire novel
is a thinly disguised plagiarism of a famous work by Heinlein, Proust,
or Danielle Steele.

“....people who come on the battlefield after the fighting is over
and shoot the wounded.” Yes, indeed.

But the carnage isn't over when the horrible reviews are pub-
lished. Not in the slightest. Just as the writer’s battered ego is begin-
ning to heal, the writer’s mother is on the phone. She’s just seen some
dastardly review of her child’s book, months old, in a magazine in her
dentist’s office. How dare they! She’ll send a letter to the editor at
once! She wants to know the reviewer’s address too! She quotes all the
offending critical phrases in the process of refuting them. It takes half
an hour to calm her down, and by that time all the wounds are
bleeding again.

Or perhaps the writer hasn’t even seen the unfavorable review,
because he makes a point of not looking for them. It’s a good bet, in
that case, that some kindly colleague of his—usually an exact contem-
porary with his or her own fish to fry—will come up to him at a party
and say, “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am about the absolutely
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might owe to my previous reading. Out of all this came the awareness,
by the time I was thirteen, that I might actually be able to create stories
that other people would want to read, if only I could discover the
secrets of the trade. And then, all during my adolescence, the
singleminded quest to identify those secrets and penetrate to the
heart of the storytelling mysteries.

1 remember reading books with titles like The Narrative Art and
The Structure of the Novel and even Writing to Sell. They taught me
useful things, sure. So did a book called Greek Tragedy, by H.D.F. Kitto,
which taught me nothing at all about science fiction but everything in
the world about the relationship of plot and character. (I often
recommend it to young writers, who look at me in bewilderment
when I do. Generally they shrug my recommendation off, 1 suppose.
So be it.) But I really learned about fiction by reading it. If a story held
me and moved me and awed me and startled me, I read it fifty times
to see how the writer had done those things to me. I looked at the
opening paragraph and the closing paragraph and hunted for rela-
tionships between them; I measured the mix of dialog and expository
narrative; I checked the length of paragraphs, the quantity of adjec-
tives and adverbs, the use of punctuation, and a lot of other things. I
counted the number of characters per thousand words. I studied the
way complications piled up as a story unfolded.

Oh, 1 worked at it! I read Heinlein and Asimov and Clarke,
Kuttner and Blish and Kornbluth, Leiber and Vance, Bradbury and
Sturgeon. I read Conrad and Faulkner, too, and Kafka, and Thomas
Mann, and Joyce and Ibsen and especially Sophocles. In particular the
writers I studied closely were the ones just a few years ahead of me—
Robert Sheckley, Poul Anderson, Algis Budrys, Philip K. Dick, and a
few others: I figured their secrets might be easier to isolate than those
of the more experienced writers. (It wasn't so.) By the time I was
eighteen I had absorbed this great mass of words, I had derived from
it a handful of basic principles so simple 1 could list them on a single
page (but I've never let myself be talked into doing it), and I set out
to write some stories. Since then I haven’t given much thought to
theoretical matters; but I don’t need to, because the theory is as much
a part of me as the marrow of my bones, and can be taken for granted
just as readily as one’s bone marrow is. I know no other way to go
about the business of becoming a writer. Sit by the campfire, listen to
the man telling the tale, arrive at some sense of what it is that you
think he’s doing, and start doing it yourself. And very shortly, if you
really are a writer, you will have so deeply internalized the principles
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of some others who have crossed the boundary into publication. You
want to see how far you are from making the grade yourself. You've
begun to measure your work against that of published writers. And that’s
why 1 take your claim of wanting to be a writer seriously. You aren’t
just talking about writing something, someday, maybe, when the
Moon is in Sagittarius and the wind is blowing from the west and Aunt
Harriet has gone home to Indiana. You've actually been doing some.
And now you're trying to get some perspective on the stuff you've
produced. The would-bes, the wannabes, simply talk about it. You've
begun to do it. You've taken the all-important first step.

What happens next? How likely is it that you'll have a story in
next year's Writers of the Future book—and go on from there to see
your name on the contents pages of the s-f magazines, and on the
jackets of books, and eventually find yourself surrounded by hordes
of admirers begging for your autograph?

I don’t know. I'm just a science-fiction writer, myself: I don’t have
precognition. You've chosen a very tough path, and I have no way of
knowing whether you’'ll get anywhere on it. (Though 1 might be able
to judge the odds a little better after talking with you for five or ten
minutes.) But what I can do is tell you what the basic characteristics
of a real professional writer are, and let you rate yourself against the
standard personality profile.

1) A professional writer is a self-starter. He doesn’t stand around
his desk waiting for a signal to start work, or for the mystic gong of
inspiration to sound. Maybe his working day begins at nine in the
morning, or maybe nine at night—maybe he thinks it’s a good day’s
work if he puts in two hours at his trade, or maybe he toils from dawn
to dusk— but, whatever his working methods are (and every writer has
his own), he writes. He can’t help it. There's an inevitable restlessness
that sets in when he lets too much time go by without writing. He may
give himself holidays—a day off, a week, a month, even more at a
stretch—but always with the silent inner understanding that when
holiday time is over, writing time begins again. When a published
writer starts saying, “I'd really like to get some work done, but I can’t
seem to find time for it these days,” I know I'm talking with a writer
who has drifted into trouble.

2) A professional writer reads. He can’t help that, either. He reads
magazines and anthologies, he reads newspapers, he reads novels, he
reads anything with little printed marks on it. The beginning writer
will want to read the work of other beginning writers—for reassur-
ance, for a reminder that it isn’t necessary to start out on the Heinlein
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level—but he’ll read Heinlein too, or whoever else it may be whom he
admires inordinately, just for the sake of making sure that his reach
continues to exceed his grasp. He won't just read science-fiction or
fantasy, either. He'll want to gobble up Faulkner and Bellow and
Updike and Tolstoy and Proust and everything else that’s ever been
written. He can only live one life himself, at best: but all those other
writers make other lives accessible to him, and he knows that he needs
all the input he can get—fiction, non-fiction, the stuff on the back of
cereal boxes, any data at all—in order to attain the sort of depth and
breadth that good fiction needs.

3) A professional writer sticks his neck out. He is willing to
accept the risk that people will say nasty things about his work. Sure,
a lot of us are quiet, shy types, underneath it all, who feel uncomfort-
able out there in the real world amidst the swirling uncaring hordes.
Even the raucous and ebullient Isaac Asimov was, so I suspect,
uncertain and uneasy behind his mask of extroversion. But, even so,
we put things down on paper and send them forth into the merciless
world, where they can all too easily meet with blunt rejection from
editors, or scorn from readers, or probing, embarrassing diagnosis by
critics. We don’t care, not really. None of us likes to have a story
rejected, or to be the subject of scathing letters from the public, or to
be lambasted in some review column. But it’s happened to all of us,
and we go right on to the next story.

(At a science-fiction convention about a decade ago a woman
came up to me, one of those I-want-to-be-a-writer types, and told me
that she had in fact written an entire novel, a detective story, but had
never found the courage to send it to an editor. Nevertheless she
wanted to be a published writer. I pointed out, not entirely gently, the
little lapse of logic in her behavior. Pick a publishing company, I said,
and send your book there, or else stop pretending that you're inter-
ested in a writing career. She promised to get the manuscript out of
the desk drawer where it was languishing, right away. I figured that
was the last I would ever hear of her; but no, no, just the other day 1
noticed a half-page ad in the New York Times Book Review for what
I think was her fifth novel, quoting from ecstatic reviews of her earlier
books and listing all the awards she has won. She is big stuff, these
days, in the mystery field. So she was a real writer after all—with a
slight underconfidence problem that I suspect she has long since
outgrown.)

And so, here you are, with your six bucks invested in this anthol-
ogy full of stories by writers who were just as unknown as you are,
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with those of just a few years ago. Advances for paperback novels were
running from $1500 to about $5000 circa 1972, with the $5000
checks going to the very biggest names. Now I routinely hear of deals
in the $15,000 and $20,000 range for writers who hadn’t even sold
their first stories in 1972. Better-known folk command two and three
times as much. Of course, not everybody is cashing in with equal ease:
the top pros are writing their own tickets, and so, curiously, are the
best of the talented beginners, especially if they happen to be women,
but a number of middle-rank veterans are looking on in confusion
and mounting anger as the big money passes them by. Still, even they
are able to draw $7500 to $10,000 for a novel. When you add in the
increasingly lucrative foreign market ($2500 for British rights, say,
$1500 in France, $500 in Italy, $1250 in Japan—it adds up!) you can
see that it's possible to earn as much as a middle-management
executive by writing one s-f novel a year and a handful of short stories.

There are two reasons for this, one obvious and one not. The
obvious one is that s-f is vastly more popular than it used to be, and
1 don’t just mean Star Wars and Star Trek. What was, twenty years ago,
a funny little category of paperbacks tucked away down there be-
tween the westerns and the nurse novels is now out front in the
bookstore, and people head for it first. The average sale of the average
mass-produced s-f paperback is probably still only in the 40,000-
copy range, maybe even less, but the number of books going over the
100,000-copy range is enormous and growing all the time. Bigger
sales obviously mean bigger royalties for writers. The other factor is
the change in the cover price of books. In 1956 s-f paperbacks, such
as there were then, sold for 35¢ and sometimes 50¢. Today they're
$1.75 and up. That’s about a 400% increase. My own Book of Skulls,
which happens to be at my desk as I write this, bears a 95¢ pricetag
for its 1972 edition and $1.50 for the 1976 one; when it comes out
again in 1979 it’ll sell for $1.95, I imagine, maybe even more. That’s
100% inflation in seven years. Author’s paperback earnings are a
function of the cover price. I earned about 6¢ on each of those 1972
copies of Book of Skulls. I'll get about 12¢ on each copy sold next year.
If sales remain constant, as they have, and paperback prices inflate
faster than the general rate of inflation, as they have, then the writer
is way ahead of where he was a few years ago. And he is.

One effect of this is to create a large new class of full-time
science-fiction writers. James Blish and Algis Budrys worked for
public-relations firms to keep the rent paid between books. Alfie
Bester was an editor at Holiday. Cliff Simak is a newspaperman who
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Starting Too Soon

talked last time of the gaudy new income levels that science fiction

writers are reaching these days—a development which, naturally,
find it difficult to deplore. But I did suggest that it is Not Entirely a
Good Thing for a young writer of science fiction to be able to earn a
living with his typewriter too readily, and I want to elaborate on that
this time.

No sour grapes are being mashed here. I began writing s-f profes-
sionally when I was about 18, and by the time I was 20 I was earning
what would still be considered a respectable income today. As a result
I moved straight from college to the life of a self-employed writer, and
have supported myself ever since without ever being on anyone’s
payroll. Which was exactly the script 1 had written for myself in my
adolescent fantasies, and I have nothing at all to complain about. Why,
then, do 1 wish a harsher life on those who follow after me? And why
do 1 think the best science fiction comes from part-time writers?

Because most of what I wrote, and blithely sold with such ease,
back when 1 was 20 and 21 and 22, was fiction without content, mere
carpentry, mere yard-goods. I had, for my age, an extraordinary ability
to assemble pieces of commercial fiction at all lengths, but what I was
assembling was derived not from my experience of life but from my
experience of reading science-fiction, because I hadn’t had enough
time at that point to experience life very deeply. I thought I had, but
I hadn’t, which is something that becomes apparent to most former
adolescents only a bit after the fact.

Science fiction is unusual among the fiction genres in that most
of it is written by its former readers. I doubt that that’s the case with
true confessions, or detective stories, or nurse novels, or gothics. But
at least 75% of the people who have helped to shape science fiction are
people who read it with passion and voracity first, often from an early
age, and eventually decided to try writing the stuff they loved so dearly.
That list includes folk like Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury, Frederik Pohl,
Harlan Ellison, Larry Niven, Alan Dean Foster, Marion Zimmer Bradley,
Arthur C. Clarke, Roger Zelazny, Richard Lupoff, Damon Knight,
Lester del Rey....on and on and on. Robert Silverberg, too.

Not every writer is on the list. Some were only casual readers of
s-f, turned to it more or less for a lark, and found they had a natural
gift for it. I think such people as Robert Heinlein, AE. van Vogt,
Theodore Sturgeon, and Ursula K. Le Guin fit that category, though I
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What a Writer Needs to Know

Last issue this space was devoted to the questions of how to go
about becoming a writer—and the advice 1 offered was, essentially,
that what you need to do is read and read and read until you have
absorbed all you can possibly hold, and then to write and write and
write until the act of putting words on paper in some satisfactory
pattern becomes second nature to you. A would-be writer who doesn’t
read is one who has cut himself off from vital sources of inspiration,
information, and technical observation; a would-be writer who isn’t
already writing regularly, regardless of the present level of his skill or
maturity, is one who’s going to remain would-be for the rest of his life.

There was one aspect of Becoming a Writer that I chose not to
discuss at all, last time. Implicit in what I had to say was the underly-
ing notion that learning to write fiction is primarily a solitary task:
the individual who wants to be a writer, I suggested, needs to carry
out his own study of the craft of fiction as it has been practiced by his
predecessors, and then, having isolated the basic principles of fiction
through observation and analysis, he must teach himself how to put
those principles into action. But must writing be entirely a self-taught
skill? What about the multitude of writers’ classes and workshops
that exist across the land? Are they completely without value? What
about the shelves upon shelves of books that purport to teach one
how to write? Can anything be learned from them? Or—as I seemed
to be saying last time—is it simply a process of hard, lonely self-edu-
cation?

My own bias has probably already made itself apparent. I took no
courses in “creative writing” in college: I was too busy writing. (My
first novel, Revolt on Alpha C, was published in the summer of 1955,
between my junior and senior years at Columbia.) Soon after my
graduation from college in 1956 1 attended the first of the famous
Milford Science Fiction Writers Conferences in Pennsylvania; it was a
glorious week-long party, a mini-convention for writers only, popu-
lated by the likes of Ted Sturgeon and Cyril Kornbluth and Jim Blish
and Algis Budrys and Fred Pohl and Lester del Rey, and I had a grand
time there as the junior member of the crowd. (There was another kid
there of about my age, a fellow named Ellison, who also seemed to
show promise of becoming a writer.) It was a lot of fun, and when a
story of mine came up for discussion in a workshop session I got a
useful suggestion for fixing it from Algis Budrys. (“Throw away the

|Amazing Stories, July 1986]
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first ten pages,” he said, and I did, and sold it a month later.) But
Milford seemed a pretty cumbersome way of learning anything, and 1
never went back for another workshop session, although I frequently
turned up on weekends for the parties.

Many years later came the Clarion Writer's Workshops, spon-
sored at first by Clarion State College in Pennsylvania, and later held
atvarious campuses around the country. An awesome roster of writers
has served as the faculty for these workshops: Ursula K. Le Guin, Kate
Wilhelm, Harlan Ellison, Samuel R. Delany, Fritz Leiber, Frank Her-
bert, Theodore Sturgeon, and many more. One year I even took a turn
at it myself. Among the hundreds of novice writers who enrolled at
Clarion are many who have gone on to significant professional ca-
reers: Gardner Dozois, Vonda MclIntyre, F.M. Busby, Octavia Butler,
George Alec Effinger, John Shirley, and others. It sounds wonderful,
and perhaps it is, but my feeling about Clarion is decidedly skeptical.
1 think that the Dozoises and Butlers and such may have learned a
little there, but that basically they would have had the same sort of
careers even if Clarion had never existed. 1 think that other writers,
lesser ones, may actually have picked up new bad habits at Clarion,
where the in-group reinforcement of arty tricks has been an ongoing
problem. And still other writers may have gone away mortally discour-
aged by the criticism of their peers and given up altogether. At its best
(and also at its worst) Clarion fosters a kind of solidarity among its
attendees that lasts on into later life, an alumni clubbiness. But I can’t
escape a feeling that writing is not something best learned in a social
context. Like making love, it's a private act, which one masters by
repeated application of certain technical principles, and I'm not at all
certain that the ideal place to learn its skills is in public.

Books about writing? Ah, that’s a different matter. Though I think
the best way to learn the craft of fiction is by studying published
stories, I see no harm in accelerating the process by absorbing the
techniques of those who have already carried out such analyses. This
may seem much like attending classes or workshops, but it feels
different to me: reading books on writing is a solitary preparation for
what is an inescapably solitary profession. To read such a book, to
argue inwardly with its author, to take part in a silent dialectic of
learning— that seems ideal to me.

Three books in particular helped me learn my craft. One was The
Art of Dramatic Writing, by Lajos Egri, a book concerned primarily
with plays, but filled with invaluable suggestions for the construction
of dramatically moving scenes. The second was also a book about the
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Short Stories vs. Novels

was putting together a collection of some of my recent short
stories—about two dozen of them, written over the period from
1983 to 1986—when it occurred to me that unlike a great many other
writers I have been just about as productive as a short-story writer as
I have been a novelist. That is, I've written a lot of short stories, and a
lot of novels, without ever regarding myself as a specialist in one form
or the other.

Since the beginning of my writing career, almost forty years ago,
I've always written both. My first professional sale was a short story
and the second was a novel, or perhaps it was the other way around.
The rhythm of my writing life was established right at the beginning:
a few short stories, then a novel, then some more short stories, and
then another book. I never thought twice, or even once, about whether
I was primarily a short-length writer or a book-writer. I was a writer,
period. I've always written at whatever length seemed appropriate to
the story at hand; and because 1 have always been a writer by trade
rather than one who follows the ebb and flow of inspiration, I've also
written to the needs of the marketplace. When it seemed to be
novel-writing time, I wrote novels. When editors wanted short stories
from me, I wrote short stories.

It isn’t way that with all writers, and I'm not sure why. Some are
distinctly novelists, and some aren’t. Ray Bradbury has written a
couple of novels, but he’s basically a short-story writer: the short
lengths are apparently where he’s most comfortable and certainly
where he’s done his finest work. The same is true of Harlan Ellison
and Robert Sheckley. On the other hand, John le Carre and John
Fowles may have written a few short stories at some time in their lives,
but I haven't seen them, if they exist at all. (Fowles has occasionally
written novellas, at least.) Robert A. Heinlein wrote few, if any, short
stories after the first dozen years of his career. Hemingway'’s lifetime
output of short stories was enough to fill one good-sized volume, and
very impressive stories they are, too; but he also wrote most of them
in his first dozen years and rarely bothered with short pieces after
about 1938.

Of course, plenty of distinguished science-fiction writers have
moved easily between the short lengths and the long ones over the
course of their careers. I think immediately of Isaac Asimov, Frederik
Pohl, Poul Anderson, Larry Niven, Brian Aldiss, Philip K. Dick, Arthur
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C. Clarke, and J.G. Ballard; and you can probably supply as many
more names in a moment.

Still, it’s possible to make long lists of writers who are basically
one thing or the other, but not both. On the one hand are the novelists
for whom short stories, after the early years of their careers, are rare
or non-existent events. In science fiction and fantasy the names of
Frank Herbert, E.E. Smith, Jack Vance, Jack Chalker, Piers Anthony,
Stephen Donaldson, John Taine, and Andre Norton come quickly to
my mind; outside our field, those of Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh,
William Golding, John Steinbeck, Norman Mailer. And then there are
the short-story writers whose ventures into longer lengths are equally
uncommon or in some cases nonexistent, and whose infrequent
novels are often awkward and unsatisfactory in some way: Theodore
Sturgeon, Clark Ashton Smith, William Tenn, and Damon Knight;
Edgar Allan Poe, John Collier, William Trevor, and Mavis Gallant.

Surely the vagaries of temperament have much to do with this.
Some writers, particularly in science fiction and fantasy, feel impossi-
bly cramped within the rigid confines of the short story: they want to
create whole universes, and need hundreds of thousands of words to
move around in. Others—sprinters by nature, rather than long-dis-
tance runners—see the novel as a vast and interminable journey that
they would just as soon not undertake, and prefer the quick, incisive
thrust of the short story. It is the same in other arts. Wagner wrote
immense operas, not lieder. Schubert wrote some operas too, but they
are all forgotten and his songs are immortal. Verdi once composed a
string quartet, apparently to demonstrate that he knew how, but
otherwise he worked on a large scale. Michelangelo specialized in
sculptures and frescoes of heroic size; a miniaturist like Paul Klee,
master that he was, could not have painted the Sistine Chapel; Rubens
was not known for his etchings and drawings. And so on. The choice
comes from within. Often enough no choice at all is involved: the
artist simply follows the path that seems inevitable.

But then there are those writers who are masters of both the short
and long forms and choose in the second half of their careers to work
in only one of them, usually the novel, like Hemingway or Heinlein.
Surely the author of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and “Capital of the
World” still knew how to write short stories after 1940, and the author
of “Requiem” and “The Green Hills of Earth” did not mysteriously lose
his ability at the short lengths around 1949; but For Whom the Bell
Tolls and Stranger in a Strange Land must have been matters of higher
priority and the short stories ceased. Jack Vance, too, once wrote
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masterly short stories, but it's been many years since the last one
appeared, while his splendid novels continue to appear. It’s harder to
cite writers who gave up novels after an early start to concentrate only
on the short story: Paul Bowles, perhaps, or Truman Capote.

In today’s science-fiction field, very few of the well-established
writers bother much about short fiction, and even the newcomers
tend to move on as quickly as they can to immense trilogies. There’s
a simple economic reason for this. When I was starting as a writer in
the 1950s, you didn’t think much about getting science-fiction novels
published unless your name was Heinlein or Asimov. The field of
paperback books was still a small one and the few publishers who
wanted s-f used only a couple of novels a year, by the very biggest
names. Magazines were where the action was—in 1953 there were
close to forty of them—and they were an insatiable market for short
stories. So short stories is what we all wrote; and once in a while we
would dare to write a novel, hoping that some magazine would be
willing to serialize it.

It is all very different now. In an average year, something like six
hundred new novels of science fiction and fantasy are published in the
United States—whereas the five or six s-f magazines and the handful
of original-fiction anthologies have room for perhaps 450 stories
altogether. That means that for each short science-fiction story that
gets published (for which the author might receive anywhere from
$150 or so up to a maximum of $5000 in a very few cases) there will
be 1.3 s-f or fantasy novels (and for novels the pay begins at about
$2500 and goes up into the stratosphere.) The arithmetic, for the
professional writer, is unanswerable. Writing short stories doesn’t
make much sense financially. If you write them today you have to want
to write them for their own sake. The pay is almost incidental: you do
them for love, or because you don’t think you can bring a full-length
novel off, or because you are a very part-time writer who can’t manage
the investment of months that a novel requires.

Or, in my case, you write them because you really can't stop
yourself.

Temperament, again, as much as economics. As I've already made
quite clear, I've never concentrated on one length of fiction at the
expense of the other. I've written 500-worders and I've written books
200,000 words long. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have a preference;
and the preference is for writing novels.

Not simply for financial reasons. Even for the professional writer,
money isn't the only decision-making factor. But 1 happen to find
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Hawthorne, et cetera, you never mentioned whether the story as a
whole titillated you. If you would like the story rewritten to patch up
the holes, you know darn well I would enjoy correcting my own
errors.” McComas answered that he was pretty certain a rewrite would
be acceptable; and a few weeks later, co-editor Boucher entered the
discussion, proposing that when the rewrite was done another char-
acter—Henry David Thoreau—be dropped, and Charles Dickens and
L. Frank Baum be substituted in his place. Boucher also had some
subtle ideas about the handling of H.P. Lovecraft in the same story.

The rewrite was done; the story was accepted, and on November
27, 1949, the writer told Boucher and McComas, “Bless you both, and
keep you! I really feel very fortunate in having such good and gener-
ous friends and editors.”

The story was The Exiles. The writer was Ray Bradbury. The
amount he was paid for his work was, I think, $100. Although $100
went a lot further in 1949 than it does today, it was still a relatively
trifling amount for a short story—especially one that had gone
through so much revision, and especially one by Bradbury, who even
then was commanding $700 and more per story from such magazines
as The Saturday Evening Post and The New Yorker.

Imagine the audacity of the editors! They solicit a story from
Bradbury, telling him they can’t possibly afford his regular wage; he
sends it and they reject it (a section of The Martian Chronicles, no less);
he obligingly sends another, and they make him reconceive two
characters and replace another before they’ll give him his hundred
bucks. Was it worth it? Can editors really afford to be so picky over a
single short story? Should Bradbury not have snatched up his manu-
scripts with a sneer and shipped it over to the Post?

Well, perhaps so. Yet the story, in its revised form, has been
reprinted dozens of times, and few would deny its status as a classic
of fantasy. And editors Boucher and McComas, both now alas gone
from this world, are enshrined forever in the hearts of writers who,
like Bradbury, were politely and patiently shown how their fine work
could be made splendid.

In the same anthology we see Alfred Bester being told, “We think
you've missed your real point” and asked to revise, though McComas
could not give him a promise of a sale even if he did. (Bester revised
and got his sale: Of Time and Third Avenue.) We see Manly Made
Wellman being asked if the silver guitar strings of John the ballad-
singer were really plausible. (Wellman quoted chapter and verse to
show that they were.) We see Isaac Asimov asked for “a more subtly
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one’s own ideas. It allows the writer to work stuff out of his system,
too, that might interfere with the process of creativity. I choose to pick
up my mail at the post office before 1 begin my working day, and if
there’s anything there that irritates or annoys me (there was one this
morning!) I usually deal with it first thing, so that it'’s not preying on
my mind while I'm trying to send my characters off to adventure in
the Zorch Galaxy. There’s always the danger, of course, that I'll use up
vital adrenaline on the letter that might be better consumed on the
story, but it's a risk I'm willing to take. Only last week, for instance, I
dealt with a dumb and infuriating letter moments after coming back
from the post office, working up a fine head of steam, and then, with
the dispute and the disputant out of my way, I rattled off a very nifty
short story in a single sitting, something that I've rarely done in the
past ten or twelve years. Could it be that the outrageous Mr. X got me
so energized that I worked at two or three times my normal pace? Or
was I just hitting on all cylinders that morning? (I know the story’s a
good one. An editor just told me so and put many simoleons in my
pocket to prove her point.)

Hemingway also notes the value of letter-writing as a warm-up
exercise for the brain. John Steinbeck, whose collected letters fill a
volume about as big as Hemingway's—1 love reading the letters of
other writers—made a particular point of handling his correspon-
dence before he began work every day, and plainly it was a trick that
worked for him, for he did manage to produce a shelfload of books
and even win a Nobel Prize, although, it must be noted, neither a
Hugo or a Nebula.

But even so, I think writers less proficient than Steinbeck or
Hemingway ought to be cautious about their correspondence loads.
In the peculiar world of science fiction, with its astonishing degree of
contact between writer and reader and between writer and writer, the
potential for getting into brilliant and exhausting exchanges of corre-
spondence is enormous. At the Denver convention a few months ago
I gave my address to five or six people, warning all of them that
although I'd be glad to continue our discussions by mail, I was a slow
and unreliable correspondent. And so I am, though I'm neither slow
nor unreliable in any other aspect of my life; but I let the letters pile
up, giving quick response only to the ones that say HELP or FOR
GOD’S SAKE HURRY or PLEASE SIGN THE ENCLOSED CON-
TRACT AND RETURN IT AT ONCE or MY SECONDS WILL CALL
ON YOU IN THE MORNING UNLESS. I also have two or three
regular correspondents with whom I've been exchanging letters stead-
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advanced the money to me out of his own pocket, bless him, and had
had to wait until 1955 to collect his reimbursement from the sleazy
guy who was publishing the magazine.)

A few months later 1 sold an actual story, too—to the Scottish
magazine, Nebula, for the awesome sum of $12.60, and a novel, Revolt
on Alpha C, and by the time 1 got my college degree in 1956 I was
supporting myself nicely as a free-lance writer, as I have done ever
since. And here I am now looking back at a writing career that spans
forty years. What an incredibly long time that is to keep on making
up stories about alien worlds and imaginary people and getting paid
for it! Forty years! Forty!

At the time I made my first sales, back there in 1953, no one had
been writing science fiction professionally for forty years, because the
year that is forty years back from 1953 is 1913, and there were no
science fiction magazines in existence then. As I pointed out in that
piece for Harry Harrison long ago, Amazing Stories, the very first one,
came into being in 1926. It was only 27 years old when I began selling
stories. So, although I'm still a couple of years short of sixty, I've been
on the scene for some 60% of the entire history of magazine science
fiction in this country. It’s a sobering thought.

Yet whenever 1 start feeling like Methuselah, 1 remind myself
bluntly that I'm still just a babe compared with the real senior
members of my profession. Jack Williamson, born in 1908, sold his
first story seven years before 1 was born, and is still working at top
form two-thirds of a century later: he had a fine one in Omni just a
couple of months ago. L. Sprague de Camp is six months older than
Williamson; he’s been a free-lance writer since 1937 and new novels
of his are still appearing regularly. Another of our grand old men is
Lloyd Arthur Eshbach, who was selling stories to the pioneering s-f
editor Hugo Gernsback in the early 1930s, and who now—age 83—is
working on a new trilogy of novels. No longer active as a writer, but
senior to them all, is Frank Belknap Long, who is, so far as 1 know,
doing well back in New York at the age of ninety. He published his
first fantasy story in Weird Tales in 1924, and continued producing
them for fifty years or so thereafter. When the Methuselah blues start
to hit me around birthday time, I think of Jack and Lloyd and Sprague
and Frank, whose writing careers spanned periods longer than my
entire life to date and in all but one case are still going strong, and it
helps put things in perspective for me.

Another heroic record of continued accomplishment is that of
81-year-old Andre Norton: her first science-fiction story was pub-
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lished in 1947, but she had been writing professionally in other fields
for at least fifteen years at that time. And there are plenty of other
sterling examples of durability in our field in the sub-octogenarian
class. Frederik Pohl, who, like me, got a precocious start (he made his
first story sales in his teens and was editing a professional s-f maga-
zine by the time he was twenty), will be 74 years old this year, can look
back on a brilliant 55-year-long career, and still gets a splendid new
novel into print every year or two. Damon Knight, a friend of Fred
Pohl’s back in the days when they were mere fans, is still writing too,
fifty-some years after selling the first one. Hal Clement, though his
contributions are less frequent now, can also look back on more than
half a century of magnificent science-fiction.

Coming up on the fifty-year mark are some of our grandest
writers. Poul Anderson, a mere 67, has sustained an unbroken record
of science-fictional excellence since his marvelous debut story,
“Tomorrow’s Children,” which he sold in 1946. Jack Vance—he’s 77,
I think—is another with close to fifty years of wonderful work behind
him, starting with 1945’s “The World-Thinker” and continuing on to
his current and memorable Cadwal Chronicles series. Arthur C.
Clarke, whose debut as a writer (delayed five years by his service in
‘World War II) occurred in 1946, is also still turning out the books,
nearly five decades later, despite repeated mutterings about retire-
ment, and his hand seems to have lost none of its skill.

The roster of those who have sustained active careers over forty
years is pretty impressive, too. Anne McCaffrey, who surely can’t be as
young as she seems, sold her first story in the same year I did, 1953,
and still clings with her full Gaelic vigor to her annual slot on the
best-seller lists. Robert Sheckley, Philip José Farmer, Marion Zimmer
Bradley, James E. Gunn, Gordon R. Dickson, Algis Budrys, John
Brunner, Avram Davidson, and, yes, Harry Harrison, are all older than
1 am, some by a few months, some by a decade or two, and all began
their careers around the same time in the early 1950s. Harlan Ellison,
Brian W. Aldiss, J.G. Ballard, and Kate Wilhelm arrived a couple of
years later. All of them are still around and going strong.

Of course there are sadder tales to tell. Clifford D. Simak is no
longer with us, after nearly sixty years as a writer. (He won a Hugo for
Best Short Story when he was 77—now there’s a mark to shoot for!)
Such great figures of the first Golden Age of Science Fiction, the
celebrated John Campbell era of 1939-43, as Isaac Asimov, Robert A.
Heinlein, Fritz Leiber, Alfred Bester, and Theodore Sturgeon have left
us in recent years, most of them having continued to write virtually
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and determined and durable ones—actually attain a place on the
team, some through genius that simply will not be denied, some
through persistence and perspiration, some through wild and inexpli-
cable good fortune.

I wanted nothing more, when I was a boy, than the thrill of
playing on this team, and I have had it now for my entire adult life.
What an extraordinary pleasure it has been to have such senior
writers as Jack Williamson or Isaac Asimov or Sprague de Camp, who
had been my idols, become my friends instead! And—as a senior
figure myself, by now—I have also enjoyed the counterbalancing
pleasure of seeing new young writers try out for the team—Joe
Haldeman, George Alec Effinger, Gardner Dozois, Kim Stanley Rob-
inson, Greg Benford, and so many others—and make the grade and
turn into valued colleagues and dear friends of mine.

1 don't know how it works among professional athletes, but one
interesting feature of the team that I happen to belong to is the general
absence of professional jealousy, at least between older and newer
members of the team. A major-league baseball team, I think, can have
only 25 members or thereabouts, and the only way a new man can
make the team is for some veteran to lose his job. This tends to make
for some discomfort among the established pros as a hot new rookie
manifests himself in the pre-season training sessions.

It doesn’t work that way in science fiction. No one, so far as [ am
aware, muttered dark and uneasy thoughts about my prolificity when
1 appeared on the scene in the middle 1950s and began filling all the
s-f magazines at once with my stories. Instead I got sincere and
helpful advice, in the early days of my career, from the likes of Lester
del Rey and Fred Pohl and Jim Blish and Will F. Jenkins, who might
more reasonably have been expected to wonder whether 1 was going
to crowd them off the contents pages single-handedly. And so it has
always gone, the older writers welcoming the newcomers, watching
their performances with interest, occasionally showing them a thing
or two when a corrective suggestion might seem appropriate.

Perhaps those writers who come up around the same time eye
each other more balefully, out of fear that they will be surpassed by
one of their contemporaries. But 1 don’t recall that it worked that way
when 1 was starting out, when my fellow newcomers included such
folk as John Brunner, Harlan Ellison, Brian Aldiss, Michael Moorcock,
and J.G. Ballard, and then, a couple of years later, Ben Bova, Ursula
Le Guin, and Larry Niven. It seems to me that we maintained amiable
collegial feelings at all times.
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Going to Conventions

here’s been a certain elegiac tone to these columns this summer,

a hearkening back to earlier times, old memories of the science-
fiction field that used to be. Undoubtedly the deaths last year of those
two colossi of our genre, Isaac Asimov and Fritz Leiber, were factors
that aroused much of that feeling of nostalgia in me; and, as I noted
a couple of months ago, 1993 is also the fortieth anniversary of my
own first sale to a science-fiction magazine. Fortieth anniversaries do
have a way of getting one to look toward the past.

And now another fortieth anniversary is upon me. For this is
September, the month of the World Science Fiction Convention; and
this year’s Worldcon will be the fortieth convention I have attended.

The Worldcon is the great annual family gathering of the science-
fiction clan, an assemblage of thousands and thousands of people
who care passionately about this strange stuff that we choose to read
and write. Everyone is there: writers, editors, artists, publishers, book
dealers, and, of course, readers—the fans, who are actually the people
who organize each year’s Worldcon and do the brutal work that
makes it happen. In the course of my forty years of Worldcon atten-
dance, I've had a chance to meet and get to know virtually the entire
roster of science fiction’s great creative figures, from Frank R. Paul,
Edmond Hamilton, and E.E. “Doc” Smith of the earliest days of our
field down to the promising novices who will evolve into the super-
novae of twenty-first century s-f. I can’t imagine missing a convention.
Through all the ebbs and flows of my career, the thought of not going
to a Worldcon has never entered my mind.

There aren’t many who have attended as many as forty
Worldcons. Forrest J. Ackerman, that survivor from the dawn of s-f
fandom, is one who has, I know: Forry was at the first one in 1939,
and has been at virtually every one since. Probably Fred Pohl (who
was excluded from that 1939 convention for political reasons by fiat
of its organizers, a notable moment in fan history) has been to more
than forty, too, out of the fifty that have been held up to this year.
Perhaps there are three or four others. But I must be high up on the
list of perennial attendees.

This year’s convention is in San Francisco, just across the bay
from my home. Ironically, the last time I missed a Worldcon, it was in
San Francisco also, in 1954: but I lived on the East Coast then, and as
a 19-year-old college student 1 simply couldn’t come up with the
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funds to take me on that vast journey of 3000 miles across the
country. I often wonder what that young Bob Silverberg would say, if
he could be told that forty years later he would be driving twenty
minutes from his home to attend another San Francisco Worldcon—
or that he would be writing about doing it in his regular Amazing
Stories column.

Images of Worldcons past come floating up out of the memory
bank as I look back over those astonishing forty years.

Your first one, of course, is always unforgettable. For me that was
the Philadelphia convention of 1953, at the glorious Bellevue-Stratford
hotel. I was eighteen; I had just made my first professional sale (and
would be paid for it, all thirty dollars, at the convention.) And now, at
last, I would attend my first World-con! Staying in a three-room suite,
no less.

A suite, you say? How did an impecunious college kid manage
that? Where did I ever find the money—a suite at the Bellevue-Strat-
ford must have cost all of twelve or fifteen dollars a night, in 1953—to
manage such stately lodgings?

Through entrepreneurial zeal, of course. I teamed up with a
fellow fan, a kid from Cleveland, one Harlan Ellison, with whom 1
agreed to split the bill. Then we offered crash space—couches, chairs,
the floor, whatever—to our numerous friends in the fan community,
at $5 per night. At least twenty of them signed up. The result was a
kind of convention within the convention: our three rooms were
packed every night, a stellar array of 1953’s great fan figures holding
an intense round-the-clock party. As the organizers of the commune,
Harlan and I not only got to be the ones who slept in the beds (when
we slept at all, an hour or two a night) but wound up paying nothing
for our suite and turning a profit of forty or fifty dollars each, besides.

It was a wondrous weekend. I stared in awe at the writers and
editors 1 had revered all through my adolescence—Theodore Stur-
geon, John W. Campbell, Willy Ley, Frederik Pohl, Lester del Rey, L.
Sprague de Camp, and dozens more—moving like ordinary mortals
through the throngs in the lobby. I looked with envy on the hot young
writers like Robert Sheckley and Frank M. Robinson, whose names
were on the tables of contents of all the magazines, and earnestly
prayed to join them there some day. (Which I did; and I formed
lifelong friendships with them both, besides.) 1 mingled with fan
friends I had known only through correspondence, and worked hard
to live up to my postal reputation for acute wit and erudition. I blurted
out my literary ambitions to editors like Harry Harrison and Larry T.
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Shaw, and was encouraged by what they had to say, though probably
they were just being nice to the lanky, crew-cutted tyro that I was. |
watched the very first Hugos being handed out, not even daring to
suppose that some day 1 would be a winner myself. And I went home
(by bus, Philadelphia to New York) in a daze of excitement and
fatigue, my life forever transformed in a single weekend.

1 swore never to miss a Worldcon again. But the next year’s
convention, I discovered, was in far-off San Francisco, the other side
of the continent from me. It might just as well have been on the Moon.

By the time of the 1955 convention in Cleveland, though, I was a
prosperous young writer who had made at least a dozen sales to the
s-f magazines, on my own and in collaboration with the somewhat
more experienced writer Randall Garrett, whom 1 had met in New
York. (At the 1953 Worldcon, Garrett had shown up one night, drunk
and disorderly, at the perpetual party in the Ellison-Silverberg suite,
and I had shut the door in his face. “Do you know who that is?” Harlan
had asked me, aghast. “That’s Randall Garrett. He’s a pro!” But I didn’t
care: we had enough loudmouths in the room as it was. Garrett had
no recollection of the incident a couple of years later, when we met,
and we hit it off beautifully as collaborators.) Now my stories were all
over the magazines. 1 had graduated with lightning swiftness into the
professional ranks. It all seemed pretty much like a dream to me as
Garrett led me around the convention, introducing me to the writers
who were now my colleagues.

I met Isaac Asimov at that convention, and Fritz Leiber, and
James E. Gunn, and Fred Pohl, and Anthony Boucher, and the legend-
ary Bob Tucker, and I don’t know how many others of the great. It was
an awesome thing to be in their presence, actually chatting with them
virtually as an equal at a party where only the inner circle of writers
and editors was present. The 1953 convention had been my initiation
into the tribe; the 1955 one marked my debut among the pros. I was
a figure of some interest to them, I could see: the field then was very
small, and any prolific new writer was immediately conspicuous. (The
total attendance at that 1955 convention, fans and pros together, was
all of 380 people, so everyone quickly knew everyone else. Modern
Worldcons are ten to twenty times as big,)

I remember the trip home from Cleveland, too: six or seven of us,
including Harlan, and lan Macauley (who would become an editor
with the New York Times, and jolly Karl Olsen (who still comes to
conventions, jolly as ever) and some others, crammed into what 1
think was Macauley’s car for an all-night turnpike drive to New York.
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I didn’t have a driver’s license, then, but everyone else took turns at
the wheel, including Karl, who also didn’t have a license but didn’t tell
us that until he had run the car up on the center median. We survived.

And went on to 1956, a vast Worldcon in New York. I had sold so
many stories by then that my colleagues were looking at me not with
curiosity, now, but with uneasiness and a bit of horror. That was the
year I won my first Hugo— the award for Most Promising New Author.
(I beat out two fellows who were still pretty obscure that year: Harlan
Ellison, whose professional career had barely begun, and a guy named
Frank Herbert, who had had two or three stories published.) It
seemed a very long way from that Philadelphia convention, just three
summers earlier.

I vividly remember the sweaty, exciting time just after the Hugo
ceremony, as I stood there clutching my shiny trophy and accepting
congratulations. Betty Farmer, Philip José Farmer’s irrepressible wife,
came up to me and gave me a hug; and then she said, “You know, Phil
won the same Hugo in 1953. And he hasn’t been able to sell a story
since.”) She was just joking, of course. And he and I both managed to
keep our careers afloat thereafter, as did Brian W. Aldiss, the third and
final winner, a couple of years later, of the Hugo in the Most Promising
New Author category.

I could fill a book, I think, with Worldcon anecdotes. (Some of
them would get me sued, 1 suspect.) The 1957 convention was the
first overseas one, in London, and I made my first trip to Europe to
attend it. The hotel room cost $2.40 per night, and seemed a little
overpriced at that, but we had a wondrous time, all 268 of us from
both sides of the Atlantic. (The hotel dining room staff would put out
the breakfast cereals in open bowls every night, and would urge us
please not to take short-cuts through the room on our way to the bar
because it would get dust into the corn flakes.)

1958, and Los Angeles: I got to see California at last, the palm
trees and the freeways, little imagining that I'd live there some day.
Among those 1 met for the first time at that convention were Poul
Anderson and William Rotsler, now friends of decades’ duration; 1
met Terry Carr there too, and watched him meet the beautiful woman
who would become his first wife. (The marriage didn’t last long, and,
sadly, neither did Terry; but he and I had some wonderful times
together before his too-early death at the age of 50.)

1959, 1960, Detroit, Pittsburgh....It was at one of those conven-
tions, I forget which, that I was roaming the halls of an afternoon and
came upon Gordie Dickson, Poul Anderson, and Ted Cogswell sitting
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Still, T was startled in 1968 when the chairman of that year's
Worldcon (it was to be in Berkeley, California) phoned and asked if 1
would serve as Toastmaster at the Hugo Awards ceremony. The
toastmastership is one of the Worldcon’s most significant responsibil-
ities, and in those years it seemed invariably to rotate exclusively
among a small group of our most distinguished citizens—Isaac As-
imov, Anthony Boucher, Robert Bloch. Boucher was to have been
toastmaster again at that year’s convention, but he had died that
spring; and suddenly I found myself promoted into that little group.
To me it marked a rite of passage in the Worldcon subculture. (My
toastmaster stint at the 1968 convention was exhausting and exhila-
rating, and I loved every moment of it. In the years that followed 1 ran
the awards ceremony on four or five other occasions, and, I hope,
lived up to the standard set by my impressive predecessors.)

That 1968 convention was a bizarre event—marked by wide-
spread drug use, the convention debut of weird 1960s clothing and
rock bands, riots near the hotel, all the craziness of that strange era
erupting all at once. No one who was there will ever forget that
dreamlike weekend.

Nor will 1 forget the more prosaic convention in St. Louis the
following year, but for different reasons. Again, I found myself ascend-
ing into realms of s-f achievement that would have sent my adolescent
self into paroxysms of disbelief. I delivered the keynote address at that
convention; a couple of days later, I was handed another Hugo, for my
novella “Nightwings”; and then I was told, right at the end of the
weekend, that 1 was to be Guest of Honor at the following year’s
convention in Heidelberg, Germany.

To be Worldcon Guest of Honor is, I suppose, the summit of the
science-fiction writer’s course of accomplishment. I was only 35 years
old when my turn came, making me one of the youngest ever—along
with Heinlein and Asimov, who were 34 and 35, respectively. What
amazed me even more, and left me a little abashed as well, was that at
the time of my elevation to the Guest of Honorship, such writers as
Clifford D. Simak, Frederik Pohl, Jack Williamson, Ray Bradbury,
Alfred Bester, and Jack Vance had never been chosen. (They all got
their turns, eventually. But they should have preceded me.)

So many stories to tell, so little space for them....

The 1964 convention in Oakland, where I rose to place a mock
bid for a convention the following year at some posh resort in the
Virgin Islands, and discovered, to my chagrin, that the attendees were
taking the bid seriously and had given me a majority vote on the spot.
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(1 withdrew in favor of London, the genuine bidder.) The 1975
convention in Australia, where I rose to address Australian fandom for
the first time and found myself on the verge of telling an utterly
unprintable joke about a wombat instead of offering some profound
literary observations. The 1978 convention in Phoenix, where the
summer heat shriveled our very souls, and Harlan— Guest of Honor
that year—gamely wrote a short story while sitting inside a plastic
bubble in the hotel lobby, and sold it to OMNI on the spot. The 1979
convention in Brighton, England, where the British publisher Victor
Gollancz gave a party for the convention V.LPs at the glorious eigh-
teenth-century Royal Pavilion, and we were each formally announced
by a crier as though we were coming into the presence of the Queen.
The 1987 Brighton convention, too, where Brian Aldiss, winning a
Hugo again after a lapse of a quarter of a century, accepted it by
amiably declaring, “You bastards, what took you so long?”

(Which brings to mind the grotesque 1983 Hugo ceremony in
Baltimore, which was preceded by a ketchupy crab luncheon where
thousands of impatient fans began to bang their spoons on the table,
after which everything else that could possibly go wrong did. The
winners went away happy, anyway.)

Heinlein once more, presiding over a Red Cross blood drive in
Kansas City in 1976: you wanted a Heinlein autograph, you had to
donate a pint of your blood. Or Fred Pohl, resplendent in tuxedo,
performing tirelessly and brilliantly at four or five functions a day in
his capacity as master of ceremonies at the 1989 Boston Worldcon. Or
the evening I spent with Isaac and Janet Asimov at the same conven-
tion—the last time, as it turned out, that I would ever see Isaac. Or the
post-Hugo party at the 1990 con in Holland, where I stood around in
a crowded room in the heat of an almost tropically humid evening
wearing jacket and tie while accepting congratulations for my newest
award until I felt myself beginning to melt, and ran off to my hotel
room two blocks away to change into fresh clothing....

The 1991 convention in Chicago, where the glittering block-long
bar of the Hyatt Hotel offered grappa at $350 a shot, and where 1 met
Kim Mohan of Amazing Stories for the first time. (He bought me a
drink. But our first meeting happened to take place in the hotel next
door, so 1 didn’t get a chance to put a shot of that grappa on his
expense account. Just as well, 1 suspect.)

And last year, in Orlando, where the elite of science fiction
gathered twice a day in the lobby of the elegant Peabody Hotel to
watch a parade of ducks....
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only fourteen years old but I'm going to be pretty famous myself some
day, so here’s your chance to get to know me right at the start. Maybe
I'll let you collaborate with me on a novel or two when I have time.”
But I wasn’t like that—I'm still not much like that—and so I didn’t say
a word, just stared, thinking, It’s Isaac Asimov. ISAAC ASIMOV!

(Of course, if my temperament had been more like Harlan
Ellison’s, say, I'd have marched up to him and said in awe and rapture,
“You Isaac Asimov?” And he would have smiled indulgently. And 1
would have looked him up and down and said, switching in a split
second from a look of awe to one of contempt, “Well, let me tell you,
1 think you're a nothing, Asimov.” Or so the apocryphal story goes.
Harlan claims that what he really said was merely, “You aren’t so
much.” Harlan was like that, then. He’s much better behaved now.)

Isaac and I were officially introduced four or five years later, at
the 1955 World S-F Convention in Cleveland. He was Guest of Honor
at that convention, which made him all the more awesome to me, but
by now I had begun my own professional career and my adolescent
shyness had begun to melt away. I was sharing a room at the con with
Randall Garrrett, a well-known writer of the period with whom I had
been collaborating all through 1955, and he was an old friend of
Isaac’s. (Garrett was, if anything, even noisier and more extroverted
than Isaac, and shared his love of Gilbert & Sullivan, outrageous
puns, and boisterous behavior.) Randall dragged me up to Asimov
and introduced me as that bright young brat who was suddenly
selling stories all over the place. Isaac gave me a nice-to-know-you-kid
kind of greeting, pleasant but remote. 1 mentioned that I was a
Columbia student—Isaac had gone to Columbia too, fifteen years
earlier—and he gave me a closer look. What was this, another preco-
cious Jewish kid from New York who had gone to Columbia and now
was selling stories all over the place at the absurd age of twenty? Who
did 1 think I was, 1 could see him thinking—Isaac Asimov? But he
managed a few cordial words, anyway, and 1 wandered away very
impressed with myself for having held the attention of Isaac Asimov
for sixty seconds or so.

A year later it was all very different. I was an established profes-
sional, a member of the gang (sort of a mascot, actually), a Hugo
winner at the preposterous age of 21—and I had just gotten married
to an attractive young lady who happened to be an electronics engi-
neer. Isaac was always willing to chat with attractive young ladies who
happened to be electronic engineers, and when I introduced her to
them he greeted her in a way that startled her considerably and which
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a generation science fiction should have become, at least in the
United States, the dreary, debased thing that it did.

What happened was that it went in two directions, neither of
them good. One school of writers—its apostle was Hugo Gernsback,
the founder of the first American science-fiction magazine—produced
interminable droning lectures instead of readable stories, retelling the
basic Wellsian themes in leaden prose. Bald bespectacled scientists
delivered endless yards of arid narrative, festooned with footnotes.
The other school—which grew out of the late nineteenth century
dime-novel tradition—went in for wild, breathless tales of action and
adventure, also using the basic Wellsian canon of plot situations but
populating them with mad scientists, beautiful young female journal-
ists, jut-jawed heroes, and other caricatures. Neither kind of writing
could hope to appeal to more than the most specialized kind of
audience: studious, emotionally retarded men on the one hand, and
callow, emotionally undeveloped boys on the other.

In 1937 the leading science-fiction writer of the period, 27-year-
old John W. Campbell, Jr., was given the editorship of the leading
science-fiction magazine of the time, Astounding Stories. Campbell at
once proclaimed a revolution. Out with the mad scientists and the
lovely imperiled lady journalists; out with the footnotes, too. He
wanted writers who knew how to tell a story adults could read
without gagging and who believed also that a story should be about
something. What he wanted, in effect, was science fiction with Wells-
ian intellectual intensity and with the kind of appealing straightfor-
ward prose that any non-science-fiction writer—the contributors to
The Saturday Post, say—would be expected by his audience to provide.

A number of new writers came forward to meet Campbell’s new
requirements, and their names are hallowed ones in our community:
Isaac Asimov, Theodore Sturgeon, A.E. van Vogt, L. Sprague de Camp,
Lester del Rey. But of that whole horde of brilliant beginners, the one
who made the greatest impact was the 32-year-old Robert A. Heinlein.

There was so much of him, for one thing. His debut came with a
short story, Lifeline, in the August 1939 issue. Then came another
short in November and a third in January 1940—and that one, the
remarkable mood-piece Requiem, immediately signified a writer of
major importance. A month later there was the two-part serial If This
Goes On—and three months after that the novelet The Roads Must Roll
and then the novellas Coventry and Blowups Happen; and Heinlein was
only gathering force, for 1941 brought the novels Sixth Column and
Methusaleh’s Children, the short novel By His Boostraps (under a barely
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concealed pseudonym), the astonishing innovative novelet Universe,
and several others, with more to come in 1942 before the exigencies
of World War II turned his attention temporarily in other directions.

But it wasn't by volume alone that Heinlein seized command of
science fiction. His belief that a story had to make sense, and the
irresistible vitality of his storytelling, delighted the readership of
Astounding, who called for more and even more of his material. John
Campbell had found the writer who best embodied his own ideals of
science fiction. In one flabbergasting two-year outpouring of material
for a single magazine Heinlein had completely reconstructed the
nature of science fiction, just as in the field of general modern fiction
Ernest Hemingway, in the 1920’s, had redefined the modern novel. No
one who has written fiction since 1927 or so can fail to take into
account Hemingway’s theory and practice without seeming archaic or
impossibly naive; no one since 1941 has written first-rate science
fiction without a comprehension of the theoretical and practical
example set by Heinlein.

The nature of his accomplishment was manifold. His underlying
conceptual structures were strikingly intelligent, rooted in an
engineer’s appreciation of the way things really work. His narrative
method was brisk, efficient, and lucid. His stories were stocked with
recognizable human beings rather than the stereotypes of the mad-
scientist era. And—his main achievement—he did away with the
lengthy footnotes of the Gernsback school and the clumsy, apologetic
expository inserts of the pulp-magazine hacks and found an entirely
new way to communicate the essence of the unfamiliar worlds in
which his characters had to operate. Instead of pausing to explain, he
simply thrust character and reader alike into those worlds and let
communication happen through experience. He didn’t need to tell us
how his future societies worked or what their gadgets did. We saw the
gadgets functioning; we saw the societies operating at their normal
daily levels. And we figured things out as we went along, because
Heinlein had left us no choice.

So he transformed everything in science fiction. The readers
loved his work, and so did his fellow writers. The transformation
became permanent and irreversible: Heinlein’s technical standards
became the norms by which editors, critics, and writers defined the
excellent in science fiction.

As for Heinlein the thinker—

Others in this volume, I suspect, will deal with his position as an
inspirational philosopher at the dawn of the age of space. Suffice it
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here for me to say that he provided a vision of the future that seemed
attainable and worth attaining, and that others set about the job of
attaining it specifically because they had had Heinlein’s vision to guide
them.

Not that he was infallible. The film Destination Moon, which he
conceived, demonstrates that. Its 1949 image of a single-stage space-
ship built by a private group of entrepreneurs and hastily fired off to
the moon ahead of schedule, without any sort of preliminary testing
because sheriffs waving cease-and-desist orders are closing in, is pre-
posterously far from the realities of the actual event of twenty years
later. So too are the details of the flight, with its frantic mid-course
corrections desperately worked out with scratchpad calculations, and
the frenzied climactic attempt to shed weight in order to make the
homeward liftoff. (Somewhat more melodramatically handled in the
movie than in Heinlein’s own story version—probably because other
writers were called in to give the film more of a Hollywood flair.)

That Heinlein’s imagination fell short of the subsequent Apollo
Eleven realities is worth noting not only because it shows us the
limitations of even the keenest-eyed of seers but also because it
illuminates just how much of the first moon flight Heinlein was able
to get right, twenty years before the fact. He failed to foresee the
multi-stage rocket, the vast national effort that the launch would
require, the immense technological support system that would be
necessary, and, most strikingly, the extraordinary live telecasts of the
moon mission itself. But what he did capture was the fundamental
essence of the enterprise: the importance of going to the moon, the
look of the floodlit and gantried spaceship as it makes ready for
takeoff, the feel of the voyage itself. We smile at the simplistic aspects
of Heinlein's story; we shiver with awe when we consider how power-
fully and well he visualized and communicated to us the underlying
realities of the enterprise.

And as for Heinlein the man—

1 wish I had spent more time with him. We met perhaps a dozen
times over twenty-five years: not nearly enough, but for much of the
time we lived on opposite coasts, and after 1 became his near neigh-
bor, only 70 miles away, his weakening health and increasing
reclusiveness made it difficult for me to see him. We exchanged letters
and phone calls; I regret that there was little more than that.

He was a delightful human being, courtly, dignified, with an
unexpected sly sense of humor. I met him first, so far as I can recall,
at the 1961 World Science Fiction Convention in Seattle, where he was
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guest of honor. He amazed everyone there by holding an open-house
party in his suite and inviting the entire convention to attend. That
would be unthinkable today, when five or six thousand people go to
such conventions. The attendance in 1961 was only about two hun-
dred, but it was still a remarkable gesture: Heinlein in his bathrobe,
graciously greeting every goggle-eyed fan (and a few goggle-eyed
writers) who filed into the room. We struck up a correspondence after
that convention. I remember telling him that I had already published
seven million words of fiction—1I was only 26, but very profilic—to
which he replied, “There aren’t that many words in the language. You
must have sold several of them more than once.” And went on to tell
me how Isaac Asimov’s wife had complained that Isaac worked so
hard that all she saw of him was the back of his neck: “Isaac stopped
just long enough to point out that they had two children,” Heinlein
commented. “Then he resumed dirtying paper at his usual smoking-
bearing speed. (Come to think of it, you don't have any children, do
you?™)

On the other hand, when he asked me in 1962 if 1 was planning
to install a bomb shelter in my newly purchased house and I said no,
that I'd rather be atomized swiftly rather than live in post-nuclear
America, a long, chilly silence ensued. The soon-to-be author of
Farnham’s Freehold wasn't going to look kindly on someone who was
willing to admit that there were circumstances under which he’d just
as soon not survive. But later he forgave me, and never a harsh word
passed between us again—not even when 1 reprinted his story The
Year of the Jackpot in one of my anthologies and failed to notice that
the printer had left out the all-important last three pages. He was the
soul of courtesy as he gently called the horrifying omission to my
attention.

A great writer, an extraordinary man, a figure of high nobility:
there was no one else remotely like him in our field. Within the
science-fiction world there were many who disagreed with him about
many things, but there was no one who did not respect him, and there
were a good many, myself included, who came close to revering him.
It has been hard to grow accustomed to his absence: he has left an
immense empty place behind. But his books are still here, and always
will be. For those of us who knew him, however slightly, there are
warm inextinguishable memories. And even those to whom his very
name is unknown feel his presence daily, for he was one of the
molders of the world in which we live.
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fantasy trilogy? The books of Stephen Donaldson, say, or David
Eddings, or any one of a hundred others, going back to the ancestor
of them all, J.R.R. Tolkien? There was a time when no paperback
company published fantasy at all, no one, nobody at all. It didn’t sell,
they said. There was no public for it. Then Don Wollheim’s Ace Books
brought out a reprint of Lord of the Rings, and the rest is publishing
history.

(It wasn’t, by the way, an authorized paperback reprint. Wollheim
had tried to buy reprint rights to the Tolkien trilogy from its American
hardcover publisher, but they turned him down: paperbacks were
tacky, they thought. They didn’t want to deal with a little house like
Ace. Whereupon Wollheim, who had already observed that the hard-
cover house hadn’t bothered to obtain proper copyright protection for
the Tolkien books, simply published them without permission. It was
a controversial thing to do; but Don Wollheim never minded being
controversial. His edition of the trilogy met with such success that the
hardcover publisher hastily authorized Ballantine Books to do a
legitimate reprint edition of a slightly revised text, and Ace’s books
went out of print. But without that push from Wollheim, Tolkien
would probably never have made it into paperback in this country—
and publishers would still be telling each other solemnly that there
was no mass-market audience for fantasy novels.)

To continue: have you ever read any of the novels of A. Merritt?
C.S. Lewis’ Silent Planet trilogy? The stories of H.P. Lovecraft? Before
Wollheim ran Ace, he was the editor at the pioneering paperback
house, Avon Books—and it was there, between 1947 and 1951, that he
put the work of those great fantasists into newsstand editions that
won wide audiences for these previously obscure writers.

During the Avon years, also, Wollheim edited a quarterly maga-
zine, The Avon Fantasy Reader— for which he ransacked the yellowing
pages of Weird Tales, Argosy, and other classic fiction magazines of the
1920s and 1930s, giving new life to the fiction of Clark Ashton Smith,
Robert E. Howard, William Hope Hodgson, C.L. Moore, and dozens
of others. (He published the occasional original story in it too—such
as “Zero Hour,” by the young Ray Bradbury.)

Going back still further: his first editing job, in 1941, was to run
two low-budget short-lived pulp magazines, Cosmic Stories and Stir-
ring Science Stories. Perhaps “low-budget” is a little too euphemistic:
the contributors didn’t get paid anything at all for them if the maga-
zines survived past the first few issues. Since no professionals would
write on that basis, Wollheim turned to his friends in the world of
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New York science-fiction fandom for his material. His friends at that
time included C.M. Kornbluth, Isaac Asimov, Damon Knight, James
Blish, and Frederik Pohl, all of them just beginning their migrations
from fandom to professional writing. You'll find some of their earliest
(if not their best) stories in the pages of Cosmic and Stirring.

My own debt to Don Wollheim, both as reader and writer, was
enormous. The kind of science fiction he most loved—rich in wonder
and imagination, depicting in vivid detail sweeping vistas of the
infinite—was the kind most likely to appeal to my developing mind
when 1 was eleven or twelve years old. Which was how old 1 was when
I stumbled upon an early Wollheim anthology, Portable Novels of
Science, in Macy's book department one afternoon not long after
World War II. I remember staying up half the night to finish Olaf
Stapledon’s Odd John, which seemed to speak to me personally (as it
has to every overbright maladjusted kid who has ever read it), and
then 1 went right on to devour John Taine’s Before the Dawn, that
magnificent portrayal of dinosaur life, and Lovecraft’'s spooky and
wondrous The Shadow Out of Time, and by the time 1 finally dozed off
over H.G. Wells’ The First Men in the Moon, somewhere around two or
three in the morning, my soul had been irrevocably altered. A literary
virus had invaded it; and it was Don Wollheim who put it there, as he
did for an entire generation of impressionable readers who grew up
to be the writers you've cherished for decades.

In person he could be difficult: abrasive and passionately opin-
ionated, a fierce ideological combatant, a vehement holder of
grudges. Behind the abrasiveness, though, he was actually a shy and
likeable man, as his long-time friends can attest; but that wasn’t
always readily apparent to outsiders. Even within his own circle he
made many enemies along the way and he rarely forgave them, and
when you visited his office, as 1 often did thirty-five years ago, he
would regale you with accounts of their iniquities and shortcomings
in a highly pungent way.

I suppose 1 was one of those enemies for a while, because, like
nearly everyone who dealt with him in his early days as an editor, I
ultimately disappointed him by moving on to other publishers. At the
beginning of my career, in the mid-1950s, I quickly struck up a
relationship with Wollheim and he published many of my earliest
novels. We had lunch together many times at a German restaurant
around the corner from the Ace office in Manhattan, where I listened
in awe as he fulminated about the failings of other editors and writers;
now and then I was the guest of Don and his devoted wife Elsie at









258 Colleagues

story, “The Faithful,” in the April, 1938 Astounding. (But he carved any
number of pseudonyms out of his collection of given names later on:
Philip St. John, John Alvarez, Marion Henry, R. Alvarez, etc., etc., etc.)

Lester was a short, slender, untidy-looking man with a wispy
beard, a disarming grin, and a strong, commanding voice. He got your
attention immediately and knew how to keep it. I was amazed when
he told me once that he stood only five feet three; surely he was the
biggest five-foot-three human being on this planet. His voice had
much to do with that, but so did his sublime self-assurance. (He
carried a business card, for a while, that simply said, “Lester del Rey—
Expert.” He could offer answers to questions on virtually every
subject; sometimes they were even the right answers, but they were
always given quickly and confidently. I never saw him at a loss for
words, never, not even a moment’s faltering.

He was not, I think, a great science fiction writer, and perhaps he
knew it, and if he did, it certainly must have pained him; but he let
no sign of that pain reach the surface. Very early in his career he wrote
a story that became a classic—“Helen O’Loy,” 1938: a warm-hearted,
realistic robot story, head and shoulders over most of the s-f of that
time in its humanity and compassion. But it would win no awards if
it were published for the first time today. A number of fine stories
followed in the next few years—“The Day is Done,” “The Wings of
Night,” “Into thy Hands,” and especially the powerful atomic-energy
novella, “Nerves.” He was an important figure in the so-called Golden
Age days of John Campbell’s Astounding before the Second World
War. But whereas other Golden Age figures—Robert A. Heinlein, Isaac
Asimov, Theodore Sturgeon, A.E. van Vogt, L. Sprague de Camp—went
on to produce a string of masterly novels and short stories in the
postwar era, Lester wrote little of consequence in the fifties, less in
the sixties, and then—writing fiction having become a terrible strug-
gle for him—essentially nothing at all.

The problem was, 1 suspect, that unlike a lot of us he never felt
driven to write. Writing was just a mechanical skill he had picked up,
along with many others—he could just as readily have earned his
living as an electrician, a plumber, a mechanic, a typewriter repair-
man—and he saw it, always, as a craft rather than an art. He wrote his
first story more or less to see if he could do at least as good a job as
the people who were getting published in Astounding, and when he
found that he could, he wrote some more. But in the second half of
his life he often went a year or two, and sometimes much more than
that, without even thinking about writing fiction. Fiction as a con-
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1 have trouble putting a nice young guy like Gardner in the same
category as those three?

John Campbell was Zeus. He was a big man, six feet tall and over
200 pounds, and he was the greatest s-f writer in the business before
1 even was born; and then, in 1937, when he was only 27 years old, he
gave up free-lance writing to edit the magazine that then was called
Astounding Stories, and now has become Analog. It was while editor of
Astounding that this tough-minded, domineering man discovered
such new s-f writers as Asimov, Heinlein, Sturgeon, van Vogt, and de
Camp. The list of his regular writers comprises just about everybody
of any importance in the history of science fiction between 1939 and
1952 except Ray Bradbury and Fred Pohl, neither of whom, somehow,
ever saw eye to eye with John. For nearly everyone else, though, a sale
to Campbell’s Astounding was your ticket of admission to the club. You
might be able to slip a story past any of the other editors, but in order
to sell to Campbell you had to do it right. John was dogmatic the way
potatoes are starchy: not only did he know what went into the making
of a good s-f tale, he understood how the universe worked, and if your
story violated the laws of the universe, why, he would tell you so, and
you crept out of his office wondering why you had ever bothered
learning how to type.

I was terrified of him. The first time 1 sold him a story, in 1955, 1
was so electrified by the notion of having done it that I couldn’t sleep
all night. A couple of years later, when 1 brought myself for the first
time to call him “John,” I thought 1 would be struck down by a
thunderbolt on the spot. He was that awesome. 1 went on to sell him
dozens more; but I was always amazed to find myself doing so. Even
when 1 disagreed with him, and sometimes I did, I felt awe at the very
idea that I could be so bold. (Isaac Asimov felt exactly the same way
about John. You could look it up in Isaac’s autobiography.)

By the time I began writing for John, he was already an editor in
decline, though. His dogmas had fossilized around him, his quirks
and prejudices had come to overwhelm his common sense, and his
magazine was no longer the center of the action. Two writers whom
he had helped to develop were, by the mid-1950s, stealing most of his
thunder.

One was Anthony Boucher, the Apollo of my triumvirate—the
most elegant and cultivated of men, a charming litterateur with a
passionate love for cats, opera, detective stories, and the Roman
Catholic Church. (I once sent him a story about an opera-loving priest
who collaborates with a telepathic cat to solve a murder mystery. Tony
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was amused, but he didn’t buy.) From 1949 to 1958 he was, in
conjunction with J. Francis McComas, the founding editor of The
Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. Where the stolid engineering-
oriented Campbell favored profound ideas of cosmic scope with a
lesser emphasis on style and characterization, the more elfin Boucher
inclined toward writing of greater literary distinction, graceful stories
that often were playful or sly or touching. He took from Campbell a
lot of writers who yearned to reach for more emotional scope in their
work than Campbell felt comfortable with, or whose sometimes dark
views of the world were at odds with Campbell’s formidable opti-
mism. Campbell had led science fiction away from its pulp-mag
heritage; Boucher now drew it onward toward mainstream levels of
literary attainment. His circle of writers, like Campbell’s, struck me
as an exclusive club that I yearned to join.

What I feared, when I showed a story of mine to John, was that
he would tell me I couldn’t think well enough for him. What 1 feared
from Tony was that he would tell me I couldn’t write well enough for
him. Tony would never be unkind to anyone—it simply wasn’t in his
nature—but I knew that in his gentle way he could nevertheless be
devastating by implication, and 1 dreaded it. But I sent him stories
anyway, and he sent them back with kind little notes, and eventually,
the month I turned 22, he bought one. I had become a member of the
club. I sold him a second one a few months later, and then he retired
from editing, to the great sorrow of us all. (He was only 57 when he
died, ten years later, in 1968.)

And Poseidon, the thunderer? He was Horace Gold, who started
Galaxy in 1950 and ran it until poor health forced him out about
fifteen years later. Gold was a perfectionist—a brilliant, prickly, diffi-
cult man, who made you rewrite your stories a dozen times and then
rewrote them himself anyway. He drove his writers crazy. In endless
lengthy telephone conversations he turned their stories and their
psyches inside out. Evidently seeing some talent in me, he appointed
himself my conscience, and hammered away at every sign of laziness
in my work, every bit of glibness and formula writing. The fact that I
was selling stories all over town didn’t matter much to him: he insisted
that I work to my fullest potential in every line. What a thorn in my
side he was! But how enormously valuable his goading was in helping
me to reach the level of quality he knew I could attain.

Campbell, Boucher, Gold. Each in his own way helped to form
me as a writer and to move me toward maturity as an adult, and so
they hold a special place in my life. To me they will always be the great
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accept the notion that I hold a significant place in my field. But this
was 1964. Great? Not then, not by a long shot. I had written hundreds
of utterly forgettable stories, a dozen or so decent ones, and maybe
two or three that were really worthwhile. And then I had drifted right
out of science fiction (the first of my retirements) to do books on
archaeology and popular science. I couldn’t tell whether Phil was
mocking me with that “great science fiction writer” line, or indicating
basic ignorance of the recent s-f field, or grossly misjudging me, or
just horsing around, or seeing something in my work that even 1 didn’t
see. I still don’t know. Perhaps it was all five things at once. God
knows he was capable of holding five or six more or less mutually
exclusive positions at the same time.

1 don't think I was a great science fiction writer in 1964—1 may
have been on the verge of becoming one, but back then I was still no
more than a competent journeyman pro—but Phil certainly was. He
had already done Solar Lottery, The World Jones Made, Eye in the Sky,
a hundred dazzling short stories, and of course The Man in the High
Castle. A great writer even then, no question of it. By “great” I mean
that he had virtually from the start pursued the task of setting his
unique vision of the universe on paper, and had done it in a unique
way that 1 found extraordinarily powerful. Each of us has a unique
vision of the universe, of course, but most of us aren’t all that unique
when we write; the world is full of mediocre writers whose product is
dull gray sludge, all of it absolutely interchangeable in every aspect.
That mountain of sludge streaming from typewriters and word pro-
cessors all across the land is a Phildickian image; and he would have
written of it in a uniquely Phildickian way, easy enough to imitate but
not so easy to have invented. You had to be Phil Dick to have invented
that style, dense and fluid simultaneously, the perfect vehicle for
creating his gritty, maddening, wildly funny and tragic worlds.

We stayed in touch, though we were three thousand miles away
and met infrequently. Our career paths diverged. His life was full of
turbulence, and it affected his career; he never seemed to be able to
get off the penny-a-word treadmill, even when he moved up from
paperback originals to hardcover books. We had the same agent; I
asked about him often, and generally the news was that he was in
financial trouble, or having difficulty writing, or breaking up with a
wife, or some such thing. Yet he seemed to remain outwardly cheerful,
no matter how dismal his circumstances became: stoicism, maybe, or
Zen discipline, or just a sense of cosmic irony, I suppose. Meanwhile
my own career was on a steady upcurve. ] was back in science fiction,
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I was hitting my artistic stride at last, 1 was doing the work that
established my name and obliterated the memory of all those potboil-
ers. I was also, not incidentally, making a goodly lot of money and
living the good life, mansion in the finest part of New York, trips to
Europe and the Caribbean every year, and so on and so forth. Phil
knew all that, and—exaggeration being intrinsic to the Phildickian
style—began treating me as though I had the wealth of Onassis. Not
only was | a “great science fiction writer"—and now there was some
evidence that I really might be—but I was, if you could believe Phil,
making hundreds of thousands of dollars a year and sitting on an
investment portfolio worth a couple of billion. He wanted to know my
secret. “Clean living,” I told him. He was never resentful or envious,
exactly; I think he simply assumed I had better luck than he did,
which in some ways was so. It seemed to him just one of the immut-
able conditions of the universe that his life was perpetually a mess and
mine was in order. Even so, it was hard for us to maintain any kind of
real human connection; he was uneasy with me now, and there was a
ferocity to his playfulness that grew out of his own anguish. Not that
he wished me any less success, but he wanted a little for himself. He
was human. For years thereafter he looked toward me wistfully, as if 1
were cloaked in a nimbus of invulnerability that had been denied him.

But I am no more invulnerable than anyone else, and my share of
anguish was coming The splendid mansion burned in 1968, and
when 1 saw Phil at the s-f convention in Berkeley that summer he was
warm and sympathetic. Then I rebuilt the house and went on to a new
pile of awards and glories, while he slipped into the deepest financial
and emotional troubles of his life, and the contrasts became unbear-
able for him. So he played with me, in a tense and oddly hostile way,
and we were both uncomfortable. In a letter announcing his fifth
marriage he asked me to tell people to “send us money and treats and
telegrams and other wonderful things that will please us and cause
my blood pressure to fall. I feel at this time that it would be very sad
for say you or...to be saying ‘Gee, you know, if we had sent Phil and
Tessa a lot of money, presents, gum, nylons, booze, back around April
of 1973 he'd still be alive and writing, and it wouldn’t be on our
conscience what became of him when he realized no one cared shit
about him any more.’ I want to spare you that....Make checks payable
to the PHILIP K. DICK RETIREMENT FUND and your cancelled
check is your receipt because I hear Tessa calling me now to take out
the garbage, so I won't be able to write again for a long time.” Once
we held a long public conversation in fractured Latin in the cocktail
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lounge of a convention hotel; it was wildly funny, but I would rather
have been speaking English with him. I figured he was lost to me. He
was a figure out of Gorki’s The Lower Depths now, and 1 was moving
in a gilded world of Diners Club cards and African safaris. But the
wheel turned again; in 1977 1 found myself on the shoals of a marital
breakup; I wrote to Phil, who was such an expert on those matters, to
tell him of my confusions and fears, and he replied with great love,
saying “[I] started to cry and I drank what I had of tequila. Now I'm
drinking coffee and shaking Nobody ever was able to say anything to
me when 1 was/have been where you are right now. Some people even
said very cruel things, like, ‘Well, Phil, how did you manage to fuck it
up this time?’ Everything hurt anyhow so it didn’t make much
difference....Here is a hug, and already I did pray, although I believe
He knows our needs and will help. I'll keep in touch with you one way
or another. Let me say, too: time does heal. It really does. It destroys,
too, but it does heal.” And afterward such contact as we had was
untinged by the little edginess and uneasiness that had sprung up
between us during his years of hardship.

Then at last he became successful in the way that the world
understands the concept of success; and I think he grew calm within
himself at last, though I had little contact with him in those final
years; and then he died, at just the wrong moment. (There is a right
moment for dying, but Phil hadn’t reached it. He had earned, by thirty
years of grinding work in dreary poverty, a few years of bright lights
and big bucks. And he had earned, too, the chance to write whatever
he wanted to write, without the necessity of bringing in androids and
Ganymedean slime molds and robot taxis. Though I suspect he was
a science fiction writer by innermost nature and would not have
attained the greatness in mainstream fiction that he did in s-f, main-
stream fiction was what he wanted to write, and in his late fifties he
should have had the chance to return to it and see his work published.
Timothy Archer was all he had time to do; there would have been
others.) You may argue that it is better to die at the threshold of
worldly success than to go on through it and discover its essential
hollowness, but I'm not so sure. Some of that hollowness might have
comforted Phil nicely in his later years. You may argue, too, that it is
better to die at one’s artistic peak than to outlive one’s gifts or one’s
fame, and 1 suppose it is; but things are never as neat as that. Verdi
wrote his greatest operas in his seventies, F. Scott Fitzgerald, after a
decade of obscurity and failure, was halfway through what may have
been his finest novel when he died, younger even than Phil.
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Philip K. Dick: The Short Fiction

t was the late spring of 1953, and 1 was eighteen years old and

finishing my freshman year of college, and despite a heavy academic
load 1 was writing a short story just about every other week in the hope
that if 1 only wrote enough of the things, one of them eventually would
be bought and published by a science-fiction magazine. My real
ambition, which to the amazement of most of my friends and relatives
I actually would achieve in another few years, was to sell a lot of
stories, to see them published in every magazine of the era (Amazing
Stories, Fantastic, Astounding, Galaxy, Fantasy & Science Fiction, If,
Future, and all the rest) and be widely admired for my cleverness and
productivity. But as of the late spring of 1953 1 had nothing to show
for these fantasies except a thick sheaf of rejection slips, and 1 would
have been deliriously happy if just one, one of all my many stories
could win editorial acceptance somewhere.

Meanwhile a couple of guys six or seven years older than I was
were already living the very fantasy that was at the center of my
feverish dreams. Coming out of nowhere, they suddenly were appear-
ing on the contents pages of just about every science fiction magazine
from the classiest to the pulpiest, turning out an astonishing stream
of bright, lively, original short stories at a rate of one every two weeks
or so. I admired and envied them both inordinately. One of them was
Robert Sheckley and the other was Philip K. Dick. I know how prolific
they were because 1 kept a little list of all their stories, by way of
reminding myself of what it was possible to accomplish if only you
were quick-witted enough and hard-working enough and talented
enough. Sheckley had six stories published in 1952—his first year—
and followed them with twelve more in the first half of 1953. Dick
announced himself with four in 1952 and published seventeen in the
first six months of 1953, seven of them in June alone, on his way to a
total of thirty that year.

I was paying attention to their feats. Boy, was I ever paying
attention.

Sheckley and the even more prolific Dick were of special interest
to me because my own ambitions revolved about quantity as well as
quality. I wanted to be a good science-fiction writer, yes, but also 1
sensed in myself some peculiar quality of discipline or energy or
simple manic fervor for writing that would permit me to be more than
usually productive. Henry Kuttner, that great and now largely forgot-
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critics like Damon Knight. Dick’s “Impostor” of 1953 has turned up
in a dozen or more anthologies or more over the years, beginning with
Groff Conklin’s Science Fiction Terror Tales in 1955, Edmund Crispin’s
Best SF 2 the following year, and, among many others, a book called
The Metal Smile, published in 1968 and edited by—yes, Damon
Knight.

Among those who applauded Dick’s work right at the outset and
learned quickly to search the magazines for more of it was, as I have
already said, the young Robert Silverberg. Like any number of would-
be writers before me, I was then in the stage of ferociously studying
How It Is Done, and the spectacular debut of Philip K. Dick (and also
that of Robert Sheckley) in 1952— 53 had caused me to give those two
writers particular attention. Compare Ray Bradbury’s remarks, writ-
ten in 1948, about one of his own special literary heroes, Theodore
Sturgeon: “Perhaps the best way 1 can tell you what I think of a
Theodore Sturgeon story is to explain with what diligent interest, in
the year 1940, I split every Sturgeon tale down the middle and fetched
out its innards to see what made it function. At that time I had not
sold one story, I was 20, 1 was feverish for the vast secrets of successful
writers.” What Bradbury was doing to Sturgeon’s stories in 1940, 1
was doing to those of Dick and Sheckley thirteen years later. Sturgeon,
by then, was too great a master for me to hope to equal, but there was
some reason to think that I could, with enough study and practice,
reach the level of accomplishment that these two bright new writers
had managed to attain, and I studied each new story of Dick and
Sheckley with infinite care.

Dick had caught my eye right away, before anyone knew how
prolific he was going to be, with his very first story: “Beyond Lies the
Wub,” in the July, 1952 issue of Planet Stories. That magazine was the
pulpiest of all the science-fiction pulps, famous in its time (and still
cherished now by cognoscenti) because of the utter wildness and
woolliness of the action-adventure space-opera stuff that it published.
(Writers of the caliber of Sturgeon, Bradbury, Leigh Brackett, Isaac
Asimov, and Poul Anderson loved to write for it. I wish it had lasted
long enough for me to have had a chance.) Dick’s “Beyond Lies the
Wub” is the story of a spacegoing transport ship, one of whose
crewmen has somehow acquired a huge pig-like Martian beast called
a wub. Food starts to run short aboard the ship and the captain
announces plans to have the wub butchered and served. But as he is
telling the ship’s cook to figure out how best to prepare it, the wub
unexpectedly speaks up:
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The Roog came running into the yard.
It was early morning, and the sun had not really come up

yet. The air was cold and gray, and the walls of the house were

damp with moisture. The dog opened his jaws a little as he

watched, his big black paws clutching the wood of the fence.
The Roog stood by the open gate, looking into the yard.

He was a small Roog, thin and white, on wobbly legs. The

Roog blinked at the dog, and the dog showed his teeth.
“Roog!” he said again.

Unfortunately the dogs are the only ones who can see them. And,
though they shout “Roog! Roog!” in increasing alarm, the dull-witted
humans all about them simply wonder why the dogs are barking so
much. So the invasion proceeds.

A singular mind was at work in these little stories. And the stories
never struck me as bland or trivial in the least. Quickly I learned to
look forward to each new story by Philip K. Dick.

And, as we all came to see, there would be plenty of them. Why
was Dick so prolific? In part it was the sheer exuberance of his
magnificent imagination that brought all those stories forth in such a
great rush. He had read science fiction since he was a boy—a lonely,
insecure, ill-adjusted boy—and his head teemed with the marvels that
AE. van Vogt, Henry Kuttner, Robert A. Heinlein, and the rest of the
great writers of the so-called Golden Age of Science Fiction had put
there. Now his own variations on their themes came flooding freely
out. Once he had sold “Roog” to Anthony Boucher—a munificent $75,
close to the top rate for science fiction in those days—Dick devoted
himself with furious energy to writing. “I began to mail off stories to
other s-f magazines,” he recalled in 1968, “and lo and behold, Planet
Stories bought a short story of mine. In a blaze of Faust-like fury I
abruptly quit my job at the record shop, forgot my career in records,
and began to write all the time. (How I did it, I don’t yet know; 1
worked until four each morning.) Within the month after quitting my
job 1 made a sale to Astounding (now called Analog) and Galaxy. They
paid very well, and I knew that I would never give up trying to build
my life around a science fiction career.”

But of course those magazines didn’t pay very well, except per-
haps by the standards of the record-store clerk that Phil Dick had
been when his writing career took off in 1953. The best that any writer
could hope for from a science-fiction magazine, back then, was the
three cents a word that the top magazines paid. Three cents a word
for a story like “Impostor” is $180. Not bad, maybe, for a story written
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more commonly associated with men than with women, perhaps
because the part of the body that men customarily shave is more
visible than the parts women shave.

But notice also that Tiptree talks about feeling that it would be
appropriate to shave and apply lotion before continuing to read a letter
that seemed to come from my wife, which could easily be construed
as a macho male’s amiable way of saying that he would want to look
his best in the presence of such an attractive woman as he understood
my wife to be. (In the same paragraph, though, “Tiptree” provided, if
I had only had the wit to see it, a huge hint in the other direction. My
wife in 1974 was not the Karen of modern times but Barbara, an
electronics engineer with a training in physics, very much the proto-
type of the liberated woman; and Tiptree, citing Barbara’s reputation
as a formidable scientist who also happened to be female, said, “She
is, if you want to know, one of my chief inducements to forsake
anonymity, the other being U.K. Le Guin.” 1 was free to interpret that
as meaning that if Tiptree came out of hiding he would have the
chance to meet those two remarkable women—something a man
might very well want to do; but in hindsight it also appears to be
saying that the success of those two women in attaining intellectual
achievement and public acclaim despite the handicap of belonging to
the “second sex” was almost inspiring enough for the author of the
Tiptree stories to admit that she, too, was a woman.

I assume that Alli Sheldon felt she would somehow be at a
disadvantage if she submitted her stories with a female by-line. In fact
she was wrong about that: such women as Kate Wilhelm, Joanna Russ,
Ursula Le Guin, Anne McCaffrey, and Marion Zimmer Bradley were
already quite prominent in s-f when the first Tiptree stories began to
appear. But also, I think, the masquerade in false whiskers was a kind
of stimulating game to her, a facet of her complex, quirky personality.
And certainly she carried it off brilliantly.

Eventually a Baltimore fan named Jeffrey D. Smith, through clever
sleuthing, uncovered the Sheldon identity behind the Tiptree stories.
In December, 1976, she admitted the truth to a small group of people
like me whom she felt she might have offended by allowing them to
persist in their error. (“Honour, or something, compels me to do
something after which I fear I may have lost a deeply valued friend,”
she wrote me, and confessed the truth about herself, saying, “It hasn't
been a put-on or attempt to take advantage, it just grew and grew until
‘Tip’ became me.”) And when I replied that 1 was more amused than
angered, she wrote back to say, “Thank God. Jesus with what trepida-
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tion I opened your letter... When I saw how thick it was 1 thought,
Here it goes. Two pages of telling me what a shit 1 am; all gone
forever.”)

1 suppose I could have been annoyed. She had seen my infamous
introduction proving that she was male before it was published, and
let it appear in print. (Her comment to me on it after reading the
manuscript was, “Just read your intro for that Ballantine thing. Jesus
god, man. I won’t go on about looking over my shoulder to see who
in hell he’s talking about....The organization and clarity of the thing is
a bit boggling It conveys the picture of a mind so lucidly, effortlessly
informed that on request it turns out indifferently a flawless essay on
the lepidoptera of Mindanao or the political theories of Apollinaris
Sidonius.” Not a hint from Tiptree there that my lucid and well-informed
mind was completely in error about the writer I was discussing)

After all this time, one basic issue remains: Was Alice Shel-
don/James Tiptree a writer who was so well informed about tradi-
tional man-stuff like guns and armies and machinery that she crossed
the boundary that separates men’s fiction from women’s fiction, or is
that boundary in fact nonexistent? As you form your own opinion,
bear in mind that we are talking about a woman who was born in 1915,
and that even in the world of the 1970s, not all that long ago, men were
the ones who did most of the rough, tough things that Alli Sheldon
wrote about with such apparent expertise. The lines have blurred
since then,; the stereotypes have begun to break down.

Istill think that Ernest Hemingway wrote like a man and that Jane
Austen like a woman, and that there are discernible differences both
in style and in content. (Don’t tell me about the yearnings toward
androgyny that have surfaced in Hemingway’s posthumously pub-
lished work: he still sounds like a man to me.) So, the Tiptree episode
notwithstanding, 1 suppose I still haven’t fully learned my lesson.

In the very collection that I prefaced was the powerful feminist
story “The Women Men Don't See.” The title tells it all. I chose to
interpret it as the work of a man with great insight into the difficulties
women face in our culture. Stupid of me, in retrospect. I let myself be
snookered by the first-person-male narration and forgot to listen to
what was really being said.

Or consider, if you will, Tiptree’s classic “Houston, Houston, Do
You Read?,” which was published after 1 wrote my introduction and
won all the awards in sight. It’s a superb story. The male sex has
become extinct and the women are doing just fine by parthenogene-
sis, and then three men out of the past turn up out of a time-warp.
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Roger and John

he deaths last summer of Roger Zelazny and John Brunner

knocked two giant holes in the science-fiction firmament. They
also caused me considerable personal sorrow. And, in an incidental
way, the two deaths happened to provide a vivid illustration of the
meaning of the word “tragedy” in its classical literary sense. For—as
I'll explain in a moment—one death seems to me to have been truly
tragic, and the other not tragic at all, but rather simply a damned
shame.

Both men had had long and significant careers as writers; both
met relatively early deaths. Zelazny, who died of cancer on June 14,
1995, was 58 years old. His first professionally published science-fic-
tion story appeared in 1962. Brunner, who succumbed to a massive
stroke at the World Science Fiction Convention in Glasgow, Scotland,
on August 25—the first time, by the way, that a writer has died at a
Worldcon—was 60. His earliest published work of science fiction,
apparently, was the pseudonymous novel Galactic Storm by “Gill
Hunt,” which was issued in 1952, when he was only eighteen.

Of course the loss of these two great writers so much before their
time was a lamentable thing for those who love science-fiction and
fantasy, who revered their work, and who hoped yet to see further
masterpieces from them; and of course 1 am among that group. But
what struck me so particularly hard about these two events, only
about ten weeks apart, was something much more private. The fact
that both men were within a year or so of me in age, Roger a bit
younger, John a few months older, naturally provided me with intima-
tions of my own mortality. But—beyond that—1I took their passing
virtually as I would deaths in my own family. It is not simply the
authors of Lord of Light and Stand on Zanzibar and This Immortal and
The Whole Man, but Roger and John, that I mourn.

I have never had much of a family life. I had neither brothers nor
sisters, and by choice I have had no children. My few actual relatives
live on the other side of the continent from me and I have little contact
with them. And so I have tended to turn the world of professional
science-fiction writers and editors into a surrogate family for me. I
have had, along the way, surrogate fathers like Lester del Rey, and
surrogate uncles like Fred Pohl and Isaac Asimov and Harry Harrison,
and surrogate brothers like Harlan Ellison and Joe Haldeman and
Barry Malzberg and my agent, Ralph Vicinanza; and a few surrogate

[Asimov’s Science Fiction, March 1996]
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hot temper. En route to the city of Thebes, Oedipus becomes
embroiled in a quarrel with a stranger at a crossroads, and kills him,
unaware that the other man is in fact the father from whom he has
long been separated, Laius, the king of Thebes. He continues on into
the city, and in short order not only replaces Laius as king but marries
Laius’s widow, Queen Jocasta—again, unaware that she is his own
mother.

The gods, appalled by the misdeeds of Oedipus, however un-
knowing they had been, send a plague down on Thebes. Angrily
Oedipus vows to find out who is the villain responsible for the city’s
difficulties, and perseveres in this effort until he learns, to his own
horror, that the man he must punish is himself. Whereupon he blinds
himself and resigns his kingship, and goes forth as an outcast into the
world, wandering in poverty until he attains the forgiveneness of the
gods and redemption many years later.

Or consider Agamemnon, the great leader of the Greek army that
went off to make war against Troy. He is so proud, so utterly deter-
mined to achieve victory in the war, that he unhesitatingly sacrifices
his own daughter Iphigenia when a soothsayer tells him that the girl
must be slain in order for the Greeks to have success against the
Trojans. In the modern world it is Iphigenia who might seem to be the
tragic figure, but to the Greeks she was merely incidental to the story;
it is mighty Agamemnon around whom the tragedy centers, for he will
be brought down in the hour of his triumph years later upon his
return to Greece, when his vengeful wife Clytemnestra murders him
for having given their daughter up for sacrifice.

And then there is the demigod Prometheus, who looks down
upon the hapless primitive race that is mankind, and takes pity
upon them and, in contravention of the direct commandment of
Zeus, teaches them the use of fire and the other arts of life. Pro-
metheus, stubborn and rigid, implacably driven by the demands of
his own conscience, sees himself as having no choice but to defy
Zeus; but Zeus, the new and still insecure king of the gods, is
equally implacable in his punishment of Prometheus’ defiance, and
chains him to a rock for all eternity, setting an eagle to pluck forever
at his liver.

Shakespeare understood the nature of tragedy too. He gave us the
lordly Macbeth, whose flaw was that he is unable to say no to his
ferocious wife, and the valiant Othello, who is vulnerable only to
whispered innuendos of his wife’s infidelity, and the regal Lear, who
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friends, and wider circles of friendship beyond, for he was a gentle
and charming man whom it was impossible to dislike. And then,
suddenly, at the apogee of this admirable life, came the cancer that
killed him within a year.

John, too, had had a fast start to his career. Prolific, energetic, he
filled the science-fiction magazines of the late fifties and early sixties
with superb stories by the dozens, and made an early mark in the
novel with such titles as Echo in the Skull and The Hundredth Millen-
nium. His early work was always competent and professional, and
sometimes a good deal more than that; but when he was about thirty
he found his mature voice, and gave us a string of significant books
like Squares of the City and The Whole Man, and then in 1969 the huge
and masterly Stand on Zanzibar, which brought him his first and only
Hugo award. He seemed to build on that triumph in the years
immediately following, with such important and well-received books
as The Jagged Orbit and The Sheep Look Up and The Shockwave Rider,
in which he invented the concept of computer viruses at a time—
1975—when the computer concept itself was still largely unfamiliar to
most people. He was only about forty then; and it appeared that he
was staking a claim for himself in the science-fiction world as a
natural successor to the aging titans, Heinlein, Asimov, Clarke.

It was not to be. Something went wrong in John’s life.

He was a more than usually complicated man—a prickly perfec-
tionist, sometimes sharp-tongued, always certain of the correctness of
the positions he took, generally (though not always) with good
reason. As the critic Peter Nicholls aptly put it at the convention where
John died, “John Brunner was a clever, generous, difficult man and not
all that easy to love. The interesting thing is that so many of us did.”

His manner—suave, aristocratic, erudite—bothered some people.
His wit and brilliance often proved alienating. He had many friends,
but in time he began to make enemies, too, and some of them were
powerful ones. There were fellow writers who disliked him and did
him disservices. He fell easily into friction with editors who dis-
pleased him or agents who failed to fulfill his high expectations.

Perhaps the critical moment of transition for John from success-
ful writer to tragic figure—the true tragic overreaching that ultimately
shattered him—was his decision, about 1975, to write a massive
historical novel set in nineteenth-century America, a book called The
Great Steamboat Race. It was a book of a type remote from anything
he had done before and very much unlike anything that John’s
readership—the fans of Stand on Zanzibar and The Sheep Look Up—
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were expecting. He worked on it for five terrible years, from 1976 to
1981, during which time the editor who had purchased the book and
the agent who had arranged its sale both died. The effort cost John a
prodigious amount of energy and undoubtedly weakened his health;
and, because he did no other work during the time he was writing it,
it became an enormous drain on his finances. Then the massive thing
finally appeared, in February of 1983, and it failed utterly. It sank
from sight and left no trace. He was never the same again. When he
came to the U.S. in the summer of that year, as guest of honor at the
Baltimore Worldcon, he seemed weary and shaken, and told me that
most of his books were out of print and no publisher seemed inter-
ested in taking on his future work.

Another great blow fell in 1986, when his wife Marjorie died. She
was considerably older than John, and had been failing for some time;
but her death, nevertheless, had a shattering impact on him. I saw him
on two occasions in Europe in the autumn of 1987; he was then only
53 years old, but he looked like an old man.

From then on all paths led downward for John. Marjorie’s death
caused problems for him that took him away from his writing for
months at a time. His worsening health—he had a genetic predisposi-
tion toward hypertension and strokes—called for medications that
interfered with his concentration, a terrible circular trap, further
damaging a tottering career. He married again a few years ago, but the
marriage was a troubled one. He began to seem like a lost soul,
haunted, despondent. In an astonishingly sad convention speech a
couple of years ago, he spoke openly of the collapse of his career and
expressed the hope that some publisher might offer him proofreading
work to do as a way of paying his bills. As I said in a eulogy I delivered
for him at the convention where he died, his sudden death may have
been a welcome release from an ever more difficult life. And yet—it
was the final tragic twist—1 understand that not long before he died
John had resolved to embark on a major new novel, one that he hoped
would restore his position in our field and replenish his depleted
savings. In order to write it with a clear head, though, he had to stop
taking the medicine that controlled his high blood pressure—a deci-
sion which surely must have been a contributing factor to his fatal
stroke.

So we lost two of our finest writers almost simultaneously last
summer, and I lost two old friends, and we were provided with a sorry
literary lesson in the meaning of tragedy to boot. John Brunner’s long
sad decline from his early greatness, marked as it was by bad choices
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of His Mouth. In that year the Science Fiction Writers of America first
instituted the Nebula award, and Zelazny was voted two of the five
trophies given out for 1965, one for He Who Shapes and the other for
The Doors of His Face.

Doors also was a Hugo nominee, though it fell short of winning
the award when the 1965 Hugos were handed out at the World
Science Fiction Convention held in Cleveland in September, 1966. By
way of consolation, though, Zelazny picked up a Hugo at that conven-
tion for another work—his third award-winner of the year. This was
the novel—his first—that had been published in Fantasy & Science
Fiction issues of October and November 1965 under the title of ...And
Call me Conrad, and reprinted in expanded form by Ace Books shortly
afterward as This Immortal.

It was an awesome performance, this outburst of award-winners.
Zelazny seemed to be everywhere at once, and never less than bril-
liant. I think no writer of the time, with the possible exception of the
equally individual and gifted newcomer Samuel R. Delany, was dis-
cussed and analyzed with such intensity by his peers. No one with
any sense thought of studying Zelazny’s work with an eye toward
imitating it, since his voice was so unmistakably his own that anyone
adopting his method would manage to produce nothing more than
pastiche, at best. But the propulsive manner of his storytelling and the
vigor and gusto of his style were worth careful consideration by
anyone who hoped to stay in the thick of things in that exciting,
experimental time.

This Immortal, as its Hugo award indicates, received quick recog-
nition. (It shared the award, actually, with Frank Herbert’s Dune—and
it is a measure of Zelazny’s immense popularity with the audience at
that early stage of his career that his book managed to achieve a tie
with Herbert's already celebrated blockbuster.) The book had its
flaws, hardly surprising when one considers that is was its author’s
first: but it had virtues, too, extraordinary ones. In the context of the
science fiction of its period it was, in fact, a revolutionary work.

Algis Budrys, discussing it in the December, 1966 issue of Galaxy,
quarreled somewhat with the novel's resolution. (“The immediate
problem in the book— the relationship of Earth to Vega—is solved too
neatly. It's perhaps fitting that a novel largely concerned with the
Aegean view of life should solve its major complication with a god
from a machine, but it’s bad practice nevertheless.”) But Budrys called
the book “extremely interesting and undeniably important” all the
same, praising its charm, its swiftness of pace, and in particular its
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Harlan

I haven’t updated any of the essays in this book, preferring instead to leave
them in the context of their times, append the dates of original publication
to each one, and assume that you will understand that over the course of
ten or fifteen years things do change, magazines go out of business, people
get older and eventually die. You can readily enough figure from the date
on the next piece that its subject is no longer “a couple of years past 40,”
as I say he is here. But I do want to note that the number of his marriages
now totals five, and the fifth marriage now, to the estimable Susan, has
lasted longer than the first four put together. Practice makes perfect,
guess.

e met for the first time in the summer of 1953, at the World

Science Fiction Convention, which was held at Philadelphia’s
Bellevue-Stratford Hotel. (Yes, the same hotel that went out of business
in 1976 after the outbreak of a mysterious lethal blight among the
American Legion. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if some fan at our
convention had salted the place with spores of the 23-Year Plague.)
Our previous contacts had been by mail and telephone, but 1 had
heard descriptions of him from a mutual friend, and I spotted him
almost the instant I walked into the hotel. He was the little guy in the
center of the crowd, doing all the talking and obviously holding his
audience in the palm of his hand.

“Ellison?” 1 said. “Silverberg”

He said something snide out of the corner of his mouth, and a
deep and strange friendship was born.

He was about nineteen, then, and lived in Cleveland. 1 was a trifle
younger, and lived in Brooklyn. We were both fans, then, who pub-
lished fanzines. Mine was dignified, quiet, and serious, full of sober
articles on the history of science fiction. Harlan’s magazine was gaudy,
flamboyant, enormous, and raucous, with vociferous headlines call-
ing attention to sensational exposes of the science fiction world’s soft
underbelly. (“The mad dogs have kneed us in the groin again” was a
classic Ellisonism of the era.) By your fanzines ye shall know them, I
guess; we were of very different personalities, and what we published
reflected that. 1 suppose we really had only one important thing in
common in 1953: a passionate desire to be writer. A science-fiction
writer, specifically.

Two Ellison episodes of the 1953 convention remain clearly with

[Fantasy & Science Fiction, July 1977]
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me after almost a quarter of a century. One occurred on the
convention’s last night. A certain obscure fan from New York had
taken offense at some remarks of Harlan’s, and had journeyed to
Philadelphia that Monday for the purpose of “getting” him, bringing
along a pair of brawny goons for support. The sinister-looking trio—
leather jackets, slicked-back hair, all the totems of the teenage hood
of the time—converged on Harlan in the lobby. Any sensible man
would have vanished at once, or at least yelled for help. Harlan?
Sensible? He stood his ground, snarled back at his much bigger
adversaries in a nose-to-nose confrontation, and avoided mayhem
through a display of sheer bravado. Which demonstrated one Ellison
trait: physical courage to the verge of idiocy. Unlike many tough-talk-
ing types, Ellison is genuinely fearless. He wins some and he loses
some—I can think of a couple that he lost spectacularly—but he never
backs off.

The other significant incident took place at the banquet of that
convention. The toastmaster (Robert Bloch? Isaac Asimov?) broke
into the flow of routine banquet schticks with a special announce-
ment of interest to anyone in the audience who knew Harlan Ellison.
(And that was just about everyone, even though he’d been involved in
the world of s-f fandom only a couple of years at that time.) Harlan,
he said, working in collaboration with another gifted young fan
named David Ish, had sold a short story called Monkey Business to
Anthony Boucher’s Fantasy & Science Fiction. A beaming Harlan rose
to take a bow and the grand ballroom of the Bellevue-Stratford rang
with applause. As a would-be writer myself, still waiting for that first
letter of acceptance, 1 felt a certain tincture of envy mixed with my
admiration. But the announcement was a bit premature. Harlan and
Dave hadn’t quite sold Monkey Business yet; they had merely submitted
it. In due time Tony Boucher read it and rejected it, doubtless with
great courtesy, but a courteous rejection is still something short of a
sale. To Harlan’s eager imagination it had seemed that a story so good
was certain to be sold, and he had begun telling people that weekend
that he had sold it. Which illustrates a second Ellison trait: a hunger
for literary success so powerful that it dissolved the fine but vital
distinction between fact and fantasy.

For a long time, all of Harlan’s literary triumphs were of that same
illusory nature. In December of 1953 he came to New York and visited
me at Columbia University, where 1 was then a sophomore. My
roommate was out of town, and he stayed with me at the one-room
apartment 1 shared just off-campus. In a pizzeria on Amsterdam
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Avenue we discussed our dreams of future professional success. In my
case the future had already begun, for in the few months since the
Bellevue-Stratford convention 1 had sold a couple of stories and even
a novel, Revolt on Alpha C. Harlan, too, had “sold” a novel—a 27,000-
word juvenile called Starstone, which, aided by a recommendation
from Andre Norton, he had sold to the prestigious Gnome Press. Only
it wasn’t so. Harlan was anticipating reality again, and ultimately
reality failed him.

He went back to Cleveland, and I didn’t hear much from him for
over a year. In such time as I could spare from my classes 1 pursued
my writing career with sporadic success, getting a few more short
stories published and a second novel rejected. In the spring of 1955
Harlan reappeared in New York, this time to stay. He rented a room
on the floor below mine and set up a literary factory—desk, type-
writer, paper clips, postage box, dictionary and other reference
books, white typing paper, yellow second sheets, memo file, and all
the other paraphernalia of our trade. Everything was fastidiously
arranged, each item in its proper place. Another Ellison trait: he is
neat. His private life may sometimes be a shambles, his schedule of
obligations may be running seven months late, but his physical
surroundings are always meticulous, even now when he lives in a
sprawling Los Angeles house splendidly jammed with books, records,
paintings, artifacts, and miscellaneous memorabilia.

The summer of 1955 was a long, hot, brutal one for Harlan. He
took a job in a Times Square bookstore to cover his expenses, and
spent his nights at the typewriter. But he didn’t sell a thing. There was
the famous time when he told me that he had a crime story “90%
sold” to Manhunt—for so he had been told by an editor of that
once-celebrated hard-boiled-fiction magazine. But in fact Manhunt
never bothered to look at unagented manuscripts, and Harlan’s story
turned up in the mailbox the next day bearing a printed rejection slip.
Getting the last 10% of that sale had been too much to manage.

A few weeks later Harlan swaggered into my room and proudly
declared, “You'll be pleased to know that I hit Campbell today, Bob.”
I had an immediate vision of the towering John Campbell sagging to
the floor of his office, blood spouting from his impressive nose, while
a triumphant Harlan stood over him stomping the great editor’s
cigarette holder and nasal inhaler into ruin. But no: “to hit” an editor
is or was writerese for selling him a story, and all Harlan meant was
that he had just cracked the toughest and most demanding of science-
fiction markets, Astounding SF. He hadn'’t, though.
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decades he’s never had much difficulty persuading editors to buy his
wares. His early work was awkward and raw—a weird compound of
Nelson Algren and Lester del Rey, in which he managed to absorb the
worst features of each, meld them, add liberal dollops of Hemingway,
Walt Whitman, Ed Earl Repp, and Edgar Allan Poe, and top off
everything with a wild melange of malapropisms. (As of 1955 he
wasn’t sure of the difference between “decorum” and “décolleté.”) But
there was a core of throbbing excitement within all that verbal non-
sense, and the inner power remained within him as the outer junk
sloughed away with maturity. And so came the stories that won him
his flotilla of Hugos— Repent, Harlequin, The Beast That Shouted Love,
I Have No Mouth, and the rest—and so came the fiery, passionate
essays, and the savage and eloquent contemporary fiction, the best of
which you can find in his book Love Ain’t Nothing But Sex Misspelled.
Out of that cauldron of an imagination came such stuff as Pretty
Maggie Moneyeyes, with that elegant last line that may be the best
single moment in all of Ellison’s thousands of stories. Out of it, too,
came the novella A Boy and His Dog, which was submitted to me for
New Dimensions circa 1969 and which I rejected with a two-page-sin-
gle-spaced catalog of its faults, and which went on to win a Nebula
and become a motion picture, and which I would reject all over again,
maybe with a three-page letter, if it came to me tomorrow. Shows you
how much I know.

But I don't really want to talk about Harlan’s stories here. You can
find the stories on your own; what you can’t find, unless I give it to
you, is such knowledge as this: I saved Harlan’s life twice. (Blame him
on me, folks.)

The first time was in 1955, and probably doesn'’t really count,
because what I ostensibly saved him from was suicide, and Harlan is
one of the least suicidal human beings I know. But he was deeply
depressed—this was during the time of 90% sales and instant rejec-
tion slips—and talked darkly of jumping out the window of his
third-floor apartment. 1 was living down the hall. I nodded and
indicated his bookcase. “Be sure to leave the door unlocked when you
do it,” I told him amiably. “You've got some stuff here I want to read.”
He shut the window.

In the summer of 1956, he and 1 attended the first Milford
Science Fiction Writers’ Conference, held at a ramshackle resort on
the Delaware River not far from the homes of Damon Knight, Judith
Merril, and James Blish, the organizers of the meeting Most of the
demigods of the field were there— Ted Sturgeon, Cyril Kornbluth, Phil
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Klass, Kate MacLean, Fred Pohl, and who-all else—and we were by
many years the youngest and most brash of the writers present. One
sunny afternoon, while most of the demigods were discussing the
problems demigods have, Harlan and 1 went down to the river for a
swim. Boldly we set out from shore, and rapidly we found ourselves
being swept toward Philadelphia or perhaps Cuba by an inexorable
current. We began to struggle toward a sand flat midway across the
river; and, as we swam, | glanced over at Harlan and saw that he was
in very serious difficulties indeed.

Which was odd. Harlan is a short, compact man of considerable
muscular strength. (I found that out a few years later, when I tried to
duck him in a Seattle swimming pool and ended up under water
myself.) I'm a head taller than Harlan, but I'm a slender and not
notably brawny man. Why he was having so much trouble with the
current that day, while 1 was making my way fairly easily in it, [ don’t
understand. But he seemed to be at the end of his endurance. 11ooked
toward shore and caught sight of Judith Merril and a few other
workshoppers; I waved to them, trying to indicate we were in trouble,
and they blithely waved back. (Perhaps they understood the message
and were exercising the most effective form of literary criticism.) Since
none of them budged toward the water, it was all up to me, so I swam
toward Harlan, grabbed him somehow, and hauled him through the
water until my feet were touching bottom. It was half an hour or so
before he felt strong enough to leave the sand flat for the return
journey. Later that day, some of the demigods soundly rebuked me for
my heroism, but I have only occasionally regretted saving Harlan from
drowning,

In the autumn of 1956 Harlan married, right before my very eyes.
(1 have attended three of his four wedding, missed the fourth only
because I was out of the country, and 1 suppose will go on attending
his weddings year after year until death do us part.) He and his bride
settled on Manhattan’s West Side in what was then a pleasantly
old-fashioned apartment house and which probably by now is a
pestilent tenement. I recall dropping in one Saturday morning to find
a crater a yard wide in the kitchen wall: Harlan, in preparation for an
Alfrican safari that never came about, had picked up an elephant gun
at a bargain price, and, proudly waving it about, had blasted open the
wall and nearly made himself a widower all in one glorious discharge.

Instead of going to Africa, Harlan went to Fort Dix. I know of no
one, except perhaps myself, less capable of accepting the disciplines
of the United States Army, but Harlan was drafted in 1957 and spent
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Theodore Sturgeon

t was saddening to be around him the past ten years or so, because

1 felt that he had outlived his own talent and I didn’t want to give
him any hint that I felt that way. But I see now, looking back over the
pattern of his life, that 1 wasn't entirely right. Even though he wrote
very little fiction of consequence after 1962’s When You Care, When
You Love, even though he maneuvered his way through the remaining
23 years of his life with promissory notes, fancy dancing, and endless
reiteration of potent insights that had turned into desperate cliches,
those 23 years were not at all a waste. He was very much a presence,
even as the helpless giant that he had become. As book reviewer, as
lecturer, as patient and loving teacher of young writers, as inspira-
tional figure casting a warm and benevolent aura, he managed to play
a powerful and valuable role in the world of science fiction at large,
even though those of us who saw him at close range knew that he had
somehow lost his own way.

No question that he was a giant. He brought things to science
fiction that had never been there before: eloquence, passion, a love for
life, and a fiery poetry that found its natural expression in prose.
When hardly more than a boy he scattered wondrous stories by the
double handful through John Campbell’s Astounding and Unknown,
forty-odd years ago. Microcosmic God is the one that has had the most
attention, but there were others. Then came the stories of the later
1940’s, in which he wrestled with pulp-magazine formulas and came
out the winner, and then, suddenly, at the beginning of the 1950’s, he
rose above the frameworks of magazine fiction entirely and out came
that fantastic decade-long deluge, The Dreaming Jewels and More Than
Human and The Touch of Your Hand and Saucer of Loneliness and To
Here and the Easel and A Way of Thinking and Granny Won’t Knit and
The Man Who Lost the Sea and on and on—simply listing the titles
brings back in me that exhausting, awesome, dizzying sense of the
man’s profligate productivity that I felt all during that decade.

And after that, nothing much: some fine short stories, but not as
wondrous as those before, and not the novels that were locked
somewhere within him. Eventually we realized that the work he had
done in the forties and fifties was his work, and now it was done, and
that was all there would be. Sturgeon the lecturer, Sturgeon the
reviewer, was what we had now. Would that he had been able to
practice what he preached; but what he preached was so awesome that

[Locus, June 1985)
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promised an ambitious new series of original science-fiction novels in
paperback format—after the Vance book would come Isaac Asimov’s
novel Pebble in the Sky—and that was heady news, for the infant
American paperback industry had not yet gone in for science fiction
in any significant way, and an increase in the skimpy supply of my
favorite reading matter was something to greet with enthusiasm. (It
may seem hard to believe today, but in 1950 each new s-f novel was
an event.) Then, too, the far-future setting of The Dying Earth held a
special attraction for me. One of the first works of science fiction I
had discovered was H.G. Wells' The Time Machine (1895), and 1 had
been so captured by the vision in that book’s closing pages of the last
days of earth, that forlorn snow-flecked beach under a black sky lit by
a ghastly blood-red sun, that I had searched through all the science
fiction 1 could find for comparably powerful glimpses of the eons yet
to come. Olaf Stapledon had met that need in me, and H.P. Lovecraft,
and Arthur C. Clarke, and still I remained insatiable for knowledge of
the end of time, and this new novel seemed likely to feed that strange
hunger. And, lastly, I rejoiced because the author was Jack Vance, for
whose voluptuous prose and soaring imagination I had lately devel-
oped a strong affinity.

In 1950 Vance had been writing science fiction only a year or
two longer than I had been reading it; we were both newcomers. His
first published story, The World-Thinker, had appeared in the Sum-
mer 1945 issue of Thrilling Wonder Stories, a gaudy-looking pulp
magazine that ultimately became far less tawdry than its outer
semblance would lead one to think. Magazine science fiction in
1945 was pretty primitive stuff, by and large, and so too was The
World-Thinker, a simple and melodramatic chase story; but yet there
was a breadth of vision in it, a philosophical density, that set it apart
from most of what was being published then, and the novice
author’s sense of color and image, his power to evoke mood and
texture and sensory detail, was already as highly developed as that
of anyone then writing science fiction, except perhaps C.L. Moore
and Leigh Brackett. A brief autobiographical note appended to the
story declared, “I am a somewhat taciturn merchant seaman, aged
twenty-four. I admit only to birth in San Francisco, attendance at
the University of California, interest in hot jazz, abstract physical
science, Oriental languages, feminine psychology.” The magazine’s
editor added that Vance had been in the Merchant Marine since
1940, was serving somewhere in the Pacific, and had been torpe-
doed twice since Pearl Harbor.
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the sorcerer Phandaal are mentioned in both. There are references in
The Eyes of the Overworld to some of the geographical features of The
Dying Earth—the cities Kaiin and Azenomei, the Land of the Falling
Wall, the River Scaum—but most of The Eyes of the Overworld takes
place far beyond the Realm of Grand Motholam, in an entirely new
series of strange places. The bizarre quasi-human creatures of The
Dying Earth, the deodands and erbs and gids and such, do recur, and
their presence among the fully human folk of the era is at last given
some explanation; but mostly the world of The Eyes of the Overworld
is created from new material. It is impossible to tell how the events of
one book are related in time to those of the other, though the same
feeble red sun illuminates both.

Structurally, too, the books are different. Both are episodic, but The
Dying Earth’s six sections are virtually self-contained, each with its own
protagonist. Characters recur from episode to episode— Turjan of Miir,
Liane the Wayfarer, the synthetic girls T’sais and T’sain, the sorcerer
Pandelume—but only occasionally do they interact across the bound-
aries of the episodes, and most of the chapters could have been
published in any order without harm to the book’s effect. Not so with
The Eyes of the Overworld. Here all is told from the point of view of a
single protagonist, a typically Vancian scamp named Cugel the Clever,
and indeed Cugel the Clever appears to have been the author’s original
title for the book. The structure is that of the picaresque novel—the
cunning rascal Cugel moves across a vast reach of the dying Earth,
getting in and out of trouble as he goes—but the individual episodes
are bound together by a theme as old as Homer (for Cugel is trying to
get home). His task is defined, and the entire pattern of the novel made
plain, in the opening sequence: Cugel overreaches himself by attempt-
ing a burglary at the manse of the magician Iucounu, is apprehended,
and is sent by way of penance under compulsion on a difficult quest
in a remote land. We know at once that Cugel will find that which
Iucounu has ordered him to obtain, will undergo great hardship and
tests of cleverness as he struggles to return to his homeland with it,
and in the end will try to outsmart the magician and exact a vengeance
for all he has suffered. Whereas The Dying Earth as a whole is plotless
and subtle in form, The Eyes of the Overworld carries a rigid skeleton
beneath its picaresque surface.

Where the books are one is in the texture of the world that
encloses them. The Eyes of the Overworld, like The Dying Earth, is a
covert fantasy of the medieval. The first few pages bristle with artifacts
of the fourteenth century A.D.—a public fair with timbered booths,
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Vance has never lost his love of the feel and taste of colors, of the
color of textures, and no book of his is without such passages of
sensuous excess; but they have become more widely spaced in the
narrative flow, and his raptures more qualified, as in this comparable
passage from The Eyes of the Overworld:

Cugel approached warily, but was encouraged by the
signs of tidiness and good husbandry. In a park beside the
pond stood a pavilion possibly intended for music, miming
or declamation; surrounding the park were small narrow
houses with high gables, the ridges of which were raised in
decorative scallops. Opposite the pond was a larger building,
with an ornate front of woven wood and enabled plaques of
red, blue and yellow. Three tall gables served as its roof, the
central ridge supporting an intricate carved panel, while
those to either side bore a series of small spherical blue
lamps. At the front was a wide pergola sheltering tables and
an open space, all illuminated by red and green fire-fans.
Here townsfolk took their ease, inhaling incense and drink-
ing wine, while youths and maidens cavorted in an eccentric
high-kicking dance, to the music of pipes and a concertina.

The Dying Earth is, possibly, the more sophisticated work techni-
cally; its rolling structure seems a more delicate mechanism than The
Eyes of the Overworld’s neatly calculated symmetries. Eyes is a single
unified construct, heading forward from its earliest pages toward an
inevitable end and the inevitable final ironic twist; one admires the
perfection of Vance’s carpentry, but it seems a lesser achievement
than the relaxed and flowing pattern of The Dying Earth, which more
fully portrays an entire culture from a variety of points of view. Cugel
the Clever is an appealing rogue, but one misses the innocence of
some of The Dying Earth’s characters and the sublime skills of others.

Nevertheless the book is a worthy companion for the classic
earlier novel: enormously entertaining, unfailingly ingenious, richly
comic, a delightful fantasy now published in durable form for the first
time. The Dying Earth has only recently attained hardcover publica-
tion for the first time too, albeit in a limited edition that may already
be unobtainable. Taken together, they are two key works in the career
of this extraordinary fantasist. Nor are they necessarily their author’s
last visits to the mysterious world of the reddened sun. Vance, now in
his late fifties, is still an active writer and a sly one, much given to
surprise. In the October 1974 issue of The Magazine of Fantasy and
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lived in what amounted to the tail end of the pioneer days. I swam in
the big hole in the creek, I rode toboggans down long hills, I went
barefoot in the summer, I got out of bed at four o’clock in the morning
during summer vacations to do the morning chores. For four years |
rode a horse to high school— the orneriest old gray mare you ever saw,
and yet I loved her and she, in her fashion, loved me. Which didn’t
mean she wouldn’t kick me if she had a chance. And before high
school I walked a mile and a half to a country school (one of those
schools where the teacher taught everything from first grade through
eighth.)”

Which didn’t mean she wouldn’t kick me if she had a chance. Alittle
touch of country realism, that. Simak never is afraid to express
sentiment, but he is no sentimentalist; the country boy learns early
that life is real and life is earnest, and that after the rich crops of
summer come the inevitable cold blasts of autumn’s winds and the
silence of the winter snows. Those who go to his fiction—the best of
it, anyway—for bland reassurance are likely to come up against
disturbing surprises. City is a prime case in point.

Simak was born in 1904 in Millville, Wisconsin, where his father,
a native of a town near Prague, had built a log house and established
a small farm. After high school he held a succession of miscellaneous
jobs before joining a small-town newspaper, the Iron River Reporter of
Iron River, Michigan, in 1929. Swiftly he rose to become its editor;
then he moved along to Spencer, lowa in 1932 to edit the Spencer
Reporter, and when that paper was bought by a larger chain his
employers moved him to a series of jobs as editorial troubleshooter
for various small newspapers in North Dakota, Missouri, and Minne-
sota. Seeking greater journalistic challenges, in 1939 he found a job
on the copy desk of the much larger Minneapolis Star, and he rose
steadily through the paper’s hierarchy until in 1949 he attained the
post of news editor, a position he would hold until 1962, when he was
named science editor of the Star and its companion paper, the
Minneapolis Tribune.

Reading had been an important part of his life from his first years,
and an early fascination with the science fiction of Jules Verne, H.G.
Wells, and Edgar Rice Burroughs led him, by 1927, to become a
regular reader of the pioneering science-fiction magazine, Hugo
Gernsback’s Amazing Stories. Like many science-fiction readers, he
soon decided to try his hand at writing stories of his own as a
part-time avocation. His first, “Cubes of Ganymede,” was submitted
early in 1931 to T. O’Conor Sloane, the scholarly octogenarian who
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had replaced Gernsback at the helm of Amazing Stories. Sloane ac-
cepted the story but somehow never notified Simak of the fact, nor
did he get around to publishing it; evidently it languished forgotten
in the magazine’s files until 1935, at which time Sloane returned it as
obsolete. It never did see print.

Simak had better luck with his second story, “World of the Red
Sun,” which Gernsback published in the December, 1931 issue of his
new magazine, Wonder Stories. Over the next couple of years Simak
wrote a handful of other stories for the primitive science-fiction
magazines of the day. Those early stories were undistinguished items
with names like “Hellhounds of the Cosmos” and “Mutiny on Mer-
cury,” but they displayed a considerable gift for science-fictional
conceptualization and they were notable also for Simak’s clear, pre-
cise, straightforward narrative style.

Even as a hobby, writing science fiction in that period was an
unrewarding pastime: the magazines paid poorly and slowly, the
editors were often capricious and limited in their tastes, the troubled
circumstances of Depression-era publishing made it a matter of
chance that any magazine would survive long enough to publish the
material it had accepted. (And payment was generally made only on
publication.) Simak drifted away from writing fiction and not until
1937, when the vigorous and iconoclastic John W. Campbell became
editor of Astounding Stories, the most successful of the three existing
magazines, did he return.

Simak found Campbell’s uncompromising rationalism and his
no-nonsense approach to the craft of fiction very much to his own
taste. He became a frequent contributor to Campbell’s retitled As-
tounding Science Fiction during that magazine’s robust Golden Age, a
period when Campbell was introducing such new writers as Robert
A. Heinlein, Isaac Asimov, Theodore Sturgeon, L. Sprague de Camp,
and A.E. van Vogt to his readers, creating an astonishing revolution in
the nature of magazine science fiction.

Although, because his stories were relatively few and far between,
Simak was never considered a first-magnitude star of Campbell’s
magazine in the same way as Heinlein or van Vogt, he nevertheless
quickly became one of the most important members of the Campbell-
ian circle of writers. He introduced himself to Campbell’s readers
with three short stories within five months, “Rule 18,” “Hunger
Death,” and “Reunion on Ganymede.” (An adolescent reader named
[saac Asimov didn't like “Rule 18,” and wrote to Campbell to tell him
so. When Asimov'’s letter was published in the magazine, Simak sent
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a letter to the teenager, politely asking him for further details of what
he felt was wrong, so that he might improve his work. Asimov, amazed,
re-read the story, discovered that he had misinterpreted Simak’s
subtly understated technique as incompetence, and apologized, thus
starting a correspondence between the two that would last for many
decades. As he entered into his own writing career, Asimov unasham-
edly and openly imitated Simak'’s literary approach.)

After those initial stories came a three-part serial, Cosmic Engi-
neers, a space epic that blended the grandiose high-tech mode of such
established Astounding favorites as E.E. Smith and Campbell himself
with his own uncluttered and direct narrative approach. He followed
it over the next five years with a group of competent but unspectacular
stories at intervals of four to seven months, earning himself a solid
place in the second rank of Campbell’s contributors. The down-home
manner of his writing and the resolutely unflamboyant nature of his
themes, though, led his work to be consistently underestimated by
the readers.

And so, when a short story called “City” appeared in the May
1944 Astounding, it was received in most quarters with indifference.
The ho-hum opening lines—“Gramp Stevens sat in a lawn chair,
feeling the warm, soft sunshine seep into his bones”—promised noth-
ing more than amiable folksiness, and as the story unfolded, setting
forth a prediction of a re-ruralized United States of the near future and
making much use of phrases like “danged fool” and “that dadburned
lawn mower,” it seemed to deliver just that. Campbell’s readers gave
it a disappointing fourth place in their monthly review of the issue’s
contents.

But two months later came a sequel, “Huddling Place,” that
carried the premise of its predecessor into new and unsuspectedly
somber territory, as Simak demonstrated that one of the conse-
quences of the dismantling of American urban life would be a crush-
ing sense of agoraphobia. “Huddling Place,” when the ratings came in,
finished in second place, behind the opening installment of Raymond
F. Jones’s powerful and popular novel, Renaissance. And when “Cen-
sus,” the third segment of what now was obviously going to be a
continuing series, appeared in the September 1944 issue, it too
finished a strong second behind another installment of Renaissance.
Campbell’s readership—in the main, a fastidious and knowledgeable
group of sophisticated science-fiction readers—had quickly come to
see that Simak had something special under way.

Four more stories followed at irregular intervals, until what had
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early 1950s, bringing forth Heinlein’s “Future History” novels and
Asimov’s “Foundation” books and Smith's “Lensman” series and
much else; and 1952 it was the turn of Simak’s “City” stories, artfully
assembled into chronicle form by means of a group of brief prologs
by supposed canine editors of the ancient tales, and published by
Gnome Press, one of the foremost specialist houses of the day. Many
other editions have followed over the years, and City is generally
considered to be one of the greatest science-fiction works of its era.
(In 1953 it received the International Fantasy Award, the most signif-
icant science-fiction/fantasy literary award at that time, as the best
science-fiction novel of the year, and it has been included in virtually
everybody’s hundred-greatest-science-fiction book list ever since.)

But is it, I wonder, really science fiction? Certainly it is no
ultra-realistic “hard-science” novel. Simak attempts little in the way of
extrapolative thinking, and such as there is has long since been
rendered obsolete by events. His profound nostalgia for a vanished
America led him, in the opening story, to show how the world of circa
1823 could be recreated by way of post-World War II technology—
hydroponics, atomics, cheap private planes leading to a withering
away of urban culture by the late twentieth century. That did not
happen, nor is it likely to. He gives us, also, such oddities as an
experimental starship essentially being designed and built by one
man, and hints at the possibility of the heritability of acquired
characteristics, something that surely he (and Campbell) knew was
not merely an unorthodox scientific concept but a disreputable one.

No, I think Simak had something other than extrapolative predic-
tion in mind. What he has given us is a poetic fantasy of an imaginary
time that he must never seriously have expected literally to come to
pass, a steadily deepening vision of an ever stranger future Earth. He
is writing about the loss of community in a world altered by technol-
ogy, and the strange manifestations of the communal spirit that might
emerge once our present mechanistic society has been swept away by
the forces we have set in motion. His folksy opening, Gramps and his
“dadburned” lawn mower, widens and widens until a breathtaking
personal vision of futurity is revealed, informed on every page by the
deep compassion that was integral to Clifford D. Simak’s character,
but innately pessimistic as a view of humanity’s future on Earth. City
is no humanistic hymn to the enduring spirit and worth of the human
race. Far from it.

“The series was written in a revulsion against mass killing and as
a protest against war,” Simak declared, many years afterward. “The
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The Power of Words: One

I worry a lot about matters of grammar, syntax, and linguistic evolution—
not a surprising preoccupation, for a writer. Herewith, to begin this section,
a sampling of a good many pieces I've done on the subject.

Warning: The material that follows contains words formerly
considered to be unprintable. This column is rated X, or U, or
PG, or something like that.

“Oh, shoot!” the little old lady cried, as she dropped one of the
many parcels she was carrying. Gentleman of the old school that 1am,
1 picked it up and handed it back to her.

“Oh, shoot!” the five-year-old boy in the park yelled, a couple of
minutes later, as his San Francisco 49ers cap went sailing away in the
autumn breeze. Somebody else’s mother caught it as it rolled past her,
dusted it off, and handed it back to him.

These two individuals of very different demographic groups
would probably be surprised to learn that they were committing the
act of euphemism in public, but that’s exactly what they were doing,
The little old lady may or may not have been aware— probably she
was—that what she was really exclaiming was “Oh, shit!” in a form
considered appropriate, once upon a time, for well-bred Americans,
“shit” as an interjection being an expression of annoyance or disap-
pointment, and “shoot” being the sanitized version of that disagree-
able word. The five-year-old boy, most likely, had no idea that what he
was saying had any meaning whatever, other than as a way to indicate
annoyance, and he was not yet old enough to realize that a simple
change of vowel would transform his innocent “Oh, shoot!” into
something more bothersome to adult ears. Give him another year for
that, 1 figure.

What power a single letter has! A harmless word can be rendered
potent with the tiniest of shifts!

I came late to my understanding of “Oh, shoot!” because I grew
up in New York City, a place where even fifty-odd years ago such
nice-nelly euphemisms were looked upon as quaint, or, to be more
accurate, contemptible. It wasn’t until I had begun to mingle with
well-bred folk from places like lllinois and Wisconsin and Ohio that
I learned about that phrase, and even then I thought at first that it was
just some curious regional mispronunciation.

I found out about a different single-letter euphemism during my

{Asimov’s Science Fiction, November 1995])
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very short career as a writer of Westerns for a pulp magazine called
Western Action in 1956. 1 was so injudicious as to have a sheriff refer
to the recently apprehended villain as “this here bastard.” To my
surprise it came out in print as “this here bustard.”

A bustard is a large, impressive game bird related to the crane. A
bastard is a child born out of wedlock. Puzzled by the change, I asked
my editor, the amiable, scholarly Robert W. Lowndes, about it. He
reminded me that Western Action and its sister pulp magazines were
part of a large group of publications of which the best known and most
profitable was Archie Comics. The readership of Archie was very young;
and the publisher didn’t want to offend the mothers of his readers by
arousing the suspicion in them that he was publishing smut on the
side. So vile words like “bastard” had to be replaced by “bustard” in
the Western pulps to protect the integrity of the big moneymaker.

Is anyone fooled by these little changes? Of course not. Then why
bother to make them? Because words are magical; words have incan-
tatory power, and, as any practicing magician knows, it is necessary
to get the incantation absolutely right if you want it to work. An error
in a single syllable, nay, a single letter, will result in a nullification of
the spell or even a completely unintended (and usually catastrophic)
result.

So the nice old lady knows that no one will look askance at her
for saying “Oh, shoot,” but she’d certainly raise eyebrows if she used
the underlying incantation instead. The publisher of Archie knew he
was safe from outraged mothers if he shunned the horrifying “bas-
tard” in favor of the virtually identical, but incomprehensible, “bus-
tard.” And so on. Our popular speech is full of such stuff. “Darn,”
“goldarn,” “heck,” “gee whiz,” “holy gee,” and “doggone” all came into
being as expletives that skirted the powerful mojo contained in such
words as “damn,” “God damn,” “hell,” “Jesus,” “Holy Jesus,” and,
apparently, “Dog on it.” “Son of a gun!” or “S.0.B.” soften the fero-
cious impact of “Son of a bitch!” Et cetera.

Of course, things are much rougher these days, languagewise,
and new euphemisms have come into use as new unprintables get
closer to print. “Asshole” is still considered to be something of a
dangerous word, and until recently it never made it into newspapers
and popular magazines even in expurgated form. But lately I've begun
seeing it in the papers in the form of “a--hole,” which looks as odd to
me as “bustard,” and which in no serious way conceals the underlying
vulgarism. The a--hole is the part of the body that the shoot comes
out of, I guess. (The cognate word “butthole” doesn’t seem to be
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unprintable at all—there’s some sort of, ah, musical group around
here called the Butthole Surfers who get their unlikely and, 1 would
think, obscene name in the paper all the time, and then, too, we have
Beavis and Butthead, who have failed to attain the obscurity that they
really ought to have.)

A curious use of hyphenated purification turned up in my local
newspaper, the San Francisco Chronicle, in 1973, when a lengthy and
abstruse French movie called “The Mother and the Whore” played
here. San Francisco in the 1970s, as you may have heard, was not
exactly as chaste as Dubuque, but nevertheless our delicate newspa-
per persisted in forcing the theater advertising this movie to refer to
it, bewilderingly, as “The Mother and the W----" I suppose that if the
local university had been doing a production of John Ford’s classic
seventeenth-century play, “’Tis Pity She’s A Whore,” it would have had
the same treatment. (I've always regarded “whore” as rather a tony sort
of word. In the schoolyards of Brooklyn when I was a boy we
pronounced that word “hooer,” and hooer has ever since seemed to me
quite a shocking item, whereas whore is elegant, posh, the preferred
drawing-room version of the term.)

Taboos, of course, come and go. As recently as 1948 Norman
Mailer found it necessary to spell the familiar term for copulation as
“fug” in his novel of World War 11, The Naked and the Dead. A few years
later James Jones, in his war novel, From Here to Eternity, was able to
use the full four-letter form in all its awesome immensity. “Fuck” still
isr’t widely seen in newspaper copy, but it’s pretty doggone ubiqui-
tous everywhere else and whatever shock value it once had is goldarn
well eroded by now. (Though I was startled to see, in Paris a couple
of years ago, posters everywhere promoting a movie called “Fucking
Bernard.” The word is foreign to the French and not taboo there, but
it was odd to see it all around town in letters a foot high, all the same.
The movie will need some other title, I suspect, if it ever plays here,
unless things are changing even faster than it currently seems.)

The magical powers of the “unprintable” words has long been
fascinating to me. A quarter of a century ago I examined some of our
little inconsistencies of usage in my novel The World Inside, which
takes place in the year 2381, and in which a young historian ponders
the oddities of our era, and particularly the restrictions that twenti-
eth-century people placed on words, in this passage:

“A phrase leaps out of a supposedly serious twentieth-
century work of social criticism: ‘Among the most significant
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developments of the decade was the attainment of the free-
dom, at last, for the responsible writer to use such words as
fuck and cunt where necessary in his work.” Can that have
been so? Such importance placed on mere words? Jason
pronounces the odd monosyllables aloud in his research
cubicle: ‘Fuck. Cunt. Fuck. Cunt. Fuck.” They sound merely
antiquated. Harmless, certainly. He tries the modern equiv-
alents. ‘Top. Slot. Top. Slot. Top.” No impact. How can words
ever have held such inflammatory content that an apparently
penetrating scholar would feel it worthwhile to celebrate
their free public use? Jason is aware of his limitations as a
historian when he runs into such things. He simply cannot
comprehend the twentieth century’s obsession with words.
To insist on giving God a capital letter, as though He might
be displeased to be called god! To suppress books for print-
ing words like c--t and f--k and s--t!”

That novel of mine was serialized in Galaxy, one of the leading s-f
magazines of the era, and the passage 1 have just quoted was printed
without editorial objection, four-letter words and all, in the July, 1970
issue. Evidently my 24th-century historian’s ruminations on the harm-
lessness of our ancient obscenities caused some static among the
readership, though, because just a few months later Galaxy ran Robert
A. Heinlein’s novel I Will Fear No Evil, in which Heinlein, then 63 years
old, allowed himself for the first time in his life to use a few of the
formerly unprintable words right at the end of his book. The passage
in question was a joyous and grateful hymn to the pleasures of love,
and this is precisely how it appeared in the December, 1970 issue of
Galaxy, only five months after my own meditation on verbal censorship:

“Thank you, Roberto, for letting me welcome you into my
body. It is good to touch—to f---, be f-—-ed.”

Which is to be f---ed indeed. Oh, shoot, I thought, reading that
in 1970: we have lost the battle already. But in fact the battle goes on
and on, as taboos come and go. I'm not entirely sure which side I'm
on myself any more, as former vile obscenities bubble on the lips of
darling babes. I know how idiotic the verbal taboos are, and yet 1 am
starting to regret the coarsening of taste that has come with our
liberation almost as much as I would regret (and oppose!) an attempt
to compel us to return to the hecks and goldarns and shoots of
yesteryear. A complicated subject, by cracky!
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The Power of Words: Two

few months back I wrote about the power that “unprintable”

ords hold, even at a time when the taboos that make them
unprintable are breaking down—how, even in this perhaps excessively
liberated era, people still pay homage to the incantatory power of the
terrible words by using such euphemisms as “shoot” in speech and
“a--hole” or “f---” in print instead of coming right out and employing
the actual and literal items.

1 mentioned also my surprise, when visiting Paris a couple of
years ago, at seeing conspicuous ads for a movie called “Fucking
Bernard” on posters all over the city. That reminded me that words
that are terribly shocking in one language often are totally innocuous
in another. And now comes another reminder of the infinity of
semantic distinctions on this small but complex planet, in the form
of a piece in the New York Times about words that are taboo in
Japanese newspapers and on Japanese TV. In this case, the taboo
words aren’t obscene, either here or in Japan: they are words that have
come to be deemed insensitive to the feelings of the unfortunate— that
is, words we would call “politically incorrect” to use. But the Japanese
list has plenty of surprises for Americans, even after our own exposure
over the past ten years or so to the well-meant but fuzzy-minded
euphemisms of the political-correctness people.

For instance, according to the manual of 162 forbidden words
issued by the giant TV Asahi network, “Research Materials on Word
Usage,” the word mekura, meaning “blind,” must never be used. TV
Asahi wants its newscasters to refer instead to a “person with seeing
disability,” which sounds like good old American political correctness
jargon to me, except that this is one that I don’t think is taboo even
here. I don’t know why the Japanese are so troubled about using
“blind”— it strikes me as a useful and non-insulting one-word way of
saying “person with seeing disability”—but perhaps the explanation
lies in the metaphorical transformations that “blind” has acquired. My
dictionary gives “without the sense of sight” as the primary meaning
of blind, but when I get down to the secondary meanings, 1 discover
“lacking in intellectual, moral, or spiritual perception,” followed by
“purposeless,” and then by “acting without intelligence or conscious-
ness,” and so on down to “closed at one end,” as in a “blind” alley.

1 suppose that those who are hypersensitive to the feelings of
others are troubled by the possibility that if we speak of Stevie

[Asimov’s Science Fiction, June 1996]
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Wonder or Helen Keller or Jorge Luis Borges, say, as “blind,” we may
appear to be calling them “lacking in intellectual, moral, or spiritual
perception.” Perhaps the same pejorative set of secondary meanings
for “blind” obtains in Japanese as it does in English, though, because
it seems to be a really offensive term in Japan these days. TV Asahi
won't let anyone use the Japanese equivalent of “blind alley,” either,
and a rubber stamp, which the Japanese call a “blind stamp,” has to
be called “a seal placed without thinking” on the air. One Japanese
talk show, Papepo TV, will actually superimpose the character that
means “forbidden” over the face of any guest who utters a word that’s
on the proscribed list—visual as well as audible bleeping!

I'm not convinced that such niceties are really necessary, though
1 am willing to concede certain points to the politically correct—for
example, that a word like “dumb,” which has two meanings of which
one is most uncomplimentary, isn’t ideal for describing people with
hearing disabilities. But in general I think they go too far in the
direction of sensitivity, and the Japanese, evidently, have been going
farther still.

We have been taught of late to speak of epileptic “seizures”
instead of “fits,” but in Japan even the word tenkan, which simply
means “epilepsy,” is now the target of criticism. The Japanese Epilepsy
Association (which I suppose has another name for itself in Japanese)
wants people to speak of “persons of paroxysmal cerebral problems”
instead.

This particular euphemism has recently caused problems for a
well-known Japanese science-fiction writer, Yasutaka Tsutsui, who
wrote a story about thirty years ago in which a robot policeman
ordered a driver out of his car after detecting erratic brain waves
coming from him. When the story was reprinted last year in a
language textbook, the epilepsy association complained that the inci-
dent might encourage the view that people with unusual brain waves—
including epileptics—should be hospitalized. The offending passage
was deleted from the textbook, and Tsutsui, declaring, “Fear rules in
Japan!” vowed never to write again. “Cleansing literature won’t im-
prove understanding,” he said.

TV Asahi’s list of newly verboten words in Japan includes hage—
“bald”—and chibi—“short”"—and busu—*“ugly woman”—and kichigai—
“crazy.” The usual politically-correct euphemisms must be employed
instead— “mentally handicapped person,” and such. Urenokoru,
which means “unsold merchandise,” can’t be used because it's also a
slang term for “unmarried woman.” Shizoku, a term referring to the
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discovered that disappearing totally from public discussion is not
always a beneficial thing for downtrodden people. No word may be
used in print or on the radio that suggests to people that such folk as
burakumin ever existed, but that doesn’t mean that their lot in
Japanese society has gotten any better: unmentionable or not, they
still remain a group whom members of more fortunate castes look
down on. One example of this surfaced a couple of years ago when
Michael Crichton’s novel Rising Sun was translated into Japanese. A
woman in Crichton’s book, half black and half Japanese, speaking of
herself as an outcast in Japan because she is of mixed race and has a
deformed arm, compares herself with the lowly burakumin. The
Japanese publisher, unwilling to use the dreadful word, edited the
passage out—thereby, incidentally, glossing over the fact that the
burakumin are still there, and still an oppressed class.

Thus the burakumin have learned an ironic lesson in the suppres-
sion of words: their own campaign has made them utterly invisible,
to their own disadvantage. The ultimate paradoxical effect has been
that the Buraku Liberation League, a group they founded to combat
the discrimination against burakumin that still quietly goes on in
Japan, was unable to advertise books calling attention to their plight
because the books’ own titles used the forbidden word that describes
them. And when the same organization asked that the passage in the
Crichton book be restored, the publisher refused.

Meanwhile, we over here in the science-fiction field blithely send
our space explorers out to alien planets equipped with semantic
converters that efficiently translate Earth-speech into Rigelian or
Betelgeusean, and vice versa. Which is very convenient not only for
the explorers but for the people who make up the stories about them,
but I wonder just how easy it's going to be for the programmers who
design those semantic converters to make them work properly. As we
have learned in the era of political correctness, it’s only too easy to
give offense through the use of words that sound innocent to us but
are scabrously offensive to somebody else. It'll probably be a good
idea to equip those thought-converters with an automatic disclaimer
phrase to begin every conversation—something like “Please forgive me
if I inadvertently transgress against your verbal sensitivities.” That
may do the trick—except if we run up against a culture for whom
asking forgiveness for unintended offenses is so mighty an insult that
it calls for an immediate lethal response. Words are such mighty
things that you never can tell that will happen when you begin
unleashing them in all their terrible, if inadvertent, power.
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In the Scandinavian countries, English long ago became manda-
tory for elementary-school instruction, and most people in Sweden,
Norway, and Denmark speak it with great ease. The same is true in the
Netherlands. A logical move: these are small European countries that
speak obscure languages which few foreigners care to master, and if
they are going to communicate easily with the other countries with
whom they do business (and they are all active mercantile nations) it’s
a good idea to master an internationally useful tongue.

So English has become the language in which the Dutch speak to
Russians and Norwegians talk to Greeks. The efficiency of knowing
English has become apparent in recent years even to the speakers of
less esoteric Furopean languages— German, Italian, even French,
which English has displaced as the international means of communi-
cation, just as French had displaced Latin. Everywhere, nowadays,
you will find people who have nothing in common linguistically
except a knowledge of English talking to one another in that language.

Aboard a ferry traveling in the Greek islands ten years ago, for
example, I listened with fascination as a little group of young Swedish,
French, and German travelers who had just met aboard the boat carried
on an animated conversation in variously accented English. A couple
of years ago in a Prague restaurant I overheard a Czech businessman
discussing a real-estate transaction with a Turk—in English, of course.
Again and again in Spain, Italy, and Turkey I have seen local tour guides
delivering English-language lectures on archaeology or art to groups of
Japanese tourists; since the tour leaders all know English already, and
most Japanese do also, it has not proven necessary for the guides to
bother learning Japanese. So it goes, around the world.

But the Terran language that is emerging out of English is not
going to be much like the English we speak in San Francisco or
Chicago or Boston. Any American who has been to England already
knows that American English and English English not only sound
different, they differ greatly in vocabulary. (A New Yorker who enters
a London “subway” isn’t going to find any trains, only an under-
ground passage; what he really wants is the “underground,” which
Londoners often call the “tube.” As for the New Yorker’s “tube,” that’s
the Londoner’s “telly,” right?) If the two main English-speaking coun-
tries of the world, after only two and a quarter centuries of political
separation, already speak two widely differing forms of the language,
what sorts of Englishes are going to evolve in Asia, Africa, and South
America among people whose primary linguistic background is some-
thing else, over the next few hundreds of years? And though speakers
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pervades everything we say!) and he cries out that the cheese has
“gone off.” The Egyptian might well think he’s saying that the cheese
has exploded; but since the universally comprehensible word bad has
been uttered in a timely way, the Dane now knows about what
“blowing” means to the Egyptian, the Egyptian knows what “gone off”
connotes for the Dane, and—now that they both get the ticket, so to
speak—they can proceed to do business. “Purists may turn in their
graves as they murder the English language—and get their deal,”
Professor Firth observes. “It may be risky to not quite understand,”
he says, “but there’s something to lose by saying you don’t. The skilled
communicators know when it's OK. Once you get the contract, you
go back, clear things up—and 5,000 tons of cheese are on their way
to Egypt.” Or, as an English-speaking Czech factory manager puts it,
“One of the things we all have in common is we all speak poor English.
We get by on what we have.” And what they have, though it may not be
the Queen’s English or even the President’s, is English enough to allow
disparate peoples to communicate with relative ease all over the world.

As foreigners assemble Englishes of their own, and as those
home-grown varieties establish themselves in different regions of the
planet, the parent tongue itself will undergo a certain amount of
pushing and pulling It always has. It began as a Teutonic language
and absorbed heavy input along the way from the Norman French
(who were of Scandinavian origin but spoke a Latin-derived language)
and then from all the rest of the world. The global Terran that will
emerge from English may cause some problems for those who regard
English as their mother tongue. “Natives must understand,” says
Franciszek Grucza of the Warsaw Institute of Linguistics. “They say,
‘This is our language, not yet yours.’ I say it’s not true. English is not
the language of American or British natives only. This is our language
too.” And it will undergo some very strange metamorphoses indeed
on its way to becoming the planetary lingo.

Or the interplanetary one. In one of my favorite s stories, James
Blish’s “Common Time,” a spaceman making a faster-than-light voy-
age meets the beadmungen, spacefaring aliens who tell him, “We-they
pitched that the being-Garrard with most adoration these twins and
had mind to them, soft and loud alike. How do you hear?”

And once Garrard realizes that the beadmungen are speaking to
him in English, he replies, “I pitch you-them to fullest love.” And so it
will go, as we and the beadmungen speak English to one other
amongst the celestial spheres.
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The Fragmented Global Village

hen the Tylenol-poisonings story broke last fall, I found myself

in a peculiarly isolated position. For 1 had never heard of
Tylenol; and yet everybody about me seemed to be thoroughly familiar
with the drug

Two factors were responsible for my ignorance. One is my reluc-
tance to use medication except in case of dire need. When dire need
arises, 1 take an aspirin. (I have heard of aspirin.) My aspirin con-
sumption is about three tablets a year; with that sort of medical
background, I have no real reason to be familiar with newer and better
pain-killers. The second thing is that I rarely watch commercial
television, and, when I do, I invariably tape-record the programs and
use my fast-forward control to zip me through the commercials
instantaneously when I play my tapes. So 1 had never been exposed
to a Tylenol commercial. I found out about the drug and the poison
scare the same way: from my daily newspaper.

No, 1 don’t watch network TV news, either. But almost everyone
else does, it seems—because surveyors found, a few weeks after the
poisonings, that an astounding 99% of the American public knew
about the story. Newspaper readership isn’t that high—1 am con-
stantly amazed to discover that friends of mind simply don’t read
them. So it must have been the 11 o’clock news that spread the word
about Tylenol so efficiently.

About the same time as I was discovering these things, my local
newspaper ran a political cartoon that left me puzzled—because I had
no idea who the man in the drawing was. I showed the cartoon to a
friend, who expressed surprise that I didn’t recognize the Republican
candidate for Senator in this year’s election. But I didn't. I follow the
news in the papers and on the radio, not on television—and I wouldn’t
have recognized the Senatorial candidate, or the Gubernatorial one
either, for that matter, of either party, if I had bumped into him at the
post office. Yet the newspaper automatically assumed that all Califor-
nians would know what the cartoon meant: everyone watches TV
news, right?

Which set me thinking. Apparently we have all entered the era of
the global village that Marshall McLuhan was talking about a few
years ago; we are all hooked into a nationwide data-disseminating
network; everybody gets the same set of inputs every night (except for
a few mavericks like me who are bored by network news programs,

[Amazing Stories, May 1983]
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The main question that comes to my mind out of all this is what
impact minority hypersensitivity is going to have on creative artistry
in science fiction. More than most other forms of category fiction
(westerns, mysteries, gothics), s-f is read by people who are emotion-
ally or physically disadvantaged in some way, and those people, in our
field, tend to be highly articulate. If gays, blacks, women, Jews,
Armenians, or whatnot start screaming about prejudice every time a
member of their group is shown in less than favorable light, a kind of
minority tyranny will insure that all villains are going to be WASP
Republicans, and all our black characters will be as noble as Uncle
Tom, all our gays as serene as Plato. That may make for virtuous social
behavior but it makes for lousy fiction, and we already have a suffi-
ciency of that. (Besides, the WASP’s may start complaining too.)

The humorlessness of the minorities is an understandable sensi-
tivity. When one has been subjected to irrational abuse for decades or
centuries or millennia, one gets a little testy about it. (One also learns
to get over that, after a while. The gays right now are as grouchy about
their image as the blacks were a decade or two ago, the Jews somewhat
earlier, et cetera. No minority ever fully relaxes its guard, but eventu-
ally its members learn to stop being so touchy where it doesn’t
count.)

And—minority sensitivities or no—it is not the job of the artists to
be nice to people. We are not social workers. We are not therapists. We
are not crusaders. We are tellers of tales, inventors of fiction. What we
offer is not comfort but vision. Not all the visions are cuddly ones.
There is a substantial segment of the science fiction audience that
wants cuddly visions, and is getting them in movies. (Cf. Close
Encounters of the Third Kind, Star Wars, et cetera, et cetera, where
nobody ever gets seriously hurt and emotional conflict is purely on
the eighth-grade level.) Fine. Their needs should be met too. The
creator of non-cuddly art has enough problems, though, without
having to worry about whether he’s offending minorities. Homer
offended minorities. Proust offended minorities. Joyce offended mi-
norities. Write to them, if you like. Leave me alone.

I replied to Gay Community News somewhat sadly that I thought
their remarks about me were “wrongheaded and unfair,” going on to
say, “In the old days before gays had come out and become a political
force, one of the most delightful aspects of them, for me, was their
sense of humor, that is, their awareness of the absurdity of everyday
life and their clear-eyed perspective on contemporary nonsense. (A
bit of a stereotype too, I must add.) Evidently when one is politicized
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Political Correctness, Two:
Redskins and Bloody-Nosed Aliens

It will be spring or early summer when you read this, but such are
the exigencies of publishing deadlines that I'm writing it on an
autumn morning, midway through that long limbo of grim holiday
cheer that runs from Halloween to New Year’s Day.

The interminable holiday season is not without its rewards,
though, for the observer of modern cultural trends.

From Arlene Hirschfelder, for example, who is an education
consultant with the Association on American Indian Affairs in New
York, comes a plea for an end to what she sees as the exploitive use of
Native American imagery in American popular culture. “It is predict-
able,” she writes. “At Halloween, thousands of children trick or treat
in Indian costumes. At Thanksgiving, thousands of children parade
in school pageants wearing plastic headdresses and pseudo-buckskin
clothing. Thousands of card shops stock Thanksgiving greeting cards
with images of cartoon animals wearing feathered headbands. Thou-
sands of teachers and librarians trim bulletin boards with Anglo-fea-
tured, feathered Indian boys and girls.”

Ms. Hirschfelder finds this objectionable—as she does the use of
such names as “Indians,” “Redskins,” “Braves,” and “Chiefs” for sports
teams. She sees all this as an affront to the Native American people.
“This image-making,” she asserts, “prevents Indians from being a
relevant part of the nation’s social fabric.”

The naive response might be to say that it is the very use of these
images that keeps the Indians part of our nation’s social fabric, by
reminding us that before our ancestors came to this land it was
inhabited by a very different people of strikingly different culture and
physical appearance. But no, that’s not what Ms. Hirschfelder means
by “relevant.” The Halloween costumes and other playful bits of
pseudo-Indianism conceal, she says, “the reality of high mortality
rates, high diabetes rates, high unemployment rates. They hide low
average life spans, low per-capita incomes and low educational levels.
Plastic war bonnets and ersatz buckskin deprive people from know-
ing the complexity of Native American heritage— that Indians belong
to hundred of nations that have intricate social organizations, govern-
ments, languages, religions and sacred rituals, ancient stories, unique
arts and music forms.”

She has a point of sorts here. Certainly many American Indians

[Amazing Stories, July 1988|
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today lead bleak, difficult lives, as do members of many other groups
who do not belong to the dominant ethnic majority of the nation. And
it is instructive for all of us to remember that the way that dominant
ethnic majority came to have possession of the land now included in
mainland USA was to evict the Indians from most of it by a combina-
tion of force and chicanery, in a long and bloody one-sided struggle.
We took what we wanted and gave them very little except rum and
infectious diseases in return, and when the job was done we penned
the survivors up in what amounted to concentration camps.

Nevertheless, Ms. Hirschfelder’s righteous wrath descends, 1
think, too late and on the wrong target. She fails to understand that
history is one thing and myth is another, and that although myth
generally evolves out of history it takes on a life of its own that cannot
be extinguished so long as the culture that brought it into being
endures. Many of our ancestors (not mine, as it happens, nor Ms.
Hirschfelder’s) took part in a determined campaign of genocide
against the American Indians. It is not a pretty part of our history, and
while I feel no personal guilt over it I do regret the destruction of the
fascinating cultures that fell before the conquering Europeans. But in
the process of that act of genocide certain mythic images were gener-
ated here. They hold real power for our secularized and largely
tradition-free children. They are not entirely negative ones, either:
most of us grow up thinking of the Indians as noble savages, primitive
but dignified, who fought a desperate losing battle against the en-
croachments of a grubby band of pioneers. That is as much a stereo-
type as any other, but it seems to me not a disgraceful sort of myth to
have attached to one; and if our children tend to keep it alive with
their peace-pipes and tomahawks, their bow and arrows, their buck-
skin leggings, well, so be it. It is the only history we have here, after
all. And abolishing it will do not one damned bit of good for the
unfortunate Native Americans who struggle against poverty, alcohol-
ism, and tuberculosis in odd corners of our land. What earnest but
misguided folk like Ms. Hirschfelder fail to see is that if we wipe our
Indian stereotypes completely from our repertoire of folk imagery, it
will become even easier for us to forget all about those unhappy
survivors of an ugly genocide who still dwell among us. At least so
long as the kids run around with tomahawks and feathered head-
dresses they still have some idea that there was once another race here
before us.

Meanwhile, elsewhere on the holiday front, I am informed that
this year’s Christmas toys run heavily toward the gross and ugly. From
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some variation on it. ] was surprised, thinking about it for a time, how
complicated this naming business really is.

The writer whose books appear under the byline of “Samuel R.
Delany” is “Chip” to his friends, never “Sam” and certainly not
“Samuel.” He’s very patient when people call him “Sam,” but he
doesn't like it. Edward John Carnell, the great British science-fiction
editor of years gone by, was “Ted” to everyone—a common British
diminutive of “Edward.” Chelsea Quinn Yarbro is addressed as
“Quinn,” never as “Chelsea.” A. Bertram Chandler, the Australian
science fiction writer, was “Jack” among intimates, though at some
point people began calling him “Bert.” Not Bertram, ever. Another
“Bert” of some time back was HJ. Campbell, the British writer and
editor. (“Bert” was short for “Herbert” in his case.) And R.A. MacAvoy,
who doesn’t have to worry about being called by her first name by
strangers who have read her books, because she hides it behind those
initials, is “Bertie” to her friends, derived from “Roberta.”

The preferred nomenclature can change. John Varley used to be
“Herb” to his close friends—Herbert is his middle name, I think—but
lately I've heard him spoken of mainly as “John,” even by people who
know him quite well. Isaac Asimov once had a nickname, but he
loathed it, and said so whenever it was used, and eventually almost
everyone forgot it. Robert AW. Lowndes, the editor and writer, is
“Doc” to his friends of the 1940’s, “Bob” to people like me who met
him a decade or so later. I never asked him why the nickname
changed; and I never called him “Doc,” either. Another “Doc” was E.E.
Smith, Ph.D. His first name was Edward, but he kept that pretty much
to himself. Within the science-fiction world he was universally
“Doc”—he wanted it that way—and 1 suppose outsiders such as
symphony solicitors would have had to call him “Dr. Smith.”)

Some writers are so fond of their nicknames that they turn them
into real ones. Jack Vance’s birth certificate reads “John Holbrook
Vance,” but he writes as “Jack” and everyone calls him that and 1
wouldn’t be surprised if he uses “Jack” as his formal first name on
contracts and tax returns and such. His son’s name is John also, but
he’s known as “John,” which makes things simpler around the Vance
household.

There are s-f writers who never much mind being called by
nicknames, or even, as I do, prefer it. I think here of “Bob” Sheckley,
“Fred” Pohl, “Hank” Kuttner, “Ted” Sturgeon, “Phil” Dick, “Jim” Blish.
And then there are some who are never called by nicknames even
where easy possibilities exist: David Brin, David Hartwell, James
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White, Arthur C. Clarke. No Daves, Arts, or Jims in that bunch. (Like
Asimov, Clarke once did have a nickname, not “Art,” but it wasn’t
entirely a flattering one and after a time it passed into general
oblivion.)

Randall Garrett was “Randy” for a long time, but eventually got
tired of the sniggering implications of the nickname and let it be
known that he wanted only his formal first name used. Most of us
tried our best. In a somewhat similar way, Charles N. Brown, the
publisher of Locus, weary of being confused with a comic-strip char-
acter, would rather be “Charles” than “Charlie,” and perhaps he’s
succeeding at it; but I have thirty years of practice at calling him by
the nickname and I'm not doing a good job of making the transition
to “Charles.”

And then there’s the case of Robert A. Heinlein. He was “Bob” to
his friends for decades. When 1 met him in 1958 that was what
everyone called him, and he was still signing his letters that way a few
years later: I just checked my files to make sure. But somewhere along
the way he turned into “Robert,” apparently because his wife Ginny
liked the sound of it better, and Ginny Heinlein is the sort of person
who tends to get what she wants. As a “Robert” who'd rather be
addressed as “Bob,” I didn’t find it came naturally to me to transform
Heinlein from a “Bob” into a “Robert.” So 1 went on calling him “Bob,”
which really wasn’t proper any longer, and he suddenly started calling
me “Robert,” which wasn’t appropriate either, and we muddled
around with this first-name business for five or ten years before
agreeing that neither of us really cared which version of our name the
other used. Eventually I got the hang of calling him “Robert” and he
managed to remember that I was still “Bob” and all went smoothly
thereafter.

F.M. Busby has a first name, but he doesn’t like it. He answers to
“Buz” among friends. Strangers, like solicitors for the Seattle Sym-
phony, are forced to call him “Mr. Busby,” because they don’t know
what else to use. (I do, but I'm not telling) “Spider” isn’t Spider
Robinson’s first name any more than “F.” is Buz Busby’s, but the
symphony fund-raisers up Vancouver way where he lives probably
don’t dare call him “Spider” when they phone him at dinnertime. (1
know his real name, too, but 1 don’t plan to let the Vancouver
Symphony in on the secret.)

One who doesn’t have to worry much about this whole nick-
names business is Poul Anderson. “Poul” is not a name that lends
itself to nicknaming. On the other hand, it has other drawbacks.
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Gold Doesn’t Smell

he cities of our nation have been overrun by hordes of street

people—and street people, by definition, live in the streets, which
usually means that they tend to excrete in the streets as well. This
development has caused an obvious and disagreeable problem for the
housebroken portion of the population, leading to the obvious solu-
tion: a system of readily available mechanized public toilets.

Such devices are already in operation in many European cities,
and not just for street people. They are attractive, even elegant, items,
as this inveterate tourist will testify.

I conducted my own field research on the subject a couple of
years ago in Paris upon experiencing a moment of metabolic crisis
along the fashionable Avenue de I'Opera. There were no cafes in sight,
only dignified shops where I would feel abashed to seek succor; but
then, to my immense delight and relief, I found myself in front of a
sleek tubular structure that had something of the appearance of the
nose cone of a space vehicle, just before me on the spacious sidewalk.
My command of French, though uncertain at times, was easily equal
to the task of decoding the instructions. 1 dropped a coin in the slot,
a franc or two, and a sliding door silently unfurled before me, and 1
entered a small, clean, brightly lit chamber, a glorious little temple of
high-tech elimination, from which in due course 1 emerged, at the
touch of a button, into the sunny splendors of a Parisian afternoon.

Nothing is keeping our cities from installing these magnificent
1990s-style donnickers except 1990s-style domestic politics. One
problem that immediately arose here was that of wheelchair access,
required by law. 1 certainly would not deny the right of wheelchair-
bound people to toilet facilities, but the troublesome fact is that
making the street johns available to them creates a number of techni-
cal problems, not the least of which is that the facilities need to be
expanded in diameter to a point beyond the capacity of most Ameri-
can metropolitan sidewalks. (There are other issues as well to deal
with, considering the automated nature of these devices and the
handicapped nature of the handicapped person who might inadver-
tently become trapped inside one.)

Evidently these difficulties are on their way to being solved in
New York City, where, so I understand, trials of four or five different
types of automated street toilets are now under way and an ultimate
choice is soon to be made. Across the country in San Francisco,

[Asimov’s Science Fiction, May 1995]
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though, the process is entangled at the moment in an uniquely San
Franciscan dispute having to do with putting advertising placards on
the outsides of the cubicles. The French company that makes the
things has handsomely offered to supply the City by the Bay with a
couple of dozen of them free of charge, in return for nothing more
than the right to sell ad space on them. This proposal was doing well
in municipal governmental circles until someone discovered that the
manufacturers were apt to turn a profit on their generous donation
this way. The profit motive is not regarded benignly by some very
vocal San Franciscans, and revelations of potential money-making
caused the gift to be voted down by the indignant Board of Supervi-
sors, leading to an acrimonious public debate that is still going on.
(The Frisco streets aren’t getting to smell any sweeter, meanwhile.)

No doubt, the need being as urgent as it is, we will ultimately get
our Parisian-style mechanical privies out here in California. At least
we have overcome our inherent American puritanism to the point of
being able to discuss openly the fact that living organisms periodi-
cally rid their bodies of waste matter; the discussion now has come
down merely to little contemporary niceties of political necessity. In
the Old World, where the processes that Americans quaintly hide
behind such terms as pee-pee and doo-doo have always been taken
for granted as the facts of life that they are, this is all handled in a
much simpler way, and has been for thousands of years.

Roman cities were particularly well provided with public latrines,
as you can see today when you visit the ruins of Pompeii or
Herculaneum, or, in fact, almost any excavated ancient site in ltaly.
Inevitably you will come across an elaborate marble cacatorium in the
center of town—ten or twenty stone seats lined up in a row, separated
by raised ledges that often are decorated by sculptured figures of
dolphins or sea-serpents. These were highly public latrines indeed,
gathering-places where one met with one’s friends, traded gossip,
made business connections. Above the seats were niches that in
ancient times held statuettes of the appropriate gods— Stercutius was
the Roman god of ordure, Crepitus the god of convenience—to whom
small offerings were made by the users of the facility. The walls of
these establishments were adorned with bright frescoes or stuccoed
reliefs and the ubiquitous Roman fountains.

As a rule the Romans didn't have elaborate toilet facilities within
their own homes, though. They used basins and chamber-pots, which
servants would empty from apartment-house windows into street
drains outside. This sometimes had unfortunate consequences for
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from the dreadful prospect of never dying. They were not only opin-
ionative, peevish, covetous, morose, vain, talkative, but uncapable of
friendship, and dead to all natural affection...Envy and impotent
desires are their prevailing passions.... At ninety they lose their teeth
and hair, they have at that age no distinction of taste, but eat and
drink whatever they can get, without relish or appetite. The diseases
they were subject to still continue without increasing or diminishing,
In talking they forget the common appellation of things, and the
names of persons, even of those who are their nearest friends and
relations. For the same reason they never can amuse themselves with
reading, because their memory will not serve to carry them from the
beginning of a sentence to the end.” Because of the changes that time
works in all languages, they become unable, after a few hundred
years, to communicate with anyone but their own kind.

Eventually Gulliver meets a few struldbrugs, and is appalled by
their hideous appearance and the misery of their condition: “The
reader will easily believe, that from what 1 had heard and seen, my
keen appetite for perpetuity of life was much abated. I grew heartily
ashamed of the pleasing visions I had formed, and thought no tyrant
could invent a death into which I would not run with pleasure from
such a life.” The struldbrugs are one of the most terrifying inventions
of Jonathan Swift’s classic novel—which is surely one of the master-
pieces of science fiction.

But when we turn from Gulliver’s Travels to yesterday's newspaper
we find life imitating fiction; for here is the case of 85-year-old John
Kingery of Portland, Oregon, who was abandoned in his wheelchair
at a dog racing track in Post Falls, Idaho, wearing bedroom slippers
and a sweatshirt that said “Proud to be An American.” In his hands he
held a bag of diapers. A note pinned to his chest said that his name
was “John King” and that he was suffering from Alzheimer’s Disease.
As was true of Gulliver’s struldbrugs, he was able to reminisce about
his youth, and to speak amiably about farms and farming; but he
could not remember his name or where he came from. Eventually he
was identified by administrators of a Portland nursing home, who
recognized him from a photo in the paper, and he was flown back to
Oregon clutching a teddy bear in his hand, utterly unaware of what
was going on around him.

John Kingery’s daughter had checked him out of his nursing
home about ten hours before he was found in Idaho. Presumably his
family could no longer bear the strain or financial burden of caring
for him. “Granny dumping” is what this is called, according to a
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1989. The great achievement of Mikhail Gorbachev was to realize that
the consent of the governed in the U.S.S.R. and its satellites could no
longer be maintained by force, and so he resolved to lift the force—
whereupon the people, untrammeled at last, discarded not only their
leaders and their economic system but the structure of their nation
itself.

The interesting thing about these startling events, from the stand-
point of the science-fiction connoisseur, is that it took only seventy-
four years for Leninist-Stalinist Communism to fall apart. Most of our
great empires have lasted somewhat longer than that: the Roman, for
instance, had five or six pretty good centuries, beginning with Rome’s
conquest of the Hellenistic world in the second century B.C. and
continuing on through Constantine’s division of the empire in the
fourth century A.D. The Byzantine Empire that succeeded it lasted for
a thousand years, with some interruptions. The great imperial dynas-
ties of China held sway over much of Asia for an even longer period.
The Terran record seems to be held by the Pharaonic Egyptians, who
managed to sustain a coherent political system for close to three
thousand years, again with a few interruptions. (For most of that time,
though, the Pharaohs ruled over a compact and culturally homoge-
neous territory, what we would call a kingdom rather than an empire.)

But the grand and glorious Evil Empires of science fiction (and
even the good ones) tend to survive much longer than that. The
durability that is ascribed to them in our classic novels ranges far into
the High Metaphoric.

Consider the empire that Frank Herbert created in Dune. 1 am
indebted to Will McNelly’s formidable Dune Encyclopedia, certainly
the most impressive secondary work of science fiction ever con-
structed, for giving us a historical chart that views most of what we
regard as history as falling under the First Empire, founded by
Alexander the Great and enduring in various permutations for close
to five thousand years, covering our entire era and then some. Then
two periods of instability, known as The Empire of a Thousand
Worlds and the Age of Ten Thousand Emperors, disrupted it for a
period of some 45 centuries until the Wars of Reunification (lasting
2500 years!) led to the Empire of Ten Thousand Worlds and the First
Golden Age. Yet even that was only the dawn of the real imperial
period, and Herbert's chronology mounts on through dynasty after
dynasty for an additional twenty thousand years. Herbert is dealing, in
other words, not with plausible realities but with sweeping poetic
hyperboles. A shrewd observer of political trends, he knew as well as
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anyone that the structures of human society are unlikely to endure in
recognizable form for more than a dozen generations or so. But the
grandeur of his vision led him to expand his time-frame to cover not
mere centuries but whole bushels of millennia. He wasn’t writing
political history: he was writing science fiction of a splendidly mega-
lomaniacal scope, with profoundly entertaining results.

AE. van Vogt’s Isher empire, which dazzled us all forty years ago
but now has fallen into some obscurity, was a robust precursor of
Herbert's great realm. The Weapon Shops, first of the two volumes,
takes place in the 48th century of the Isher dynasty, when the
beautiful Empress Innelda rules all the inhabited worlds of the galaxy.
The sequel, The Weapon Makers, continues the tale of the struggle
between the Isher rulers and the secret underground movement
known as the Weapon Shops—a struggle which itself has been going
on for thousands of years.

How cheerfully we science-fiction writers toss around the millen-
nia and the light-years! Isaac Asimov’s Foundation novels span thou-
sands of years—the earliest of the books opens in Year 12,020 of the
Galactic Era—and the empire over which his monarchs reign covers
so many worlds that the total number is quite literally uncountable.
Asimov knows better than to ask us to accept this fiction at face
value—as did I, writing of the giant planet Majipoor in Lord Valentine’s
Castle and speaking of a political system that had endured without
significant change for fourteen thousand years. As Brian Aldiss said in
an essay on galactic empires in 1976, “You can, in other words, take
these stories seriously. What you must not do is take them literally.
Their authors didn’t. There’s a way of reading everything.”

Empires that embrace a thousand solar systems are untenable
concepts. Unless the imperial army is big enough to establish garri-
sons everywhere, the citizens of the far-flung realm will simply ignore
the diktats coming from the capital, and the empire will exist in name
only. And empires that last for a hundred centuries virtually un-
changed are equally implausible. The human race is too volatile, too
impatient: systems evolve, polities mutate. Nothing has ever stayed
the same on our world for more than a few generations; to expect a
dynasty to settle in for three or four thousand years is to venture into
pure fantasy.

So we see from the collapse of the U.S.S.R. Lenin’s great vision of
a worldwide socialist empire failed in a mere eight decades. (Outdo-
ing Hitler’s Thousand-Year Reich, though, by quite a bit.) The imperial
headquarters at the Kremlin eventually could not make its grasp hold
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working for years and years. 1 am shocked that 22 percent—oh, my
God.”

Actually, it should be no surprise that the high school students
in that poll were vague on the subject of the Holocaust. It took place,
after all, in their grandparents’ time, which is prehistory to them. How
many of them, 1 wonder, know whether the Civil War happened
before or after the two World Wars, or if it happened at all? How many
could name the Presidents of the United States in order from Roose-
velt to Bush? Or even those from Carter to Bush? A survey taken
recently at Ivy League colleges showed that three quarters of the
students questioned were unable to identify the author of the phrase,
“government of the people, by the people, and for the people” as
Abraham Lincoln, and that half of them could not provide the names
of their state’s two Senators. (Can you?) We expect ignorance from the
young, these days; we are astounded when they know that Switzer-
land is a country in Europe, or that Montana is west of Ohio.

But the adults in that poll who had their doubts about the
Holocaust’s reality—many of them 60 years old, or more—

Something more sinister than mere ignorance is at work here. We
are entering Orwellian territory. History is being rewritten by people
with agendas. Just as certain “scholars” have begun to tell us that the
Pharaonic Egyptians were black-skinned people, in defiance of all
historical evidence, just as only last year Christopher Columbus was
transformed from a hero into a villain by revisionist “historians,” so
too do we have in our midst a little group of covert Nazi sympathizers
who are attempting to further their racial and political views by taking
advantage of American gullibility to befog the historical record of the
Holocaust.

For example, a group calling itself the Committee for Open
Debate on the Holocaust has declared that “the figure of six million
Jewish deaths is an irresponsible exaggeration” and asserts that the
gas chambers at the Nazi prisons were used merely as “life-saving”
fumigation chambers in which lice and other pests were removed
from the clothing of the prisoners. The ovens in which hundreds of
thousands were roasted alive are turned, by these Holocaust deniers,
into “crematoria” for the bodies of internees who died of disease. And
why were Jews being interned by the Nazis in the first place? Simply
as defensive tactics, we are told, to prevent these enemies of the
German state from perpetrating acts of sabotage, just as in the United
States at the same time citizens of Japanese ancestry were being
rounded up and placed in detention camps.
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Love,” starring Drew Barrymore, points out with displeasure that
although Ms. Barrymore smokes throughout the movie, and “there
are many deep inhales,” the director doesn’t bear down hard on the
best moments of the smoking, and, besides, “the exhales aren’t great.”

The tone is very much like that to be found in those blurry little
magazines that provide quick summaries of the high points of the
latest pornographic films. But there’s no pornography to be found in
the smoxploitation genre—at least, not pornography of the old-fash-
ioned kind that involved healthy young unclad folks enthusiastically
Doing It before the camera. Nudity is utterly taboo in these movies.
We don'’t even get lingerie shots. The fans don’t want any such stuff.
Watching fully-dressed girls smoke is the be-all and end-all of
smoxploitation. What sells the videos, says Edward Luisser, a major
producer of smoking videos, is “the look, the attitude, the mannerism
of smoking. It's not so much the sexuality as the erotic allure, the hint
of mystery.”

What we have here, in fact, is a brand new kind of fetishism, a
specialized kind of erotic behavior that omits the stuff that most of
us think of as erotic and substitutes the passion and fervor that
arises from watching a pretty woman suck combustion products
into her lovely and irreplaceable lungs. The linkage between smok-
ing and sex is old stuff in the films—anyone who’s seen movies of
the 1930s and 1940s can cite any number of tensely erotic scenes
involving slinky actresses, square-jawed men, and wisps of curling
smoke. But the smoking seems to be replacing sex in these new
videos. “Smoking is the fetish of the '90s,” declares Dian Hanson,
the editor of a fetish magazine called Leg Show that says it has a
circulation of 250,000. “Anytime something becomes widely con-
demned and taboo, it will be eroticized,” says Ms. Hanson, who tries
to work smoking scenes into her magazine's photographs every
month. Nor are Leg Show and Smoke Signals the only, ah, sites where
this fascination prevails. The Internet folks can drop in at “alt.sex fe-
tish. smoking” for impassioned discussions of famous women who
smoke, and other hot topics.

You don’t have to be a smoker, apparently, to want to watch
smoking videos. The pleasure is said to come from thinking about the
rebellious and defiant nature of women who are so free of inhibition
and social restraint that they are willing to flaunt on video their
defiance of today’s taboo against lighting up. They are engaging in
wild and crazy stuff, in the context of the no-smoking 1990s, and that
makes them exciting. Go figure.
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was Lewis Carroll’s rigorous, orderly, and logical exploration of the
utterly incomprehensible, I think, that helped me to understand what
science fiction (as opposed to fantasy) is all about.

A couple of other discoveries about the same time pushed me
toward science fiction. The Buck Rogers comic strip, for one—1 dimly
remember a Sunday page, circa 1941, in which aliens with red puck-
ered faces came swarming over a sea-wall while Buck and his compan-
ions tried to push them back. And then, in 1942, Planet Comics—
embodying a glorious vision of the spectacular interplanetary future
that left me hungry for more of the same, and led me on and on until
at last by the age of ten 1 had found H.G. Wells and Jules Verne and
my destiny was set in stone forever. (I tried, a couple of years ago while
attending a convention of comic-book collectors, to find the issue of
Planet that had so spun my mind into orbit. I was willing to pay the
staggering sum being asked for issues of that vintage. But 1 couldn’t
seem to recognize, in the crudely drawn pages of the issues I saw, the
particular splendors that had illuminated my mind nearly half a
century before. Perhaps the ink had faded; or perhaps 1 was looking
at the wrong issue.

Here is another book of my childhood that sent me in still
another direction as a writer: Walter de la Mare’s marvelous fantasy
The Three Mulla-Mulgars, a curious tale of the adventures of three
highly intelligent monkeys who set out across the heart of a fantastic
Africa to find the golden land from which their father had come. (It’s
a wonderful book, and I say so not merely because I see it through
the eyes of the child who loved it: I re-read it yet again a few months
ago and was as profoundly moved by its beauty and mystery as I had
been when I was nine.) Images out of that remarkable book have been
turning up in my own science-fiction books for decades; I usually
recognize them for what they are after the fact, and smile, and leave
them there as an homage. There are passages in my newest novel,
Kingdoms of the Wall, that owe their power to my decades-old recol-
lections of The Three Mulla-Mulgars. So be it. No writer invents
everything from scratch; our imaginations are billion-piece mosaics
fashioned from everything we have ever experienced, including all
that we have ever read. But also de la Mare led me circuitously to write
an immense historical novel; for his monkeys encounter, midway
through their jungle odyssey, a stranded Englishman named Andrew
Battell, with whom they become involved for two or three chapters.
About 1965 1 discovered quite by accident that Andrew Battell had
really lived; and, stumbling upon the text of Battell's own journal,
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My head reeled with wonders. 1 was thrown into a fever of
excitement. My yearning for the world of the distant future was so
powerful that I could taste and touch and smell it. Off I went to the
book department at Macy’s, and stumbled at once into Portable Novels
of Science, edited by—Wollheim again! In it was Wells’ First Men in the
Moon, and John Taine’s epic of time-travel and dinosaurs, Before the
Dawn, and Lovecraft’s spooky The Shadow Out of Time, and above all
Olaf Stapledon’s tale of super-children, Odd John, which seemed to
speak directly to lonely, maladjusted, high-1.Q. twelve-year-old me.

The damage was completely done. Not content to read these
stories, I had to recreate them in my own words. I started writing
imitations of the stories that had most moved me in Wollheim’s
second book: fragmentary Lovecraftian visions of the far future,
time-machine epics replete with Mesozoic scenery, moody tales of the
emotional problems of young supermen. I have no idea where any of
these things are today—no doubt they would enliven somebody’s
doctoral thesis on my life and works. But I scribbled away with
enormous energy, reliving the stories I had come to love by paying
them the sincerest form of flattery.

1 had thought all along that 1 was going to be a scientist when 1
grew up, by the way. A paleontologist, most likely, or perhaps a
botanist. And so I was startled, one day in 1948, when a school
adviser who had spoken recently to my father said, “Your parents
seem to think you're going to be a writer. Do you think that’s so?”

1 was astounded. A writer? It had never crossed my mind! “I'm
planning to go into science,” I told her in bewilderment. But appar-
ently I was the only one who hadn’t seen the obvious. That day was a
pivotal one in my life—one of those profound Greenian moments
when the future reaches toward a child and engulfs him. I have never
forgotten the confusion in which I said to myself, “They think I'm
going to be a writer? Are they serious? Could 1 be a writer? Am I a
writer already? Maybe 1 am.” And the mechanism began to tick in me.
Paleontology’s loss was science-fiction’s gain, that day in 1948—for,
now that the suggestion had been openly made, I embraced it as
though it was what 1 had had in mind all along. Which very likely 1
had.

The next two books confirmed the addiction and thrust me
further along the path. One was Groff Conklin’s A Treasury of Science
Fiction, with stories by Heinlein, Arthur C. Clarke, L. Sprague de
Camp, Murray Leinster, Jack Williamson, and a good many more of
my future demigods. (And one great story, “Vintage Season” by the
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building that is my office, locking things and setting burglar alarms,
1 did find myself wondering whether I would ever see any of this again.
But that was as much speculation as I allowed myself. There are times
when it’s best not to do a lot of thinking,

We took refuge over the hills, ten miles away (it seemed like
worlds away) at the home of our friend Jim Benford, who is Gregory
Benford’s twin brother, and his wife Hilary. And there we stayed
through the frightful night of October 20, compulsively watching the
terrible scenes on television as the lovely hillside town where 1 have
lived for the past twenty years underwent trial by fire.

Conditions couldn’t have been better for a major conflagration.
Not only has Northern California undergone a drought for the past
five years, but the normal climate of the California coast gives us
long rainless summers, and we had had virtually no measurable
precipitation for six full months. There had been an atypical hard
frost the previous December, leaving many trees in the eucalyptus
forests of the high ridges with clusters of dry dead leaves. And
October is usually the warmest month of the year for us: the tem-
perature that morning was in the high eighties. A weird and trouble-
some easterly wind was blowing out of the hot, dry interior of the
state instead of the cool ocean breeze that usually sweeps across the
Bay Area.

So when a brush fire that somehow had begun in the hills the day
before—and supposedly had been extinguished—came back to life
Sunday morning and got out of hand, disaster was inevitable. The
parched trees and dry grassy meadows of the hills went up im-
mediately; the lovely wooden houses in the initial fire zone were
ignited within minutes; and then, as trees exploded into flame, great
firebrands were lifted aloft and carried hundreds of yards by that
deadly east wind, down into the heavily populated residential regions
below the hill area itself. You probably know the rest of the story,
though not as well as we do. By daybreak at least two thousand homes
had been destroyed; whole neighborhoods had been obliterated; an
enviably beautiful landscape had been transformed into a thing of
horror.

Karen and I were among the lucky ones. The fire was brought
under control a mile north of our house. At nine the next morning the
evacuation area for our immediate neighborhood was lifted, and we
said goodbye to Jim and Hilary Benford and set out, badly shaken but
immensely relieved, for our house. Because the fire zone blocked the
ten-minute direct route between the Benford house and ours, we came
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of the finest minds of our nation were entering altered states of
consciousness with the aid of psychedelic drugs, and Son of Man was
intended to be a kind of psychedelic adventure in the very far future—
surreal, dreamlike, alogical. I did not, incidentally, write it while 1 was
in any sort of drugged state myself. I wrote it the way 1 have written
everything else, sitting down with a clear mind after breakfast and
doing a regular daily stint, same time every day, no chemical additives
of any kind whatsoever employed while I'm on the job.

But 1did transcribe my dreams, and they were grand and glorious
ones. There was wondrous feedback between book and dreams
throughout the time of writing, and as 1 got deeper and deeper into
the strange novel, the dreams got stranger too, kicking the next day’s
work into an even higher energy state of strangeness. This is a sample
passage, chosen at random:

“He looks. What appears to be a river is gushing from the hole
in the side of the mountain. But the fluid that pours out is misty
and intricate, carrying in itself a multitude of indistinct shapes.
Steam accompanies the dark flow. Patterns form and degenerate
within this white halo: Clay sees monsters, pyramids, ancient
beasts, machines, vegetables, crystals, but nothing lasts...No two
objects are alike. Unending inventiveness is the rule here. He sees a
shining spear of a beast go careening end over end, and a thick
snaky worm with luminous antennae, and a walking black barrel,
and a dancing fish, and a tunnel with legs. He sees a trio of giant
eyes without bodies. He sees two green arms that clutch each other
in a desperate and murderous grip. He sees a squadron of marching
red eggs. He sees wheels with hands. He sees undulating carpets of
singing slime. He sees fertile nails. He sees one-legged spiders. He
sees black snowflakes. He sees men without heads. He sees heads
without men....”

And so on in a blaze of visionary craziness for 213 pages. I would
gladly quote the whole thing to you here. It was a once-in-a-lifetime
book, emerging via a direct pipeline from my unconscious mind. That
it made some sort of sense to others at all was sheer luck; and
evidently it did, because in its time the book had plenty of readers,
though its time seems to be over now.

Nor do I often have dreams like that these days, and more’s the
pity. But the dreams still come, and sometimes they are very strange,
as my Isaac dream testifies. It was good to see him last night, and I
would be pleased to see him again tomorrow night, whether he’s
broadcasting from space or simply coming across the hotel lobby to
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difficulty to jump to the conclusion that Valentine Pontifex must be an
actual sequel to Lord Valentine’s Castle as soon as they saw the
announcement of the new book in Locus. Mr. Provo was kind enough
to write me about it, pointing out that I had elaborately and emphat-
ically told the readers of Amazing Stories that 1 wasn’t going to write
any such book, and wondering what was going on. (He did say he’d
read the new book even if it did turn out to be a mere sequel.)

And in truth what I have done is write a real sequel—not some
sort of peripherally connected book, but an out-and-out continuation
of the story—to Lord Valentine’s Castle. 1 have indeed trundled out
Carabella and Deliamber and Valentine and all the rest of that crowd
for another set of adventures, though 1 swore 1 was done with them
forever. I told you quite solemnly that the idea of doing such a book
dismayed and depressed me, and I meant it. But there it is stacked up
before me, 521 pages of neatly word-processed manuscript. At this
very instant the galley proofs are winging westward from New York
toward me. By the time these words are in print the book will be on
sale. Actually and literally have I done this thing of writing the sequel
I said I wouldn'’t write.

Ah, Silverberg, how come, how come?

For money, you say instantly. Too easy an answer. There will be,
of course, a substantial improvement in the Silverbergian balance of
payments as a result of my having written that book. But I am not so
hard pressed for funds that I needed to take on a project I had publicly
described as dismaying and depressing, merely to keep the plumber’s
bill paid and the larder well stocked with breast of wild duck. Besides,
I'd be well enough paid for any novel I chose to write just now; I didn’t
necessarily have to make one more foray into Majipoor. (Do you think
Isaac Asimov needs to write a new robot novel, or a fifth Foundation
book, to keep the dollars flowing? Do you think Frank Herbert’s
newly finished fifth Dune novel was his only way out of the poorhouse
this year?)

Money is part of it, sure. But what finally tipped me toward
writing the book I said I wouldn’t write was a sense of unfinished
business, a nagging little itch at the back of my mind.

When [ wrote Lord Valentine’s Castle, | was emerging from years
of retirement as a writer: I meant to do just that one book and scuttle
back to my garden. The book had two main plot-threads: the struggle
of Valentine to regain his throne, and the struggle of the suppressed
and outcast Metamorph aborigines of Majipoor to regain their planet.
I took the first of those themes through to a resolution; I left the other
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wholly unresolved. Obviously I was setting myself up for a sequel, and
a flattering number of readers wrote to me to ask what happened
next. But I had no intention of dragging myself back over the same
familiar ground just to tell the story of the Metamorph uprising: no
challenge in that for me, no creative zing, just a filling-in of the dots.

But I had built something else into LVC in an offhanded way—a
minor character, a small irreverent boy—who seemed to demand more
attention in a later work. Several sharp readers asked me if I meant to
write about him. And also I had, in singlemindedly telling the story
of Valentine's return to the throne, sidestepped a lot of science-fic-
tional questions about Majipoor: how does this world really work,
how did it evolve its particular set of customs and laws, what is its
total life like? I had concentrated on one small group of characters,
leaving much of the vast background unexplored.

So I wrote Majipoor Chronicles, using the boy Hissune as the focus
through which I could examine various aspects of Majipoor over a
period of thousands of years. It wasn't a sequel to LVC; it was a
companion, a commentary, a book apart. And as I wrote it I admitted
to myself, finally, that I still had unanswered questions to deal with. I
had not examined the inner workings of the Majipoor monarchy. I had
not explored the contradiction inherent in trying to be both a king
and a pacifist. 1 had not grappled with the implications of the
genocidal crime on which the benign and cheerful civilization of
Majipoor had been founded. The more I thought about it, the more 1
began to see LVC as only half a book. It didn’t require a sequel so
much as it did a completion; by showing only Valentine’s return to
the throne, but not his efforts to meet the responsibilities of that
throne, I had told a fairy-tale, not written a science-fiction novel. And
so Valentine Pontifex became inevitable.

There it is in bookstores now. In the most accidental of ways 1
have committed a trilogy, swearing all the way that I had no plan to
do any such thing Mea culpa, mea culpa: but the creative process
doesn’t always work in neat logical paths, and neither do 1.

Was it dismaying and depressing to write the book, as I had
feared? Well, yes, in some places it was: for chapters at a time I was
unable to cut loose in a freshly inventive way, but was confined to
utilizing backgrounds and characters that were already familiar to me.
At those times I would rather have been marching onward through
new terrain. But then there was the joy of picking up a theme in the
first book that had been mere decoration there, and coming to
understand its relevance to the real story, and amplifying and devel-
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effect of developing the disintegration of a personality. But a struc-
tural program would not have been enough. Having devised my
framework, having conceived the character of Tom Two Ribbons,
having worked out the basic situation of conflict involving the alien
beings, 1 still had a big job ahead: orchestrating the story, giving it
texture and density and color, providing the reader with sensory data
to keep him reading on through shift after shift of perception.

Here a strong sense of setting was necessary to keep the story
from becoming a mere abstraction, a series of empty postures. Placing
the story on another planet gave me a good opportunity for this sort
of exterior decoration; giving the aliens a ritual that included the
ingestion of a hallucinogenic plant allowed me an even better way of
making the story vivid.

One way to describe an alien planet is to drop into the matrix of
the story a solid lump of specifications: “Planet X, the ninth of sixteen
worlds orbiting the blue-white star Q, had an atmosphere composed
of This and That, a diameter So Big, and a gravitational pull That
Heavy. There were five continents, and the one on which our story is
laid was located in the south temperate zone.” Stuff like that gets
published all the time. I've written my share of it. Such a passage has
the virtue of giving the reader all the background data in one place,
for quick reference. It has the drawback of turning that data into a
disposable unit that can be excreted from memory before the page is
turned. In “Sundance” I had no special intention of creating a novel
and ingenious new planet, of the sort that Hal Clement or Larry Niven
or Poul Anderson might dream up; that’s a noble sport, but it would
only interfere with the real business of this particular story. All 1
wanted was a sense of alienness. So in the first paragraph you
encountered a “green-gold sunrise.” It isn’t Earth. A few paragraphs
on, I offer a life-form with low-phylum bodily organization, high-phy-
lum intelligence. More alienness, and, not incidentally, the potential
for some misunderstanding by the characters of these creatures’ true
scope. Two pages farther on come some small creatures—a “spider-
analog spinning its asymmetrical web” and a small turquoise amphib-
ian, and after another page comes a note on the weather cycle, from
dry weather to foggy. Bits of texture continue to surface until a
respectable feeling of density has been achieved: the sun is hot, the
grasslands are sweet with gases exhaled by the towering photosyn-
thetic spikes of the oxygen-plants, there are streams and rivers, and
yet—and yet—how few words were needed to provide that sense of
density! A sensory jab here, a sensory nibble there, a splash of color,
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