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Introduction by Graham
Charnock
As a sub-set of fanzine writing, the con-rep has always fascinated me, so
much so that I had the idea of collecting as many as I could find and
presenting them together on a page on my website. There are many fine
examples of writing to be found in US and other con-reps but I thought it
wise to limit myself to UK con-reps, since they were what I started out
writing and publishing myself.
I was not indiscriminate in my selection; we all know and have
published and probably written con-reps which consist simply of a
chronological catalogue of events. Those never interested me, even for their
historical interest. I was always on the lookout for pieces of writing in which
the character of the writer not only shone through but determined the
narrative appeal of the article, especially when writing in a humorous vein.
We are fortunate in having a number of British fanwriters who qualify
eminently on that level. British fanwriters, I think, are especially good at selfdeprecating humour, and you will find an abundance of that in these
selections, whether at the hands of Peter Nicholls or Roy Kettle. If you have
an overdeveloped sense of self-importance it will invariably be knocked back
by the typical Convention experience, which is just as it should be.
I remember attending a particularly dour and bleak Mancon (you’ll find
reports on it in this collection) when Greg Pickersgill, as depressed and
thwarted by the whole lifeless experience as the rest of us, suggested we all
go out on a Fun Patrol. It was a concept we all immediately recognized
without any need for explanation. Fun was what you were supposed to have
at Conventions even if it was often incumbent on you to provide it for
yourself. Alcohol would lower your inhibitions and only make the pursuit of
Fun more possible. That, to a degree, explains the title of this collection. I
hope people reading it will continue to have many associations with that
concept and carry them through to their future experiences with conventions.
My thanks go to Dave Langford for picking this idea up and running
with it and doing the hard work of converting it to an ebook. And of course
my thanks go to the various fans and writers who have made all this possible
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by publishing the material in their original fanzines.
Graham Charnock, October 2017
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Twenty-Six Eastercons
Ron Holmes, Terry Jeeves and
Ian Williams
In the Beginning – SF by Ron Holmes
It is my belief that there is a natural law (call it Holmes’ law if you like)
which states that the success of an SF convention is directly proportional to
the square of the usual distance between the fans who attend it. This is as
basic as the first law of robotics. SF fandom was born when the isolated
addicts first saw the names and addresses of their fellow fen in the pulp
magazines, wrote to them and gained sheer delight from the correspondence.
Correspondence led, in many cases, to a keen desire to meet the
correspondents in the flesh and the SF Convention was born. Much of its
success has always depended on the sense of occasion, the rarity of the event
and the amount of trouble, travelling, saving or planning which each
individual had to put in to attain the starry goal of meeting his brethren.
In Britain the main midwife at the birth of fandom was the Science
Fiction Service, a book and magazine service run by Ted Carnell and Les
Johnson, which freely used its business correspondence to customers as a
means of promoting fandom. Les Johnson allowed his business premises in
Liverpool to be the clubroom of the local fan club and Ted Carnell, who lived
in London, was constantly in touch with William Temple, Arthur Clarke and
many others. Eventually the mass of correspondence and fanzines which
were circulating made a convention inevitable.
The first Convention was held at the Theosophical Hall at Leeds in
January 1937 and was sponsored by the Leeds Chapter of the Science Fiction
League which had been formed by the prozine “Wonder Stories”. Many of
the members were also members of the British Interplanetary Society and
included most of the so called First wave of British Fandom – Doug Mayer,
Harry Hanson, Les Johnson, Eric Frank Russell, Arthur Clarke, Ted Carnell
and Walter Gillings. Michael Rosenblum was also present, being the librarian
of the Leeds Chapter at the time. The S.F.L. almost immediately died, and
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from its ashes arose the Science Fiction Association, a completely British,
country-wide association (not the same institution as the present day
B.S.F.A.).
London saw the next convention on April 10th 1938 at a druids’ hall
which had a fine set-piece of a stone altar and lights which could simulate the
dawn. The main feature was a lecture by Prof. A.M. Low. However, my most
vivid memory was arriving at Euston with Dave McIlwain (Charles Eric
Maine) where we were to meet Sam Youd (John Christopher) for the first
time, where the crowd was so dense that Dave had to wave over his head the
symbol of recognition – a copy of Weird Tales with a nude Brundage cover.
Both these events savoured more of an Annual General Meeting than the
conventions we know today, but the nation was sliding down the slippery
slope to World War 2; the S.F.A. went into suspended animation in
September 1939 and the older fans were almost immediately in the forces.
Conventions were planned but never happened and it looked as though
British fandom was dead.
By mid 1942 those fans who were too young to go into the forces, or for
some other reason were in no immediate danger of disappearing from the
scene, began to reform. The British Fantasy Society was formed and
Conventions were again planned. Inspired by the U.S.A Conventions and the
booklets which the Americans sent over about them (Chicago 1940, Denver
1941 etc), the present type of convention was planned.
Although planned for Birmingham, the Midvention of 1943 took place
in Leicester on April 23-26. The Director, R.R. Johnson, hired the hall of a
girls’ school and issued a booklet in advance and a report afterwards in the
American style. The programme included an auction, records, a debate,
shopping for books and a sword fight which was cancelled. The visitors were
B.H. Edwards, Art Williams, Bert Lewis, Terry Overton, Art Gardner, Don
Houston, Peter Knott, Art Busby, Tom Hughes and myself – not a bad
attendance for the war years, The swordfight was intended to portray a scene
from Swords of Mars and, as I am tall and blonde, I imagined I would be a
passable John Carter. However, when I found my opponent was over a foot
shorter and we were to use naked sabres, I refused to perform on stage
although we had some very interesting bouts in private and were well
matched.
The Norcon took place in Manchester from December 31st 1944 to
January 2nd 1945. The turnout was: Ron Lane (Director), Ron Bradbury,
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R.R. Johnson, Michael Rosenblum, George Ellis, “Gus” Ellis (courtesy of the
U.S. Army), Rita (my bride to be), and myself. No hall was necessary; it all
happened at Ron Lane’s house. The activities consisted of deciding that there
should be a Convention Booklet and writing and producing it on the spot. A
day was spent at the zoo and we all descended on the home of Harry Turner,
the artist, for an hour or two. There was an auction too, I auctioneered for
both these conventions and had a lot of fun. Although Rita and I had booked
single rooms at the hotel I was not a little surprised to find myself visited in
bed the first night by Michael, Gus and Roy – not that it did them any good.
Although the numbers were low, that event just managed to be a
Convention because it published a booklet. The get-together at Michael’s
mother’s cottage near Pendle Hill, Lancs, the following Easter could only be
included if the term Convention is reduced to mean “fans visiting from other
towns”. Michael was there of course, and the two Rons from Manchester, and
Rita and I cycled over from Liverpool. Two days were spent chatting and
climbing up Pendle Hill and that was that.
There were no more Conventions in the 1940s. Fandom was held
together for the rest of the war through the good offices of individual fans
who put effort into the B.F.S. on a postal basis, but it was not to die.

Historicons by Terry Jeeves
My first Convention was way back in 1948 at the White Horse Tavern.
Groups met in the St Pancras rotunda – identification by displaying a promag – and then made mini tours of London before meeting in a smallish
upstairs room at the pub. Some 80 odd (very odd) people were present, and as
far as I can recall only one woman, who later became Daphne Buckmaster.
We all drooled over some original Tales of Wonder covers before settling
down to an afternoon of serious and constructive speeches. These competed
with the strident ringing of the alarm bell in a local jeweller’s, a din which
continued all afternoon ignored by public and police alike.
For the first few years, Cons were small affairs, but by the time I could
afford an overnight stay things were warming up. In 1950 and 1951 we took
over the Royal Hotel. One highlight of this was a black cat which strolled to
and fro over the glass-roofed con hall and entertained everyone during a
muffled tape recording from Arthur Clarke. One of these cons boasted two
programmes running simultaneously - shades of today’s hour long gaps
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between searing hot panel discussions! Treasurer Charlie, who only dehibernated into fandom once a year to do the job, seemed to spend all his
weekends playing chess on a pocket board. Then he would vanish for another
year.
1955 saw the Bonnington Hotel, and the famous “roofcon” when fans,
chivvied from room to room by an unsympathetic staff, finally emerged onto
the rooftops and ambled around dropping old paint pots and other debris
down every available chimney. That was the year I shared a room with Eric
Jones; having turned in around 2 am I was awakened by a weird slithering
sound. Investigation revealed it to be a paralytic Eric Jones, returned to base
by Eric Bentcliffe and propped up outside the room door, whereupon he slid
slowly down onto the floor.
In 1954 the “bloody provincials” (so named by H.J. Campbell) wrested
the convention from London and brought it to Manchester. Irate Londoners
planned “Project Armageddon” to sabotage the Supermancon, but it wasn’t
needed – the programme went haywire as sercon items got balled up. Things
became fannish to such an extent that it proved the most successful
convention to date. Zap gun fandom roamed the corridors, engaging in water
pistol battles throughout the night. On the platform, Ted Tubb and I were
scheduled for the “Trial of Bert Campbell”, We threw the scripts away in the
first minute and ad-libbed the rest with hilarious results.
Then came the glorious Kettering years. A sympathetic hotel staff,
meandering corridors, an isolated con hall, and regular though abortive police
raids. Also a local chip shop from which supplies were string-hauled up to
bedrooms. In those days, fen could have their own display tables free, and
these ringed the con hall flogging fanzines, books, mags, art, etc. On the
programme were such delicacies as the famed Liverpool tape operas, First
and Last Fen, and March of Slime. One of these produced the immortal
“Blog”, a product which so fired attendees that it appeared neatly lettered on
the foot of every cafe menu in town in such guises as “Curried Blog”, “Blog
and Chips” and so on.
In 1957 Eric Bentcliffe and I flew to Antwerp for a week’s hectic
fanning with Jan Jansen, returning for the Worldcon in a scrubby hotel with a
hall ten yards wide and half a mile long. Telescopes and hearing aids were on
hire to those at the back, and a harassed staff implored fans to avoid walking
through the dining room after midnight as it scattered dust on the cornflakes
laid out for breakfast. Most memorable item for me was a private little chat
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with John W. Campbell when he came across me guarding the Hieronymus
machine. It is a canard that we got stuck on it together.
Then came the final Kettering, and from its ashes emerged the BSFA,
which in turn saddled me with Chairmanship of the next year’s Brumcon.
Gloucester saw Kingsley Amis attending. Then came Harrogate and a pair of
Peterboroughs, at one of which the locals were staggered to see a fancy dress
parade, including a bandaged mummy, strolling up the high street. Minor
cons also flourished in places like Bradford, Medway and Manchester, and
the date of the main convention fluctuated between Easter and Whit. Then as
now, despite changes the most important of conventions remains unchanged
– meeting old friends, making new ones. Even if this was the only
achievement of the annual meeting, which it isn’t, it would still be great fun
and well worth while.

The Seventies Conventions by Ian Williams
According to more experienced fans, Sci-Con ’70 should have put me off
convention going completely; but I had a simply great time. I suppose one of
the reasons was that I wasn’t staying at the hotel itself, having a flat in Earls
Court at the time, and therefore the appalling service didn’t bother me. Also
I’d never been to a hotel before and didn’t realise that bars were supposed to
be kept open after pub licensing hours for residents. I didn’t notice that most
of the programme wasn’t too successful because I attended little of it, missing
in the process the great Scientology debate and the infamous poetry reading. I
wasn’t completely new to things as I’d been attending the Globe for about
three months and gotten used to the odd behavior of science fiction fans. I
was still very much a newcomer and to find that some of the big names (to
me anyway) such as Peter R. Weston were quite human came as a great
shock. I was even asked to write a piece for Speculation, but that’s another
long and irrelevant story. I remember, in all my innocence, attempting to ask
Michael Moorcock, who reminded me of a stoned Tommy Cooper, about
Jerry Cornelius. Possibly the most vivid memory I have is of attending the
all-night film show when very drunk and attempting to converse, in French,
with a Belgian fan who’d made the mistake of sitting next to me. It was a
scrappy, seedy, uncomfortable convention but I loved it.
There’s a standing cliché that your first convention is always the best.
This is rubbish, and is put about by people who prefer to look at the world
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through rose coloured spectacles. A good convention is a good convention
whether it’s your first or fifteenth. And by any standards Eastercon 22 was a
bloody good one. Whether or not you enjoy yourself really depends on your
frame of mind. I was just getting established in fandom, having produced the
highly praised first issue of Maya, and had about 80 issues of the 2nd in my
rucksack ready to distribute. So I was very happy about going and felt very
optimistic walking along a country lane to the hotel in the centre of
Worcester at 5.50 on a fine Easter’s morning. It lived up to my expectations.
The hotel was excellent and the staff efficient. This is probably the deciding
factor in what makes or breaks a convention. The siting was good too. The
cathedral stood directly opposite providing a good view from the lounge
window, and the river flowed gently about five minutes away down winding
streets. Then there was the programme which turned out to be well-balanced
and stimulating. My outstanding memories of the convention are again trivial
ones. There were funny incidents concerning lifts, there were two short fat
people who gravitated together to the great amusement of certain sections of
the fannish community, and the book of Ecclesiastes. Although I hate to
mention his name again, it was mainly Pete Weston’s fault that the event was
a success. It also introduced Gannetfandom to conventions for the first time –
a great mistake ...
The attractive city of Chester was the venue for the 1972 Easter
convention. This convention has several strikes against it. Apart from
professional writers and the convention committee there seemed to be hardly
anyone else actually living in the hotel. It was so small that most fans were
shoved in overspill hotels often some distance away. The only bar that stayed
open all night was ridiculously tiny and ludicrously expensive. Another thing
was that one of the bars in the aptly named Blossoms Hotel turned out to be
the local gay bar, something that proved embarrassing though occasionally
funny such as the incident when one of its inhabitants, misunderstanding
something I’d said to another fan, started calling me Tiger. The lack of a
large enough room or bar prevented people from getting together properly.
The programme was all right, though it lacked a certain excitement, and the
films were something of a disappointment.
OMPACon at Bristol was a great improvement, again, I suspect, due to
the quality of the hotel plus the fact that it was large enough to house all the
attending members. I’ll always have a soft spot for this convention because of
all the hustling Rob Jackson and I did in getting support for our bid for the
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1974 convention. It was also the first time I’d been invited to appear on the
programme. I was very nervous but once I started talking really enjoyed
myself. It wasn’t a total success partly because all the panellists agreed with
each other and found it difficult to adopt extreme points of view. I met a
number of new and interesting people, unlike the previous year when I’d
tended to stick to the people I knew. Other than the fact that the films went on
too late at night, it was a difficult convention to fault. Most of the credit for
this convention goes to Fred Hemmings.
And that brings me to Tynecon ’74. The trend for Easter conventions
recently seems to be one good, one bad. I feel pretty certain that the trend is
going to stop there, but then the only judges of that are you.
The ’74 Tynecon held at the Royal Station hotel over the Easter
weekend was a great success. With about 560 registered and 400 plus
attending the con holds the record for the amount of beer drunk at any con,
we cannot say much about it as we were not really into fandom at the time,
we were at the gosh wow look there’s an author stage then and sorely needed
the guiding hand of Gannetfandom to put us on the right road to fandom.
1975 saw the con being held in Coventry, we won’t say much about that
as the next newsletter will have a report of that.
This Easter the con is in Manchester at the Owens Park students hall of
residence. We hope it will be the success it seems to be leading up to. You
will get to know about it sometime.
NESFiG Newsletter 9, March 1976, edited by
Alan Isaacson
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Chatham 1953 (Medcon)
Medcon or Bust! by Pete Taylor
You may remember that it was originally intended that an organised coachparty was to be laid on for Medcon-bound fen travelling from London ...
organised? I met Shirley Marriott (Bournemouth’s Lee Hoffman) at London
Bridge Station, caught the 8.50 to Chatham, and we spent our time gazing out
at each station just in case anybody happened to be on time to catch the train.
By the time we got to Woolwich Arsenal the idea was wearing thin; but
suddenly from out of the gloom of the deserted platform rushed a sinister
figure flapping a copy of the official programme and crushing a battered
trilby to its head. IT swung open our compartment door, and lifting its
crushed headgear from its sweating features revealed Dave Newman. He
flicked each of us with a malevolent glare, and reaching into his case brought
out a handful of assorted gear, and donned beard and dark glasses.
“Now I’m dressed for the part, I shall answer all and sundry questions
about the whereabouts of the others,” he hissed, and pressed his nose up
against the window to get a better view of a curious porter who was taking
time off to press his nose up against the window for a better view of Dave ...
goldfish in bowls have nothing on Dave. The train lurched off leaving a
hypnotised porter, and we gathered from Dave that nobody had turned up as
arranged. But very soon after that, however, our compartment started turning
into a Fan Accumalus, as fen types literally fell into it at every station,
throwing bags and parcels at us and climbing into the luggage racks to make
room for late-comers. We picked up Vince Clarke and Ron and Daphne
Buckmaster on the way, and kept up all kinds of primitive pagan practices all
the way to Chatham; things such as asking one another if we’d read Statten’s
latest, or discussing the virtues of using TYCHO’S FLOOR in ’54. Poor pure
Shirley was highly horrified at such flagrant use of ornery Ackermanese, and
had to be revived with the smell of an extra-strong peppermint coughdrop, of
which Ron had a liberal supply for other such incidents which were sure to
occur throughout the day ...
We finally found the Conhall as marked on the map provided – not by
consulting the map, of course, but by following the direction from which the
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good folk of Chatham were hurriedly making their exits, as do all proper
people in such emergencies, and found it situated in an ex-T.A. centre (well,
it will never be quite the same after the con). A small notice up on the wall
modestly proclaimed the words MEDCON.
Wotta surprise to start off a con! Just inside the door sat a brunette
femme fatale recording the new arrivals by asking them to sign the visitors’
book. I gotta private hunch that Tony arranged to have blank cheques and a
carbon sheet under each page; you’ve got to cover the cost of a con
somehow, anyhow ...
Through the next door stood Brian Lewis, waiting to pounce on people
and persuade them to say what-a-wonderful-display-it-all-was, and giggle
feebly before being allowed to escape into the vast expanse of hell which was
later destined to be the scene of an unrehearsed little episode celled “A Day
in Manchester”.
The stand-displays were, as always, a very decorative and colourful
presentation. Scion Publishers; Nebula; Graysons; a set-up looking rather like
a voting booth for an election by the Space-Times mob, who are running a
research bureau for determining what exactly is the average fan, and how
many slave-girls he employs for sorting out a day’s pickings after relentlessly
searching the kerb-side for fag-ends; and of course, there was the London
Circle’s very own stand advertising our neo-zine just as I’m doing here. Ron
Buckmaster brightened it up considerably with some of those stupendous,
ghastly pen and ink drawings by Lawrence Smith – only reproductions of
course; and right over the poster he stuck a beauty of a fella riding a White
Horse; nice touch. The Medway bunch, not to be outdone by such
extravaganza, occupied a long table in the middle of the hall upon which they
were busily engaged in binding and enveloping the current issue of the
Medway Journal, occasionally grabbing passing fen and pulling their tongues
out by the roots, for something to wet lengths of gummed paper. Just think –
some lucky cuss has a drop of preserved spittle from Ted Tubb’s tongue in
his copy, finder wins another money-token for next decade’s Medcon
auction.
At ten o’clock precisely, after having Blewis booming “Zero minus ...”
at odd intervals over the mike, Jim Guy, Chairman to the proceedings, gave
us a big welcome, and left the mike to Tony Thorne, who proceeded to
instruct his guards (the big toothy things that he keeps in the darkness of the
Medway sewers) who to drag up to the mike to elucidate on who-and-why-I17

am. Nobody volunteered, and dead silence fell as everybody suddenly
became interested in a book or mag. He finally got me up first, and then
calmly walked off leaving me gazing at a sea of fanphizzogs, until he
consented to come back and ask me questions on London fanac. Dave
Newman went up next, and confirmed my answers with a big boost. The
mike sneezed a couple of times while Dave was up there; I think his newlyperfected handlebar was getting fresh with the mouthpiece. Eric Bentcliffe
went up next, and chatted about S-T and the Research Bureau, and I think he
stuck a plug in about next-year’s U-No-Wot. Vince Clarke next gave
everybody a clarifying description of the work that he and some of the other
London Circlers were putting into a moment-by-moment report on the day,
being composed straight onto stencils in one corner of the hall. It was to have
been duplicated on a flat-bed belonging to Tony and distributed later in the
day to everyone present; but at the time proposed for going to press, the thing
began to bleed ink all over the floor after an accident with the silk-screen, and
expired quietly leaving Vince to take everything home for completion and
distribution.
The rest of the morning was left to fen to find their own amusement.
One or two brought out H2O zap-guns and crept about squirting orange-juice
and Brown Ale over their favourite enemies. During this time, taperecordings of greetings from Stateside fen were played over the relay system,
the best of which was a crazy sesh by Bob Bloch and friends, but which came
to an abrupt ending when the recorder which was running the tape suddenly
started to go haywire, the speakers sounding like infuriated Donald Ducks.
Although dinner lists were drawn up for those wishing to have dinner on
the premises, many fen turned up unexpectedly. Tony spent most of his time
extracting buttered rolls from greedy fingers, and explaining the overcrowding situation. Still, perhaps Musical Chairs might have brightened up
dinner no end.
Now, it is generally known that shop-keepers are in most respects cool,
undisturbed types who want to sell their stock with efficiency and speed. One
particular toy-shop assistant has finally been well and truly put to the test
with regard to this, when a bunch of fen, intent on making war with the
world, burst into the shop and demanded zap-gun water-pistols all round.
With that usual calm efficiency the assistant got out his remaining stock of
these fearful instruments and, seeing the light of battle in their eyes, made a
special concession and showed them where they could fill up. Still dignified
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and composed, he bowed them to the door and out they rushed to single out
practice victims.
A lone observer might have glanced through the shop-window a little
later and observed a wild-eyed individual writing a long letter to Santa Claus,
ordering sample makes of every new type of zap-gun ...
The full effects of the water-pistols were felt during the first half of the
afternoon session, when pitched battles commenced between the Northern
and Southern types in earnest, the fire-bucket in the passage providing a
convenient refilling station. When supplies began to run low, a steady flow of
empty pistols were seen entering and leaving a little room upstairs, much to
the consternation of the caretaker. Coming back through a passage after a
refill, I bumped into a fellow wearing a huge motor-cycling crash-helmet and
beard, from under which came the words: “Hallo there, are the rest of the
London crowd here?”
No other than Bert Campbell, just back from the States. Respectfully
touching my forelock to one who has met 4SJ, I slipped downstairs (which
fan greased the stairs?) and passed the news around. A guard of honour
formed up by the entrance to the hall – bearing zap-guns, and prepared to let
Bert have it when he came in. But by some strange foresight on his part. Bert
came fully armed himself, and was finally cornered in the cloakroom before
he would surrender.
Around this time the Funfair started off with a swing, and the worst
gambling instincts were brought out in everybody as pennies were rolled
down chutes onto little squares of coloured paper, which seemed to shift just
that little bit to prevent the coins from touching them; and darts were thrown
at a board painted to represent a myriad of stars set against the deep
blackness of space (Bradbury, you do things to me ...).
A White Horse won three successive times on the Escalado Board –
most appropriately, and much money changed hands until the announcement
of the first stage item: a pseudo-scientific study of Robotics by Len Smith the
Medgroup’s Treasurer, which ended abruptly with Len’s voice getting stuck
in the groove, his limbs twitching violently as a bunch of fellers dashed in to
dispose of their precious robot, leaving behind a pile of assorted nuts and
bolts littering the stage; very neat and original in presentation. The following
item, FANTABLEAUX, was a guessing game that kept everybody on their
toes. By watching the antics being performed on the stage the audience had to
guess the title of the book represented. “Silence!” bawled Jim Guy during the
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game and the audience sat stunned for a moment while he looked enquiringly
around the hall. “Well, what’s the title of that one?” “The Long Loud
Silence?” hazarded someone and was the surprised recipient of a moneytoken. Clever, these Medfolk.
The Guest Speakers section, of course, included everybody who was
somebody. Bert Campbell, during an entirely unrehearsed speech told us all
about Stateside versus Himself, and how he pushed a car full of inebriates
and slumbering BNF’s over the Great Divide in the dead of night. He told us
of Las Vegas, fabulous gambling town worth almost as much as a single conproceeds, where bleary-eyed individuals stood (or supported) row upon row
of Fruit Machines, endlessly feeding in pockets of nickels; of a five-day nonstop car drive; of wild, red-blooded females; of a scene between an annoyed
Bunff and a faned stood knee-high to a knzzxl at the Philcon, Bunff accuses
faned of defamatory gossip via faned’s rag about his worthy character. “What
would you do if I hit you?” demanded Bunff of faned. “I’d lie on the floor
and bleed all over everywhere,” was the retort. The rest of the time Bert spent
in plugging Authentic and plugging Authentic, plugging ... Pete Hamilton
gave us a brief peep into the Future of Nebula, and chaffed Bert about
Authentic. Then Mr Patterson, representing Scion, and editor of a Great New
Vargo mag, told the audience about his plans for the new mag, which will
contain a fan-mail department for all us lucky fen to fill up ... poison-pen
letters are naughty so put away that acid and behave! Mr Patterson even
showered flattery over Bert Campbell and Pete Hamilton in a most
embarrassing manner, commending them for their pro-British attitude
towards sf writing, in fact he was most modest about it all. Captain (-)? from
Grayson & Grayson was the last speaker, but being engaged in reviving
Tony’s duplicator in one corner with the others, I completely missed all he
said.
Next item to follow was a “Wotizit?” guessing game, Tony projecting
pictures of ordinary everyday objects photographed in unusual positions and
projected from behind by an Episcope onto a screen set up on the stage. Once
or twice Tony’s hand showed up, the only unrecognisable object of the lot,
being so swollen from carrying bags of con-takings to the bank (for that
crack, watch the Medway Journal for details of impending law-suit).
The next item was a rather sobering stereophonic-effected presentation
of “The Listeners” by Walter De La Mare, read by Jim Guy in a darkened
hall; the effect was quite surprising. At about five o’clock proceedings broke
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up for tea-break and shower-baths from still active-water warriors. First
presentation for the evening session was question-time for the Medway
Electronic Digital Computing Rotary Analytical Numerating Kontraption,
known by its best friends as the MEDCRANK. The curtain swept back to
reveal a monstrous thing of metal and wire, the front of which was covered
with an imposing array of indicators and dials, and a profusion of flashing
lights to complete the effect. Brian Lewis then solemnly described the miles
and miles of Memory Units that spread out under the streets of Gillingham
from beneath the con-hall, the intricacy of which defied the utmost limits of
the imagination to describe, and so on ad nauseam. Before being asked a
question, the thing received a nasty bruising blow from Tony on its flanks
and a polite enquiry as to whether the thing was receiving him, to which the
machine cheerfully gave forth a deafening hooting like an H.G. Wells
Martian, which earned it another brutal blow. After bravely attempting to
answer questions about such baffling things as Campbell’s Combs and
Volsted Gridban, it burnt out in a cloud of smoke and mournful whoopings
when some indiscreet fan raised its energy-flow to maximum with the words
“Marilyn Monroe” (damn thing was suffering from a sex-complex it seemed).
Straight on then, to the first part of the film-show. This was a bizarre mixture
of Mickey Mouse and Barry Fitzgerald, interspersed with factual science
shorts, and not one teeny episode from a Buck Rogers space epic, not even a
trailer for Metropolis to mar the proceedings. By hasty conference on the
Thursday before the con, the London Circle decided to hold the premiere of
that colossal five-minute epic of Film History, the film of the White Horse. It
flashed onto the screen in full colour, the opening scene showing Ron
Buckmaster driving up to the WH with a dozen fans and filthy pros in a
mixed and entirely un-segregated mob squeezed into the backseat of his car.
Pulling up at the entrance to the saloon-bar, the car dashes in and orders a
gallon of high-octane neat – no! I mean everybody dashes in en bloc and
sprawls over the counter in their accustomed poses – a horrible sight which is
spared from the audience in the nick of time by a close-up of Lew pouring
Brown Ale all round, a sight which reminded many of the drinking-types
present that there was a perfectly good bar within a few yards of where they
were sitting (exeunt furtively for a quick one and back).
Just as everybody was witnessing the enthralling sight of a late arrived
fan peering into the camera and blocking out a shot of Bert Campbell sorting
out multi-coloured paintings, the lights in the hall went up, the projector
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slowed to a stop, and Jim Guy, with a face as straight as the line which many
a drinking fan was perforce requested to stagger along at the local hoosegow,
went up on the stage and announced that at seven o’clock an announcement
of National Importance would be broadcast on the radio before the news.
Most of the audience sat petrified at this, and somebody from the back
shouted: “Ghod, we’re not at war again, are we?” Cries of: “Get your tickets
to Russia cheap, you can spend fifty pounds travel allowance now ...” went
up until the Greenwich time-signal for seven o’clock. With bated breath the
hushed audience heard that from all parts of the world, unidentified objects
had been observed landing and spilling out cargoes of ... The radio went dead
for a moment, then various reports from screaming announcers conveyed the
terrible news that – of all things – Earth was being invaded from another
world. Orson Welles must have spun in his grave (OK, OK, I know he’s still
around, just dramatizes the issue when you say things like that) to hear such a
foul take-off on his masterpiece, but it shook the audience some, until some
enterprising fan noticed that the clock in the hall said 6.55, and blared it
round until the Medway lot realised it had all been perfect – but ...
After much pacifying the more nervous types, the second half of the film
show proceeded. This consisted of more or less the same stuff as the first
half.
Jim Guy, versatile chap that he is, was next for the last item on the
entertainments list – a perfectly ghastly short story of a Thing in an ancient
mansion chasing a feller around in demonic glee, refusing to lie down when
killed, and all the while tension builds up until suddenly Jim staggers to his
feet with a dagger protruding from his neck, and with a flourish that would
have become an actor of silent-film days, drops to the floor dead as a
doornail. What else can any con finish off with but an auction? Everybody
who had won money-tokens throughout the day scrambled for front row
seats, their treasures firmly grasped in sweaty palms, and the usual frantic
hoo-hah of bidding was entered into in earnest, the added attraction being that
absolutely no BREs of any description were being offered. Raffles were held
for a couple of rocket-ship bed-lamps, one of Tony’s most prized productions
and rightly so, and the prize-giving for the winners of the “Locate the
Crashed Moon-ship” were awarded.
The official end of the con was originally set for ten o’clock, but with
one thing and another the auction fever made Tony relent a little, and not
until eleven o’clock were the last few fen swept up and put in cold storage,
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the lights dimmed and furtive swigs from a couple of bottles found under a
chair by thirsty tired Medblokes really indicate that it was all over bar the
clearing up. A big hand for the bloke who undertook to bale out the hall after
the zap-gun wetting! The great thing was that however far a fan travelled to
make the Medcon, the expense was worth every penny. Full marks to the
Medgroup; the praise is all theirs.
Andromeda 3, Autumn 1953, edited by Peter
Campbell
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Birmingham 1965 (Brumcon II)
The Harry Harrison Show by Ivor
Latto
Well, they say it gets better after the first time.
I was exceedingly nervous when I set out to attend the Birmingham
Convention at Easter; not only was it my first Con, but my fannish activity up
to that point had been entirely at long range, by correspondence, and I knew
no-one at all by sight ... due partly to my rather isolated position up here, and
partly to my disinclination to travelling. The latter was reinforced when I
boarded the train in Glasgow and found it packed to overflowing with Easter
travellers and at least half of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces. Unable to find a
seat, I was forced to stand for four hours until the train reached Carlisle, with
a loquacious beery Irishman for company. Needless to say, this made the
normally rather tiring journey to Birmingham even more wearisome, and so I
was hardly in the pink of condition when I finally arrived, at about 8.50.
After checking in and cleaning off some of the nationalised grime, I took
a deep breath ... and a copy of some fanzine, for identification purposes ...
and wandered forth, very apprehensive. I located the fanzine room easily
enough, but couldn’t find any sign of the convention proper, so I rambled
here and there, searching hopefully, looking in toilets and broom closets and
deserted dining rooms, but no fans. It seemed too quiet ... no drunken howls
or dirty songs or anything of the sort, which I had been given to understand
were the signs of fans en masse. Eventually I found someone who told me
that the BSFA Convention was being held in the hotel, which God knows I
was thankful enough to hear, and I was directed to the Convention Hall.
By this time it was about half past nine, and most of the Friday
programme was over, so I made my entrance in the midst of the film show ...
and a hideous experience it was too: when I walked in the lights were on and
everyone was sitting around waiting for the start of Forbidden Planet, and
fifty pairs of accusing eyes greeted my appearance ... naked but for my
sweaty fanzine with fifty minds all too obviously thinking “Who the Hell’s
this?”
Stunned, I fell back against the wall, clutching my throat. No I didn’t, I
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shuffled nervously to the very back of the hall, and took a chair in the most
inconspicuous spot I could find. I’ve never felt so alone in my life; not since
starting at a new school.
Gazing shiftily around, I tried to identify some of the people I had been
corresponding with; I thought I recognised Mike Moorcock (I didn’t, it was
Peter Day) but I was in no condition to accost a pro if you know what I mean;
I thought I spotted someone who could have been Chris Priest (Pete Weston)
and then I spotted someone else who could have been Pete Weston (Bob
Little) but I was too confused to follow it up ... just as well too. While I was
anxiously speculating, Dick Howett whom I instantly spotted, started off
Forbidden Planet and I was stuck there in the dark until it had finished, half
watching the film, and half wondering what the devil to do when the lights
went up again. When they did go up, with superb indecision I hung around
nervously while everyone split into pally groups and disappeared, tried to
register, and finally, utterly fed-up, went off to get a drink.
Even in the hotel lounge, the fans were split up into isolated little
bunches, and I joined a rather harmless-looking gentleman drinking tea in a
corner. By some curious chance he turned out to be only the third Scot at the
Con, Mr. David Marwick, from Edinburgh, and even more confused than I
was, being almost completely innocent of all knowledge of fandom. So, I was
able to recover some of my aplomb by displaying what inner knowledge of
fandom I possessed after several months immersion. Throughout the Con,
whenever I bumped into him, I found this man to be like unto a spring of
fresh water in a jungle, making the sort of common sense comment which I
was trying hard not to make myself: “I keep thinking, what does this have
that should interest me”, that was one, which should be framed and sent to
every member of the convention committee, and which in the depth of my
heart I believed utterly. Anyway, being rather knackered from my journey, I
left Mr. Marwick’s company (having seen him shock Brian Burgess by
bluntly asking him why he was compiling his mammoth bibliography of
British prozines ... because they’re there) and went to bed.
So, Friday was a bit of a dead loss.
Obviously, things couldn’t go on like this, so the next day I determined
to try to breach this fannish clique. Trouble was, I was afraid of introducing
myself to someone, and possibly being crushed, as for example: “Hello there,
I’m Ivor Latto!”, the possible replies being “Yes?” or “So?” or “We should
jump up and down maybe?” I eventually accosted Dick Howett, and gave
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him the glad news, and he was a good choice. Once I’d registered and
received my little lapel ticket things were easier, and kindly people kept
coming up and saying “So, you’re Ivor Latto!” Rather thoughtfully they said
it too, if not warily. Maxim: “A Con goes much more swimmingly when you
know the people there.” End of maxim.
After this experience, I would put no trust in the theory that a person’s
physical appearance can be guessed at from his writings; I recognised no-one
whose photograph or caricature I had not seen. God alone knows what they
thought I looked like, if that occurred to them; it must have been a
provocative experience in both directions.
It didn’t take a great deal of insight to realise that this Con was fraught
with internecine strife, waging between Charles Platt (one of “Mike
Moorcock’s London hangers-on”, to borrow a phrase) and the Birmingham
group. I must say that I thought Charles was just about the most entertaining
person there, but he acted as a sort of one man detonation squad upon the
morale of the Birmingham fans, who looked decidedly nervous most of the
time. By contrast, their persecutor acted with the careless abandon of one on
the verge of gafiation. I just hung around, trying to avoid being spattered with
blood.
Seeing this sort of thing in the flesh is of course vastly different from
reading about it in fanzines, where the absurdities outweigh the petulance ...
usually. Another thing: I had often wondered, before attending the Con, why
people showed such contempt for “serious” sf fans; it had seemed to me a
particularly harmless mania ... until had to endure exhaustive conversations
with bright-eyed fanatics upon the sexual tendencies of H.G. Wells, or
whatever ... the sort of fate Bulldog Drummond used to rescue maidens from.
The Saturday programme didn’t exactly set the lights a-sparkling in my
bonny blue eyes: a crud-auction, a talk by Geoff Doherty (which I didn’t
hear, thanks to the endless conversation being conducted by someone with a
penetrating voice a couple of yards away), followed by more films. However,
I found sufficient interest in meeting and talking to people to pass Saturday
afternoon easily enough. It was the great Saturday Night Fancy Dress Parade
that I really dreaded: I was sure it would be excruciatingly embarrassing,
which it wasn’t really ... well not excruciatingly ... thanks probably to the
dandelion wine (or some such beverage) which was being freely distributed
by some benefactor.
It was at this point, I think, that I realised that, to really have enjoyed the
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Con I should have followed the advice of the quote-card and started drinking
on Friday evening; and continued through until Monday. That might have
allayed the feeling of rather desperate forced gaiety which constantly hovered
in the back of my mind, the feeling that I would enjoy this if it bloody well
killed me. Throughout the Con I was torn between flinging myself heart and
soul in to the social whirl, and a reluctance to inflict my company where it
might not be wanted. Take, for example, those social highlights of
conventions, the room-parties: I had been heartened during that horrible
Friday evening, and colourless Saturday by assurances that the Con would
really liven up after the Fancy Dress affair, with riotous fannish room-parties.
Great! And my resolve was stiffened by Simone Walsh telling me that I
would have to search out what life there was, it wouldn’t come to me ...
which seemed very sensible. So, about 11 o’clock on Saturday night, after the
Fancy Dress thing had ground to a halt, someone mentions that there is a
room-party raging in room twenty-something, and I am boozed-up enough to
set out determinedly to Live It Up. Entrance into room twenty-something is
like a scene from the Goon Show: rattling of the catch, suspicious stares,
passwords, but finally I’m inside this den of vice, grinning sheepishly.
Despite a determined effort by the occupants to guard their liquor, I slowly
begin to enjoy the party, and am just getting into the swing of it all, when a
flunkey comes to the door and has us all flung out for creating too much
noise, “To room thirty-something” someone cries, and all eager, I gallop off
in pursuit of someone who seems to know where he’s going. Unfortunately ...
he didn’t and the second party did not materialise. After a few embarrassing
minutes, I cut my losses and retire philosophically to bed.
When Sunday dawned, I had resigned myself to wait out the day
patiently, and was looking forward to getting back home. The Annual
General Meeting of the BSFA confirmed this mood, if anything. After about
two hours of chatter, the main thing to emerge was that Vector should be
more professionally produced ... a pious sentiment indeed. I took advantage
of the break in the programme to retire to the bar and stock up on anaesthetic
for the long hours ahead. I returned to the Convention Hall stoically resolved
to endure the rest of the programme.
But thank God for Harry Harrison! And Brian Aldiss, Ted Tubb,
Michael Moorcock! The three or four hours during which they held the floor
were sheer enjoyment. As far as I was concerned, the Con started here, and I
shudder to think what it would have been like without them. The Birmingham
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group owe these gentlemen a heartfelt vote of thanks for their efforts. The
professionals were followed by Archie Mercer, who did what he could with
the presentation of a non-existent Doc Weir Award, to an absent recipient.
Perhaps it was due to the modest amount of alcohol I had consumed, or
maybe it was the lingering glow produced by H. Harrison & Co., but the
remainder of the evening went along quite joyfully, even the shambles of an
auction, because I picked up a Brian Lewis painting I wanted. And so the
evening, and the convention, proceeded drunkenly ... and not unpleasantly, to
its close.
I’m not sure what conclusions I can draw from this, my first convention;
the fact that I found it so grim on the whole, can be partly put down to the
high expectations I had of it, and the fact that this was the first time I had met
any of the people there. But I think I have a legitimate complaint against the
programme which was offered to us; I for one didn’t make that journey in
order to spend so much time watching films I wouldn’t have gone out of my
way to see at home, nor to sit through auctions of stuff I did not want, nor to
listen to political harangues over the site of the next WorldCon, which does
not affect me. And the above items made up at least two-thirds of the official
programme. For me, the programme only came to life on Sunday afternoon,
which was too late by far to dispel the two grim preceding days. And they
were grim, believe me! For the newcomer, or the non-fan, an interesting
programme is absolutely vital ... and an sf programme at that. For fans, the
attraction of a Con is mainly that of meeting old friends and talking with
them and getting happily stoned together. For the nervous newcomer this
obviously does not apply; he has to depend upon a varied programme to hold
his interest. I know that it’s all been said before, but apparently not loudly
enough to reach the ears of the ’65 Convention committee.
That said, and despite the overall disillusionment which I felt after it was
all over, I’m glad I went, if only to have heard Harry Harrison’s speech, and
to have met some of the people I’ve been writing to for the past few months,
most of whom pleasantly confirmed my hopes, and to have met some few
whom I did not know at all before ... Tony and Simone Walsh in particular. I
trust that the next convention I attend will be an improvement, having now
broken the ice. See you in London?
Fankle 1, July 1965, edited by Ivor Latto
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Great Yarmouth 1966 (Yarcon)
by Rob Hansen
The 1966 Eastercon, Yarcon, was held at the Royal Hotel (where Charles
Dickens apparently wrote part of David Copperfield), on the sea front at the
resort town of Great Yarmouth, Norfolk, over the weekend of 8-11th April
1966. Guest of Honour was publisher Ron Whiting, a former director of
Dobson’s who had started the publishing firm of “Whiting and Wheaton Ltd”
the previous year. The committee were Dave Barber, Ken Slater, Steve
Oakey, Phil Rogers, and Archie & Beryl Mercer. The programme book listed
133 members, about 100 of whom actually attended. One of these, attending
her first ever convention, was Chris Atkinson. It would be a decade before
she attended her next. Programme items included three auctions (!), the GoH
Address, the Fancy Dress, and a “new” authors panel featuring Dave Busby,
Ramsey Campbell, James Colvin, Hank Dempsey, Langdon Jones, Paddy
O’Halloran, Terry Pratchett, and Keith Woodcott. The more astute among
you will have realised that some authors came as their pseudonyms. The first
British Fantasy Award, one sponsored by the BSFA, was made at Yarcon.
According to the programme book, it was:
“... to be made to the person or organisation which, in the voted
opinion of the Association, has made the best contribution to
speculative fiction in the preceding calendar year.”
The award went to John Brunner. Another award, the Doc Weir, went to Ken
Slater. This award was made directly after the second ceremony of the
revived Knights of St. Fantony had been held. Brian Aldiss, Harry Harrison,
Mike Rosenblum, and con chairman Dave Barber were all initiated.
Those at Yarcon had a ringside view of a fight on the beach between
members of the mods and rockers, 1960s youth groups that made a habit of
having these rumbles at various seaside resorts on Bank Holiday weekends.
The atrocious weather kept the fight small.
At the BSFA AGM, Ken Slater beat Pete Weston for the post of ViceChairman by 30 votes to 11, and Weston was then roped in to fill the newlycreated non-committee post of BSFA Public Relations Officer. American
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Dave Kyle, a regular at British conventions, was charged with overseeing the
future administration and organisation of the British Fantasy Award. In other
business, the BSFA membership threw out the annual financial accounts
when they were presented, with consequences we shall see later. A decision
was also taken to investigate the possibility of the Association publishing an
original SF anthology in order to “consolidate the BSFA’s position as the
central authority for SF in this country”. Chris Priest and Rog Peyton initially
took charge of the project, though it eventually ended up with Beryl Mercer,
who did a considerable amount of work on it. Unfortunately, despite shows
of interest from a literary agent and two publishing houses, it ultimately came
to nothing. However, the most important change resulting from the AGM was
the decision to officially divorce the BSFA from the Eastercon. This was no
small step as Eastercons since 1959 had officially been “the annual BSFA
Convention”, and referred to as such in the literature of all the conventions
since then. It was further decided that henceforth Dave Barber and Jill
Bridges would serve as trustees to preserve convention continuity from year
to year. Not everyone was happy with these decisions, not least Ron Bennett.
Though he hadn’t been able to attend Yarcon, Bennett rushed out an issue of
Skyrack, number 88, soon after in which he had this to say:
“... it does appear, to me, that to break away from the umbrella of
the BSFA is to jeopardise the chances of entire success of future
conventions ... Anyone who has actually organised a convention
will, I am sure, agree with me that the main concern is the financial
responsibility ... Having myself organised a convention which
summarily suffered a loss, I can but emphasise the relief felt at the
taking over of the debt incurred by the BSFA. Can future
conventions afford to be without this ‘umbrella’? Furthermore, is
this rather drastic ‘divorce’ at all fair to Tony Walsh and the other
members of his 1967 Committee, Tony having contracted into
convention organising at the Birmingham Convention last year at a
time when this BSFA backing was still in existence?”
Others apparently agreed with Bennett, since in the event the 1967 Eastercon
was run under the auspices of the BSFA – after a fashion. Nevertheless, the
link between the BSFA and the Eastercon had been weakened and it would
eventually break, with unfortunate consequences for the BSFA.
[...]
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Yarcon was Harry Bell’s first convention. Shortly before the convention
he received a call from Jim Marshall, who would have got his name from the
BSFA membership list, offering him a lift to Yarmouth. Bell accepted, and
travelled to Yarcon in the company of Marshall and Con Turner. As a result
of this he was drawn into the Monday night sessions at the Lambton Arms,
but he was unable to impart his new-found enthusiasm for fandom to the old
NESFSans there. He later met Alan and Linda Rispin, who had moved to the
area, and occasionally saw local fan Rich Gordon (later to become SF author
Stuart Gordon), but such contacts never developed into anything more
substantial and Newcastle was to remain without an organised SF group until
the 1970s.
THEN 3: The 1960s, April 1991, edited by
Rob Hansen
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Bristol 1967 (Briscon)
The Bristol Binge by Darroll
Pardoe
Conventions are such wonderful things, that it’s a shame they last so short a
time; only four days and then it’s home to mundane life for another year. This
one was no exception, but I cheated a bit and travelled to Bristol on the
Thursday, squeezing in an extra day and a pre-con get-together at the
Walshes’.
The events of the weekend really began as I was walking up to that
ridiculously-situated booking office on Paddington station to buy my ticket to
Bristol. Just as I passed the bookstall a poor old chap standing close by had
some kind of fit or stroke and collapsed to the ground almost at my feet.
Fortunately it didn’t turn out to be a bad omen for the success of the
convention, which I can safely say was one of the most enjoyable I’ve yet
attended (although I like them all).
It was a pleasant day, so I walked from Temple Meads station up to the
hotel to book in, and then strolled on to the Walshes’, where I was met by a
very doubtful look from Simone before she would let me into the house. You
see, I had this beard, last time I was there. I was glad to meet Heinrich Arenz
for the first time, who naturally looked nothing like I thought he would (no
fan ever does.) Some time during the evening Pete Weston and Rog Peyton
arrived, bringing the total of Brummies present to three (3).
The party was still going on when I left, together with the contents of
three bottles of Guinness which I’d transferred to the interior of my stomach
during the evening. I walked back to the hotel and went to bed, to get some
sleep for the nights ahead.
Next morning dawned with the sound of muttering and clattering just
outside the window. I looked out, and there on the car-park was a party of
highly assorted folk loading themselves and their equipment into a motorcoach. This performance, incidentally, was repeated every morning during
the weekend. I found out later that this was a convention of geologists; they
were no trouble to us fans, though, as they were away from the hotel from
early morning to late at night. It was no use trying to get back to sleep, so I
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went downstairs to an excellent breakfast in the hotel restaurant ... a portent
of the meals to come, which were uniformly excellent and reasonably priced
– an unusual situation for a con-hotel.
I adopted my usual practice during the morning of sitting in the front
lounge and observing the arrivals as they came. During this time I talked to
Ella Parker and Ethel Lindsay, who had arrived at one of the smallest of
hours that morning. Ella soon had the service of tea sorted out, and a
continual stream of trays of teapots and things began flowing in our direction.
During lunch Ken Cheslin put in an appearance, bringing the total of
Brummies to four (4).
Soon the word got around that the registration desk was open, so I
wandered down to the con hall and paid my ten bob, then settled down
nearby to see who was coming in. I hadn’t been there very long when Mary
Reed turned up, (Ghod bless her), registered and sat down with a large pile of
copies of Crabapple, which she distributes to those deserving folk who were
due to receive them. Soon a large crowd of fans, admirers and hangers-on had
collected, and as people left the registration desk they came over and joined
the group.
Martin (Santos) Pitt and Martin Suter came in, thus completing the role
call of Brummies at the con, making a grand total of six (6). Not bad
considering that the BSFG died a lingering death more than six months ago.
The Lunar Restaurant in Park Street is the traditional place in Bristol
where fans go to eat on the occasion of a gathering, and I went there with a
group of folk to assuage the pangs of hunger, before seating myself in the con
hall for the start of the official programme.
The Friday night programme featured Brian Aldiss, introducing various
fans and pro personalities, and introducing them to participate in a kind of s-f
quiz show ... in which the prizes were the same whether you answered the
questions correctly or not. It naturally started an hour or so late, but one gets
used to this happening, and comes to expect it as part of the tradition of s-f
conventions.
The less formal part of the con was slow to get off the ground. That
night was chiefly notable for the lack of room-parties, so I spent quite a while
in the front lounge talking to various fans, then went to bed at the ridiculously
early hour of 2.30. The hotel had one great advantage, and that was the
number of bars scattered around; I kept discovering new ones all the time in
odd corners. It was a rambling sort of hotel, anyway, the kind that has
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expanded over the years by taking in adjoining houses and building; just right
for a con. There was one place where to get to a part of the hotel you had to
go over a bridge, three floors up and open to the elements. Every time I had
occasions to go over it, it seemed to be raining. I reckon it was a bridge into
an alternative universe where it rains all the time.
Saturday morning I breakfasted in the company of Roje Gilbert, Barbara
Mace and Brenda Piper, then adjourned to the con hall for the pro panel,
which consisted of John Brunner, Judy Merril, James White, Mike Moorcock
and Tom Disch.
I lunched with James White, who spent a considerable time trying to
persuade me to write a con-report. Well, he succeeded, and you’re reading it.
The afternoon included the film-show, which consisted of two half-hour
films: Relativity by Emsh, and a French one, La Jetée. The first of these was
calculated not so much to entertain as to stir up discussion among the
audience. The debate was still going strong on the Monday morning, and no
doubt we’ll be talking about it when we arrive at the next convention. We’ll
also be humming The Tune ... this was a few bars of a tune which was
repeated over and over in the film, and captured the imagination of a good
part of the audience. It was the sort of phrase of music that you just can’t get
out of your head, no matter how you try. The script of the film could well
have been written by J.G. Ballard; it was real non-linear stream-ofconsciousness stuff, and the film would have looked just as good run
backwards.
The other film was inferior in production, but to my mind far superior as
a film. It was done in stills, and was obviously intended to create a mood
rather than tell a straight story. The plot was just right – sufficient to make the
film interesting, but not enough to overload the effect of doom and
melancholy which pervaded the whole thing. The musical background helped
a lot; it was mostly in a minor key, and even included some rather good
plain-chant. The ending turned the film into a pure classical tragedy.
Beautiful. In fact, when they showed the film again the following day I was
completely overcome by it.
After the films came Guest of Honour John Brunner’s speech. He gave a
talk which was supposed to be on neglected themes in s-f, but actually
rambled entertainingly, and was delivered in John’s usual excellent way.
After a meal I watched Dr. Who on TV, strictly for amusement value
only. That evening we had to vacate the con hall so that the hotel could hold
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their regular Saturday-night dance there, and so the con-committee put on an
open party in a large room elsewhere in the hotel. Most people gravitated
there initially, and it went on till after midnight, although various room
parties got started long before then. Certainly, there were plenty of parties
that night. There was a large one in the Rosenblums’ room, and so many
people crammed themselves in that, although no-one else appeared
concerned, I could not bear the stuffy atmosphere and had to leave while it
was still going strong. I recovered by spending a very interesting time talking
to Mary and Chas Legg in the comparative peace and quiet of Room 149. It
was the first chance I’d really had to meet Chas (or Gandalf) and he struck
me as a reasonably intelligent sort of fellow. Anyway, after a few hours I
returned to the fray in – I think – Judy Merril’s room, and eventually wound
up in bed at around three-thirty.
Came the dawn, and the usual routine of the geologists loading up,
followed by breakfast with Dave Copping and Vic Hallett. Then came the
BSFA Annual Meeting, the usual rambling farce. I have become convinced
that the AGM in its present form is unnecessary, since no decisions can be
taken there, and the sooner it is either abolished or given something
meaningful to do, the better. Roje Gilbert proposed Cambridge for the 1969
Convention, and this was agreed to. The election results were announced ...
nobody wanted to be the Publications Officer, so being the heroic thickhead
that Ken Cheslin later called me, I volunteered to do the job for six months.
Lunch with Rog Peyton gave me the chance to talk about what I’d let
myself in for. That afternoon the fanzine editors’ panel was down on the
programme, and comprised Xenon, Speculation, Phile, Grimwab, Crabapple
and Spinge in the various incarnations of Mike Ashley, P. Weston, Gray
Charnock, Harry Bell, Mary Reed and yours truly, with Beryl Mercer
“moderating”. The panel started over half an hour late, and finished on time,
so we didn’t really get off the ground, and spent most of the time looking at
the audience and wishing they’d ask us some sensible questions.
Mike Moorcock now gave a superb speech, the funniest I’ve heard at a
con for ages and ages. He appeared to be roaring drunk, and indeed took
numerous drinks from a bottle by his side, but I suspect he was acting the part
to a considerable extent. He followed his speech by an auction, one of the
items in which was an old fanzine, vintage 1940 or so ... no-one would bid
more than 2/6 for it, so Mike paid 10s. himself, took one look inside, and tore
it to shreds. This performance went down so well he repeated it later on in the
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front lounge ... where Mike offered Brian Burgess 4/6, with a perfectly
straight face and serious tone, for some terrible cruddy Ace p/b he was
reading (cost 4/- from Ken Slater). Brian was happy with his 6d profit, so
Mike took the p/b from him, and expertly reduced it to confetti which he
scattered all over the floor. I had a look at the book in question later, and I
don’t blame Mike ... it was terrible.
The main auction that evening was ably conducted by Ted Tubb and
Ken Bulmer, and there were some real bargains going. After the auction came
the St. Fantony ceremony, which began with an extremely moving and
impressive tribute to their late, and sadly missed, Grand Master, Eric Jones.
The final official programme item was the presentation of the Doc Weir
award; this year it went to Doreen Parker, a most worthy recipient. It is good
to see Doc remembered this way.
The rest of the evening was marred by an astonishing calamity. All room
parties were banned by the management, and the con-committee supported
the ban. Actually, it wasn’t too bad, for the bar downstairs in the con hall was
open till well after four o’clock, and most people spent quite a bit of time
there. Those parties that did get started were clamped down on heavily, and
rather rudely. The Shorrocks’ party was successful for a time, but then came
the Awful Moment when the tramp of jackboots was heard outside, and the
management displayed the Iron Fist.
Still, they didn’t entirely get their own way, for there was a convivial
affair in 149 which escaped the notice of the authorities completely. There
was no alcohol available, so we just sat or lay and talked to the light of a
single candle (which was hidden away in the bathroom) and generally had
quite a pleasant few hours. Possibly the reason why the management kept
away was the wild cheese roll which was roaming the corridors, savaging
anyone it could catch.
Sometime during this evening (or was it the Saturday?) I remember
going down in one of the lifts, and ending up in some place filled entirely
with laundry baskets. There was no way out ... so we had to go back up in the
lift. I can’t for the life of me place that room in relation to the rest of the
hotel; there must have been a dimension-warp of equal severity to the one in
the Midland Hotel, Birmingham.
About five o’clock I decided that my senses were becoming too
disorientated to carry on, so I went to bed.
Next morning after breakfast I sat in the front lounge and said goodbye
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to various folk, then travelled up to the Walshes’, where a number of souls
had gathered for the final farewells (which were interrupted by a trip back
into Bristol for lunch). Soon, the last sad moment came when the Weston car
pulled away from the kerb, it’s cargo of three fans waving, and humming that
air from Relativity over and over again. The con was really over for another
year.
Grimwab 4, July 1967, edited by Harry Bell
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Chester 1972 (Chessmancon)
I Spent My Birthday at Chester
and Lived by John Piggott
a saga of wine and water
I arrived. Such a statement does not begin to communicate the myriad
struggles and setbacks I experienced on my way ... the ordeal in the dank
subterranean tunnels of the creature known only as “Bakerloo”, the
Adventure of the Crewe Bookstall, and other sundry odds and ends. But the
full story of these must wait; the world is not yet ready for such a harrowing
saga. Suffice it to say that I found myself, at last, standing outside the
Blossoms, wondering how to negotiate the ingenious revolving door which
confronted me. Did I dare enter to brave the thousand and one perils of the
’72 Eastercon?
Yes, I dared. With an imperious gesture, I swept in, to be confronted by
Greg Pickersgill, Peter Roberts, Rob Holdstock, and others. Small-talk flew
around ...
“The Turning Worm. Just great. I agreed with every word you wrote.”
“I sent you Checkpoint 14 three times. And three times had it returned.”
“It’s egregious crap, Piggott. Egregious crap.”
Roy Kettle bamboozled me into taking his Egregious Guide, a shoddily
produced pink pamphlet which was nevertheless not without interest –
indeed, a whole four lines of this publication had never appeared before in
any guise. I took it away and galloped upstairs to perform the ritual of
registration – a transaction notable only for the vast quantity of money which
changed hands. Checking in at the hotel reception, I received a key with “72”
embossed on it ... this cryptic legend turned out to be a device whereby I
could find out which room and not which year I was in, and after wandering
the corridors of the hotel for a half hour I finally arrived at my room.
Entering, I perceived two doors in front of me. One led to a fairly large
open space with two beds, a window, and other objects such as permeate
hotel rooms, while the other door was a way to a toilet and bath. So great was
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the magic of this sight that I immediately flopped down on one of the beds in
amazement, but this state of affairs did not last long. Voices sounded from
outside, and in walked Ian Maule, the famous sex-maniac and also my
roommate, accompanied by three other foreigners: Ian “Tiger” Williams (the
biggest small fan in show business), Tom Phenman (whose making fun of my
accent and love of Zelazny automatically preclude him from receiving serious
consideration), and Dave Douglass (who drove the car, though he looked a
bit young for that ...). These three were destined to freeload on us, an
arrangement which was not entirely satisfactory for reasons which will
become apparent.
Later, back downstairs, I was confronted by Pickersgill and Kettle, who
asked if I wanted to go for a meal with them. I accepted, and waited outside
the doors with Roy, John Brosnan and fellow Australian Peter Darling, while
Greg wandered off to find Peter Roberts. (Greg and Peter had checked into
their hotel the previous night, only to later find that it was not an official
overflow hotel at all. They were thus at a loss to know what to do.) We
waited for a few minutes, and then Roy went to look for Greg. That was the
last we saw of him, too; At length, getting tired of waiting, the two Aussiefen
and I went towards the usual Wimpy Bar, only to find it was crowded out.
But we found a Golden Egg eventually, and we feasted there on goose with
reckless abandon.
When we returned to the Blossoms we found Greg sulking in the lounge.
He wasn’t much fun at this stage, so I made my way into the bar where I was
confronted by Lisa Conesa and other Manchester fans. Lisa, whose charm
and beauty were marred only by the leering presence of Rob Holdstock
nearby, at once gave me a fanzine to keep me quiet. Whereupon Holdstock
made to give me one of his, but he rapidly desisted when he realized I had no
intention of paying for it. (He let me have one for free eventually, though.)
Nearby sat Brian Robinson, who surprised Greg by being twenty-five instead
of fifteen, Pete Presford, a cheerful eighteen-looking six-year-old who
surprised everyone by being thirty, and Pete Colley, who looks sixteen and,
as far as I know, is. Fans are weird. Despite warnings I bought myself my
first vodka and lime of the con, and I really needed it after finding out the
price! But by this time, a downstairs bar with slightly lower prices was
reputed to be open, so I accompanied Rat and Gannet fandom on their way
down there. I swilled back vodkas with a certain amount of contentment, in
the company of Bob Rickard, Glaswegian Peter Campbell, Hartley Patterson
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and others, and even Greg may have thought the con wasn’t too bad at that
stage.
At half past eight the programme officially started, and certain of us,
including myself, stampeded upstairs for the opening. It was a mistake. Dave
Kyle spent what seemed to be hours introducing at length just about everyone
in the room, fan and pro alike, except me. Most of the pros were still down in
the bar, anyway. After that fiasco, the Avengers appeared on the all-electric
talking picture palace screen, and while this was in no way entertaining at
least it wasn’t downright objectionable. Eventually I returned to the bar,
where I should have stayed all along.
Nothing much seemed to be happening that Friday night; my birthday
had gone almost unmarked by fandom. The four Gannets retired to bed at
about midnight, which surprised me no end; but I stuck it out a little longer.
Greg came up to me while I was sitting in the lounge and told me of his deep
feeling for a certain female in the hotel, and I was unwise enough to make
fun of his droolings. Greg went on and on, saying such things as “no meeting
of minds” and “piss off”, but eventually Kettle came along and saved me. I
returned to my room, pausing on my way only long enough to read what Fred
Pohl was having for breakfast in the morning. The room was in darkness, and
in a fit of consideration for others I refrained from turning the light on. Later
in the con I learned better. In the darkness I groped for the toilet door, and
finding it locked I trekked back to a public one some seven leagues back
down the corridor. You see, I didn’t want to rouse everyone by banging on
the door, and Williams was blocking the window. Returning to my bed, I
went to sleep and ...
... was awakened abruptly by movements in the room. It was still dark.
A shadowy figure lurched across my field of vision. Ian Maule had been
awakened also:
“Williams, what the hell are you doing? Don’t you realise it’s five in the
morning?”
A hammering on the door of the bog gave the answer to that question.
After the whole of Chester had been awakened, Penman opened the door. He
had taken refuge inside the bog since the rest of the room was full. Voices
emerged:
“Hell, Williams, do you have to piss on my bed?”
“I would use the bog, but there’s so much junk in here I can’t even see
it, much less get to it.”
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When Williams emerged from his ablutions, we heard the sound of pills
being shaken from a bottle. Junkie fandom? Williams claimed he took them
as anti-hangover tablets. That’s his story, and he’s sticking to it. At last sleep
returned ...
... and this time it was light at the rude awakening. Once again Williams
was the culprit – he had risen at dawn and drawn back the curtains so that he
could read his programme book. I stayed in bed to watch the Tiger and Dave
roll up their sleeping bags and airbeds (at which time Penman emerged from
his hideaway and actually allowed others to use it) but I eventually
condescended to get up myself.
Breakfast with Ian Maule in the dining room was a ludicrous affair. I
didn’t feel much like eating a conventional breakfast, and they didn’t seem
any too keen on the idea of anyone having ten grapefruit and nothing else.
During the meal we concluded we were not the only fans in the Blossoms
itself, as we had originally thought. The exceptions were few though ... Ethel
Lindsay, Jeanne Burger, the Pardoes, Eric Bentcliffe, Brian Robinson and
Crut being the more obvious examples.
Saturday wasn’t really a very good day. I spent much of the time divided
between drinking at the bars (the expense of which often only made me feel
more miserable) and examining a load of mostly uninteresting books of
depressingly negligible quality. The art show, however, was something
better, and contained some really superb paintings, particularly those by
Eddie Jones. I couldn’t afford to buy any, of course, but I did enjoy looking
at them.
In the afternoon Chris Priest appeared with his wife. Bemused by the
aura emitted by this famous science-fiction well-known professional writer,
Ian Williams hung around them, dog-like ... I believe he’d have licked
Chris’s boots had he been permitted to, Chris (who incidentally kept making
eyes at us all through the con) had the good sense and tact not to complain
about this adulation by his most loyal fan, but it made the rest of us snigger a
bit, I can tell you.
Later I was drawn into Lisa’s chess tournament, and that was a shambles
if ever there was one. (The presence of only three boards was the main cause,
probably.) Eventually I was matched against Hans Loose, who would have
been a nice guy if only he were not such a damned good chess player, and
after doing surprisingly well I fell victim to a trap laid by Hans at the same
time as Brian Burgess switched on the television to watch Dr. Who. Maybe
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the two events were not unconnected ... Anyway, since Hans turned out to be
the eventual winner, my defeat was perhaps not too ignominious.
During the evening, a series of amateur films were shown, which we
watched for want of anything better to do. One of the films, The Horlas, was
the best-produced film I saw during the entire weekend, and it well deserved
the prize it was awarded. The Fancy Dress Parade, which occurred just before
the films, was notable mainly for the paucity of the number of entrants,
though the general standard of entry was good. Fred Hemmings in a titanic
hollow clock and Tricky Micky Fox as himself were among the high points.
About midnight I stumbled along to a room party: some said it was
being thrown by Lisa, but in fact the room was occupied by a newspaper guy,
complete with Press photographer’s outfit. Lisa was sitting on the bed
chatting with Brian Aldiss, while Holdstock glared. Indeed, this was the only
time during the whole con, it seemed, when Holdstock was not keeping Lisa
all to himself for his own foul purposes. It wasn’t a bad party, as parties go,
though the first part of it in particular was a fairly sercon affair, if indeed
room parties can be called sercon at all. It seemed to be breaking up as time
went on, and so Gannet fandom went to bed. Shortly after, however, the film
programme ended and the party swelled again to its former proportions. Ian
Williams and I returned to it. From time to time Presford and Penman
disrupted the proceedings by blasting water guns (blasphemously labelled
“Ethil the Frogs”), but apart from this drag the whole thing was pleasant
enough. We left eventually and returned to our room, waking up Maule in the
process.
There were a few drops of blood on Ian’s pillow, and he told us
gleefully how Penman had hit him on the head with a brown ale bottle.
Fortunately, the bottle had been empty at the time. Ian considered this
bloodbath to be a fannish achievement second only to having had his arm
round a married woman.
In the morning nobody seemed willing to get up (well, after all, it was
Sunday), Williams being tired after his excesses of the previous night and the
other three just being phlegmatic. I managed to get Williams up, though, by
letting down his airbed, and he struggled to his feet, standing inside his
sleeping bag and holding it up to his chest in order to hide the flab private
parts of his anatomy. He jumped about like some kid in a sack race for a
while, but I tired of this game and pulled the bag off him. Ian stood revealed
in his full glory, if you can call it that, and there was a general rushing
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towards cameras. But Ian grabbed a copy of Vector in time to save his
reputation.
After breakfast, Williams (fully dressed this time) confronted us again,
exhorting us to watch Godzilla vs. the Thing. From this recommendation we
imagined that it was a film of some high quality, and Gannets and Rats
together accompanied me to the con hall, where the exhibition was to take
place. Actually it was just another run-of-the-mill monster movie, though
with a few more unintentional laughs than some. Godzilla turned out to be a
vast dinosaurian creature, seemingly very fierce; this illusion, however, was
shattered when we heard the cries emitted by this gargantuan fossil – a feline
mewl, in fact. The Thing was a tatty old giant moth, so tatty indeed that it
died halfway through the film, leaving the entire world at the mercy of
Godzilla. Happily for us, its egg then hatched and two maggots bearing a
remarkable resemblance to the creepy-crawlies you find under thousand-foothigh boulders in your garden emerged. They proceeded to wrap Godzilla in a
silken shroud. I gather Godzilla is a Japanese folk-legend; but I should have
thought that the Japanese could conjure up something a little more
frightening.
During Sunday afternoon we organised a Diplomacy game in the
corridor, and after being moved on by Tony Edwards we alighted in the
television room. I took Turkey and came second, but would undoubtedly
have won were it not for the cowardly treachery of Maule, who paid for his
sins by being deservedly eliminated in 1905. Hartley Patterson as England
also got beaten fairly quickly, which was a little hard on him since he had
done nothing to deserve my vengeance.
The advent of the banquet put an end to the game, and after a fairly good
Chinese meal with Hartley Patterson and Ian Maule, I returned to the Buttery
Bar in the hotel. Several fans were already there: Peter Roberts, Greg, Roy,
Petes Presford and Colley, and many others known only to Ghod as the
saying goes. By this time I hadn’t much money left, but drank
notwithstanding. When Penman rose from the table to buy another, I pestered
him to get me one also:
“It’s all right, don’t worry. I’ll give you the money.”
“Uhh, four bob ... that won’t go far in this place.”
“You can get me a vodka and lime, surely. It’ll cost only eighteen pence
or so.”
“Come on! It must be more than that.”
43

“Well, Tom, it’s what I usually pay.”
Penman wasn’t convinced by my show of innocence, though. I saw him
consult at length with the bartender; nevertheless, he did buy me something.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“Gin.”
“But I didn’t want gin.”
“Look, a vodka costs more than you gave me, I bought gin as it’s the
drink I hate the most.”
The ratfink. I drank the gin anyway. It wasn’t all that bad. During the
session I tried the same ploy on Kettle, and it didn’t work with him either. He
spent the money I gave him on a drink for himself.
It was during this drinking session that the concept of holding a party in
my room was finalized. Pete Presford took his van out to get some beer
(possession of motorised transport covers a whole family of sins) while the
rest of us drifted off. In one corner of the bar now lurked a selection of
Chester citizens (it was they who had christened Ian Williams “Tiger”) whose
antics, we discovered, are a regular part of day-to-day life at the Blossoms.
Rumours were flying about that on a previous occasion the lovely Lisa had
found herself alone amid this clique of queers, though I consider the story
unlikely to say the least. We all know Holdstock would never have let go that
long.
At the auction I had almost no money left to spare, having just lent
Pickersgill a quid in a fit of insanity. However, I did acquire one bundle of
old zines containing a few Retributions for 40p. From afar I saw Mike Meara
buy twenty Hyphens for £8, and there was another guy near the front who
seemed to own a money tree in his back garden as well. Pete Weston was
proving quite a good auctioneer, that is when he managed to get a word in
edgeways against the booksellers. But after a time we left the auction to try
and get this party started up.
We sat around for a bit, and nothing happened, so we went around
looking for people. But it seemed nearly everyone was watching Barbarella
or some such barbarity, and so about six of us sat in state in the room. Greg
arrived with bottles of a clear, watery liquid which he assured us packed a
powerful kick, though I wasn’t convinced. At length, people started arriving
in decent numbers ... the Gannets, Pete Weston talking shop, Fred Hemmings
with his clock, Presford and Penman soaking each other, my bed, the walls,
me, and others with their ubiquitous Ethils, Ramsay Campbell looking like
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the Prototype of Nicholas van Rijn, and other specimens. Roy Kettle, in a
mad fit of evil scheming which I’ll never forgive, attempted to crush me into
Fred’s clock, cleverly contriving that while I resisted I should shatter a glass
against my teeth. His vile scheme worked beyond all his hopes, and as blood
surged forth into the room for a second time Ian Williams turned bright green
and rushed to barricade himself in the toilet. A sound of retching was heard
by the more fanciful at this point. Luckily my cut lip was not badly done in
(though I now have a scar with which to titillate my grandchildren and future
con-goers) and the blood stopped flowing after a short time.
About this time the party broke up, most of the attendees (and most of
the hosts!) leaving for other pastures. Penman was left to repel all boarders.
He told us later that Larry Niven had arrived in search of a party, but had left
when he found it was over. Reports that he went away muttering, “Gee, I
thought I’d made the kzinti pretty weird, but that guy’s accent ...!” were
generally discounted as slightly exaggerated.
But it was now two o’clock, and nothing much was happening; We had
investigated a party being given by Jeanne Burger some time before, but it
hadn’t appealed. Someone then told us there was a party in room 23, and a
search was organised. Rooms 21, 22, 24, 25 and 26 were found fairly easily,
but not 23 ... We concluded it didn’t exist. I proceeded back to my room,
where I discovered the two water-guns unattended. Realising what a heavensent opportunity had presented itself, I filled the guns at the tap, and when
Penman appeared I let him have it with both barrels – a fitting punishment for
the myriad indignities I had suffered at his (and Presford’s) hands.
Ambling down, I lit on Chris Priest, whom I suspected of having
originated the room 23 hoax. He threatened me with a fate worse than death
if I squirted him – “I’ll dedicate my next book to you!” – and casting my
mind back to the extreme nausea of “The Head and the Hand”, I scuttled off,
eventually finding Fred Hemmings, trailed by Ian Maule with John Brosnan
who was nursing his broken umbrella. An amazing game of chess (two-aside) ensued. This lasted for two moves only, since Fred and Ian could not
decide which pieces to move, and we emerged to find certain fans making
messages on the hotel’s notice-board. Several of these inscriptions were
photographed and I could give the names of the perpetrators; Lisa would
probably kill them, though, if she found out who they were.
Later we wandered back to my room, where we were stupefied by the
fearsome apparition of Greg’s body lying prone upon my bed. For a happy
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moment we thought he was dead, but our fond illusions were shattered
beyond all repair when he started giving vent to a raucous snore. We
considered for some while this gruesome sight, wondering whether the joy of
being relieved from the foulness of the noise would be worth the effort of
carrying him to the window and throwing him out. Suddenly who should
come in but Peter Roberts, Greg’s unofficial guardian. We immediately
decided to give him the problem to solve. The Easter Bunny wasn’t very
interested, though, and eventually Greg solved our dilemma for us by waking
up and walking out of his own accord.
The two Ians and I wandered about the hotel corridors for some time,
eventually gaining the ground floor after a series of adventures. Greg was
there, peacefully sleeping upon the floor. I suppose one of the hotel staff must
have come along with a dustpan and brush at some stage and swept him up,
since later when we passed he was gone.
We stood awhile by the side of a card game, watching Peter Roberts
adjust piles of money in front of him. His long hair was matched only by his
long face, and though, as we later found out, he had ended the game with a
ten bob profit, he must have been richer than that at some stage and lost the
excess. But bed was calling. As the sun came up we went down ...
... but not for long were we asleep. Only an hour, in fact. The Gannet
morons wanted to leave at nine o’clock for some totally inane reason. So
after a very early breakfast, Ian Maule and I went to pay our hotel bill ... £21.
I threw two £10 notes casually on the desk, as if it were the kind of thing I do
regularly, and Ian contributed a fiver. After receiving our change we adjusted
our mutual resources to ensure each of us paid the same contribution to the
bill. This seemingly simple manoeuvre, involving merely the transfer of
£9.50 between Ian and myself, nevertheless took us twenty minutes to
accomplish; and after that the Gannets left, and I was alone.
I had a bath, on the theory that since I had paid for the thing I might as
well use it, and then I forayed into the lounge where Terry Jeeves was
huckstering OMPAcon memberships with expertise. I paid up my ten bob
with some misgivings ... do these OMPA people realise what they’re up
against? Outside, in the foyer, people were packing up and getting ready to
leave, all the time bombarded by Presford’s two children throwing paper
aeroplanes. He’s got ’em well trained, has that Presford guy.
Everyone left was either wandering around or else sitting in a bemused
state, myself included, At length I decided it was time to part with such sweet
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sorrow. Pete Presford kindly offered me a lift to the station, but he nearly
killed me by driving into my legs just after I’d got out. I hope it was just
tiredness, else god knows what he’ll do to me when he reads this.
At length, swallowed up in the British Rail network, I resigned myself to
oblivion ...
The Turning Worm 3, August 1972, edited by
John Piggott

47

Birmingham 1972 (Novacon 2)
Maule’s Well in Birmingham by
Ian Maule
Went to Novacon 2 in Birmingham a couple of weeks ago. The general
impression I got was one of lots of neos running around laughing at the pearls
of wisdom that one of the pros would occasionally let slip. Don’t get me
wrong, I’ve nothing against pros or neos (why, only a year ago I fell into that
latter category) but when I see fans degrading themselves to such a degree,
well, it makes me slightly nauseous. Why, oh why, do such people have to
throw themselves at the feet of the BIG men? Don’t these pros get enough
egoboo when they have their books published? Fandom and fanzines are the
important and tangible offshoots of Science Fiction not the swollen head of
John Brunner or the thousands patronising Brian Aldiss. (Didya know that at
Chester in Lisa’s room party Harry Harrison started laughing at Greg and
Roy’s Egregious Guide To The Con, Aldiss looked across, saw what Harry
was laughing at and said in his clearest voice so all the IN people could hear
what a clever fellow he was. “You’re not laughing at fanzines now are you
Harry?” Harry answered like a trufan, “Hey, this is good.”)
But anyway, back to Novacon. I spent most of the time pissing about
with revived Ratfandom, John Piggott and the lovely Pete Roberts. The five
of us would commandeer a corner of the lounge nearest the bar and sit for
perhaps three or four hours at a stretch just laughing at the people who came
into the lounge. Between these fits of laughter Pete tried to start a
conversation: “What British fandom really needs” ... “is a flame-thrower”
finished Greg. Many a true word spoken in jest as they say ... On the whole
Novacon was rather dismal with regard to the programme anyway. Good old
Doreen Parker prattled on for five minutes on the subject (I think) of the
respectability of SF, and then asked the audience if they had any questions,
completely ignoring the fact that she hadn’t said anything to ask questions
about. Other items on the programme included that man Aldiss reading three
of his unpublished short stories. I’m sure they were up to his usual standard,
but I left the con-hall soon after he started reading the very first paragraph of
the first. Highlight of the programme was the fanzine auction, this year held
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as a separate auction from the book and art one. Gray Boak did a good job of
boosting the prices as did Mike Meara who tried to outbid me on almost
everything I wanted to purchase. I even had to bid £1.50 for six issues of
Granfalloon. As Rabbit mentioned in Checkpoint I also bought three issues
of Axe for 90p. Ghod only knows why, I didn’t particularly want them.
Possibly I did it just to deprive Mike Meara of the pleasure of buying yet
another bundle of zines. I did however get a few things that I did want. First
of these was about 25 issues of Fanac and secondly about 30 issues of
Skyrack, for each of these I paid about 1 pound ... quite reasonable I thought
at the time. Oh yes, I was somewhat drunk at the auction so perhaps that’s
why I paid such exorbitant prices for the zines. Ah well I’ll know better next
year.
So much for the programme.
Faaanishly the con wasn’t up to scratch. Of the 150 or so people there at
one stage or another, about 1 in 20 was in fact a fanzine fan I had actually
heard of. The remainder being the Birmingham SF group and sundry other
nonentities. I hate to admit this but one of the sercon devils at the con was a,
wait for it, Gannetfan, yes, it’s true. Rob Jackson is a sercon infidel. A couple
of incidents do stand out in my mind. The group of us were sitting quietly in
the corner talking away about nothing in particular, when Piggott and Greg
decided to show their appreciation of each other by mutually masturbating,
but masturbating with a difference. John placed his right foot in Greg’s hands
and began making the usual noises. “OOh, AAh OOOOh, groan,
AAAAAH!.” Two non-fen, one male one female sitting next to John,
exchanged glances and changed seats. Kettle as usual managed to do a few
silly things. On the Friday night, pissed as ever, he fell out of his armchair
and just lay on the floor, the chair half on top of him. One of the Hotel
residents came back from the bar and Roy grabbed hold of him and
commenced licking his tie in a seductive and rather sexual fashion.
Somewhat taken aback the man was momentarily speechless, but
nevertheless recovered in time to point to the window and threaten to throw
Roy to the street below.
Jesus, things become confused: Was in the lift one evening drinking a
glass of coke when Roy decided to knock my arm and make me pour the
whole bloody lot down my shirt and trousers. Not having a spare shirt I
scrounged John’s dirty one and wore that the remainder of the week-end.
Funny incident occurred early on the Saturday evening. John and I came
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across three lovely young ladies sitting on the stairs, we stopped and started
chatting to them. One, who shall remain nameless, informed us that they had
been waiting for the first man to go up the stairs past them. She would offer
herself to this man, and subsequent men would be propositioned by the other
two. John and I discussed this for a few moments and finally John mounted
the stairs. Nothing happened tho’ so we didn’t attempt to go any further in
our investigation.
The Imperial Hotel itself I thought ideal for a con. Long winding
corridors, dark passages, many halls. I remember Roy coming up to us and
beckoning us to follow him. He led the way down dark passages and through
deserted corridors and rooms until he stopped outside a small door. “Just look
inside, there’s this little man sitting asleep in front of a television.” We
crowded into the room and there, sure enough, was a little man sitting in front
of a television, asleep. Loud chuckles ensued and the man woke up, so we
pissed off out of it and made our way back to the lounge for another drink.
The staff were particularly friendly. On the Saturday night there was a
party on the third floor, and after the incident with me locked in a bedroom
with a certain female, all of us got down to some serious drinking along with
a few younger members of staff who had even brought bottles with them:
Sunday morning I was up about 8am after having a sleepless night. I
wandered round the hotel for an hour or so, and finally succumbed to the
pleadings of my stomach and went down to the dining room for breakfast. I
wasn’t a resident of the Hotel but I did have a room key on me. So I made my
way to the corner and joined British fandom. Luckily the waitress didn’t
check up to see if I was registered, although one fan sitting behind me was
asked for his room number. Nothing really happened on Sunday, being as it
was the last half day of the con. The programme officially closed at 4.30pm
but long before that quite a few people had gone for trains and things. I stuck
it out until 5pm and then walked to New Street station for the 5.10pm train
back to Newcastle, no mean feat as I was carrying about half a ton of old
fanzines and an overstuffed haversack. Some six hours later the train pulled
into Newcastle and regurgitated its passengers onto the platform, 1:13 hours
late!
Maule’s Well 3, December 1972, edited by Ian
Maule
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Newcastle 1974 (Tynecon)
Once Upon a Tyne by Bob Shaw
Does this happen to other fans? I look forward to a convention for six months
and am quite keyed up on the journey to it – but as soon as the hotel comes
into view I’m gripped by an inexplicable timidity and get an urge to turn
around and go home again. This effect was more apparent than ever on
arriving at the Royal Station Hotel in Newcastle for the Tynecon, perhaps
because I was Guest of Honour and wasn’t sure how a GoH should disport
himself.
Another source of concern was that I wasn’t completely myself. I have
never been what one would call willowy or lissome in build, and towards the
end of 1973 had been progressing from being burly to being downright fat.
This prompted me to go on a diet on which I lost over 40 lb. The position,
therefore, was that the Tynecon committee had invited the full-scale Bob
Shaw to be GoH – and only three-quarters of me was showing up!
As it transpired, my whittled-down appearance triggered off a kind of
dieting chain reaction in the British SF world which – in terms of weight
alone – reduced our ranks by the equivalent of one good-sized fan. It became
noticeable at the Novacon six months later, an affair which reminded me of
that Dick or Sheckley story in which people could equip themselves with
bodies of their own choice. Peter Nicholls showed up in a late-model Tony
Curtis; John Steward, formerly built like two football players, appeared
wearing a natty Anthony Perkins; and the biggest transformation of all was in
Jim Goddard, always invaluable as a landmark (“The bar? Yes, it’s over there
behind Jim Goddard.”), who walked in dressed in a nifty Robert Redford.
Quite literally, nobody knew who he was!
They all said they had been inspired by me, so I guess I can claim to
have improved the health of U.K. fandom, but I keep thinking about our
“lost” fan and the fanzines he might one day have produced. But then,
perhaps he is happily at work organising a separate fandom in a limbo world
inhabited by all the humanity which has vanished from the face of the earth
since Calorie-counting came into vogue. You can visualise them – jolly little
round hominids composed entirely of banished fat – bouncing all over the
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place at their own little worldcons. They would be carefree creatures except
that, presumably, when a person backslides on his diet and begins putting on
weight again his counterpart in Fatland would begin to shrink. The word
would soon go round – “Smithers is getting smaller, being recalled to his
maker, looks like he’ll never finish stencilling his second issue.” So, if you
have lost weight and feel tempted to go back onto apple pie and cream, just
remember you could be depriving a cuddly little cherub of his chance to win
a Hugo.
Another weird thing about the Novacon was that Nudist Radish
Squashing Competition held in secret on the Sunday morning. I was going to
give the names of the three BNFs who won it, but this is an article about the
Tynecon so those revelations will have to wait.
It is almost impossible to write a con report unless you have made notes
at the time, but one event, or non-event, burned into my memory is the affair
of my GoH speech on the Saturday evening. I was due to speak at 8.00 and
previous to that was having dinner with a publisher, with a taxi calling for us
at 6. 00. At first it all seemed very easy, then a panel discussion with Brian
Aldiss and Peter Nicholls – who were also eating with us – overran its time,
and our schedule began to slip. Then the taxi failed to show up, and we found
ourselves setting out on foot at 7.00. It was a good restaurant, with a leisurely
service intended to give customers maximum opportunity to savour the fine
food and wine, but I was perched unhappily on the edge of the seat fretting
and sweating about the time, wondering if I dared make a discreet exit after
the soup.
A waiter advised me which dishes would be ready soonest, and – being
a vegetarian – I chose venison. This perhaps requires some explanation. You
see, I happen to believe that all these reports we hear about vegetables having
emotions, and being able to feel pain, are perfectly true, and – as a creature
like a lettuce has never done anybody any harm – I feel the only humanitarian
thing to do is to be a meat-eater. Unfortunately, the venison took quite a long
time to arrive, so I explained to the company that I would have to scoff it
down and leave immediately afterwards. They nodded understandingly. I
popped a piece of meat into my mouth, gnashed down on it with great force,
and promptly discovered the second reason I shouldn’t have ordered venison.
There was a piece of lead shot in the piece I had chosen, and it drove its
way through a filling in a rear tooth like a ricochet from an Armalite rifle.
Now, there are pains and there are pains. There’s the pain from a corn,
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which causes you to wince and manfully carry on; there’s the pain of
indigestion, which makes you writhe around a little; and there’s the pain of a
headache, which makes you look wan and thoughtful. The correct natural
response to this pain would have been to emit a piercing shriek and fall to the
floor with both hands clapped to the mouth.
At the moment it came, however, my host was leaning across the table
telling me a joke, and there was the added complication that if I revealed
what had happened he, being a very gentlemanly person, would probably
have called the management on my behalf and I would have been later than
ever for the speech. So I sat perfectly still, and smiled at the joke, and all the
while I could feel each individual pore on my face opening and expelling a
bead of cold sweat. This produced a curious secondary agony, rather like
having a needle-spiked cylinder rolled across the forehead and cheeks, but I
didn’t mind because it helped divert my attention from the dental Hiroshima
within.
When the power of controlled movement returned I swallowed the rest
of the venison in whole chunks, just the way it was served, mumbled
apologies and fled downstairs to the street. It was bitterly cold in Newcastle
that night and the first gust of North Sea air triggered off the damaged tooth
again. Into the bargain, I then realised I wasn’t too sure of my way back to
the hotel. I ran off up the hill, lop-sided, nursing my jaw and moaning like a
wounded wolfman, alternately praying and swearing, trying to think up a few
off-the-cuff opening witticisms for my speech, and taking every wrong
turning possible. If a prowl car had glimpsed me in the darkness the entire
Newcastle Constabulary would have been issued with revolvers and silver
bullets; but, finally, I reached the Royal Station, loped up the stairs and
encountered Ian Maule, who said: “No need to panic, Bob – we’ve postponed
you till tomorrow night.”
So far in this report there hasn’t been much said about the convention
programme. It was a helluva good programme, with lots of entertaining
items, but knowledge of it is already in the public domain, and I’m too late
for that sort of report anyway. So the next item is an account of the first room
party ever given by the Shaws.
I’ve been attending conventions for over twenty years on and off, and
love room parties, but somehow it had never before occurred to me to act as
host. Sadie and I had a fair-sized room which should have been ample for the
purpose, but the word must have got around that I was finally going to pay
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back some of the booze consumed in two decades of visiting other people’s
parties.
On the Sunday night our room was so crowded that if you spilt a drink
capillary attraction made it go up! And there was so much smoke around that
the only people who got fresh air were the ones sucking filter cigarettes. I
managed to find a comfortable spot by nestling in between the embossings on
the wallpaper, and spent the entire night there, trapped.
From this vantage point I didn’t see a great deal of what was going on,
and consequently was intrigued when – round about 3. 00 am – I observed
Brian Aldiss shooting up into the air, almost reaching the ceiling, and then
sinking back down out of sight. He repeated this feat about a dozen times,
gracefully, each time seeming to hang motionless just below the ceiling in
defiance of gravity, with a look of beatific contemplation on his face. I grew
quite entranced by this spectacle, and therefore felt disappointed when the
initially perfect symmetry of his movements decayed into ordinary parabolas
and he began colliding with other people and had to abandon his ethereal
ballet.
I must admit that for a while my faith in Brian was slightly shaken, but I
needn’t have worried. The thing that went wrong was that two legs of my
bed, which he was using as a trampoline, had proved unequal to his artistry,
and the weight of about ten other people, and had gradually folded up,
inclining him further and further off course. Given a perfectly horizontal
launching pad he could have gone on bouncing on the one spot all night.
When the party ended, about two hours later, Sadie and I collapsed
without even noticing what had happened to the bed. We had that exhausted
but happy feeling you get when you know you have hosted a really successful
social occasion. Our contented glow lasted until we got up next morning with
splitting headaches caused by breathing an atmosphere similar to the
aftermath of a fire in a used clothing dump. All around the crippled bed were
heaped up drifts of cigarette ends, beer cans, bottles, glasses, biscuit crumbs,
cigar wrappers, lost fanzines, peanuts and quote cards. I was still hunting for
my shoes when a cleaning lady opened the door. She stopped on the
threshold, looked around, and backed away shaking her head.
I waved at her. “Don’t mind us – you can tidy up now if you want.”
She fled down the corridor and came back with two others. All three
examined the room in silence, retired to the corridor, held some kind of a
union meeting, then went away and returned with the hotel manager.
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“Sorry about all this,” I said. “We had a few friends in last night.”
He nodded. “That’s all right, sir. If you would like to take your luggage
down to the lobby we’ll try to clear up.”
“Oh, but we’re not leaving,” I told him. “We’re staying an extra day. For
a party.” The blood drained out of his face so quickly that hundreds of
corpuscles must have been killed in the rush, but, to give that manager credit,
when he learned the party was in Rob Jackson’s house and not in his hotel he
became quite affable. While we were being moved to another room he told us
that four other beds had been wrecked on the same night, and thus he
unwittingly solved a problem that had been perplexing me for some time.
Lots of good conventions linger in the memory, so what was needed was a
good objective and qualitative assessment of their excellence. Something
similar to the star system the AA uses for hotels.
Now we have our rating system. And the Tynecon – probably the first
“five-bed” convention – must be at the top of the charts.
Maya 7, February 1975, edited by Rob
Jackson
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Newcastle 1974 (Tynecon)
Just in Tyne by Sam Long
It was a dull, wet day in April and the clock was striking 10 when I left
Henley station for Newcastle. First stop was Twyford, where the Henley
branch meets the GWR main line; and there I was joined by the Blishes, with
whom I was to journey. Jim and Judy were both looking well, and they had
brought a small forest of twigs with them. “?” said I. “!” said Judy. And the
talk turned to other things. At Maidenhead AMES (Andrew Stephenson) got
on; and so we journeyed to London, Rather than wrestle with bags, baggage,
and branches in the Tube, we took a taxi to King’s Cross; but the traffic was
horrible and the Eastertide masses in the station were hardly less frustrating.
Being more mobile than the other three, I went ahead in search of our train
and Rob Holdstock, who had booked seats for us. I found it and him after
only a short struggle, and waved to the others to hasten, which they did; and
we found both our car and our seats in good time before the train pulled out.
The five of us sat in the smoking compartment – a trial for me who does
not smoke – while in the nonsmoking compartment sat Banks Mebane,
Danny Platcha, the Kyles, and the Russells to whom we sneered “bloody
Yanks”. The ride north was fast and smooth, but the train was very crowded.
There were other fen about: Peter Egg Roberts and Leroy Kettle stopped by
for a chat. Conversation went well early in the trip: I learned about Valdivia
and Ozimov and held forth about Osteen ... But a good part of the trip was
spent just looking out the window into the wet grey mist, or listening to
AMES and Rob and the Blishes rehearse their skit, or dozing.
We arrived in Newcastle on time, extracted our goods and chattels from
above and underneath, and made our way slowly, loaded down as we were, to
the Station Hotel. There was, of course, a revolving door, difficult for
burdened-down fen to get through; but we managed, and behind the
registration desk in the nice warm foyer we saw welcoming smiles on the true
fannish faces of the Balls and Ian Wms; In short order I was registered, told
that I was in the Con-hotel, and not an overflow (my info had been equivocal
at that point) checked in, and installed in my room. When I got back
downstairs I saw Lars Strandberg, Brian Hampton, some undifferentiated
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Northumberfen, and Brian Aldiss, who remembered me well from our last (so
far unreported) encounter after the Bristle Bristolcon;
I dined that night about 2000h with Lars and Brian Hampton in a
Chinese restaurant. We fannishly discussed interplanetary travel over the
sweet and sour pork: how enthusiastic can you get? Back at the hotel we
milled about and sat and watched people arrive: Ratfandom ... Gerbish ...
Lisa Conesa and the Turners (Lisa, dear Lisa, the first thing she said to me
was “Sam, you’ve lost weight!”, as indeed I had – about 20lb – but how
sweet of her to notice) ... Jhon Brunner ... ½r Cruttenden and his girlfriend
Wendy Ellis ... Jhon Piggott ... Simon Joukes, the oddly-monickered Swede
John-Henri Holmberg and many others. Much good chat had I that evening,
and once again I was pleased that so many of my friends were so happy to
see me. To bed about 0100 – it was only Thursday night.
Up “early” Friday. I breakfasted about 0930. Dave Rowe had arrived,
and I cornered him and tried to get him to do me some illos for Q. It was a
great pleasure to see Pamela Boal come in, all game, wreathed in smiles. Her
family (her husband is a Geordie) came to Newcastle to see relatives; she, to
see fen. Pamela is mostly wheelchairbound, but her spirits are irrepressible,
and she’s usually to be found surrounded by a group of fen discussing SF and
having a delightful time. She was apparently not put off in the least by her
first experience of fandom en masse at Bristol – to fandom’s good fortune.
There I was, standing there talking Friday morning, when I saw a
familiar face at the main door. It was – believe it or not – Mary Mushling
Legg, returned to Confandom after several years in “exile”. (Mary’s a
Geordie too.) Churl was still in Hunts, which was a pity, but it was good to
see Mary again, tall and majestic. Later that morning Melica Smith, editress
of Blunt, and her parents Rob and Mary, arrived. So did Peter Spec Weston,
the Pardeaux, the Mearae, Brum femfem Hazel Reynolds and Pauline
Dungate (you’ve cut your hair, Pauline), “Gray Boak” and his fiancee Mheg
Palmer, the Skels, Michel Feron l’hannutois, Hartley Son of Patter, the
Burnses, the Walshes, Jhim Linwood, the Rogerses, Julia Stone, B-ro, Vera
Johnson the filksinger, Brian Burgess the caterer, Mherv Barrett, Rambling
Jake, Anne McCaffrey, Freddie-poo Hemmings, “Smiling Vernon” Brown,
and many more. My camera was kept busy.
(As of this writing, “Gray” and Mheg haven’t set a date, but “Gray” has
moved to Lancs. I have their wedding presents: a deck of Apollo 14 playing
cards for their wedding night – and more seriously, a wallet for “Gray” and a
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Skylab medallion for Mheg.)
Somewhat before noon I was sipping coffee in one of the lobbies and
talking, when I was paged. I went to find out what was going on and found
that the local BBC (tv) people were covering the con and wanted an
interview. Why me? Probably because I was the best-known most visible
non-expatriate US citizen conmember. There were about a dozen Amerifen
there, including those like the Kyles, the Blishes, Anne McC, and Jan Finder
who were resident in Europe. The fact that I work at Cape Canaveral may
have something to do with it too. Anyhow I got dragged off by the BBC to a
back room where they’d set up their cameras, and there I was interviewed.
They asked such question as “Why did you come 4000mi to a British SF
convention?” and “What’s so great about Cons?” I was conscious of being on
camera and so, as might be expected, I was a bit tongue-tied, going “duh,
duh, well” and such like for some little while before I finally found my
speech and answered to the effect that:
1) I joined fandom in Britain,
2) I remain a British fan,
3) I like cons and like seeing my fannish friends,
4) Why not?
and that:
a) cons provide a pro-fan interface that puts the sf writer closer to
his public than most writers are, which is good for the genre,
b) cons are a chance to meet (and remeet) people of similar
interests,
c) cons are fun: when you get a bunch of intelligent enthusiasts
together, anything can happen.
The interview was to be screened at about 1800 that evening. I went up to my
room and watched it. They screwed it up, of course. First there was Magic
Roundabout (ah, M.R.), then about 5 or 10 minutes of news, then a 5-minute
local news program. They gave the con about 2 minutes of that and to Ian
Wms’s chagrin, they didn’t use the filmed interview of his at all. The
newsreader mentioned the con, “introduced” me, and asked the question
(voiceover) “Why did you come so far for this convention?” Cut to me,
stammering and waving my hands: “Well ... er ... well ... ah ...” The question
I was answering was the other one, “Why are cons?” I was on for a total of
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about 40 seconds, I guess. Chalk one up for the Beeb. But it was nice of them
to come, and tho few fen saw the news that night (they were all in the bar, of
course), I got a certain amount of egoboo out of it. Somewhat later (maybe
even next day) someone else interviewed me, asking the same questions. I
think he was from a newspaper.
To get back to the con: I attended the opening ceremonies Friday
afternoon, having skipped the first film, Creature from the Black Lagoon. I
had seen it before: the creature loses. The more I watch monster movies and
such like, the more I find myself rooting for the poor monster. I even support
the Klingons against James Twit Kirk! Convention photographs of an official
sort were taken at the opening ceremonies, but I saw no great rush to buy
prints when proofs appeared. I guess fen prefer to take their own pictures
Friday was a good day for program-going: discussions on selling sf, art
in/of sf (chaired by Eddy Jones; I unfortunately missed this one) and the
future of fanzines. Being more of a faan than a fan, I was interested in this
one. I had supper in the restaurant downstairs in the hotel with Merv Barrett
and Diane Ellingsworth. We were not impressed by the cuisine, the servings,
or the cost. Is one ever, in conhotel restaurants? After supper I went to the
fanzine panel and listened to “Gray Boak” and Lisa Conesa and Peters Egg
Roberts and Spec Weston, as they rambled on. I joined in from the floor,
bheer in hand, in proper fannish fashion. The panel more than once
mentioned color repro in fanzines. I’ve seen fen use different colored inks
from time to time, but I have yet to see a fanzine that was really color-printed
or that had color photos in it. (Then a little later in the summer, Lisa comes
out with a beautiful color cover on Zimri and puts those of us who queried
“color fanzines” to shame.)
The next item was a lecture by Ian Watson on Linguistics in SF. It was
just that, a lecture, of the University type, much too fast, and over the heads
of most of the audience. Even (Look at that, now, “Even” ... thinks that just
because he’s in Mensa he can condescend) ... as I was saying, even I was lost
from time to time, as I’ve not read that much Chomsky, and I found the
presentation rather boring.
Lisa’s poetry soiree was better than it might have been, but it went
rapidly downhill from a fairly good beginning. Only some short verses by
Brian Aldiss had any right to be called real poetry; and Jim Blish intrigued
the audience with some snatches of Valdivian; but almost all the rest was
merely pretentious, being much too “serious” (there was no humour save
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Brian’s and Jim’s), and far too long. And there I was stuck up front in the
audience just behind Lisa herself: I couldn’t duck out. I might add by way of
compensation that Lisa’s anthology The Purple Hours (35p), which contains
a good bit of the verse read at the soiree and some more besides, is quite a
good little book, and I recommend it to people interested in sf-type poetry ...
or whatever.
After the soiree, I successfully suppressed the urge to get up and recite
some of my humorous fannish verse (I couldn’t remember it well enough),
and instead helped sound engineer Gerbish carry some of his impedimenta up
to his room. We sat sipping whisky and talking until almost 0300.
Up early Saturday, about 0815 and to breakfast with Pamela Boal, after
which I peregrinated the city trying to find some batteries for my flash and
some splitrings for my camera strap. I was eventually successful in both these
endeavours, and was refreshed and invigorated by my walk, for it was a
bright sunny day. The afternoon passed slowly. I had a few bheers, sang
some filksongs with Vera Johnson, sat in on the fanart panel (Eddie Jones,
Dave Rowe, Harry Bell and AMES), adding my 2¢-worth from the floor,
chatted with Brian Aldiss a bit, then with Jannick Storm, a Dane, and his
beautiful blonde bird: an enjoyable afternoon. The afternoon was “empty” for
only a few minutes. Mary Legg appeared again, this time to stay. I don’t
remember where I ate supper that night, or who with, but Bob Shaw, the
GoH, ate. He was supposed to give his GoH speech at 2000, but when the
hour came, he couldn’t be found. People muttered, but even this hitch could
not dampen the good humor of the con: and when he did appear, Bob
profusely apologized and was forgiven; he eventually gave his speech at the
Banquet Sunday evening, where it was well-received.
After the Saturday film The Omega Man, a discotheque was set up in the
main hall with a draculoid disc-jockey, who, as is a habit of his kind, played
the music much too loud. There was lots of dancing and good cheer, even if
one couldn’t hear oneself think: and slowly the room filled for the fancydress ball. I was there with my camera. One chap (who ought to have won a
prize) looked like he’d dipped himself in latex to make him look like an
alien; his costume itched abominably, he said later. Vera Johnson came as a
singing “nuss”, with a very fannish filksong about how she was always ready
to comfort spacemen back from a long, womanless voyage to the stars (great
fun – I wish I had the words. She literally stopped the show.) Vernon Brown
came in the same robe he’d been using for two or three years now, but I don’t
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remember exactly what he came as. Jan Finder, in armor, with a hexagram on
his forehead and a sick look on his face was “the Ill Starred Knight”. “Gray
Boak” swathed in white, was “Virgin on the Ridiculous”, but I thought he
looked like, in the words of Flanders and Swann, “a guru, a gnother guru ...”
Hazel Reynolds and Pauline Dungate came as interplanetary demimondaines
– but they had too much on for their costumes to be successful. Peter Spec
Weston, all verdant and military, was “a Green Recruit”. ½r Cruttenden was
an unconvincing tribble. Freddie-poo Hemmings came in what is, for him,
mufti: a straitjacket. Howie Rosenblum found a foot-in-diameter model of an
ocular organ and wore it on his back “Big Brother has his Eye on You”.
These were just a few of the costumes.
Next ... ah, next came the skit. And a very fannish skit it was, too, put on
by Thames Valley Fandom – a hilarious take-off on “Oz” called The Wizard
of Oz-imov. “Dorothy”, ½r’s girlfriend, Wendy, was the young neo
embarking on her first con (it was in fact Wendy’s first). She was bid follow
the Yellow Road, and she soon came upon a scarecrow disguised as Brian
Hampton, lacking fannish direction; a Tin Fansman (brilliantly done by Rob
Holdstock), who lacked egoboo; and a Cowardly Lion (½r, much more
leonine than tribblelike), who lacked the nerve to ask BNFs for their
autographs. Together they navigated the Deep Dark Forest, played with great
feeling by AMES and Judy Blish (remember the twigs?). Once the threat of
the Wicked Anne McCaffrey of the North was disposed of, they approached
the dais of Oz, the Ehmerald City. They were turned away by Field Marshall
Pete Spec Weston, no longer a green recruit, but they persisted, and Oz was
forced to reveal himself – as a cringing Jim Blish in a top hat and string tie.
To each fan he gave a gift: fannish direction to the Scarecrow, a LoC to the
Tin Fansman; and autograph to the Lion (he asked for and got the Lion’s
autograph to the Lion’s delight, and stuck it in his hatband like the Mad
Hatter). Dorothy received a propeller-beanie and the status of trufan, and they
all lived happily ever after. Great fun, many horrible puns, very faanish. I was
the cast’s “official” photographer, and got a goodly number of pix, tho Judy
complained that I was getting in the way of the cast backstage. No matter, the
pictures came out very well, and I got a nice letter from Judy thanking me for
them.
It was well after midnight when all this was over, but the fun had just
started. There was a party in ½r’s room, at which I arrived early, finding only
Jim Blish and Anne McC there. We started joking and talking, and one of my
61

best memories of the con was trading puns with Anne and Jim until Anne and
I at least were weak with laughter, collapsed on one of the beds, giggling to
beat hell. The party rapidly increased in size and conviviality. Peter Spec
Weston drunkenly assured me that if he won TAFF he’d come down to
Florida and visit me and would like nothing better than to launch a weather
rocket from the Cape, having been in his youth, a rocket enthusiast of sorts.
And a good time was had by all. About, oh, 0330, the party became too big
for the room, and spread, in a quiet fashion, to the corridor and stairs. I
remember joining a stairparty and having my arms around two femfen and
having a great time; and then I remember sitting on a window-sill on the
landing talking with Diane Ellingsworth. I don’t remember how I got from
the one to the other. Diane was in a long red dress, and in compliment to her
dark hair, I had addressed her earlier as “la rouge et la noire”, an allusion to
the French novel I rather stupidly attributed to Baudelaire. Diane had thought
I was trying to be superior, but I protested that I was only trying to express
how romantically attractive she looked, and she accepted my explanation,
and we kissed and made up and thereafter got on famously. To bed,
exhausted, about 0500.
Up Sunday (hmm, sounds like a good name for a TV show). Breakfast
was a Wimpy with Mherv Barratt and Diane. Back in time for the Delta film
competition. B.T. Jeeves, Esq (alas absent from the con due to his wife’s
illness) had a good cartoon, but the film 1 2 3 4 5, a collection of connected
insanities a la Monty Python, won the prize by a small margin. The rest of
the afternoon was spent in typical fannish fashion, dozing, sipping coffee,
talking, and so on. I even managed a small nap before the banquet.
The banquet was rather sercon, but enjoyable nonetheless, despite the
indifferent food and small servings. Bob Shaw finally gave his GoH speech,
and John Bush handed out the cheques for the Gollancz/Sunday Times £1000
SF Competition, which is a Ghood Thing. There were four (not two) winners,
none of whom had had any contact with fandom before (I wonder what they
thought of it), as far as I could tell; and all but one of them were “straight” or
mundane. One was an employee of HM Prisons; another was in the RAF. But
the last chap, bearded and casual, received his cheque from John Bush with a
grin, and on his way back to his chair gave a big yell “Yahoo!” whereat the
entire audience broke up.
Quote cards were about; I was sitting with the Mearae and the Pardeaux,
and jointly and severally we applied ourselves to filling them in; but it
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seemed to me that the quality of the captions was not as great as last year;
plus there were only four distinct cards.
That evening I watched Slaughterhouse-5, an excellent film, and one
which sticks fairly close to the book. The chap who played the hero Billy
Pilgrim did a first class job – like a good film should, it made me squirm.
And the photography was sublime.
There was a roomparty in Bob Shaw’s that night. A couple of German
fans, led by Helmut Pesch, came in with some Verguzz, a concoction from
the Perry Rhodan series. It’s about 140 proof, smells like medicine, and in the
words of Jan Finder, cleans out the nasal passages like barbed wire. It’s
definitely an acquired taste. Anyhow, Bob Shaw was persuaded to take a sip:
he’s an Irishman, you know, and you will not find an Irishman refusing any
drink. He took a swig from a paper cup and! – his fists clenched, his head
snapped back, his eyeballs rolled up, and he became stiff as a board. Steam
came out of his ears, the top of his head came off and whirled about, and he
turned bright red. I kid you not. Bhy Ghadfrey, it was just like in the movies.
He even came out with “That’s good stuff” after he’d recovered.
Twas a ghood roomparty: all the male fen were chatting up birds. Brian
Aldiss was in an alcove in earnest conversation with a curvaceous but
unidentified (by me) femfen; I was having a tete-a-tete with Diane; sundry
other fen were squeezed all over; and nobody was talking about SF. I finally
pooped out at about 0400.
I got up Monday about 1100 and had coffee and sandwiches with Diane,
and Ian Wms, who was by this time exhausted. He told me that the con had
more than 500 registrations (515, it turned out) and more than 400 attendees
– the biggest on record. Jan Finder reported later that the bars raked in some
£6000 over the weekend. At 400 active drinkers (for ease in computation,
that’s £5 a day for three days on drink alone, and even at today’s prices, £5
will buy you some 25 pints of bheer. I took a post-con photo that morning –
when they weren’t asleep on their feet. It’s odd, tho, that on most of the
pictures I took, people weren’t smiling; in fact, they looked rather glum. So
they look, but in fact they all had a good time. Even 400 fen didn’t seem to
overcrowd the convention. Neos and BNFs and pros and oldfen and
everybody mixed smoothly and well. There was little damage to the hotel: in
fact, the manager of the hotel (so I’m told) was so impressed by our good
order that he’s helping with the arrangements for Seacon, and would like to
have us back – at better rates! ’Course, he’s an sf reader.
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There seemed to be an atmosphere of, well, peace and love about the
con. The mixture of sercon and fannish was good. The art show suffered a bit
from being in an out-of-the-way room, but it was see-worthy nevertheless. As
an example of the peace of this con, let me tell you an incredible tale. It is
said that due to a brewery screwup, the hotel ran out of Newcastle Brown
about halfway thru the con (tho not out of beer of other brands). Ran out of
the Broon in Newcastle??!! We had thought the concommittee were having a
pipeline laid on from the brewery to the hotel! OK, that’s incredible-sub-one.
What’s even more remarkable is that fandom was having such a good time,
getting higher on the con itself than on the alcohol, that they hardly even
noticed. There was no riot, no nothing! Absobloodylutely
unbebhyghodlievable!
And that was what was so great: people preferred to sit and sip rather
than yell and scream and get sick-drunk; I don’t think I saw a really out-of-it
person the whole four days. Freddie-poo Hemmings was teetotaling (!) for
the weekend, but you’d not have known it: he was high on fandom.
There were lots of neos about, but few signs of fuggheadedness, even
among Ratfandom. It was truly an international con: England, Scotland,
Ireland, Wales, the US, Belgium, Holland, Germany, France (I think),
Denmark, Sweden, Italy, Japan (!), were all represented – and there may have
been more – and I even saw a fan from the Indian subcontinent. I was happy
to see old friends, happy to make new ones, sad not to see some folk I’d
hoped to, like B.T. Jeeves, Esq, Ken Cheslin, Arch and Beryl Mercer, Ethel
Lindsay, Ella Parker, Frank Arnold, the Bridjz, and many other good fan and
true. I notice that at each con I change fannish conversationalists. I didn’t (get
a chance to) have a chat with, for instance, Hartly Son of Patter or Mary
Legg, or Pam Boal, all of whom I’d meant to corner; but they were not
neglected by other fen and I had good conversation aplenty.
One particularly fruitful conversation was with Jhim Linwood and
Diane: we developed a scenario whereby a member of the Royal Family
becomes a fan. Just imagine – The RBSFA ... cons in Windsor Castle during
the off-season ... Brian Burgess becomes “Victualer by Appointment” ... Jhon
Brunner raised to the peerage as Lord Godd ... Sir Brian Aldiss, Bt ...
knighthoods to successful TAFF candidates and con organizers ... the Order
of St Fantony becomes official ... all fen receive the British Empire Medal
(B.E.M.) ... and so on.
And so the time drew on to when I’d have to leave. I took the 1340 train
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to Edinburgh to visit a cousin of mine at University there. I was, as they say,
“plumb tuckered out”. But my spirits were high because it was a damn fine
con and I’d had the best time ever.
Gunputty 1, 1975, edited by Sam Long
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Newcastle 1974 (Tynecon)
Tynecon ’74 by Cath Gardner
(Editorial interruptions by Ian Williams [in square brackets].
Once Ian had given up asking me to come to Tynecon, I decided I would. All
I had to do was catch a train from Sunderland to Newcastle, a mere twelve
miles, but me being my confused “morning after” type self (been out boozing
with a friend), I nearly got on a train to Middlesborough, which might have
been better for everyone.
It was as I got off the train that I began to have second thoughts, well,
wouldn’t you if you saw (with great difficulty) a rather small, distraught
looking figure trying hard to smile whilst pushing in vain through crowds of
what he calls giants.
We entered the hotel via a back entrance, which at once aroused my
suspicions. Was he, I thought, trying to hide me, an insignificant, ignorant
non-fan in his hotel room in case the weekend became boring? [No,
absolutely no, comment] Had this been his motive, I can guarantee I would
have played snakes and ladders alone all weekend, which Thom Penman
probably thinks is hip anyway.
The first person I met at Tynecon was the one and only Mary Legg, who
really put me at ease, took me under her wing and introduced me to many
interesting people. Unfortunately, Mary left on the Saturday night so I didn’t
get the chance to say goodbye and thanks.
[Ah Mary. It was great to see her again for the first time in nearly two
years. She did exactly the same thing for me when I first went to the Globe in
January 1970 when I was just getting into fandom. And here she was doing
the same for my girlfriend whilst I was running around along with the rest of
the committee.]
The rest of the first morning was spent on the registration desk, which
proved to be more interesting than it sounds as everyone passes there
sometime and, by Mary’s directions I was able to pick out the famous and the
infamous. John Brunner was one of the first famous or whatever. (Ian says
the latter.) [Lies! All lies! Honest, John.]
Hovering nearby in a crowd of fans, he was easily recognisable being
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the only guy there in a crimson velvet suit. That may be startling enough but
when he appeared at the banquet in a silvery sequinned jacket he reminded
me of a fannish Liberace minus candelabra, or a younger Gary Glitter. I’m
still recovering from the eyestrain. Lunchtime came round all too soon
making me realise I was hungry enjoying myself, which Ian found incredible,
he now has ideas I may be a potential fan. Good God, what have I let myself
in for?
We went to a Chinese for lunch and ended up with Ian Maule (sauteed
with breadcrumbs). We sat with him as there weren’t any other seats and had
quite a good time. Ian and I found ourselves wanting to get back, and after he
tried to sidetrack me into thousands of jewellers shops, we arrived back at the
hotel. [And if you believe that, you’ll believe anything, Thom Penman.] This
was just in time for me to be introduced to Brian Aldiss, who is even nicer
than he appears on the back of books [yeuchh!], again this meeting was due
Mary Legg to whom I shall be eternally grateful (but why did she have to
introduce me as Ian’s girlfriend?)
The rest of the afternoon was spent (much to Ian’s anger) in mooning
over a copy of Cinefantastique which contained the life story of the man I
love best next to Rob Jackson, Bob Shaw, [Ian Williams?] CHRISTOPHER
LEE ... [She does go on a bit more after this, but I’m going to spare you the
paragraph. You’re lucky, I have to put up with it all the time.]
During the weekend I didn’t see all that much of the committee [not
really surprising, as we seemed to spend a lot of the time looking for each
other] except for Ian and I could have done without that. Rob, as usual,
looked rather like a bemused, bumbling, bewildered, befuddled budgie, in the
process of moulting, whilst he fluttered from one floor to another in search of
various obscure people who I’m sure were just figments of his overworked
brain. Ian Maule really rose to the occasion. Every time I caught sight of him
he was ordering everyone around like he thought he was God. Ian W. has
since informed me he does. By the end of the day he was shattered and could
only muster a grin and a wink which definitely suggested something was
wrong especially when these were directed at Harry Bell.
Irene Bell, lovely wife of the even lovelier Harry [Twisted], was helping
to man the registration desk, which I’m sure was less taxing than trying to
keep score for the so-called quiz on the Sunday, however, I shall not go into
details at this point. Suffice to say, afterwards she told Ian not to get so ratty
as she can get a whole lot rattier. [Oh no she can’t!] [(Oh yes I can – I.B.)] I
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wondered if this had anything to do with Ratfandom.
Speaking of Ratfandom, they were certainly there in force. I was able to
recognise Greg Pickersgill complete with red and black scarf, which, I’m
sure, arrived attached to him as an umbilical cord. Actually, I’d always
imagined him to be a lot taller, but looking undergrown, underage, and
overfed. Instead he would have made an ideal twin brother for the Gannet
Goblin.
The afternoon merged into evening and soon I had to leave on the train
back to Sunderland, unfortunately this didn’t give me time to see the fancy
dress which was disappointing as Ian said it was very good especially when
someone in a devil’s mask asked to be introduced as John Brunner.
[What was even funnier was that I had to do the introducing. I stood at
the entrance to the hall and had to bawl my head off to be heard as I didn’t
have a microphone. Some people called themselves by the weirdest of names.
I could have sworn one scantily clad young lady asked me to announce her as
a “Urinal from Micturition”. Once they’d all gone in I couldn’t get down to
the bar fast enough.]
Easter Sunday dawned with sunshine and blue sky everywhere including
Newcastle. I didn’t have to catch a train as Ian Penman was giving me a lift.
We met about 2.15 and spent the journey talking (so Ian W. thinks) about his
adventures in the Boy Scouts which would no doubt amaze all his friends and
make him the laughing stack of the Gannets. [Not with me it wouldn’t. I used
to be in the Scouts and would believe anything of that organisation.]
We arrived at the hotel just after 2.30 and could find no trace of Ian
(Williams) [who else, I might ask?] probably due to the fact that someone
had mistaken him for a plastic gnome and had used him as a doorstop. When
we finally found him he was both dishevelled and flustered and looked as if
he’d been stood on. We drew our own conclusions that he’d had a busy
morning, nevertheless the human dynamo continued to race on, reducing his
height by another two inches (if that’s possible). When I got sick of following
him I went and talked to Jim Marshall and Judith Ahl on the registration
desk.
Later in the afternoon was the, for want of a better word, “quiz” badly
chaired by the plastic gnome I spoke of earlier. What with mixing his
bonuses up with his starters [lies] it’s a wonder poor Irene managed to keep
score. It really was very confusing indeed. The reason everything got rather
mixed up was that the Banquet was to follow soon afterwards and everyone
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had to get dressed (no, I don’t mean it was a streaker’s quiz, though fandom’s
first streaker was spotted somewhere during the weekend but I won’t go into
that.) [I will, later.] Getting ready for the Banquet proved to be quite funny as
with Ian W. in the bathroom and me in next to nothing, what could be done
when Ian Maule came a-hammering on the door shouting “Hurry up I want to
get dressed and other obscenities.” Finally we were ready and went down to
the Banquet. This was a great success, the food was nice although I don’t
know what happened to my chicken, my idea is that it was a yoga fanatic and
the chop had come in the middle of a lotus position, rigor mortis had
evidently set in, thus making it incredibly awkward to disentangle one leg
from another. After many furtive attempts I gave up, decided to become a
vegetarian and never practise yoga again.
All this took place during a very serious conversation with Mark Adlard
on the demerits of moving Stephenson’s Rocket away from the North East.
The speeches followed and amazingly enough one didn’t have to be an avid
fan to appreciate some of the jokes. Bob Shaw did the most fantastic mickey
take of Star Trek and showed up all the faults of Planet of the Apes, such as
Charlton Heston not knowing the planet was Earth despite the apes speaking
perfect English and a mist conveniently covering the sky at night thus making
it impossible to see the moon.
The applause for the committee was well-deserved and there seemed to
be tremendous emotional vibes coming from every corner of the room, it was
extremely touching. [Modest blush] After the banquet, everyone went to the
bar and as Ian and I were in the process of going we encountered Thom
“Gosh that’s hip” Penman with camera and I promise I won’t tell anyone
about the oddities he managed to catch. [Actually, dollink, you seemed to
think he was photographing us quite a bit.]
We finally got to the bar in time to hear John Brunner telling the barman
that he finds it incredibly hard to stay up till three and four in the morning at
cons any more. Y’know it’s at times like that that I begin to worry as at
sometime around one I was almost asleep on my feet. [You should worry. As
I remember it, it was only midnight and you’d been slowly going for the
previous half hour.] I left with Ian Penman and to tell the truth I don’t really
remember much more except that the high emotional pitch seemed to last
throughout the following days. I guess Ian might be right and that I am a
potential fan.
Siddhartha 4, April 1974, edited by Ian
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Birmingham 1974 (Novacon 4)
A Convention Report by Roy
Kettle
“At this speed, we won’t feel anything,” mumbled Greg around his thumb as
he crouched, shivering, on the back seat next to me.
We were going all of thirty. Greg is motorphobic.
But soon he cheered up as Rob and Sheila Holdstock began one of their
traditional travelling conversations.
“I don’t know where we are. You’re the driver.” “If you’d given me
some advice when I asked for it instead of messing around ...” “Look, I don’t
know where we are. You’re the driver. Women!” Robert glances over his
shoulder with pitying expression. “I’m sick and tired of your bloody
chauvinistic attitudes, Holdstock.” “Tell her I don’t know where we are.
She’s the driver.”
Tactful backseat chorus: “Dumdy dum. La la la. Whistle whistle.”
Looking out of the window. Nice scenery.
The wealth of one-way signs in Birmingham was the next cause of
marital disharmony, coupled with the fact that the car-park we were looking
for appeared to be more mobile than the car. However, eventually we reached
it and, as coincidence would have things, parked next to another fannish
vehicle – Simone Walsh’s, with her Beano in the back.
In the hotel, the usual dregs of fandom hovered around struggling to
remember the names of some people and forget the names of most. Chris
appeared (having bravely driven herself from Keele) and was grateful for the
interruption which gave her an excuse to leave the strange fat man who was
fascinated by the idea of the convention and kept asking her if she had a
“message for the future”. She hadn’t.
Then I had to hump her cases from some far away left-luggage hole
while everyone else was having fun. No tip, either.
A few drinks came next, followed by a bit of Pete Weston’s TAFF
speech, of which the highlight was Rog Peyton contriving to melt the first
slide into a blob of black plastic and then larfing loudly about it.
The meal we tried to get was about as successful with Greg leading a
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gang of us away from the hotel to the famous Greyhound Bus Station
Chinese Wimpy which had been made into a boot shop since the previous
year. John Lowe (what a little name-dropper I am) found his idea of a cheap
Indian restaurant, but thankfully Sheila had the guts to walk out after seeing
the menu and we all followed sheepishly. Back in the hotel we all ate
omelettes and moaned. The convention was beginning to feel right.
The rest of the evening was fairly devoid of sparkle and flashing wit,
and by the time John Brosnan did turn up we were all in bed.
The next day followed right on in there. Some amusing little cartoons
were shown, including a rarely seen Telegoons episode in which they flew
the Albert Memorial to the moon. Peter Roberts soon pointed out that it was
impossible. Just under this film in the programme booklet was a line with two
mistakes in it. One was the advertising of something called Star Trek
Bloppers. The other (assuming the first was what I thought it was) called it
“this ever-popular item”. That’s debatable, I suppose. I think it’s a mistake.
Down in the bar we were visited by Howard Rosenblum, who checked
the depth of head on his bitter with all the persistence of a Weights and
Measures Inspector. He complained and left. The barman gave him a pitying
look. “Maybe next year he’ll bring a ruler,” he said.
“Or an owner of some sorts.” muttered John Lowe.
Later that day we ate again. Peter Roberts would not try the vegetarian
pâté de foie gras although it had been made from a goose which had never
eaten meat. That was after all the trouble we went to finding the most distant
restaurant ever, after following Andrew Stephenson’s numerous shortcuts.
When we got there Brosnan found his curry was too hot so Greg got to eat it
free. As Greg had ordered it, Brosnan was a little suspicious. And hungry.
Also, he’d got a hangnail on his big toe and was cold. His tonsils were
playing up as well. He moaned quite a lot. Brosnan is not a well lad.
That evening, the fancy dress turned out to be quite a laff. Beforehand,
the silly committee had given everyone a bit of paper on which to write
things which were never explained with pencils which were never distributed.
Perhaps they asked us to describe Brian Burgess in his cute little jockstrap
without moving our hands or anything else. He went as a character from
Glory Road. Robert Heinlein must have turned in his grave. (It was never any
use to him, anyway.)
Various silly people went as various silly things, mainly involving old
knickers and gold foil. Best idea was Little Malcolm’s that Brosnan should
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cut off his nose and go as A Cure For Cancer.
Josephine Saxton, not specially clad but in a pleasant state of undress
anyway, swayed up the aisle announcing that she was from Robert
Sheckley’s story “Can U Feel Anything When I Do This?”. Immediately, she
threw herself upon Brian Parker who was sitting in that area. Their lips
touched with an mild explosive sound. Peter Roberts, in the seat next to
Brian, slowly slid to the floor. He looked in my direction with an expression
of horror on his face. “That could have been me,” he said.
By this time, most people had realised that they didn’t understand why
they were holding bits of paper, and when Malcolm Edwards (chairman of
Seacon) made a paper aeroplane and we had a competition, everyone else
joined in. Something approaching total confusion occurred with aeroplanes
thick in the air, and the committee thick on the platform struggling to stop
people from enjoying themselves so that the blank pieces of paper could be
marked to find the winner. Brian Burgess chose that moment to return
wearing a long grey coat. To a loud and remarkably harmonious chant of
“Off. Off.” he proceeded to display his godlike form to view once more.
Eileen Weston rushed from the room clutching the older and more
impressionable of her children. Brian has a lot to answer for.
The judging followed, which resulted in the committee winning all the
prizes.
Afterwards it was party time.
“Your husband,” complained Peter Nicholls bitterly to Sheila Holdstock
when she was on her own, “is never more than six inches away from you.”
A bearded head popped around the corner. “Hello,” said Rob.
Peter Nicholls sighed and wandered off.
Actually, it turned out that Peter had paid Josephine Saxton £5 to seduce
Rob thereby giving Peter time to make his evil bid for Sheila’s affections.
However, Josephine was several degrees proof by then and forgot. Rob was
free to return home, a lucky man. (This was printed without permission and
with definite malice aforethought, egged on by Greg Pickersgill and Malcolm
Edwards.)
Greg and Peter Weston, self-confessed top British fans, sat at the end of
a drunken corridor waiting for the fannish crowds to congregate around them
when they would congratulate themselves and move to another spot waiting
for the fannish crowds ... Greg eventually left this vast source of egoboo and
disappeared. Peter (Mr Evil) Weston collected together a bunch of drunken
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henchmen and gathered them outside Greg’s room where they chanted “In
Out In Out” and similar witty things, but to no avail. (Later it was discovered
that, in fact, Peter had been remarkably accurate in his estimation of Greg’s
timing, which makes you wonder about the two of them as they wait at the
end of corridors for fannish crowds ...) Anyway, Weston and his gang then
followed Chris Priest and lady friend but once more there was no response.
Finally, someone noticed Peter Roberts and John Piggott wandering into a
room. The gang staggered forwards and began their chant. The door burst
open. “Oh, piss off you bloody cretins,” shouted Peter Roberts. Mr Roberts
and Mr Weston are running the 1979 Worldcon together.
Overheard in a room party where naughty substances were about to be
indulged in.
“Someone get the dope out.”
“Presford, leave the room.”
Who did Robert Holdstock show his naked chest to? Who indeed? None
other than – aaargh. On to next day then, typing with one hand.
Chris and I awoke to some idiot shouting, “This one doesn’t want to be
disturbed.”
As it was a single room, I sneaked out, but before Chris could leave a
member of staff came up. “How many of you are there in this room?” he
asked.
“Oh, just me,” she replied, with amazing quick-wittedness. “But we’ll
be gone soon.”
Breakfast was a slow affair, and, true to tradition, not very good. One of
the good ladies serving approached Greg who was swallowing kippers at the
time. She wanted to know his room number so that she could add money to
his bill.
“This is discrimination,” he said. “It’s only because I’ve got long hair
and I’m not quite as tidy and clean as some people that you’re charging me
more.”
He went on and on.
The woman looked at him for a while, eyes wide. Then she spoke.
“Kippers,” she said, “is extra.”
Later in the day, Ian Williams arrived.
“You’ve missed the best part of the con,” he was told.
“Why? what happened?” he asked.
“You weren’t there.”
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Eventually Ian made his way to the book room where he commenced
selling his entire collection of science fiction to finance divorce proceedings
for the girl of his dreams who has since left him. There’s a moral in there
somewhere.
To conclude this unfeeling and harsh section on Ian Williams, the
following exchange was heard:
Fan, on seeing one of Ian’s big boots sticking out from under a table.
“Look, Ian’s got a seven inch heel.”
Other fan, “Yes, inside his shoes.”
A reporter found an eager interrogee in Rob Holdstock. Rob, who
thought the fellow was from a provincial newspaper, was making disparaging
remarks about Ratfandom, conventions, professional writers etc. Then
Malcolm Edwards pointed out the big badge which said, “I am from the
Observer”. Immediately, Rob informed the reporter that he was an up and
coming pro (that’s Holdstock, H.O.L.D.S.T.O.C.K.) and that he, with well,
perhaps one or two others, was running the next convention, and that ...
When the report actually appeared, everything Rob said was in it, but
credited to Malcolm Edwards. Now there’s a moral for you.
The bar was getting quite full by then. Bob Rickard, small economy size
bag of fun, produced a book which showed that the Earth had an 800 mile
diameter hole at the north pole but people are keeping it quiet. Bob knows
lots of things like that. He and Peter Roberts have esoterica competitions.
Bob then produced a bit of paper, for some reason which escapes me, on
which was written “Fly posting is illegal”. Malcolm Edwards, taking off a
few seconds from spilling Carlsberg Special down his leg, said, “Then you
can forget the ZIP code.” This was Malcolm’s second joke of the evening.
The first one concerned W.E. Johns’ famous SF epic, Biggles and the Giant
Algae from Outer Space, but I can’t remember the joke itself.
All this time Jan Howard (pissed as a newt) Finder was chatting up
Simone Walsh with such gems as, “From a writing point of view it was well
written,” and “I can’t remember much about it, but it was fucking good.”
I decided to visit the toilet then and who should be there but Peter
Nicholls, pissing away happily. I wandered out, leaving him to set emergency
sewer control procedures into action. I pointed out to the local John Brosnan
that Peter pissing did not sound unlike twenty baths running together. John,
tactful as ever, immediately repeated this to his Australian buddy who laffed
merrily as his fist sought my face.
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Brosnan then wandered off to the toilet himself and came back ages
later. “God,” he said. “Don’t go up there. I exploded.”
It appeared that he was the unlucky recipient of germs which produced
the repugnant Black Shits. This manifested itself as an intestinal malfunction
of great and evil magnitude, resulting in a dismaying quantity of revolting
faecal material being deposited in an incredibly short time. Harry Harrison,
says John, was one of the unluckier poorlies being some distance from a
handy receptacle during a mild attack. All in all John spread his disease to
about a third of the members of the con. He is always the first to admit that
cons take a lot out of him.
Some little while later, John, relating his exploding Ratfan anecdote to
another male member of the party, said proudly, “Have you heard about my
diarrhoea yet?”
Sheila, always ready for some juicy gossip, said, “No. I haven’t heard
about it.”
Brosnan, gallantly embarrassed said. “It wasn’t meant for your ears.”
“There are better places,” replied Mrs Holdstock, wrinkling her nose in
disgust, while Andrew Stephenson (on whom the News of the World will
shortly be calling) stroked her naked feet, watched closely by John Jarrold
who wanted his 10%.
Sheila, by this time slightly off-sober, said to me, “If you buy me a
bacardi I’ll do that thing you were on about. Began with a T.”
“Troilism,” I said hopefully.
“Yes,” she said, sipping the bacardi. “What is it?”
I explained and drank the rest of the bacardi myself.
Slowly people left the bar, sometimes encouraged by filk-singing,
sometimes through the unfannish habit of tiredness. Some few of us played
on what was left of the bar billiards table after the Shorrocks’ kids had been
using it.
Malcolm, whom I knew I could beat as he was staggering around drunk,
beat me several times. Is there really nothing he isn’t good at? Creep.
Robert walked in clutching a sheet of green shield stamps he had got
somewhere.
“Hello,” said some notable moron, “Sheila’s giving stamps,” and was
promptly thumped. In fact, he might get thumped again for printing this.
“Mr G,” said someone, naming a reasonably well-known fan, “can’t
come because he’s having trouble with his wife.”
76

“What’s wrong,” quipped Malcolm Edwards. “Won’t she start first
time?”
Later on in the evening, after someone had demonstrated the advantages
of knowing how to work untended pressure pumps at the bar (from which
shameful deed I gained some beer and really felt very sorry about it later.
Things like that get fans a bad name etc etc), John Brosnan discovered that he
no longer had a room key in his little pocket (in the leather coat which I’m
not supposed to mention used to be mine).
“All right,” he said, “which silly cretin took it.”
Peter (Hercule) Roberts then took over. “I have gathered you all
together,” he said, in a French accent, “because one of you is guilty. Before
this evening is through I shall name the one who stole the key.”
He proceeded to interrogate his Guinness bottle and fall over.
John searched his pockets (his own pockets) once more. He discovered
that another silly cretin (or, more probably, the same one) had squirted soda
water into them. This struck almost everyone as highly amusing as the
wettest pocket also had in it John’s supply of yeast tablets which were
foaming and expanding and almost conquered the world before he found his
key lying in the corridor. He rushed upstairs to sulk.
All this time I had been writing down lots of uninteresting things that
people had said and done. Several times this had been noticed. Some fans
were getting tired of it, not unreasonably. However I was determined to
continue. Suddenly, there was an outburst of intense and incomprehensible
Flemishness from some Belgian fans.
Sheila Holdstock looked at me. “Write that down,” she said
triumphantly.
All too soon it was time to leave. We had only stayed on the Sunday
because we believed Peter Weston was going to have a party. He didn’t, but
we had a good time anyway. An excellent con all round, despite the
impression given above. Good programme as well. It was with the usual
sadness, and a little more, that we left to return home, going several miles in
the wrong direction out of Birmingham. We had to return, ironically, as
though we were just coming into the city. As we ate stale buns, listened to
Greg dying on the back seat and ran out of petrol, we knew things could only
get worse. Until the next convention.
True Rat 5, 1975, edited by Roy Kettle
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Coventry 1975 (Seacon)
“A Transatlantic Con Report
Hurrah! Hurrah!” by Brian Parker
(Or how I met Harry Harrison and blew my mind [out through my ears])
N.B. All your names have been typed in BLOCK CAPITALS to save
eyestrain.
For reasons best known to myself and Yehudi and too tedious to go into
here I found myself in Coventry on Tuesday. Various things happened and I
ended up on the streets of the above named city at 9.01 am. Thursday
morning. I held out for as long as I could but at two o’clock I was forced to
enter the Con hotel. (Mainly by frostbite of the nether regions, about which I
can’t be too explicit if I want the BBC to take up the serial-rights but are
described by a word beginning with and used when talking about HOWIE
ROSENBLUM.) Immediately I was affectionately accosted by a number of
old reprobate buddies known collectively as Ratfandom who welcomed me
with cries of “Oh! Christ! It’s that Parker character again!”, “Shit!” and
“Blwaugh!” ... but I knew THEY DIDN’T REALLY MEAN IT so after a few
rapid blows to the goolies etc. I adjourned to the pit (downstairs lounge). This
was a mistake due to the total absence of that indispensable accessory to any
fannish gathering, you guess it; booze. After what seemed like months JOHN
JARROLD announced (in a thunderous whisper) his intention to go and buy
some drink and some months later he and the bottle of whiskey returned. The
fight was fairly brief, little blood being spilt and only one eyeball sent into
orbit. For some reason GREG PICKERSGILL commanded (he does a lot of
that you know) the rats share and to use his own words “I drank 2/3rds of a
bottle of whiskey in 6.5 seconds” a detached observer would have reported a
1/3rd of a bottle in an hour, even so he managed to get very pissed. A
fortunate state of affairs as he proceeded to provide whole seconds of
harmless entertainment by threatening SAM LONG with instant death if he
went down the wrong corridors on his own! Sam then entertained his
audience by his commanding use of embarrassed silences and
incomprehensible retorts. (I should mention that Greg did this from unselfish
and would you believe chivalrous? motives, in defence of a lady’s honour.)
78

I’m now going to let you in on a closely-guarded secret which will be of
interest to every fan at some time or another.
HOW TO SHUT UP GREG PICKERSGILL AND INDUCE GREAT
MORTIFICATION WITH VERY LITTLE EFFORT
A couple of hours after the events related above (or below if you are an
idiot and you are holding the zine upside-down) I repaired to the bar in a vain
effort to stay a little bit drunk and met SIMONE WALSH. It seems that Greg
was sleeping it off and Simone thought it was time to eat. So, we went to
roust him out, unfortunately the silly little bugger had pushed the pin in and it
required no little effort to get at him. Having entered we found Greg still
spaced-out on the bed after a few (98) quick pummels he woke up but he
couldn’t speak. Was this some new undiscovered side effect of Johnny
Walker? No, by dint of perceptive questions from Simone and dumb mime
from Greg we discovered Pickersgill’s dread secret ... HE WEARS A
DENTAL PLATE ... and is constitutionally unable to speak without it. So the
next time he sidles up to and starts to pile the excreta high apply a short sharp
tap to the back of his head and catch his appliance as it falls out.
This novel event turned out to be the high point of the evening, in fact
the most exciting occurrence between then and bed-time was receiving a
2,000,000 volt shock while taking a pee and listening to the musak in the bog.
Probably due to the resemblance between certain parts of the body and
lightning rod, both being long and pointed and highly conductive. Thus it
seemed a good idea to join everyone else in bed at the unfannish hour of one
o’clock.

“A Transatlantic Con Report Hurrah! Hurrah! II”
Friday was unbearably boring until I managed to get smashed out of my skull
at the Swedish room-party. These Swedes, about six or seven of them were
exceptionally nice people except for a diminutive blonde AND female one
called EWA, and she was bloody fantastic but more about the lovely Ewa
later. Speaking of Harry Harrison his speech on Saturday was, as you might
expect, fairly loud and humorous with plenty of knock-about comedy, and
was all about how he and his book Make Room! Make Room! were screwed
while making Soylent Green. However, his speech aside good old H-H can
be a bit of a drag, especially when he is pissed out of his head and standing
between you and the drink at a room-party and apparently stone-deaf. Also a
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lot of fans thought taking a drink from each of the fancy dress prizes before
handing them over was a rather gauche way to get a laugh ... Speaking of
bores I and the afore mentioned Swedes went along to John Brunner’s room
party after their drink had run out. We gained entry by the simple expedient
of jumping up and down shouting “Swedish Fandom has descended upon
you,” and pushing past as he stood dazed in the doorway. (There’s not a lot of
panache knocking about at three o’clock in the morning.) Now John does
tend to be a bit of a pretentious poser at times but I like to be fair and give
credit where due. One of the Swedes picked up a slim, elegant book of verse
from amongst several conveniently placed around the room by John and
came across a type of poem called a flyting. Now it seems that in the 17
Century, when two puffy poets fell out with each other they would have a
verbal battle to the death, in verse, and called a flyting. No, I didn’t believe it
either but its all true I swear as our continental guest couldn’t really
understand it and, having a considerate nature and trying desperately to
ingratiate myself with the lovely Ewa, I took a deep breath and asked John to
read it for us. A deep red glow bloomed in his eyes and he began. I hate to
admit it but he was bloody good, the verse itself didn’t mean much being
nothing but a collection of rather weak derogatory terms but his sense of
timing and rhythm were excellent. Admittedly he’d probably spent hours in
front of one of his mirrors practicing, but still, never the less ... not half bad.
P.S. I later discovered the party was held for the committee and PAT AND
GRAH CHARNOCK turned up in the company of GREG PICKERSGILL
AND SIMONE WALSH, whereupon Brunner said they could come in but
not Greg. Needless to say I wouldn’t have bothered going had I known. It’s
manners like this which give Brunner his most deserved reputation as a selfcentered crashing bore.
Sometime later ... I hove back to the bar where I met the amazing MIKE
GLICKSOHN in the company of PETER ROBERTS. Mike is a great guy
who managed to keep smiling while I, in a beautifully drunken state, bored
him to death (just as I am doing to you) with two, count ’em, two very long
anecdotes, one of which told the brutal and heart rending story of how a
young country boy (me) was savagely attacked and raped by a callous
Glasgow street gang. Peter was seen to turn green and rapidly leave the room.
Shortly finding myself alone in the bar apart from the last remaining Swede
and I thought this would be an excellent time to go to bed. Alas, PER
SOMETHING UNPRONOUNCEABLE said this was unfannish and
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announced his intention to walk the corridors until breakfast, and believe it or
not he did.

“A Transatlantic Con Report Hurrah! Hurrah!
III”
(Or how I dreamt I met Harry Harrison in his Maiden-Form Bra)
Saturday dawned and with it no breakfast and a hangover. Another very
slow day during which I met a German fan, HOLGER MUELLER a pleasant
chap who persisted in calling me Paddy for no apparent reason, except
possibly the mistaken impression that it annoyed me – he did not like being
called Fritz.
The time of the Fancy Dress Parade drew nigh and the excitement in the
bar was underwhelming. This event was full of incident and high drama
BRIAN BURGESS made his usual guest appearance as Guess Who but
nobody did. One fan arrived in a truly astounding alien make-up (lifted from
The Famous Monsters Of Filmland handbook) and I was so intrigued I went
across to find out who it could be. He refused to come clean but his voice was
instantly recognisable. I was so astonished I said to Pete Roberts who was
nearby You’ll never guess who that is, its the last person you would imagine,
naturally he replied Howie Rosenblum, it just goes to show you just can’t
win, not even when HR’s involved. One girl came as CHRIS PRIEST an
almost perfect impersonation right down to the shambling walk. Many fans
felt it was a damned shame when she was disqualified because she was the
only entry in this category. Enough. On to the drinking and socializing and
drinking.
Saturday was a good night, everybody was well cut and having a GOOD
TIME. Various fans held room parties, the Swedes held their second, and
they were all alive and jumping. ROB HOLDSTOCK threw another of his “I
hate Mr. X because every time I turn round Mr. X is standing next to
SHEILA HOLDSTOCK” (the use of X is not to protect the guilty but to
indicate that it could have been a variety of people). He also threw at least
four gallons of beer all down my shirt front, which required its immediate
removal, my shirt that is. This was another mistake of the first order as
assorted cretins preceded to scribble all over me with a blue felt-tip pen. By
this time I was too euphoric to resist, but when I awoke the next morning and
looked in the mirror I thought I’d haemorrhaged during the night and I nearly
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had a stroke.
The following tale comes to you courtesy of BRYN FORTEY. To set
the scene ROB HOLDSTOCK has allowed his attention to wander and ROG
PEYTON is doing his best to fondle the adorable SHEILA, when up staggers
yet another highly smashed Swede and precedes to collapse on the floor.
Unfortunately it seems that, either by accident or intent he did erotic things to
Sheila on the way down. Fairly conventional so far, but this is where the
element of fantasy creeps in as Rog goes into his impression of Robert A.
Heinlein and starts hopping up and down in a karate stance shouting “Let me
at him” and “I’ll kill him”. Anyway somebody held Rog back (probably
much to his relief) and the Swede picked himself up and wandered into a
convenient room party. To add to the confusion Rob now turns up and gets
Rog’s version of what happened. Now as I understand it Rog’s story didn’t
bear much resemblance to reality and went something like this: “This Swede
came up and did unspeakable things to Sheila, I (Rog) am an innocent
bystander and I was only defending a lady’s honour” To which Rob replied
(approximately) “Where is he? – Let me at him. – I’ll kill him.” – and then
Rob charged over to the room-party still shouting “I’ll kill him etc.” At the
door he ran into SIMON JOUKES who was managing, without much trouble,
to block the doorway and Simon did his over my dead body bit. Rob now
does a complete about face, says any friend of yours is a friend of mine etc.,
reaches down and pats Simon on the head and finally ambles off stage left.
This is definitely weird, weird but faaannish. At this point in time I’d already
gone to bed.

“A Transatlantic Con Report Hurrah! Hurrah!
IV”
(Or how I met Harry Harrison and 957 filk-singers in a closet)
Sunday and the banquet to which I didn’t go – no money; and the
awards which I missed, as I was trying to buy booze for a room-party which
RITCHIE SMITH and I decided to hold as we had a suite and it seemed a
shame to waste the space; which I also missed, though I did manage to
salvage a bottle of gin. I DIDN’T MISS THE DANCE. This was a
tremendous idea (vote of thanks to the committee) and should definitely be
made an annual event.
The lovely Ewa now makes her re-appearance. I like dancing, I really,
82

really do, so a couple of minutes after the music started I shot over and asked
the lovely Ewa to dance, which we did for the next two or three hours. After
an hour or so while breaking for a well deserved drink JACK MARSH came
over for a chat and told me that due to the astounding (to Ratfandom) speed
of my attack they were thinking of increasing my Ratstatus however I think
they later revised this opinion when I didn’t drag Ewa off to the band-stand
for a public quickie as soon as the music stopped. By the by the music was
too much, too much Rock and Roll and not enough variety, but this carp
aside pretty good. Right on Grah. I was going to tell you a little about the
dancing styles, but I can’t be bothered. However, the fans named below
deserve special mention. JOSEPHINE SAXTON for the obvious reasons,
ROB HOLDSTOCK for his version of Kung Fu Fighting/epilepsy and
GERRY WEBB for his peculiar off his head stance while jiving. During the
dance the only award I can remember was presented, accompanied by much
mirth and assorted chortles. This was the Prick Of The Year award and was
presented to ... right first time ... IAN WILLIAMS ... for going on at
excruciatingly boring length about his novel. Keep up the good work Ian, and
who knows to what heights you may yet rise. The room-parties on Sunday
night were a very mixed batch. Mine and Ritchie’s seemed to consist entirely
of people I’ve never seen before or since indulging themselves in excessively
puerile songs. The committee party was very quiet and didn’t seem to have
any committee members present, still never mind. DAVE ROWE had a
pleasant little party going, I dropped in four or five times, whenever I felt in
need of somewhere to sit down and take a break from the frantic activity
occurring everywhere else in the De Vere. Looks like Dave’s in love ...
Again? The most memorable thing about Dave’s party was RAMBLING
JAKE and his BOTTLE OF VERGUTZ, or to be more honest his bottle of
Vergutz. This was the first time I had sampled this amazing beverage AND
IT WILL NOT BE THE LAST. It is absolutely bloody fantastic, a sort of
blend of Polish spirit and Novocaine; its good for what ails you. Nothing
particularly memorable happened that night until the lovely Ewa and I went
to bed. What happened you ask? Well ... as I replied to IAN MAULE the next
morning after his seventeenth enquiry ... a gentleman never tells.
THE END
CURTAIN
A THUNDEROUS APPLAUSE
(please)
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Well that’s the difficult bit finished, not as bad as I thought it might be
and not as good as I hoped it would be, and it occurs to me now that it is
finished, that I didn’t mention several topics that I intended to mention. The
program was mentioned only briefly and I particularly wanted to say how
much I enjoyed BOB SHAW’s talk, “The Time Travellers Amongst Us”.
Like all Bob’s speeches it was well thought out and very witty, a good time
for one and all, it’s just a pity that Bob is so obviously nervous in front of an
audience. Also the auctions were a big success this year, with fantastic sums
of money being extracted from the assembled fans ... would you believe 40
pounds from the fanzine auction? The films were a pretty reasonable
selection, although that bum JOHN BROSNAN wouldn’t re-run Sleeper on
Monday and I missed it on Saturday. Up yours Brozzie. I think I can wrap
this up by saying it was a great Con, I had a brilliant time and I think it was
even better than TyneCon. Onward to ManCon 5.
I’ve just realised I didn’t mention Roy Kettle’s name. So ROY KETTLE
ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY
KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE
ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY
KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE ROY KETTLE OK roy (well
you’ve had all the capitals I can stand) Promise you won’t send round
THEMENWITHBIGSTICKS? No PIGGOTT I didn’t take your threat
seriously even if it was your birthday. Well OK just a couple
JOHN PIGGOTT JOHN PIGGOTT JOHN PIGGOTT
Narcissism rules ok?
Parker’s Patch 1, April 1975, edited by Brian
Parker
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Coventry 1975 (Seacon)
The Great Seacon Freakout by
Peter Nicholls
Thursday
All the omens were bad. I had a temperature; my nose was running; I had
been abandoned in London by my nearest and dearest, who were (or was, but
I don’t like to admit the narrowness of my social life) away over Easter and
not going to the convention. I spent ten hours at home on Thursday, the day I
hoped to be in Coventry, finishing my moralising New Worlds talk, JERRY
CORNELIUS MEETS THE DROWNED WORLD, which I knew Might
complete the job of alienating some of my friends. Part of the speech was
about Ballard’s Crash, and it was with a feeling of nightmare inevitability
that I discovered the 90 minute drive to Coventry took three hours through
blinding snow, with the Motorway stained red every 15 miles or so, and its
edges littered with a New Wave AutoDestruction Art Show. I felt wiped out
and in shock before the con had even begun.
8 o’clock at night. A harassed committee loitered just inside the front
door with unnatural, fired smiles of friendliness making them look so
ferocious that at once I saw five neofans turn back through the glass doors
with low whimpers of fear and paranoia. Head low, I belted past into what I
correctly intuited was a bar, and there was Karel Thole with his wife, Lise,
daughter, Adrienne, and son-in-law, Rudolfo. Much European kissing on
both cheeks. Karel’s face was prickly. I suppose mine was too. We went into
the downstairs restaurant, and Karel bought me a meal cooked by a
literalminded chef, who hearing that I wanted my steak rare, served it up in a
soup of cold, raw blood.
First nights at cons tend not to be memorable. My sniffles got worse,
and I couldn’t get into the right mood for serious drinking. Eight desperate
drinks later, and I had moved direct from sobriety to sleepiness with no
intervening euphoria. I can remember nothing except my amusement at little
Chris Priest trying to claw his way upwards in the sf hierarchy by the dubious
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expedient of squiring the beautiful and mysterious sister of a BNF.
Actually, I’m not a BNF. The wish is father to the thought. Fans, so I
paranoically believe, treat me with suspicion and contempt. Thinking of me
as a pretentious pseudo-intellectual, it never even occurs to them that I’ve
been waiting hungrily for five years to be asked to write in a fanzine. I hope
those tears of gratitude didn’t stain the front of your dress, Pat. I hope nothing
else did, for that matter, but at a con, who’d notice?

Friday
Breakfast was with Andrew Stephenson, whose nauseating bonhomie was
clearly masking a chilling moral decay, symbolised by the new, seductive
beard, and the heavy breathing which characterized his descent into
corruption throughout the convention. Eat your heart out, Dorian Gray!
After breakfast I drifted aimlessly, it being Good Friday, into Coventry
Cathedral. The best thing was the burned out cross in the bombed out shell of
the old cathedral. Contrasting it with the stylish kitsch of the Sutherland
tapestry behind the high altar of the new cathedral says something about
where Christianity is at right now. I don’t mind. It’s all an honest symbol of
the times. It moved me, quite a lot, so I hurried back next door to the De Vere
before I felt tempted to recant my 30 year apostasy.
Breathing the tainted air with relief (it was the first of the traditional
three denials which my namesakes are given around this time of the year), I
promptly ran into the first signs of purposeful self publicising which
designate your modern, identikit fan. Chris Priest was being interviewed in
the lift (whatever turns you on, baby) by a beautiful Frenchwoman with a
gamine smile and a lapin coat which was shedding all over Priest, who was
standing far too close. The look of dismay on his face when she said “Le
Monde Inverti (Ed’s note – it means ‘homosexual world’) is good, almost as
good as Ian Watson’s L’Enchassement” was comical to see.
Meanwhile Rob Holdstock was pawing pitifully at the arms of passing
journalists, trying to explain to them the full horror of a world where so many
people want to publish your great novel that it is a terrible strain on your
natural shyness and humility. Taking pity on his lurching, shambling figure
(reminiscent of Tony Perkins in Psycho) I took over the interview
masterfully, and told the audience of Birmingham Commercial Radio how
embarrassing it was, being in the position of administering an SF Foundation
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which through no fault of my own is rapidly coming to dominate the known
universe. As ever, I made no mention of George Hay who, just because he
founded the goddam thing, thinks he can talk to me without making an
appointment three weeks ahead through one of my secretaries specially hired
for the purpose of explaining that Mr Nicholls is at home in bed having great
thought and toasted cheese sandwiches whenever George (or anyone else)
rings up. Holdstock was pathetically grateful for my intervention, and
brought me a double whisky. I thought it tasted rather odd.
It seemed no time at all before, in the absence of Tom Disch and the
other ten important people who’d been asked first and refused, I was up on
the stage giving the opening talk of the Convention. An opening talk should
be brisk, witty and welcoming. Mine was long, serious and embarrassing – to
me even more than to the audience, I suspect. I had calculated that 22 pages
would be a good, solid fifty minutes. I’d forgotten that the pages should be
triple spaced. Mine were double spaced. The talk went on and on and on. I
thought I said some good things, but they were the sort of things you’d rather
read at leisure than be beaten over the head with at a con. A dreadful fan
called Hans Loose who looks like a shrunken Lee Marvin immediately
attacked me afterwards by saying, “An opening talk should be brisk, witty
and welcoming. Yours was long, serious, embarrassing, dull, and offensive to
fandom. All you English are the same except John Brunner.” Drawing myself
to my full height, I responded with a riposte worthy of my great predecessors
in the art of the sophisticated putdown: Oscar Wilde, James McNeill Whistler
and Dr Johnson. “Why don’t you fuck off, you mindless Dutch cretin,” I said
wittily. He slunk away like the cur he is. This is a true story.
Back in the bar, John Jarrold was squandering his millions (where does
he get all that money?) buying everybody expensive drinks. Someone will
have to tell him, one day, that we’d like him anyway, even if he never bought
us a single one. I hope they don’t tell him too soon. (Any wryness of tone in
this factual report, I should explain right now, is an attempt to exorcize the
mindless, maudlin sentimentality that came over me at Seacon, where
everybody, even almost Pickersgill, seemed lovable, witty, kind and decent. I
know this can’t be true, and I refuse to behave as if it were true.)
(STOP PRESS: Grand National just run. I had £5.00 on L’Escargot,
£2.00 each way on Money Market. Thank you, God. I’m sorry I’ve been
running round denying You and bitching behind Your Back. What an end to
an unbelievable week. I got so excited I rang up my old, close friend Pamela
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and asked her out to dinner. To my dismay she said yes. I get so nervous
about my extremely infrequent contacts with my old, close friend Pamela that
I stammer and say terribly things. Oh well.)
The rest of Friday afternoon consisted of dedicated drinking and signs of
incipient lechery. One of the two French beauties said “You are, how do you
say, trying to drag yourself a chicken?” Overwhelmed by this mastery of
contemporary English slang, I forgot my lechery (temporarily) and went and
bought some very bad books in the auction. It was pure coincidence I swear
that Susie, the girl friend of Ace Guardian Columnist, Martin Walker, a
beautiful blonde with a winsome smile, was sitting next to me. She’s a
beautiful blonde too. (Winsome, lose some, as they say.) Outside the auction
room I discovered Chris Priest still being interviewed by the indomitable
Marianne Leconte, until recently the redactrice en chef of Horizons du
Fantastique. She explained to me that she had to start the interview over
because her batteries needed charging. I bit my tongue. Chris was solemnly
explaining about his loneliness and sensitivity. He didn’t actually quite say
that my sister didn’t understand him. (She was upstairs watching the telly.
Whenever things get too much for my sister she watches the telly. But she’s
very nice.)
Just after dinner, Malcolm Edwards, Rob Holdstock and the repellent
Roy Kettle were running around in tiny circles trying to memorize celebrities.
They were so nervous that it was obvious they could barely memorize one
another. It was time for CELEBRITY INTRODUCTION, subtitled, with
great accuracy as it turned out, SORRY, THEY’RE ALL IN THE BAR. I
kept on inventing celebrities that they’d never heard of, just to make them
nervous, Malcolm was white in what was visible of his face (I love that
fringe, Malcolm). In the long run my bluff was called and I introduced
celebrities myself. All the thanks I got was the Chairman calling me sf’s
answer to Rolf Harris. Little creep. Every time I invented a fictitious celebrity
like Brian Lewis or Ken Campbell, somebody stood up in the audience and
bowed. I felt like a godlike universe-manipulator in a Dick novel.
(EVEN LATER STOP PRESS. Dinner wasn’t too bad, and Pamela
pretended not to notice my Parkinsonian condition which led to much spilled
wine. Afterwards at her flat we drank 1944 Armagnac whose source, along
with that of the double strand of real pearls, I didn’t enquire. We listened to
Ray Charles and reminisced in a manner which would have struck any
insensitive observer as philosophical. I told her civilly that I’d be happy to
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invite her out again if I happened to win a packet on any of the classics later
in the year. She parried with the familiar enigmatic smile, and I returned
home to continue this mammoth con report.)
Friday was the evening of the great elitist event of the Con, the famous
John Brunner (“keep the room number to yourself”) party. Actually it was
quite good, provided that you ran down to the bar every hour or so to get
some fresh air. It was during one such escape that I missed the infamous
Simone Walsh/Greg Pickersgill fracas. The story I hear (no doubt all lies) is
that John wouldn’t let them in on account of they weren’t BNFs or committee
members. I would have given you two to one on that it would be little furry
Pickersgill who’d produce the flick knife in such a case, but my informants
reckon it was the lovely if languid Ms Walsh who let out great ululating cries
of destruction and calls to the Furies for vengeance. It is said that, forgetting
her youthful image, she shouted, “I’ve been a fan for 25 years, Brunner, and
been invited to more Room Parties than you’ve had hot dinners.” I’m sorry I
missed it.
This was the party at which I had my first intimation that curious, alien,
sweet-smelling substances were being proffered. Thinking that these were
mentholated cigarettes, I could not understand why, after two of them, quite
against my will, my face kept wreathing itself in smiles of fatuous trust, and
why I kept on forgiving my enemies, ostentatiously, publicly and repeatedly.
Nor could I understand why everything had slowed down, or what strange
force had given me the gift of tongues, so that I was under the impression that
I was talking pyrotechnically to various lesser breeds from the mainland in
fluent Swedish, Flemish, German and French.
One side effect was that my cold disappeared. The valiant little viruses,
half-drowned in Whitbread Tankard, dissolved in scotch, dizzy from lack of
sleep, and buffeted by all the little nouveau-riche sex hormones strutting their
stuff up and down my blood stream, finally succumbed to these foreign
herbs, and expired gracelessly. Poor little sods.
I begged some of these herbs from sundry lovable fellows, thinking how
nice it would be to mentholate my own cigarettes. Some of the menthol
looked like dried parsley, and some looked like a section of Oxo Cube. It was
very good menthol, and from that moment on I never looked back. (This was
the first of many muscular difficulties that set in. Now I can barely walk.)
Also, for some reason, from that moment on everything seemed to be in very
bright colours with constantly changing Outlines.
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Retrospectively, I believe I can still, almost, distinguish fact from
fiction. It is fact that late on Friday night, still wreathed in smiles, I found
myself offering that elegant Scotch fan, writer and (possibly pseudo)
scientist, Duncan Lunan, a drink. He demurred for maybe 0.25 of a second
before saying, “well, perhaps just a wee double malt whisky, Glenfiddich will
do if they haven’t got any Glen Oranje.” Everybody else was drinking halves
of bitter. Sadder and wiser by a margin of £0.90, I reflected how foolish I was
to have temporarily forgotten all that I had so painfully, and over so many
years, learned about Scotsmen – a category from which six of my eight great
grand-parents had escaped to dig up gold and found breweries in Australia.
Duncan never offered me a return drink. Whenever I approached him,
smiling rapaciously, he dashed off with the explanation that his fiancee
wasn’t very well. I expect she was up in the bedroom, dying of thirst.
I had my most amazing single conversation on Friday night. “There are
many Australians here,” said a voluptuous French lady. “Oh yes?” I parried
dubiously. “There is one,” she said seriously, with a little moue of what may
have been pleasure, “of very great beauty and sensitivity.” “No there’s not!” I
riposted, “unless you mean me.” “Non,” she replied earnestly, leaning
forward in the most delightful way, “ ’e is younger, vair intelligent, with un
petit drooping moustache and ze soft eyes,” “You can’t mean rotten old
Bros?” I cried out in astonishment, tearing my gaze (it was painful) from her
insouciant dimple. “Yes, yes, that’s the one!” she crooned, pleased at having,
she thought, successfully bridged a communication gap. A great gulf of
yawning horror opened out before me (Shut up Merv, I’m not talking about
Pauline Dungate) at this point, and I went out to take a brisk two-mile walk
around Coventry in an attempt to re-establish my rapport with the real
universe up there. One by one, I noticed, the stars were going out, so I ran
back to the De Vere, and bed, as fast as my leg would carry me. (Something
rather odd had happened to the other one, but that’s another story.)

Saturday
A new day, and miraculously, no hangover. Clean shirt, a quick bath and
breakfast, and then I ran into Merv Barrett who, undeterred by his failure the
night before, was threading up the projector with King Kong. I hoped he
would do better than with last night’s blue movie (at another of the room
parties I missed) which, according to instant legend, had been inserted upside
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down and back to front in the projector. I’m told that it jammed after 20
seconds, prior to which the assembled amazed populace was witness to the
not-very-aphrodisiac spectacle of somebody’s gnarled and drooping penis
straightening up, and sucking up a supernaturally appearing jet of milky fluid,
for all the world like a very efficient vacuum cleaner. What a symbol of
reverse entropy! what a pity the film jammed! Of course it may not have been
Merv responsible for this debacle, but if it wasn’t, it should have been. It fits
his image of someone on the verge of incredible sophistication, always
tripping just before he descends to the foot of the Grand Staircase: on the
verge of being Joan Crawford (the resemblance is undeniable) but ending up
as Jerry Lewis. Mind you, to connoisseurs of noses, Merv’s is much more
fetching in its fine and noble lines than the much overpraised, brutal blob that
Kettle thrusts before him.
I shuffled down the stairs, carefully not touching the banister, and
cringing from all human contact. What must have looked like the standard
fannish paranoia, most familiar of all sf syndromes, was rooted in the
knowledge that I had a static charge of half a million volts inside me. So did
everyone else. It was the nylon carpets and airconditioning. My first contact
with an attractive woman at the con had resulted in a crackling blue spark
when our hands touched. “Cor, I’m all right here,” I thought, having read
about that first electric contact many times before in my favourite Woman’s
Magazine. I wasn’t disenchanted until the same thing happened when I shook
hands with Bob Shaw, whose undoubted attractions have never been before,
and I remained convinced, were not now, the kind to turn me on. Bob
helpfully explained that we were all electrified. It gave the con just the right
sf atmosphere. It was like an old George O. Smith story. Inside every pretty
girl, I realized (subconsciously I’ve always known it) a Leyden jar was
lurking. It would take a braver man than I to attempt seduction in these
circumstances. I was convinced that by now the upstairs bedrooms were
littered with coupled and incinerated corpses, literally burnt to a crisp by a
moment of unwise passion. I remembered that Sheila Holdstock had been
missing from breakfast, and shed a bitter tear.
Down in the lounge my random musings on the work of Philip K. Dick,
on whom I was supposed to speak later on, were interrupted by Peter M.
Roberts, holding forth to a hypnotised audience, wittily and with great
panache, about the production of fanzines. It was the best and most articulate
performance any Committee member gave during the weekend, and was
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warmly applauded. Was there a conspiracy not to launch Roberts’ oratorical
career on the larger and more public stage? Had Holdstock and Edwards
plotted in their inarticulate way, mumbling inaudibly at one another, to
exclude the clearest speaker on the Committee? Obviously foul play
somewhere, I mean, when Holdstock was running the auction, the highest bid
was tuppence-ha’penny. They had to bring in old Rog Peyton, a move of
desperation I thought. Would you buy a used book from that man?
I moved up to the bar, to find Chris Priest still being interviewed by the
chic French lady. She was on to her sixth tape, and Chris was boasting that he
had not been troubled with bedwetting since he was fourteen. (This anecdote
is a lie – Editor threatened with libel suit.) When it appears, it will be one of
the all time great interviews.
I had been smoking more mentholated cigarettes, and was smiling a lot.
This frightened people, and they all moved away. I can’t see why. I think my
teeth are rather attractive, with their gleaming cheerful yellow.
Harry Harrison was in the bar, smoking two cigars, and trying not to
look sad that Brian Aldiss wasn’t there. Harry was a tower of strength
throughout the convention. Warm, amicable, and indestructible, and
amazingly he seemed slightly sober part of the time. Joan Harrison was being
nice, too, and didn’t say anything really awful this time. Sometimes she says
things that make me cringe at her tastelessness, such as “What a sly, horrible,
immature person you are, Nicholls.” Sometimes she behaves responsibly and
buys me drinks. We agreed not to talk about the evening at Aldiss’s when I
dropped her on her head during an apache routine, and she was saved only by
her wig. (That is another true story.) When you dance with Joan, who is only
three feet high, she rubs her cheek against your navel, which is a curiously
enriching experience. If I hadn’t sworn not to make male chauvinist pig
remarks, and if I didn’t know that Pat Charnock would excise said remarks
with pinking shears and a ferocious snarl, I’d also point out that Joan had one
of the nicest pairs of (Cut – Ed.) at the con.
Harry’s GOH speech on Saturday afternoon contained some very good
Jewish Irish gestures. That’s all I can say with certainty. The front row, who
could almost hear him, laughed a lot. At the best of times, Harry’s
conversation consists of a series of animal imitations interspersed with your
actual articulate words, cunningly strung together so as to tease you into
thinking you’re almost understanding him. Having to fight against the tatty
old microphone almost defeated him, but he ploughed on gallantly to the end,
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a performance of real style and courage in the circumstances. The
microphones were the only major disaster of the convention.
The GOH speech was directly followed by a rush to the bar, leaving a
miserably small but loyal audience to listen to the next item, the Books of the
Year panel, the second sercon item with which I was involved. Chris Priest,
the chairman, started off merrily by saying nasty things about 80-Minute
Hour, thus setting a mood of jovial critical rigour. Somehow it didn’t really
work, trying to talk about five books in an hour. There’s no time for depth. It
all seems bumbling and amateurish. David Pringle was good. Tom Shippey
was pontifical but wrong. (Tom is great on gargantuan, synthesizing theories,
but not always so sharp on your actual, individual books.) Jim Goddard was
utterly freaked out by shyness, and totally inaudible. He was shaking like a
leaf. I’m glad he’s lost weight. If it had been the old Jim Goddard, Man
Mountain, it would have been like Earthquake with SENSURROUND up on
that stage. I was maudlin, belligerent and inarticulate about Phil Dick. It was
a rotten panel. I talked to all my friends afterwards, and they all loyally
agreed it was a rotten panel, volunteering the additional information that I’d
done fuck-all to make it any better. I have these really loathsome friends. My
enemies seem almost civilised by contrast, but of course there are more of
them.
Back in the bar, yet more people had arrived. Jim and Judy Blish were
there, together with – an unexpected and pleasant surprise – Jim’s daughter
Beth. She looks very like Jim, and yet is remarkably pretty, a paradox that
must be pleasing to her Dad. Jim White was there, too. Jim is one of the
nicest people in the world, but he keeps on intimidating me with his height,
so I climbed onto a chair, looked him fiercely straight in the eye, and
managed for the first time to have a conversation with him on roughly equal
terms. Ken and Pamela Bulmer were floating around too. Ken has managed
to grow his hair to attractive hippy length just in time to be unfashionable
again. The convention, which for a few days had been almost devoid of pros,
now seemed full of them. To prove the point, the next panel was on problems
of research, featuring Brunner, Blish, Priest, Shaw and White. Good solid
stuff from the American and the English, but the Irish well ahead on points
for wit. I enjoyed Jim White’s story about the way he researched oil tankers
for The Watch Below by demanding answers from the proprietor of his local
petrol station. Apparently it worked. So much for the public library and the
British Museum.
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Some of us decided to try the posh Three Spires Restaurant for dinner
that night. The room was vast, with a little man in the middle playing a piano
with an air of wishing he was somewhere else. We wished he was too.
Mistakenly supposing that sf fans were convivial, the maitre d’hotel ignored
the echoing and empty acres, and jammed us in a tiny corner right next to the
only other occupied table, where Harry Harrison was telling terrible unlikely
anecdotes in a subdued shout. I was with Marianne Leconte, Henri-Luc
Planchat (a young French writer) and Beth Blish. My companions
immediately aroused my democratic instincts by persecuting the unfortunate
waiter whose job it was to flambé everything from soup to dessert right next
to the table. Marianne pointed out reasonably that one visits a restaurant to
get away from the kitchen, but still, the waiter had his job to do, and did it
well. The steak au poivre was smashing. I finally interrupted a five minute
discussion of the curious ideas of chic now current in the midlands by roaring
in my best stentorian tones: “It’s provincial to go on and on and on about
restaurants being provincial,” a second order piece of snobbery which closed
the subject.
After dinner Bob Shaw said to me “I take a dim view of this
convention”. I looked at him blankly and wandered off. I only realised five
minutes later that he was wearing dark glasses because his old eye trouble
had flared up.
Woody Allen’s Sleeper contained many great lines. The heroine
protested at one point “But I have a Ph.D. in oral sex”. A general mood of
relaxation and bonhomie, induced by the good food, the good film, and even
the silly and unimaginative Fancy Dress Parade, came over me and gave me a
perverse desire for sobriety, so from 11 to 2.30 I chatted quietly, first at the
bar, then at a small but pleasant room party, to various old and new friends.
In the small hours of the morning, feeling cheerful, sober and lowkey, I
emerged onto the main stairway of the hotel to find utter chaos reigning. All
the drunks had congregated on the sixth floor landing for a stair party. There
was Tom Shippey, looking considerably less donnish than usual, who
clutched my arm and fixed me with an Ancient Mariner gaze, and intoned
hypnotically: “First I had whisky and then I had peach brandy and then I had
vodka and then I had plum brandy and then I had malt whisky and then ...”
before his eyes glazed over and he forgot what he was saying. And there was
the terrible Leroy Kettle. Let me set the scene. Just before, as I was walking
along the corridor to the landing (the fireproof doors cutting off all the noise
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from the as yet unimagined stair party) I had been speaking thus with my
companion, X.
X: “I’m not sure it’s a very good idea to be seen in your company. There
may be unpleasantness if Y finds out.”
ME: “Well, we’re only talking, and anyway there doesn’t seem to be
anyone around, and everyone’s very relaxed and informal at conventions, and
everybody’s too busy with their own affairs to take any notice of other
people, and anyway, I’m famous for the shyness and propriety of my
behaviour.”
This argument was premature, to say the least. Just then we debouched
onto the landing, where the aforementioned fifty drunks were congregated,
and no sooner had old Shippey finished his recitation than my dear friend
began shouting, leaning close to X and breathing whisky fumes straight into
her face, “There’s old Nicholls! He’s evil! Everybody knows about Nicholls.
You stay away from him love! He’s evil! Did you get any, Nicholls? You
watch him, love!” All X’s fears realised within ten seconds, in one drunken
diatribe. Thank you, Leroy. I’ll do the same for you one day.
The drunks continued to move randomly backwards and forwards in an
alcoholic travesty of Brownian motion. Peter Weston, soberer than most and
looking smooth, was charming young ladies. Every time I looked, it was a
different lady. Weston’s leer was fixed, glittering and obscene – really dirty.
His polo neck was immaculately white as ever. Rog Peyton’s technique was
more primitive. It consisted of bull-like snorts and bear hugs, but it seemed to
be working O.K. Gerry Webb’s right eye was swivelling in independent
circles. Brian Lewis was wearing the knowing cockney smile of an eel
vendor. Sheila Holdstock’s eyes (a trifle unfocused) were glinting prettily and
dangerously. My companion had gone off to bed (alone) by now, and I was
tempted to have a friendly word with young Sheila, but I didn’t dare, not after
Leroy Kettle’s scoop Novacon exposures in True Rat. Thanks again, Leroy.
You’re a real buddy. He proved it just then by coming up and kissing me
passionately. Chrissy Atkinson came up and kissed me too. I valued
Chrissy’s kiss more, taking it as an emblem of friendship from a nice girl
who, I once thought, looked upon me with fannish scorn and contempt.
Leroy’s kiss, of course, was just old-fashioned lust.
Overwhelmed by all this action on the sixth floor landing, I began to
walk spiralling down the stairs. With every successive landing, it was like
entering a yet more inward circle of Dante’s Hell. The circle of the drunkards
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was followed by a circle of limbo, where aimless neofans trudged in passive
circles, seeking a way out to the great unreachable room party in the sky,
which no one could locate. The next circle was the circle of the sleepers.
Picking my way through them, I spiralled down through the circle of the
failed gamblers, commiserating with one another about the difficulty of
filling inside straights. Further down was the circle of the lost. They sat,
unreachable in their desolation, crooning to themselves “I need a woman”.
The pain and anguish of it all was too much to bear. (I hope you cheered up
later, Merv.) I feared to descend to the lowest of all the circles, half expecting
to meet the horned one himself, haunches sunk in ice, endlessly chewing on
the body of some long-damned fan, perhaps George Hay. In practice,
showing that dramatic metaphors don’t always work out, the only people at
the bottom were Peter Roberts and Karel Thole, apparently sober, talking
intelligently about Art in apparent ignorance of the fact that it was 4 a.m. and
life and hell.
I stamped back up the stairs again towards the comparative paradise
(well, purgatory perhaps) of a lonely bed, performing a well-executed endrun around the outstretched arms of Simone Walsh on the sixth floor.
Simone’s reflexes, normally admirable, couldn’t cope with the wings on my
ankles, flapping in total panic at what Pickersgill might say, or worse, do, if
he found me talking to her. My bedroom was on the seventh and top floor,
where the committee had exiled me along with all the other undesirables. I
didn’t mind, I slept the sleep of the just.

Sunday
My nervous system was thriving, masochistically, on the various abuses I’d
lavished on it over the previous few days as I bounced down to breakfast in
good time, and on into the cinema, to see the first fifteen minutes of that
amazing film generally known as Night of the Leapers – beware imitations
under other titles. I was just able to suffer a rush of Antipodean nostalgia at
the sight of millions of lovely little bunnies turning grasslands into desert,
before I went off to the B.S.F.A. Annual General Meeting, where a similar
process was to be discussed. Perhaps the image is unfair. Hemmings and
Bursey don’t really have the brains of rabbits.
Fred H. and Chris it’s fair to say, had turned up to take their medicine. I
was disappointed at the general attitude of the meeting, which was “Let
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bygones be bygones, and let’s act constructively.” I had hoped for a Sunday
morning bloodletting, appropriate for the Easter period. I bayed for revenge,
but not even Malcolm Edwards would support me. However, the meeting was
efficiently conducted by John Brunner, who is superb at this sort of thing. He
dealt firmly with the hysteria of George Hay (I can’t say too much yet, but
I’ve been negotiating with the Institute of Contemporary Arts whose only
desire is to give the B.S.F.A. three galleries, two free secretaries, and
exclusive use of the printing) and Ted Tubb, leonine and insane, who shouted
hoarse words to the effect of “Fuck the members and fuck the legalities and
let’s do something”. (He never said what.)
The B.S.F.A. Council was invited to meet again in John Brunner’s room
after lunch, and several quite sensible decisions were made, but not the most
sensible of all, which would be to let the B.S.F.A. go into suspended
animation until such time as there is evidence that at least five known
competents really want and are able to resuscitate it. I heard that John
Brunner and Ted Tubb had a fight after I left. It must have been an even
match. I’m sorry I missed it. I didn’t get to see any blood all weekend, not
even Graham Poole’s harakiri. It’s a well known fact about conventions, of
course, that everybody misses the real action. The room party you hear about
afterwards is always twice as scandalous as the room party you attend.
(Though I did get to attend the famous Shaw room party at Tynecon where
Brian Aldiss, using Judy Blish as a trampoline, destroyed the Shaws’ nuptial
bed after a splendid final descent from a height of five feet.)
By now, tiredness was setting in, and five pints of beer hadn’t staved it
off. I had missed the boring Manchester bid, where everybody sullenly
agreed that it was O.K. to have a convention next year in a teenage Borstal
rather than a nice comfy hotel. I missed Philip Strick being landed by
helicopter for his traditional whistlestop speech. Instead I went off to my
bedroom, where I hoped for a quiet kip. On entering, I discovered
unbelievable but true Marianne Leconte still interviewing Christopher Priest.
She was onto the seventeenth tape, perspiring and fatigued, but Chris looked
as fresh as when he’d started, two days ago. He was describing the plot of his
new book, La Mer Invertée (The Lesbian Horse). It sounded really wet, the
New Wave reaching new depths. Chris’s notoriously erratic creative
sensibility has burnt its boats and he is all at sea. Anyway, in disgust, I got
into the bath, in the forlorn hope that Marianne would offer to scrub my back.
Instead, they both slunk off to continue the interview downstairs across my
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sister’s sleeping body. It’s a bit much, finally to lure a girl into your bedroom,
only to find Chris there as well. When I get Kettle, I’ll get Priest too, in a
holocaust of destruction that will go down in fannish history. (We need more
going down in fannish history. I do, anyway.)
Back in the bar I found Colin and Josephine Saxton. I’d known they’d
be there, because I’d telephoned Josephine the day before, and she’d told me
the story of falling out of her car and fracturing her skull. I’d envisaged a
gruelling scene in which Colin, during a natural fit of pique at Josephine for
putting too much tarragon in the Coq au Vin, had pushed her out at fifty
miles an hour, but it turned out that the car was stationary at the time. It may
be that attending all those keep fit classes has left her musclebound, and she
can’t co-ordinate properly. She really is incredibly strong. Ask Brian
Cormack why he left Novacon whitefaced and shaking. It would certainly
take more than a broken head to prevent Josephine from attending a
convention on the day of the famous dance. They don’t call her the Isadora
Duncan of the Potteries for nothing. Josephine’s behaviour when concussed
is not notably different from her behaviour on other occasions. This is a
tribute to wholemeal bread, Gurdjieff and natural vitality, not to mention the
tonic effects of alcohol.
By this stage of the convention I was in thoroughly good spirits. Like
most convention-goers, I’m certifiably paranoid in addition to being manicdepressive. But this weekend the stratagems of others had obviously taken
the fairly harmless form of “Let’s be nice to Nicholls”. At first, this
behaviour had worried and upset me, and I was envisaging conspiracies of
the “Let’s give him a last cigarette before we put the blindfold on” variety.
The feeling was never stronger than when Pickersgill (whom I secretly like,
one of the great unrequited likes of fandom) congratulated me, sourly it’s
true, on my opening speech. The feeling of impending doom had gotten much
stronger the previous day when Leroy Kettle (a sinister figure in my eyes,
and with good reason) had told me that I was a Secret Master of Fandom, and
that numerous persons would buy me free drinks in an effort to unmask my
identity. I ascertained that no quick changes in telephone booths nor
incantations of Shazam were necessary, and that the batmobile could remain
safely parked at the weekend price of £0.12 (as opposed to £5.00 at
Birmingham, incidentally – no wonder Lady Godiva kept her horse stabled in
Coventry). Anyway, I was terribly pleased at being a Secret Master. It had
always been a primal fantasy of mine. I was even prepared to accept my
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particular category, AUTHORITY, even though it was clearly the nastiest of
the six. (I rather fancied VERSATILITY or INTELLIGENCE, but a cryptofascist title is better than none.) The contest turned out a complete shambles.
None of the other Secret Masters were unmasked, not even Harry Harrison as
DYNAMISM, which was surely a natural, even for the most moronic of
neofans. I was rather taken aback when Jim Blish managed to unmask me
before I had even got my jackboots on. He got AUTHORITY first go. It
made me wonder a bit, quite apart from robbing me of all those anticipated
free drinks. Anyway, this was an obscure kind of egoboo, and quite a bit of
egoboo had been coming my way, the kiss from Chrissy Atkinson, Vic
Hallett opining that my view of New Worlds was literate and correct, and
Susie Morgan being sweet to me because she thought I was only 26 (missing
the mark by ten not uneventful years). By Sunday afternoon my paranoia was
dissipating. None of the New Worlds types accused me (as they had been
doing for six months previously) of working in collusion with SF Monthly
and Christopher Priest to destroy critical standards and celebrate the virtues
of the second rate. None of the SF Monthly types had accused me of
promoting pseudo-intellectualism, and whiteanting the warmth and
camaraderie of trufandom.
My mood of contented hubris should have warned me, especially as the
angel of destruction was (yet again) Leroy Kettle, who not only invited me
onto the quiz panel with all the smiling sang-froid of the sophisticated tiger
idly looking forward to hors d’oeuvres, but had set the questions himself. The
less said about the quiz the better. All weekend I had been (in my view)
carrying the academic banner of the SF Foundation with temperance and
responsibility, and now all my good work was gone for nothing. I came
fourth out of four. I thought Winston Sanders was the hero of 1984. I thought
FROOMB stood for “fornication rules only on Mondays Baby”. I reckoned
that the film version of The Island of Dr. Moreau was The Island of Loose
Bowels. It was a disaster, made worse by my carefully enunciated and oftenrepeated assurance to the audience that I could do much better if I weren’t
drunk. In the event, the quiz (of course) turned out to be rigged. Peter Weston
won, by virtue of there being three rounds of questions on fandom, despite
the howls of anger from the audience, who for some perverse reason wanted
questions on science fiction. If the questions had all been on science fiction,
that knowledgeable new Gannetfan, Kevin Williams, would have won in a
canter.
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The quiz had been preceded by the outstanding talk of the convention,
Bob Shaw on “Time Travellers Among Us”. I had been privileged to watch
Bob’s act in its early and formative days, when he and I, along with Brian
Aldiss and Mark Adlard, had done a week of music hall turns around
Tyneside and Wearside under the auspices of the Arts Council. In those days
Bob was promising, and under the abrasive influence of the sf version of
Northern Clubland began to polish the act to a fine lustre. (Incidentally, Mark
Adlard was not at Seacon, because Sheila Adlard had cleverly arranged to
have a baby that weekend – typical of the low cunning and long range
planning of wives who don’t enjoy conventions.)
Bob Shaw is now the funniest stand-up comic in this or any other
business. Dave Allen looks like a fumbling amateur alongside him. The
essence of Bob’s humour is that it creeps up on you. His remarks are
delivered with the expressionless and sombre calm of a funeral director. He
never smiles. His voice is ever soft, gentle and low. The first ten minutes of
his talks are always heard in complete silence by an uneasy audience which
hasn’t yet realized what’s happening. From then on the laughter is built up
with consummate timing. The climax to this particular talk was the question
period, where Bob’s answers were so quick that it was almost impossible not
to believe the questions were planted, though they hadn’t been.
Question: “Does drinking assist time travel?”
Answer: “Yes. If you drink a bottle of scotch, the next thing you know
it’s the following morning.”
Question: “How do you contact the chrono-police if you’re in trouble?”
Answer: “You walk into a telephone box and dial TIM.”
Nice one, Bob. It won’t look all that funny to the people that weren’t
there. The lines have to be delivered in Bob’s soft and mournful Irish voice,
with never a flicker of expression.
The feeling of the convention, by now, was very good indeed. The initial
doubts being expressed were nearly all gone. (“It’s too well organized” was
one perverse complaint. I also liked Ian Williams’s drunken “I hate this
Con.” “Why?” I asked. “Because I’m not organizing it,” he responded
miserably.) Seacon will be remembered as one of the great transitional
conventions. Old fandom was visibly dying. The mood was less ghetto-like.
The Knights of St. Fantony were, thank Ghod, barely mentioned. Brian
Burgess’s pies played only a negligible role. In the place of all this was (i) a
much larger number of European fans, from Sweden, Denmark, Holland,
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Belgium, Germany, France and Italy (ii) a sense that the old fannish
hierarchies were breaking down – a number of pleasant neofans, seemed less
lonely and furtive than in previous years – some were very much at the centre
of things (iii) the pros seemed more relaxed and less liable to congregate in a
mutually defensive cluster around the bar (iv) the publishing houses and
literary agencies were more strongly represented, by such people as nice (but
nervous) June Hall from Faber, the capable and attractive Jackie Baker from
Orbit, amiable Doug Hill from Pan, femmes fatale Maggie Noach from A.P.
Watt, elegant Georgina Dennison from Gollancz, and suave Robert Louit
from Calmann-Levy. I like to see business deals at conventions. It makes sf
seem less cut off from the world. (v) the hotel was genuinely comfortable,
with consistently friendly service, and (vi) finally, from out of the woodwork
like Reginald Bretnor’s gnurrs, attractive women had materialized in large
numbers. Much as one has always loved Ina Shorrock and Jill Adams, it’s a
relief to see their ranks being so amply and happily swelled. At my first con,
the proportion was roughly ten men to every woman. Now it’s only three or
four to one. The atmosphere of Seacon was relaxed almost, to be middleclass
about it, civilized. Just like the Via Veneto. We even had our very own
paparazzo, the irritating little Frenchman, Philippe Hupp, snapping
compromising pictures for Galaxie.
From Shaw’s talk to four in the morning, the convention built steadily to
a drunken and happy climax. Skipping the banquet, a group of us (including
Dr. Rob Jackson who paled visibly, and reasonably, when he saw the prices
on the menu) went up again to the Three Spires Restaurant, where we ate
excellently, while being regaled with jolly stories of torture and destruction
by Ace Journalist Martin Walker. I really like Martin. He has more integrity
than almost anyone I know. He never slackens his valiant efforts to be totally
offensive to absolutely everyone. He is a man of true dedication. To begin
with he’s good looking, in a poncy way, a fact he offensively hammers home
by wearing priceless ivory pendants around his tanned neck. He addresses
everyone as “sweetie”. He boasts. He name drops. He bullies waiters. He
humiliates people. He is unprincipled. Martin is really incredibly vile. I really
do like him for this. He is ubiquitous, too. I tried to play with his girlfriend’s
foot under the table, and only when he fluttered his eyelashes at me did I
realize that the foot in question was his. Oh well, in for a penny, in for a
pound.
Four bottles of £1.12 Oddbins Côte de Beaune later (priced at £2.70 on
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the menu) we trooped off to the end of the banquet in time to watch Peter
Weston’s brilliantly accurate and witty imitation of Dave Kyle as toastmaster.
(Only Dave does a better imitation.) Harry Harrison told jokes, Malcolm
Edwards beamed nervously. Christine Edwards and Sheila Holdstock refused
to return my covert winks, they may have thought it a convulsive
Parkinsonism. Great feelings of love and bonhomie for everyone were
sweeping over me again. I reached out to cuddle Pamela Bulmer, but Ken
swept her away. (I can’t remember if it was Ken Slater or Ken Bulmer).
I leaped upstairs to change into my $100 Neiman Marcus blue silk shirt
with the flowing silk cravat. (I had ripped it off – the ambiguity is accurate –
in dramatic circumstances some six years ago.) I felt debonair, lucky, happy;
so it seemed did everyone else except for Graham Charnock who had to
construct a band stand out of old biscuit tins entirely by himself while
everybody else was having fun. He got his own back by playing wrong
chords during some of the earlier Burlingtons numbers, eventually settling
into a solid and accurate beat.
I haven’t enjoyed a dance so much in years. Funny things kept
happening. Everybody was being themselves but more so. Pat Charnock was
wearing the stockings of a Parisian whore, circa 1910. Something terrible
happened to little Malcolm in the Mens Room. Christine Edwards in his
absence (she must have been a little pissed) asked Christine Atkinson if she
knew where Malcolm and Christine Atkinson had got to. Josephine Saxton
danced so fiercely that she terrified Roy Kettle out of his wits, especially
when she picked him up, and threw him, with a careless and lordly gesture,
sixteen feet across the room into the small (or should I say large) of Rog
Peyton’s back. A cluster of baby fans especially liked her interesting
contortion where, if you leaned over (a platoon of them were all leaning over)
you could see her knickers. Chris Priest was red faced and Neanderthal,
uttering low grunts of “Stay! Tuss! Quo! Stay! Tuss! Quo!” whatever that
meant. I refused (out of simple terror) to dance with Josephine, and she
snarled and clawed like a wild cat. I danced with singleminded (or
dualminded) determination with the two most attractive women at the
convention, both at once. Sheer greed, Nicholls. The music thumped on.
Martin Walker was biting Maggie Noach’s neck. She seemed to like it. Old
Chuck Berry numbers, Paul Anka, Everley Brothers. I felt 20 again. I found
myself singing very loudly and hoarsely, my beautiful blue silk shirt was
somehow open to the navel (eat your heart out, Martin Walker). Rob
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Holdstock kept falling over. I drank a gallon of beer and sweated it all
straight out again. Oh, it was a disgusting exhibition. I had such fun. MORE!
MORE! we shouted, and more, more we got, ending with a magnificently
incompetent Be Bop A Lula in which nobody seemed to have any idea of the
chord sequence, but it didn’t matter. Thank you, Graham Charnock. It was an
evening of true glory. Afterwards, I was overwhelmed with a desire to kiss
Christine Edwards, who fended me off nicely with the unanswerable, “Don’t
you think Chuck Partington is very attractive?” Actually, I found an answer,
my brain working with lightning speed. “No,” I said. Then I wanted to kiss
Sadie Shaw, but Bob is off his diet again and up to 16 stone, and yet again
my courage failed me. But my euphoria didn’t, and in a moment of madness I
agreed to go up to an intimate little room party with Chris Priest, my sister,
Andy from Compendium Books, Marianne (too spaced out to continue the
Priest interview any longer), Ken Campbell and Shirley. More mentholated
cigarettes were handed round, Ken Campbell told me how the embarrassing
poem I’d read out at Tynecon last year had made him cry. (It made me cry,
too, baby). Then he launched into a speech which began, with haunting
familiarity, “I love you sons of bitches ...” Before my very eyes, Campbell’s
ferret-trousering image was replaced with the true, glowing nobility of an
Eliot Rosewater. He explained at length why we all let science fiction down
by being blasé about it, by never talking about how MIND-BLOWING it all
was. We tearfully agreed. Just then a seven foot Swede fell in the door, stared
at us for half an hour, went into the toilet to be sick, and went out again, all
without saying a word. Our minds were all blown. My sister began to giggle
uncontrollably. Chris Priest told us all to go home, and after a decent interval
of an hour or so, to prove we wouldn’t submit to bullying, we did.
The evening explodes into shafts of light after that. I remember the room
party, where all the people seemed to have halos round their heads like Fra
Angelico’s portraits of angels. I remember, back in my bedroom, being
washed by unreasonable happiness, and having a long, long, vivid
hallucination, the first I’ve ever had. I was held by, and drowning, in bright
colour. A great climax to the evening and the con.
The next day it was all over.
Wrinkled Shrew 4, August 1975, edited by Pat
Charnock
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Manchester 1976 (Mancon 5)
Graham’s Convention: A Few
Case Notes by Graham Charnock
Some convention reports come over like country and western songs,
glorifying the heartache, parading out the exquisite maudlin misery of a love
affair which didn’t live up to your expectations but it doesn’t matter in any
ballad, and far less in some convention reports I’ve read. The bad times are
surely bad and no amount of cosy nostalgic recollection can scrub you clean
of that dirty feeling some bad times give you.
(Oh no, not another downer piece from Charnock, sometimes I wonder
where that boy’s head is at. Can’t we have something jolly and ho-ho and
tru-rattish, a parade of Holdstock follies, Kettlisms and Westoid dementiae?)
Well, I’m sorry but my head was pretty messed up at Owens Park and I
can’t in all honesty remember one occasion when I righteously lost myself in
laughter and well-being; there was always an edge, an undercurrent. The
nearest I came to mirth was a kind of strangled snigger when Ian Watson fell
backwards off his chair. Greg Pickersgill for one is mystified at the liaison
that exists between Ian Watson and myself. Sometimes I’m mystified myself,
but when he fell backwards off his chair it went a little way towards clearing
the matter up. We both like to laugh at each other, often in a callow cowardly
fashion. Normally I would have made more capital of this incident, but I was
in a strange state which the manner of the Watsons did nothing to temper.
Watching Ian and Judy Watson get progressively drunker or apparently get
progressively drunker (all is shadow and mystification) is like watching two
chameleons thrown against a rainbow, You are never quite sure of their true
colours. When Ian fell off his chair he did at least, for a flash, for an instant,
become just like any other human being who has lost his dignity. It was a
moment’s insight that was valuable for someone whose head was pretty
messed up.
(Don’t you think this is a bit directionless, Charnock? We want to know
how you fared, sure, but not in the ovens of this Auschwitz of fandom. Give us
your adventure and impressions, not a self-directed diatribe on your state of
mind.)
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We found a nice steak restaurant, the Rats, and ate there twice. On both
occasions I came away in a mood of blank depressed melancholy, profoundly
affected by the apparent depression of other members of our party. Why? The
mood of others was not my fault, was not my concern. Why? I can’t explain
this without a diatribe on my state of mind.
Put simply, my state of mind was paranoid. Now paranoia is a jargon
word I’ve thrown about with the best of them, usually using it as a cleverclever way to represent a fairly normal healthy fear. But you know it goes a
little deeper than that. Until a few months ago I’d never experienced real
symptoms of paranoia. I don’t know why it suddenly started a couple of
months ago, unless it was job-related. Most of my minor psychoses are.
Anyway this, as I see it from my non-informed layman sufferer’s point of
view, is what was happening: for whatever reasons I was generating a degree
of self-directed hate and anger. Unable to handle this I was externalizing it
and projecting it onto others whom I visualised as resenting and conspiring
against me. I would stand in bus queues obsessed for no good rational reason
with the idea that people were plotting to push in front of me, going through
scenarios and dialogues in my mind, finally pushing in front of someone
myself and then brooding for the rest of the day about what that person was
thinking about me. I would arrive home in a state of agitation and do nothing
but anticipate the people downstairs making a noise with their stereo. If there
should be some action down below I would work myself hysterically to the
point of confrontation, then chicken out because ultimately I was afraid of
what they might think of me. This constant brooding about how other people
interpreted me, and the feedback effect of how I must modulate my behaviour
in order that they should interpret me in a good light, was the underlying
symptom of my paranoia, the major abnormality of my state of mind. A
healthy condition for a convention, eh?
(I wish he’d shut up. What about the convention programme? What
about that groovy talk by Bob Shaw?)
I didn’t see much of the convention programme. I was too busy trying to
keep my profile not only low but well nigh invisible. My sole ambition was
to cause offence to no one; I couldn’t bear the idea of being a candidate for
the cause of anyone’s misery. So when Greg asked me if Bryn Fortey could
sleep on my floor, I simply (but with a chill of apprehension) said no.
Whereupon Greg said something scathing about my lack of charity and
fannishness which crippled me and sent me away crippled to bed and
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crippled me for most of the next day when I came damn near to quitting and
going home. This is a good example of how a fairly harmless remark can
feedback in the drum of a paranoid’s head and near shake him to pieces. For
a reference point, this was the morning we were all in a peculiar mood and
Malcolm Edwards failed to achieve glory and a possible future as the BBC’s
resident expert on Robert Silverberg by missing the quiz.
Yes, I caught Bob Shaw’s talk. It was a safe moment for me, because it
was a guaranteed good-time for others. There was no misery or ill-feeling in
the audience for my paranoiac’s nose to ferret out. By the same token I was
unable to watch Gerry Webb make a fool of himself before Silverberg’s
panel. I had to leave. Do not mistake this for concern for others’ feelings, but
rather fear lest their despair and anguish should reach out and find a butt in
me.
But there is a limit, it is true, to the burden anyone can shoulder and I
never seriously believed the convention’s apparent failure to delight was
anyone’s fault but the committee’s. Their failure at least allowed me an
opportunity of pure hate and anger that was not somehow self-directed. It
seemed so obvious, in my more rational moments at least, that the convention
was failing because the committee were simply not putting their arses into it,
were not sweating, were not struggling until their nerves were shredded the
way I had struggled at Seacon to ensure people enjoyed themselves. I hated
them for that.
As far as the rest of the programme was concerned, I caught one reel of
The Man Who Fell to Earth and liked it immensely because its vacuous
posing seemed in keeping with the character I was myself playing in the
super-budget cast-of-hundreds movie the cosmic joker was making right
there at Owens Park.
(I didn’t even know this kind of thing went on at conventions. You can’t
help feeling sorry for the guy, I suppose. But I wish he’d fall to earth
himself.)
Oh yeah, I guess I transcended paranoia for a short while during the
infamous Ratfan v Gannets football match. Thank heaven for that blissful
period of cortex death when my intellectual processes were suspended and I
was snug and curled up down there in my brain stem, pumping blood and
gasping air, trying desperately to kill myself with exertion. Damn near
succeeded too. Afterwards I was afraid I’d gone too far and some blossom of
disturbed blood would flower in my skull or heart, some aneurism or
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haemorrhage. He died that the sins of the convention might be forgiven. But
that was generally a good time, so I won’t dwell upon the moment I faux-pased at referee Bob Shaw; “What’s the matter with your eyes? Are you blind?”
when he made an adverse decision. It later transpired that the Gannets had
bribed him with offers of drink, which knowledge arrested this faux-pas in its
slow passage towards my guilt centres. Yes we can forget that.
(You’d do well to forget the whole thing, Charnock. I’m sorry I ever
asked.)
Just remember that you did. Next year I’m going as a schizo.
True Rat 8, August 1976, edited by Roy Kettle
This text kindly provided by Roy Kettle
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Manchester 1976 (Mancon 5)
Tweed Elephant at Mancon by
Rob Jackson
Every Easter convention in England recently has been the subject of intense
scrutiny by people who consider themselves experts on the subject, often
with some justification, as many of them have been partly responsible for
Eastercons themselves in the past. This scrutiny and discussion builds up a
kind of mythos about the character expected of the convention.
Ian Williams has just shown you how he felt before Mancon, and his
feelings are typical. People were a bit worried, uncertain what to expect when
they arrived. Partly this was because of the experimental aspects of the
convention, particularly its siting on the Owens Park university campus ... but
this was not the whole story; there was, as Ian has mentioned, a lack of
tangible evidence as to the competence of the convention committee as
presented in the progress reports and their dealings with those who helped
them.
When I arrived at Owens Park at ten [1] on the Thursday evening, the
bar was crowded, noisy with chattering familiar faces, but the floor, walls and
furnishings were so spartan that first impressions gave the inescapable feeling
of having walked into a cheap gin palace or something. The hard wooden
boards absorbed sound very poorly making conversation difficult, and even
on the Thursday evening there were few spare seats despite the fact that half
the con members hadn’t arrived. (Later on in the con the bar facilities became
sorely overtaxed – this lack of seats was made the more absurd by the fact
that another half of the bar area was partitioned off and never used
throughout the whole con [2].) The poor quality of the bar accommodation
made relaxation difficult for the old hands who were used to something
better, despite their usual pleasure at seeing one another again; this together
with the enormous influx of newcomers who were naturally uncertain how to
take all this, made for an atmosphere of anxiety compounded with
uncertainty, only alleviated by concentration on one’s own enjoyable
concerns. (I wasn’t the only one to notice this – others commented on it, and
it seemed to be an atmosphere I was absorbing from those around me.
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Contrast this with what was reported of the atmosphere at Tynecon, where
Peter Weston reported being swept upon a sort of wave of euphoria as soon
as he entered the hotel; even neofans reported being caught up in the positive
atmosphere then.)
This lack of confidence wasn’t helped when I heard Pete Presford (who,
after all, was the con chairman) had been heard to ask where on earth one
could get some food in this place. Surely after two years dealing with the
Owens Park management he should have learned where the canteens were?
Gannetfandom escaped to the relatively luxurious atmosphere of an
Indian restaurant a couple of hundred yards down the road and ate the best
curry any of us can remember finding outside Newcastle. (I wonder: did the
Mancon committee deliberately play down the excellence of the surrounding
eating facilities in their progress reports at the request of the Owens Park
authorities who would naturally be as anxious to sell as many full board
reservations as possible, or did they not even think of mentioning them?) [Or
possibly, they just hadn’t bothered to find out what was available. – Ian
Williams]
We got back to Owens Park at one o’clock to find the bar closed. We
didn’t feel like sitting around in an empty starkly furnished bar, so went to
form a room party in an empty starkly furnished common room on our floor
of the Tower Block instead. This didn’t have any carpeting which doesn’t
make one’s preferred occupations at room parties of sitting or rolling or lying
on the floor as attractive as usual. The five or so seats were filled with
bottoms very quickly, leaving the other fifteen or so people to squat on
window-sills or stand. It was an enjoyable party at which I discovered that
Joseph Nicholas and Rob Hansen are Good Persons – and that Jean Staves of
the Sheffield SF Group is to be discouraged, unless you are absolutely
desperate for a feel. (She must have approached a couple of hundred men at
the con and felt them up.) I put her off effectively by mentioning that I’d just
had a curry, which is evidently a good dodge if any of you want to avoid
being molested in future.
On Friday morning I expended a fair bit of energy trying to find the Fan
Room and the Art Show, both of which were 75 yards across a quadrangle
from the main convention areas. They were dreadfully underpublicised, the
Fan Room deservedly so, as all the committee managed to find to put in it
was about fifty uncaptioned photos of the last three or four years conventions
(very entertaining if you are a confirmed fan, but I thought the object of a fan
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room was at least partly to convert the unconverted and show them fandom)
and a pile of old fanzines (again, entertaining if you know what they are
about already [3].) There seemed to be very little organised activity in the Fan
Room.
Similarly the Art Show. This was of poor quality, as both the people
who were there at any one time found out, but again woefully
underpublicised. The rooms were rather too far away from the main
convention area to be found in spontaneous wanderings, yet I didn’t notice
anybody on the committee urging people to go over there. Instead of sitting
by the registration desk looking lost, as Mancon committee members always
seemed to be doing, why didn’t some of them get up and do something active
by, say, announcing that the Art Show was open and worth visiting? Which it
was. (Or organise something in the Fan Room.) There was the usual selection
of competent book covers and potential book covers, and some good B&W
stuff notably by Andrew Stephenson and Brian Lewis, contrasting notably
with atrocities – often lacking in any sense of area composition or of physical
proportion – by for example the Vector stable of artists. (I can’t understand
why Chris Fowler seems to like using the artists he does.)
The same apparent lack of drive and clear purpose was shown in the fan
items, which we were told would be organised at the con. They were hardly
organised at all – or rather, it wasn’t. Only one discussion group was rounded
up, on fanzines. Pete Presford started this off by rambling on for a bit once he
had rounded up some participants, but then the discussion muddled on
without any clear objective in mind lurching about like a blindfolded duck
dabbling at many aspects of the fanzine world but examining none in depth.
When you gather thirty or so people, mostly experienced faneds, into one
place, Pete, you have to shepherd the discussion a bit, otherwise they’ll need
about five years to cover their subject thoroughly and to everyone’s
satisfaction – indeed to come to any conclusion at all.
More important evidence of lack of thought and planning came to light
when the official programme started. There were some films on Friday
morning (where reels of the wrong films were shown together, but that
wasn’t the committee’s fault) but then the first scheduled talk item was the
TAFF discussion. This was idiotic, for three separate reasons. Firstly, why
have a non-draw like a TAFF panel (totally unattractive to any but the most
perceptive and friendly newcomer) at a time when those who have just
arrived at their first convention and are looking for something to get their
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intellectual milk-teeth into need a panel of stfnal rather an esoteric fannish
interest? Secondly, Presford had arranged with Eric Bentcliffe that the TAFF
panel would be on the Sunday; but when the panellists had arrived and
looked at the programme they found that Sunday had mysteriously
transmuted intro Friday, and some of them – Roy Tackett (who had only just
arrived) and Pete Weston weren’t available. Finally, I don’t think talks
attended by fifteen or so people (as the rescheduled panel on Sunday was) are
the best way to stimulate interest in TAFF. Pete Weston did a far better job as
publicist with his slide show last Novacon.
If Friday was A Time Of Changes as far as the programme was
concerned, the other days were Dying Inside. The panels were given
dreadfully woolly subjects, again without any clear destiny, hindrances rather
than aids to the sort of synoptic thought which is most instructive and
entertaining on stfnal panels. Take the Sunday afternoon “Emerging themes
in SF” panel a good example of that woolliness. There were Brian Aldiss,
Harry Harrison, Michael Coney, Ian Watson, Chris Priest and James White
all presided over by Bob Silverberg [4]. A tremendous line-up, but they
struggled to come up with some sort of synopsis. Bob Silverberg was just
marshalling the thoughts and ideas to come out of the panel into one
meaningful whole, appearing to be winning the struggle in this mighty task,
when a superb example of the other sort of hindrance to synoptic thought
occurred (as opposed to the provision of subjects which resist synopsis in the
first place). Bob was straining in thought over the microphone and looked up
for inspiration – only to see instead the gruesome figure of Brian Burgess
interrupting the panel by carrying one of Gerry Webb’s pekineses down the
aisle to “Aaah’s” from the audience. Bob stared in shock, was heard to
whisper “Oh, my god,” then smiled politely and said, “It’s one of those
Chinese lions!”; but the intellectual synthesis was lost.
If it wasn’t the Mancon committee, it was Brian Burgess.
In the comparative absence of anything enjoyable organised by the
committee, we were left to provide our own amusement.
Happily, we had already got something arranged.
A fortnight before the con Malcolm Edwards had rung me on
Ratfandom’s behalf to throw down the gauntlet and challenge Gannetfandom
to a soccer match.
By the time of the match on the Friday afternoon Malcolm and Ian
Maule had worked the Rats up to a tremendous razor-sharp mettle by hinting
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that half the Gannet team had had trials for Newcastle United in their youth,
and describing Gannetfandom’s star (or secret weapon, depending on how
much you knew about him) Key Williams, as “like Greg Pickersgill, but with
skill”. Anybody who attributes the tempestuous forthright style of Greg’s
fannish writings to his footballing nature will realise how fearsome that
makes Kev sound.
A few days before the con, Malcolm had even been so underhand as to
gather his team together to say hello to a football for a few minutes; he then
gave the Gannet team a false sense of security by saying that six of them had
taken on a seven year old boy – who had won.
Bob Shaw bravely agreed to be referee, issuing the self-deprecating
disclaimer that it would be the fourth football match he had ever seen; and we
obtained a whistle for him by simply making Chuck Partington stand on the
steps of the crowded con bar, call everyone to attention and shout:
“ANYBODY GOT A WHISTLE?”
Ramsey Campbell’s wife immediately opened her handbag and kindly
produced one.
At about half past four on Friday afternoon an assortment of sixteen
players, one referee and forty or fifty detract supporters set forth to walk the
quarter mile down the busy suburban street to the playing fields. (Yes, we did
dare. You can pull anything off if you’re brazen enough and there are enough
of you.) Nobody had been athletic or narcissistic enough to wear shorts; my
only concession to the occasion was a different pair of trousers and a pair of
worn gymshoes last worn when I rowed in Magdalen College, Oxford’s
second eight.
Peter Roberts was particularly fetching in hard high-heeled leather
platform boots with slim-line orange trousers and purple knee-length gaiters.
The thought of him being tackled by hefty Harry Bell or dumpy Dave
Cockfield made me fear dreadfully for those spindly legs.
We placed our coat-goalposts at carefully measured equitable distances
on the first bit of grass we came to, and after ten minutes of aimless milling
around among spectators we were ready to start.
Or at least Ratfandom were.
Gannetfandom soon discovered to their cost how effective Malcolm’s
psychological warfare bad been, as Demon Roy Kettle tore into the heart of
our defence and took the game by storm. (Hey, do you think I can get onto
the back page of the Daily Mirror?)
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After ten minutes we were losing 3-0, and wondering what had hit us.
Then Gannetfandom’s bacon was saved – by a Pig.
This policeman came along and said: “We’ve told you students time
after time that you’re not allowed to play soccer on –”
“We’re not students.”
“You students. You know there are perfectly good pitches just over the
stream there –”
“We’re not students. We’re just at Owen’s Park for Easter.”
“Yet you students still don’t bother going the extra quarter mile over
there –”
“We’re NOT students! We don’t know anything about any other pitches.
We’re just here over Easter for a conference. Can you tell us where we can
play, please?”
Eventually it sank in. “Oh ... Well, we’re always telling the students
from Owens Park not to play here. There are some pitches over there.”
So we trooped Over There and found a real pitch with very hard ground
and enormous looking goals, and three small boys playing under one of them
who cleared off with incredible speed after Roy Kettle said something I
didn’t catch to them. With misplaced generosity Malcolm and Roy suggested
the score should be wiped clean, and Gannetfandom agreed with alacrity.
Bob Shaw thought being told to get off the park by a policeman was
great – one of his best experiences in ages. Wait for it in a novel, everybody.
(You may be interested to know that Bob’s last-but-two-or-three contact with
Gannetfandom inspired his latest novel, A Wreath of Stars. The curry he had
after a NESFIG meeting made him so ill that when Sadie was driving him
home he saw two Roman Walls, one above the other. If you want to know
how that fits into the book, read it when it appears.)
When the game restarted, Gannetfandom knew what to expect. Our
defence was organised rather well, Ian “Kill the Fucker” Williams as
sweeper, Dave Cockfield as left back and Harry Bell at right back, with me
keeping goal.
The Rats attacked almost incessantly, with Roy Kettle being their most
dangerous player with valuable support from Malcolm Edwards and Graham
Charnock. We let Kettle and Charnock both through once, and I was at fault
in not coming out to challenge them and they both scored – but we got our
revenge in a couple of breakaway attacks by Kev Williams ably abetted by
Alan Isaacson, Brian Rouse, and Ritchie Smith. Their defence – when it did
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anything – seemed shaky, particularly Ian Maule and Joseph Nicholas,
though Rob Holdstock made a couple of good saves. Greg Pickersgill lived
up to his reputation at least once; he tackled Alan Isaacson by running
straight at him on collision course – and Alan fell and claims he was knocked
out for a couple of seconds. It just shows – Greg is hard headed.
We felt rather proud of ourselves on the way back – we’d done the
almost unheard of and taken some Physical Exercise at a con. Ian Williams’s
little legs ached for the whole of the rest of the weekend, though. The two all
draw was considered a fair result by most (I think) and we’d at least filled in
a blank period of the con [5].
The footballers showered and changed back into their non-smelly (or
less smelly) clothes, and Gannetfandom eventually got to the Owens Park
canteen at 7.15 pm, half way through the allowed starting time for dinner.
Lunch had been served with almost indecent efficiency, with one course
arriving just as you finished the previous one – so we expected to be away by
7.45.
At dinner, all was different, though. We waited ten minutes and Ian
Williams was starting to get rather huffed, and eventually became A Bit
Cross.
After 15 minutes, someone came to clear the previous occupants’ dishes.
Ian Williams was Quite Cross by now.
After another 10: “Sorry there’s no soup left. Here’s some grapefruit
juice.”
Dave Hutchinson asked: “Haven’t you got any other soup? Couldn’t you
heat some up?”
Dave Cockfield (out of earshot of any waitresses) said: “Couldn’t you
heat this juice up with some cornflour and give us grapefruit soup?”
“No – no cornflour,” Alan Isaacson said.
After another 5 minutes: “Sorry, there’s no main course left. We’re
frying some beefburgers.” Ian Williams was now Very Cross Indeed.
Then she brought two helpings of a beefburger with a fried egg, rubbery
style, with some ancient razor-sharp chips. Dave Cockfield and I got them,
being the nearest. The other six had to wait.
They did – another ten minutes. Steam was rising from the back of Ian
Williams’s neck. Then the rest got their beefburger, rubberised egg and chips
– with peas. Lucky sods.
“Why didn’t Dave and I get any peas, eh?”
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“No peas for the wicked, Rob,” Alan said.
Ten minutes later we saw that they had not only run out of peas again,
but had also run out of beefburgers, and were serving two-rubberised-eggsand-chips to the last people to come in.
I don’t presume to know what went wrong with the catering that
evening, but the waitresses (who kept their cool superbly under dreadful
circumstances) told us that they were about 50 meals short.
Paul Skelton was in charge of Owens Park liaison, but I rather think it
wasn’t his fault – probably the canteen management’s. Whatever the cause,
the evening’s meal, or lack of it, represented inexcusable incompetence;
compounded, I expect, by a cheeseparing attitude on the part of Owens Park
management. I say this last because by the end of virtually all the meals
during the convention one or other of the main course choices, or the soup,
had run out – which to my mind indicates a wish to get by on the very
minimum of outlay without any real thought given to the quality of the
service.
These meals were costing £1.50 a head, a price far above my estimation
of their worth – I can go into a Chinese restaurant in the middle of Newcastle
any lunchtime and eat rather better for 75p. If I’d known of the excellent
Canadian Charcoal Pit just across the road – beefburgers, frankfurters,
kebabs, etc from 20p to take away – I would never for a moment have
considered full board. By the end of the con the Charcoal Pit had long queues
at all sorts of odd hours.
The one saving grace of that particular meal – the waitresses’ attitude –
was not, unfortunately, shared by the staff at the bar. I hesitate to say they
were looking after it, because although they were hopelessly overworked
virtually all the time (evidently no-one had told them how much business to
expect, or else they hadn’t believed the Mancon committee when told) their
attitude when business was quiet showed often that they didn’t believe in
their job; they were most unprofessionally slow to notice a new customer at
the bar even if they were just standing in a corner of the bar chatting to their
colleagues. The clearest indication of their feelings, and the most depressing
indicator of staff attitudes I’ve seen at any con to date, was when the bar
manager announced at about 2 am on Friday night (rather early for a con, and
there were still a fair number of drinkers around) that they could close now.
To a person, the bar girls leapt in the air and cheered. They didn’t care
who heard; the customers could evidently go hang.
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It took a rather long game of bar football to get over my feeling of
disgust, and it wasn’t much longer before I felt like going to bed. Had I
known at the time that Dave Kyle had also reportedly had to get over a
feeling of disgust – at finding cockroaches in his bedroom the previous night
– I mightn’t have been so eager.
Overall, the con made me think how Eddie Jones’s programme book
cover, showing Owens Park falling in flaming ruins – was uncannily, if only
symbolically, prophetic, more so than Eddie could have realised – or did
Eddie – like the rest of us, suspect something?
There were some good things about the con, though.
The convention hail was one of the largest and best equipped I have seen
at any British con to date, and the book room in the campus library seemed to
be an effective idea. The film programme was quite acceptable, though it
went on so late on Sunday night that the bar had closed by the time The Man
Who Fell to Earth fans had appeared; and the displays of advance book
covers were well received on all sides, for there were many and varied
exhibits by the various publishers.
The main saving grace of Mancon’s official side was its Guest of
Honour, Bob Silverberg. He did everything one could expect of him, being
available for the usual silly questions in the bar, hawkers of free fanzines, and
a seemingly endless stream of regular Eastercon goers and past organisers
apologetically explaining:
“It’s not usually like this, you know ...”
I know; I did it myself.
In one instance he did more than was expected of him; when Malcolm
Edwards, who had the gall to choose Silverberg as his specialist subject in the
Mastermind quiz, then had the further gall to fail to turn up to answer them,
this nice American with the smooth white suit and the neat beard volunteered
to answer questions about himself, got them all right, and was trapped into
staying on for the general SF knowledge questions, and displayed occasional
ignorance with excellent grace.
If I don’t work in here the fact that Ian Williams won the quiz, after a
close tussle with Mike Meara – beating those fabled brains P. Weston and R.
Silverberg easily, he’ll never forgive me. I don’t know yet if he’s forgiven
whoever chose his prize, either – he got a Pink Panther bubble bath! [6]
As Bob Silverberg went through the con, it seemed to some that his eyes
were getting wider and wider, and his demeanour more and more dazed, as if
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there was an air of “If-I’d-known-it-was-going-to-be-like-this-I’d-neverhave-come” about him; but there were reassurances from those who know
him from American cons that he always looks like that at cons anyway.
Which is just as well; as a member of the UK in ’79 bidding committee I
wouldn’t want someone as influential as Bob to go home and tell too many
people how dreadful one particular English con was.
Bob made light-hearted reference to the accommodation in his banquet
speech; he remembered the excessive splendour in which he’d been housed
when GoH at the 1970 Heidelberg Worldcon – namely Franz Joseph’s
Imperial Suite with four-poster bed, and room after room with the walls
covered with opulent drapes. Nature strikes a balance, he said, and hoped that
fans would appreciate the spiritual values of the current accommodation.
Bob was one of the people who helped to make Mancon a worthwhile
experience for me despite the poor quality of the convention itself; although I
hardly talked to him at all personally, it’s always worthwhile to be able to
meet Important people. (The Rob Jackson Cliché Co. strikes again.)
But important people aren’t always the ones you finish up with, nor the
most worthwhile. Take Jim Marshall, for instance. During the fifties, he was
part of the original North East group (Gannetfandom arose totally
independently); he has been to more cons than any other North East fan. He
goes to cons now to get plastered, tell outrageous stories and generally have a
great time in the bar. He manages to do this o.k. Last year, at Seacon, he quite
put Mike Glicksohn, Harry Bell and I off our beer with a gruesome little set
of tall tales about an eccentric English peer who lay dead in a wing of his
mansion for three years before being discovered. He had always been a
recluse – people couldn’t get near him for the smell, and when he died they
couldn’t tell the difference. His family used to hang up a dead pig as an air
freshener. He wasn’t the snappiest of dressers, either – when he got up in the
morning he’d throw his underpants at the wall; if they didn’t stick, he’d put
them on again.
Jim tells these mad little tales in a voice almost falsetto in merriment,
suggesting he’s going to burst into a fit of giggles, which he in fact quite
often does. However nauseating the tale, his giggle is so infectious and his
comic timing so exact that he is regularly surrounded by small audiences
hysterical with laughter.
He didn’t tell quite so many mad tales this year; he was disgusted with
the con’s organisation, and on hearing of our tales of the canteen running out
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of food, his suggestion was that the con committee be fried up and served
instead.
Perhaps the greatest pleasure I got from meeting someone at Mancon
was from Walt Willis. This pleasure wasn’t simply in knowing that a
legendary fan figure of the fifties was around and interested (Ghod is alive
and well?) but in the immediately evident warmth and depth of his
personality, and his pleasure at renewed contact with other fans. Unlike the
rest of us spoilt brats, he wasn’t in the slightest dismayed with Mancon, and
took our grumbles instead as evidence of how much SF cons have improved
in twenty years; in the fifties, the programme was quite often simply
abandoned altogether in favour of parties if it became boring or anything
went wrong. He was rather impressed with the provision of free coffee and
tea by the committee on each floor (an excellent gesture: God knows how
much the concom spent on this instead of other facilities though); but most
fascinatingly, he feels that fans as a breed have improved over the ten years
of his absence, that we are now more interesting to talk to, and, that there are
a smaller percentage of fuggheads now. (If we’re now better than fifties fans,
what on earth were they really like? It’s not surprising that they got into
trouble with hotels, among their other escapades.)
As well as doling egoboo out to fandom in general, Walt was most
generous with the substance for one of my contributors to Maya. I gave him
some copies of issues 8, 9 and 10 on Thursday evening; on Friday morning I
was standing around looking for somewhere to sit down and eat my trayful of
breakfast when he beckoned me over. I had just sat down and hadn’t said
anything – even Walt Willis doesn’t come between me and my breakfast –
when he said:
“Hey. This fellow Edwards writes excellent fanzine reviews.”
Later I told Malcolm about this. The response was tremendously
gratifying. A foolish grin spread rapidly across Malcolm’s face, to be
followed more slowly by a suffused glow of pleasure. Little electric lights the
approximate size and shape of torch bulbs went on in his eyes, and a cloud of
air blew itself up under his feet, upon which he sailed merrily over to tell Roy
Kettle, Greg Pickersgill, the Charnocks – in fact, anybody who would listen
and some who wouldn’t:
“Hey. Did you hear that? Walt Willis says I write excellent fanzine
reviews.”
He drifted back again on his cloud, followed by Roy Kettle on more
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mundane transport (feet). “Can you say that again, Rob? What Walt Willis
said.”
So I told him again. The foolish grin widened, if possible.
I reckon I’ve delivered Malcolm enough egoboo to last at least until he
writes his next fanzine review column. I hope so!
Some other egoboo was delivered later on in the con, on Sunday night;
Ian Williams was charged by Peter Presford – in his capacity as last year’s
winner – with the presentation of the Prick of the Year Award, Manchester
fandom’s lighthearted donation of a phallic candle on a wooden base to
someone who has been a minor thorn in their backs over the last year.
Ian reports that as the Manchester group couldn’t seem to agree on a
suitable winner he argued persuasively with Pete for the right to choose the
winner himself, as it also didn’t seem right that such an informal award
should be given to someone chosen by the con chairman. It took quite a while
to round up sufficient audience for the presentation to be worthwhile, Ian
even had to hunt around for Presford to be there for the donation of the award
he originated; audiences for informal presentations which don’t happen,
especially in bars, but eventually the awarder and the unknowing intended
recipient were present along with a quorum of spectators. Ian made the award
– to Pete Presford himself.
As Pat Charnock was heard to say later, “Perhaps now it’s vanished up
its own arsehole, it’ll stay there.”
We’ll see. Perhaps after this con report, I’ll get it next year. [7]
Apart from films, the Prick of the Year Award was the event of most
interest and enjoyment for me that night; there was a duel – banana whips at
five paces – between Pete Presford and Jan Howard Finder: but Pete even
managed to make a mess of that. (A banana-ey mess to be sure, but a
disorganised banana-ey mess.)
The lack of any striking event on Sunday night contrasted sharply with
the superb dance at Seacon, where a combination of a well-run convention
behind everybody and a band (Gray Charnock’s group, the Burlingtons) very
competent for the job at hand made for the greatest night of what can most
simply be described as mass euphoria I have ever known at a con. The
atmosphere at Seacon was indescribable.
At Mancon, however, there was nothing. I felt no particular emotion at
all on Sunday night except my usual bland bonhomie and goodwill towards
all men, even Don West. This was not so for some, though: Irene Bell was so
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depressed by the whole convention that she was on the verge of tears. I don’t
think she was the only one who felt that way at least a little.
The whole convention reminds me very strongly of something George
Bernard Shaw once said, grumpily, at a party given by a feverishly effusive
society hostess. She approached him and sweetly enquired:
“Are you enjoying yourself?” – to which he replied:
“What else is there to enjoy?”
Mancon was like that ... but a bit different. There was, George’s
comment notwithstanding, something else there to enjoy.
Other people.
So. Mancon was an event at which I enjoyed myself and the other
people I met (dozens of whom aren’t mentioned above – they’ll just have to
bear with my lack of space and time), but I didn’t enjoy the convention.
If Irene’s reaction, and the long faces I saw on some of the newer fans at
the con, especially on Thursday and Sunday nights) are any indication, there
were some for whom even the above could not be said: for whom the
ambience of the convention actually stunted the growth of the pleasure
people normally take in each other’s company.
I can think of no greater indictment.

Notes by Ian Williams
1. Daves Hutchinson, Cockfield and little ole me had only arrived a few
minutes earlier despite setting off an hour sooner and taking a shorter route.
This was because we spent an absurd length of time trying to find Owens
Park on a map which seemed to have a scale that varied from inch to inch.
2. On the plus side was a reasonable choice of beers (though I doubt if
students pay the prices we did) including Draught Guinness which ran out on
the Saturday night, which was just as well as I’d gotten totally smashed on it
the previous night by ten thirty.
3. See earlier. I’d suggested information sheets about various aspects of
fandom and a fan in residence to act as an information desk, etc.
4. A lot of talent, but very large and unwieldy I thought.
5. Well, us Gannets thought it a pretty fair result, though Malcolm Edwards
in his lengthy conrep in Stop Breaking Down 3, claims the Rats were robbed,
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but what can you expect from a poncy publisher from Harrow? In fact I think
the Rats were very lucky. The Gannet team should have been able to
steamroller the little weeds. We certainly outmassed them. I was the lightest
member of the team tipping the scales at just under eleven stone (150lbs for
U.S. readers), Cockfield was about 14 stone, Harry Bell probably similar, and
I shudder to think how heavy Kevin Williams is. On average, each Gannet
was about 50lbs heavier than the average Rat!
There was a fair amount of physical contact in the game. I took the
attitude that if I couldn’t kick the ball when I went in for a tackle, then getting
the man was just as good. I also found that running, screaming at an opponent
was a pretty effective way of demoralising him. Not that I didn’t get my fair
share of being tackled. In the preliminary game Roy Kettle crashed into me
so hard I was hurled into the air, landed on my shoulders, but, incredibly
(incredibly if you know how unathletic I am), managed to roll perfectly and
was on my feet as Kettle turned to apologise to the empty space where he
thought, no doubt, I was lying in agony. I got part of my own back in the
game proper when I tackled Ian Maule perfectly leaving him flat on his back
with his legs waving in the air.
On reflection, the Gannets had the strength and some fair defensive skill.
All we really need is more attack and a more positive attitude to our play,
plus a little practise.
Next year, the Rats won’t know what’s hit them!
But my poor little underused muscles really did ache for the rest of the
con. I could barely manage to walk from my seat to the bar ...
6. “Just a laugh,” said Pete Presford as it was presented to me at the crowded
banquet, “Just good fun, a joke, eh?” Which, sadly, seemed to be his attitude
to the convention he was chairman of.
7. The most frequent remark after making the award was: “A bit obvious,
wasn’t it.”

Postconvention Blues by Ian Williams
An editorial postscript including material by Rob Jackson omitted by
space limitations.
To put it bluntly: my buddies fucked up.
Or am I stating the obvious?
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I’m still not sure how they manage to stage such an inept and
incompetent disaster like Mancon 5. It’s almost as if they had gone out of
their way to put on a bad convention. They certainly didn’t learn anything
from the previous three Eastercons all of which showed the right and wrong
way to do a number of things. Just to give an example: Tynecon showed there
was a place for a dance at a con, Seacon showed how it should be done, and
Mancon didn’t bother at all. Could anyone tell me why not? They surely
knew the importance of a friendly efficient bar staff. Couldn’t they have
emphasised that we weren’t to be treated like students? Tynecon gave a
packed, varied and balanced programme, Seacon’s underprogramming
showed how they went wrong. Mancon’s was badly arranged and badly
organised and showed little imagination. Like the quiz: that is only effective
if it is fast. Surely they could have chosen a more dynamic quizmaster than
Kevin Hall, nice guy though he is he didn’t even ask all the questions in the
correct order which on one occasion made a question asked of me totally
meaningless and resulted in the quiz dragging on to the “close tussle”.
It’s really difficult to think of anything the committee did do right. The
atmosphere was so bad that it carried over to the partying side of the con.
Most of the evenings were spent in largely fruitless hunts for good room
parties. Even the one we organised wasn’t much good. Possibly the best of
the lot was an impromptu one on the top floor of the tower block. I have a
memory of climbing up the spiral staircase, in the centre of that floor’s
landing, following Kettle into the darkness when he suddenly began to
shriek: “Help, I’m scared of the dark” and squeezed past me in an effort to
get down. One light moment ...
Rob summarised the thing like this: “The Mancon committee’s first and
fatal misjudgement was in assessing the civility, competence, and comfort
likely to be provided by their chosen venue, and how likely it was to meet the
needs of the average con-goer to help him enjoy not just himself and his
friends, but his surroundings.”
Goblin’s Grotto 3, July 1976, edited by Ian
Williams
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Manchester 1976 (Mancon 5)
by Kevin Williams
“A disease little known since the 16th century today struck at a number of
people attending a convention at Owens Park in Manchester. The disease,
known colloquially as the ‘Cringe and Mill Syndrome’ was last recorded in
1517 when it wiped out one third of the population of Wrexham, not long
after Luther had nailed ninety-five testes to the door of his church in
Wittenberg. This, a rare ‘social’ ailment, is thought to be caused by the
impingement of uncomfortable circumstances exacerbated by incomplete
cleansing, excessive alcohol and boredom of staggering proportions. In its
mild form it is characterised by the ‘embarrassment’ occasioned by the ‘fauxpas of-others’. This is the ‘cringe’ phenomenon, which slowly but inexorably
builds into a feeling of ‘sensory dislocation’ which characterises the ‘millabout-trance-walker-bore’ condition.”
This is the story of one who survived.
I came through, biting on a copy of Maya, with my hand in my pocket
clutching my lucky piece. “Mancon 5” – will this name in time become
synonymous with Sarajevo? Thermopylae? Dresden? Welwyn Garden City?
Only time will tell. Some of these facts have been changed to protect the
guilty and pillory the innocent.
Friday was a day characterised by indignity – some enjoyable, some not.
The first, the football match, has been copiously chronicled elsewhere, so I
will not add further comment other than to pose this conundrum “Does the
writing arm of a newly professional writer achieve superhuman strength on
the publication of the first novel?” My jaw took a long time to recover from
being “Holdstocked”, and tended to leak at the seams on the attempted
consumption of local brews. The second was the usual bookshop crush,
compounded on this occasion by a sweaty neo-paw swiping the last copy of
Fire Time from under my nose, and Dave Cockfield blandly stating, “Did you
see that first edition paperback of Vance’s Future Tense that Mike Sandow
had for £1? I didn’t think it was worth it; it’s gone now.” Justifiable
homicide!
The third was the meal. Neil Jones (co-writer of Durfed) and two other
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expatriate Welsh friends, Paul Williams and Josh Rawlings, and I, thankfully
not having opted for full board, wandered down to the nearest “Indi” for a
curry. We were joined by a sartorially elegant Peter Roberts who had the
pleasure of waiting with us for 45 minutes for a starter and an hour and a half
for the main course. Paul was becoming agitated, concerned that we might
miss the Introduction, the first official event. However, an extremely
cheesed-off looking Silverberg sat opposite us, peering vainly kitchenwards
in hope of food. As our first course arrived, so did Harry Harrison “The
Con’s been cancelled!” he yelled at the assembled fannish curry-consuming
multitude. He then proceeded to have a shouting conversation across the
room with Silverberg something about someone having taken out a
“contract” on Ted White in the form of a close range custard pie (a later
retelling of this story, however, had Dr. Spook as the hapless victim). All this
was carried on to the growing bewilderment of the restaurant staff.
When we did eventually get away, we only had time for a quick pint
before the next indignity presented itself in the form of The Phantom Speaks,
hailed as a film which was never granted a certificate! The consensus prior to
the film was summarized by Harry Bell: “If you’re not back in the bar in ten
minutes, I’ll assume it’s rude and will join you.”
Not only was this film old and extremely poor (which clearly explained
why it never got a certificate) but after the first reel was complete, the scene
changed abruptly. Now there was a large gorilla taking a prominent part.
After a few minutes no evident connection with the preceding twenty minutes
of film was observed and then the words Mighty Joe Young appeared on an
advertising hoarding; several hundred pennies dropped simultaneously and a
derisive howl arose from the audience. This was swiftly followed by clumsy
halting of the film, a frantic scrabbling in the dark for the correct reel, and at
last, the audience was able to sit back as the familiar scratching and scoring
sounds of the film leader being fed through the projector was rapidly
followed by six, five, four, three, two, one scratch, scratch ... Mighty Joe
Young – howl of joyous anguish filled the hall.
After this patchy start, Friday continued until 5.50 Saturday morning
and, for me, was most memorable for the sight of Harry Bell, amiably drunk,
grinning like a slice of melon, casually holding what started out as a nearly
full pint of lager, with one finger through the handle, gesturing graphically as
he told me some story and spreading the booze in a thin layer over himself,
myself and anything else within a radius of five feet.
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Saturday morning dawned bright and sunny, to the disgust of the blearyeyed, dehydrated, motley multitude which gathered in the washroom,
splashing gallons of water over sallow, rubbery, unfeeling skin, in the hope of
waking up sufficiently to stumble down to the prepaid breakfast. Alien
odours and sounds of torment issued from the six-inch gap at base of the
toilet door as some unidentified Gannet attempted to void himself of the
previous night’s excesses through any convenient orifice. The few that did
make it to breakfast were greeted by quite the most oleaginous collection of
eggs, bacon and tomatoes that I have ever fallen into, all topped by a mound
of glistening black substance all that remained of once proud mushrooms ...
Eurrgh! ... What a way to start another hard-drinking, hard laying-about day
at a con.
The quiz followed fifteen minutes of frantic paper shuffling and was
quite enjoyable, primarily because Malcolm Edwards, evidently struck down
with a severe attack of the apathy which was already beginning to make itself
felt, didn’t turn up to answer his specialist questions on Robert Silverberg. He
was replaced by Robert Silverberg who managed to get most of them correct.
In the tremendously tense final lan Williams slugged it out with Mike Meara
by failing to answer as many questions as his opponent. In the end, Ian won
through, receiving the Pink Panther Bubble Bath prize with the careless ease
of a seasoned champion. Meanwhile, back in the bar, Rob Jackson in a new,
though equally ill-fitting tweed sports jacket, was orbiting the Guest-ofHonour like a captured asteroid, hastily sipped lager in one hand, clutch of
vari-coloured Mayas in the other. Sometime later, the Guest-of-Honour was
seen sipping a pint of lager and clutching various Mayas – is this man
Jackson infectious?
All I remember of the rest of the afternoon is Roy Kettle coming up to
me a number of times and giving what I can only assume was some form of
Masonic greeting – “I want some raconteurism from you.” (Isn’t that
something to do with necrophilia?) As evening drew on, an air of desperation
for food/enjoyment caused the accretion of a number of Gannets and sundry
others, all keen to follow Jim Marshall to an alleged Armenian restaurant he
knew of. Chaos descended upon the proceedings with fans milling about in
utter disarray, undecided whether to walk or take a car, and as soon as some
consensus was reached someone would have wandered off in utter boredom.
Eventually we set off, everybody except Ritchie Smith, myself and a few
others in cars. We had walked all of three hundred yards towards our
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destination when we were frantically flagged down by all the others returning
from the apocryphal restaurant declaring it closed. After another ten minutes
of compulsory milling-about, the group fragmented, those who didn’t know
better went to the Indian restaurant, and were not seen for the rest of the con.
Back in the bar, Ian Maule bounced across, looking rather like a toasting
fork with glasses, Neil didn’t recognise him at first, so much had he changed
from his more rotund Gannetfandom days. “Was that Mauler?” said Neil, as a
stray draught blew him away. “I don’t believe it – he looks more like an
unripe replica grown from a pod.”
Saturday night was a real endurance test; the Committee, evidently
possessed by the spirit of H.P. Lovecraft, saw fit to show both Hell House
and Zardoz. We stumbled out 4½ hours later, eyes like organ stops, blinking
in the light, and with backsides like solidified sacks of cement. Stocking up
on booze, we returned to the Tower Block, where the Gannet room party was
going down like a deflated Zeppelin. People stood or sat around, desperately
trying to enjoy themselves, but managing only to look frantically bored. Rob
Jackson’s head was swivelling about so much looking for “names” I thought
it might unscrew. Irene Bell, sitting on the floor, seemed to be the only
person having a good time. “Where is Everybody Else?” was the constantly
asked question. “Don’t know – in bed I ’spect,” was the answer. Mauler was
staggering around pissed, grinning owlishly, the colour of a poorly smoked
haddock. “Hee, hee,” he said, “I’m pissed” – rather like a thin, rude Billy
Bunter.
Sunday morning in the washroom was like a slower-motion replay of
Saturday morning in sounds and odours. The only distinction was the
quizzical “Good morning” Dave Kyle and family, smart and alert, gave to the
silent, stumbling zombies of pallid complexion, who stumped past them to
the washroom, while they were waiting for the lift. The breakfast, mushroom
carbonese again, was as inedible as that of the previous day.
Sunday was a “silent” day, the excesses and deprivations had robbed us
all of the power of expression. Oddly, I’d just read a story called “The
Wonderful Adjective Cellar” by Jack Finney in “Clock of Time” which I’d
bought at the con. It concerned a charmed salt cellar which, when shaken
over a piece of prose, removed all superfluous adjectives. When the cellar
was full it was emptied and anyone passing would be immediately inflicted
by an overkill of adjectives. Someone had shaken an adjective cellar over us.
It was a little later when I realised who had picked them up when Rob came
126

over and tried to tell us of his conversation with Walt Willis, but kept tripping
over his words – not unusual. Sunday night was a boredom trip. Monday was
indistinguishable. Sitting here now, some three weeks after the con, the major
impression which comes to mind is that of clumps of people milling about
coming into the bar and looking lost or exiting the bar looking lost. There
was no sense of even the most rudimentary continuity. If any event occurred
it seemed by accident or only after every other possibility was exhausted. It’s
difficult for any degree of bungling to stop the basic social enjoyment of a
con; seeing all the other inmates occasionally is good therapy, but for me, the
icing on a con is the programme. What passed as an excuse for a programme
wasn’t at all bad, but the combination of the few numbers of panels, their
tardiness and all too evident lack of organisation became unbearable by
Sunday by which time I became resigned to my social vigil in the bar. It was
when the ambulances and fumigation squad arrived that I realised something
was amiss ...
Tocsin 1, March 1977, edited by Harry Bell
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Manchester 1976 (Mancon 5)
Mein Con by Tom Perry
Exactly how I recognized the man as Walt Willis I don’t know. But the
moment he entered the convention hall from the back, during Ramsey
Campbell’s talk on horror films, I knew that was who he was. I had seen him
before only in photographs and ATom caricatures, but in a sense I felt that I
knew him better than I did most of the people I see every day. The chance of
meeting him face to face was the main thing that had drawn me to the
Eastercon in Manchester, England. How curious, I thought; here I am at last
in the same room with Willis (a rather large room, admittedly), and the
circumstances are such that I can’t talk to him. I turned back to the front of
the room and tried to concentrate on the speaker.
It had been more than 20 years since I received my first issue of Hyphen.
I had been reading sf for three years at the time and while I knew that fandom
existed, I had little interest in it. In fact I regarded it with a certain mild
contempt, which I had acquired from a paragraph in L. Sprague de Camp’s
Science Fiction Handbook. I regarded fans as frustrated sf writers; obviously
you wouldn’t write anything for free if you could make money doing it I was
14 years old.
The bundle of green and orange pages that came on a bright snowy day
in November 1954 changed my attitude forever. They contained magic. None
of the other fanzines I had seen possessed this. Hyphen excited my sense of
wonder just as sf had when I first started reading it. I quickly switched from
writing terrible science fiction stories to writing terrible fannish articles, and
not long after that – weary of receiving rejections from faneds who didn’t
appreciate the concession I had made in writing for them – I resorted to the
fannish version of a vanity press and published the first issue of Logorrhea.
I had no mimeo but I did have an allowance and I managed to find a
shop in downtown Lincoln, Nebraska, that would run off my stencils in
exchange for it. A fair number of letters of comment resulted from that first
issue. One, typed on the back of a map of Ireland, was from Willis himself,
who managed to find several things to praise.
Kind letters from several of the BNFs of that bygone era convinced me
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that my first ish had been a great success. This left me facing, in my own
mind at least, the same problem that successful first novelists encounter.
Also, my discovery of girls resulted in other demands on my limited financial
resources. In consequence the second issue of Logorrhea didn’t appear until
1963, almost seven years after the first. Through college and well into my
first job and my first marriage I preserved those letters of comment, and they
formed the letter column of the second issue, with Willis leading off. Seven
years between issues – how’s that for time-binding?
I stuck with the original title for a few more issues, even though the
readers had no enthusiasm for this obscure medical term; certain crude
individuals professed to believe that the title was Diarrhea. Eventually, I
shortened it to Log and then changed it finally to Quark. This word has roots
in nuclear physics, journalists’ cablese, and James Joyce, and thus makes an
ideal fanzine title. So ideal in fact that it was later used by another fan who
either didn’t know or didn’t care that it had been used before. He didn’t even
pay me that courtesy that Calvin W. “Biff” Demmon had accorded to Gina
Clarke when he found himself using a title that she had used previously. He
had written her apologetically saying that obviously there should not be two
fanzines with the same name, and therefore he was changing the title – of her
fanzine. When Warhoon suspended publication; Quark acquired Willis as a
columnist. To me this was the next best thing to being Willis. All my life I
had been subject to bouts of hero worship, with the object of adulation
changing from time to time. The incumbent idol at this point was Robert
Heinlein, but he was falling from favor as I matured and his writing
degenerated, with Willis taking his place in my esteem. In several senses
Heinlein and Willis are antithetical: Willis, for instance, regards sf and
writing with the love that is the root of the word amateur, while Heinlein has
said publicly that to him they are just the easiest way of making money.
Heinlein has married his science fiction to the convention of realism by
making the future seem as dull and familiar as the present, while Willis
makes the world that exists today seem intriguing and exciting.
As the quality of Heinlein’s published work declined in the early 1960s,
Willis’s writing was acquiring a new depth and fascination. A corresponding
change was taking place in my subconscious attitudes towards life. Fittingly,
it was a combination of Willis and Heinlein that brought an end to Quark.
My life had assumed a strange dichotomy. I was disillusioned with my
job as a journalist and my marriage was falling apart – but my heart was
129

light, for I was the faned who published “The Harp That Once or Twice”. In a
spasm of uncharacteristic fairness I changed the nature of Quark by putting a
price on it. Up to that time I had sent it to anyone I pleased and stopped
sending it to anyone who I felt didn’t appreciate it. But I had the idea that
reading Willis was a basic fannish right, which I could not withhold from any
fan. Besides, I thought that Willis deserved a wide audience and felt guilty
about the comparatively paltry circulation of my fanzine. Willis didn’t
request this and I never discussed it with him – I just did it.
Several issues later I offered to publish excerpts from Alexei Panshin’s
critical work on Heinlein. I had read that Heinlein was threatening to sue
Panshin for libel and thus causing publishers to shy away from the
manuscript. My motives were not as idealistic as they may sound. I had
studied the laws of libel and slander in journalism school and from the
description of Panshin’s book I doubted that Heinlein would have a legal leg
to stand on. If he did file a nuisance suit I felt sure I could rely on my father’s
law firm for legal representation. My chief motive was simply that I wanted
to read the manuscript.
Panshin sent parts of it and I read them. They were disappointing.
Heinlein had nothing to sue about, and hardly anything even to resent.
Panshin was in fact a great admirer of Heinlein, as his own sf books were to
demonstrate. This was the book that Advent published as Heinlein in
Dimension, and if you’ve read it you’ll remember that it consists largely of
extended plot summaries and criticism that seldom delves deeper than the
mechanics of story writing. Panshin’s harshest comments are reserved for
Heinlein’s treatment of sex.
I had boxed myself in. I should have forthrightly reneged, but I couldn’t
bring myself to do so. My initial offer had been made under the pose of
fearless idealism, and now I didn’t have the guts to chicken out.
On the other hand I really didn’t want to stencil all those pages of bland
comments. Panshin might have consented to a condensed version, but the
nature of the manuscript’s publicity had been such that condensing it would
have given the appearance of omitting parts offensive to Heinlein. I looked
for a strong piece to excerpt, but there was simply nothing I thought strong
enough. My own review of Farnham’s Freehold had been more vitriolic than
anything Panshin had sent me. So I did the worst possible thing: nothing.
Meanwhile a sercon fanzine, Riverside Quarterly, began to print other
chapters of the book, and mentioned editorially that the rest of it could be
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found in Quark, giving my address. Sticky quarters began to roll in. Some of
these fans wanted me to send them two or five copies of my fanzine.
Universities attempted to subscribe. The mail would bring five or ten
envelope’s a day from people I had never heard of. Sometimes I didn’t even
open them – just shoved them into the fan cabinet and resolved to figure out
what to do later. My situation was complicated by the fact that my marriage
was on its last legs and I was actively searching for another job. Willis
seemed to be retiring from fanac; so were other Quark contributors. The rent
that Pacificon II had torn in fandom was widened further by the Vietnam war,
which was to split the whole country.
Finally it became obvious that Quark had followed Hyphen into a state
of suspension. Panshin sent a terse note, demanding the return of his
manuscript. I sent it, lacking the heart, to send my lame apologies. I also
started returning the subscription money.
Shortly after, in 1967, I left the midwest, the profession of journalism,
and my first wife all at the same time, traveling the 1300 miles from Omaha
to New York in 24 hours of straight driving, stopping only for gas and coffee.
I also left behind my fannish identity. My fanzine collection went to a west
coast collector, including all my copies of Quark – everything had to go;
from now on I would be traveling light.
The one thing I did keep was a bound copy of The Harp Stateside by
Walter A. Willis. I had always regarded this as a book, not a fanzine. For
years it was my only link to my former life. So when my job brought me to
England in 1975, I had been gafiated for almost a decade. My one tenuous tie
to fandom was Mota, which Terry Hughes continued to send me over the
years even though I continued to swallow up the issues as the chasm of an
earthquake swallows houses. I have always said Terry is generous to a fault.
It was through Mota that I started getting interested in fandom again. I
sent off for some English fanzines Terry had mentioned – Egg and Triode.
They arrived around the first of April, along with notes from their editors,
Peter Roberts and Eric Bentcliffe, both of which ended: “See you at
Mancon.” Almost simultaneously came a letter from Terry Hughes bearing
the information that Walt Willis would also be at Mancon. That cinched it.
With the help of Eric Bentcliffe I managed to get registered as member
number 570 only days before the beginning of the 27th British Science
Fiction Convention. Good Friday found me speeding the 300 miles from
Locks Heath in southern England to Manchester in the northwest. I had to
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rely on good old fannish intuition to find my way since my wife had
thoughtfully taken all the maps of England with her while she drove my inlaws around Cornwall. The one map left in the house was the Daily
Telegraph map of Europe, which was a bit out of scale for my purposes,
extending as it does from Iceland to Iraq. I managed to get a fix on
Manchester from it, but I could find no trace of Holmes Chapel in Cheshire
where I was supposed to meet Eric Bentcliffe. To this oversight on the part of
the Telegraph’s mapmakers I attribute the subsequent events.
I missed my appointment with Eric at his home, so I proceeded on to
Owens Park, a campus of the University of Manchester, hoping to meet him
there. I didn’t stop to think how I would recognize him. I suppose I must have
imagined that – since I had a beard, an American accent, and cowboy boots –
I would stand out and he would recognize me. As it turned out this
combination helped me blend into the crowd.
I registered and moved my luggage into my room. This involved a walk
of a quarter of a mile to a dormitory quadrangle called Tree Court, followed
by mounting three flights of stairs. This failed to excite my sense of wonder –
I simply accepted it.
At this time I had been a stranger in a strange land – Europe and more
particularly England – for over six months and I’d got into the habit of
accepting things, from French plumbing to Danish prices, without protesting.
My room was sparsely furnished, there was no telephone, the john was down
the hall – no matter. I had survived worse: living in a tent on an Indian
reservation, in a barracks on an Air Force base, in a small hotel in Paris. If I
had realized that this campus convention had been the subject of a storm of
fannish controversy for months previous, or that there was an alternative, I
might have felt differently.
The programme claimed that Eric Bentcliffe was even now on a TAFF
panel which also included two other old friends, Roy Tackett and Pete
Weston. I hiked back to the con center – a separate building in the dorm
complex incorporating a bar and lounge downstairs and the auditorium
upstairs – only to find, instead of a TAFF panel, a single person haranguing
the audience about TAFF. “How many of you support TAFF? How many of
you have ever voted in TAFF? How many have heard of TAFF?” He glared
around at the uneasy fans in the room and stomped out, undoubtedly to set
vinegar traps for flies. I surmised that he was not Eric; he certainly didn’t
sound like Eric.
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I milled around in the crowd downstairs, looking for someone to talk to.
I knew there were at least three people here – Weston. Tackett, and Bentcliffe
– that I’d corresponded with. It was frustrating not to know what they looked
like. But I kept hoping to make a connection somehow. Maybe I’d see one of
the fans I had met years ago in America, or one of them would see me. As I
looked around I began to realize that, even if I did or they did, recognition
was unlikely. Hair has been cultivated on so many male faces in the last
decade that few are left unchanged. My own Van Dyke was a case in point.
As I looked around for old friends, I noticed that eyes darted away from
contact with mine. This situation changed suddenly when I leaned against a
cigarette machine. Now faces began to turn my way. I smiled hopefully at
several people, only to have them hurry past before I discovered the reason –
I was standing beneath a professionally lettered sign that said: “LISA
CONESA would like to state that she has no connection with the Lisa Conesa
who the programme says will be holding a poetry soiree. The real Lisa
Conesa will be holding a vodka-and-lime – refills welcome.” At this point I
decided to abandon the passive approach. I acquired a pint of bitter and
looked about the room, thinking that perhaps I could just start a conversation
with someone and ask where to find Eric and the others. This wouldn’t be
easy – I am not naturally gregarious – but I have learned how to impersonate
an extrovert well enough to get by in American society. I looked around and
found myself standing next to a small man with a gray mustache. He was
alone and looked terribly bored. He’d probably be glad to have someone to
talk with, I thought, and ventured a friendly “Hello”.
He looked around sharply at me. Then he looked down at the convention
badge pinned to my jacket. He stared at it. I looked down too, wondering
what he was staring at. For the first time I noticed that there was a tiny space
left for filling in your name. My eyes met those of the little man again and he
gave me a pitying smile which seemed to say: The badge is right. You are
nobody. Then he turned away.
I tried to tell myself that he was just a rude old fart, but actually I was
shattered. I went out into the sunshine, sat down on a bench, took out a pen,
and wrote TOM PERRY on the badge as clearly as the minuscule space
allowed. Then I sat looking at it. It was a futile gesture: Not only was the
name impossible to read for anyone of normal height and eyesight – but
could I really expect anyone to remember my name after all this time? It
seemed unlikely. Perhaps I could practice saying very quickly: “I put out a
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fanzine about ten years ago – perhaps you’ve heard of it – its name was
Quark.” For the first time I appreciated the fact that that other guy had used
the title too. If they didn’t remember my fanzine maybe they’d remember his
and take me for him. At least it improved the odds a little.
I decided to give it another try before letting one rude clod, get me
depressed – the downed pilot taking another plane up before he loses his
nerve. I looked about for another subject. Young people I discarded out of
hand – there was no chance they would have read Quark; besides, the girls
might think I was making a pass, and in this modern age the boys might, too.
I spotted a middle-aged man on the sidewalk in front of a building called the
Tower. He was fat and bald (not to say -ing), and was all by himself. He
looked bored. As a matter of fact he didn’t look like a very promising
conversationalist, but I was getting desperate for someone to talk to, and at
least it didn’t seem very likely he’d reject me – or anyone. So I walked up to
him.
Before I could speak, three other men of similar age converged on the
fat one. They broke into animated conversation, ignoring me. Well, not quite
ignoring me – each of them kept glancing at me from the corner of his eye. I
stood there waiting expectantly, thinking that they would turn and speak to
me as soon as they had this apparently urgent business of theirs settled.
Suddenly the four men moved off, each in a different direction, as smoothly
as close-formation fliers in an air parade. One second they were there, the
next I was alone on the sidewalk in the square in front of the Tower. I
blinked. Had there, really been four men here just an instant ago? From
across the square someone snickered. He had apparently witnessed the whole
thing. At least I had confirmation that it really had happened.
I walked slowly back to my room, ignoring everyone. I wasn’t about to
take another plane up only to get shot down again. I had to give this some
thought. I lay down with an sf book I had bought in the huckster room and,
after letting my emotions cool off a bit, turned my fine fannish mind to
analyzing this problem.
It occurred to me that perhaps here in Manchester I was meeting British
people for the first time, after living in their country for six months. Perhaps
they really were more formal than I’d ever realized. My encounters up to that
time had been either with trades people or with Britons working for an
American company, many of whom had lived for a year or more in the U.S.
Even then there had been hints of a different style of manners outside the
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company; one secretary had told me that she had had to address her boss on
her previous job as Mister So-and-so, even after having worked closely with
him over several years.
I had spent two weeks in Germany and had learned to shake hands
solemnly with my co-workers each morning. I had spent two months in Paris
and learned an even more elaborate ritual. If I could respect such foreign
modes of behavior, then certainly I could also learn to get along with Britons
on their own terms?
It was also possible that this was a fannish mode of behavior. I had read
in various con reports of the problems of shedding neofans. My own feeling
was that this total ignoring of another person was far more rude than just
saying “Piss off, mate!” to someone who had actually turned out to be a pest
– but perhaps the second course of action was more difficult for many people.
Ignoring everyone you don’t already know is an impersonal act, and in a
sense more passive, than rejecting someone after you’ve allowed contact to
occur.
Perhaps it was a British custom, or perhaps a fannish one, or perhaps
some of each – but obviously you couldn’t simply walk up to people and
introduce yourself and expect a friendly reception. There had to be an
introduction of some kind. Not necessarily a formal introduction – my
correspondence with Eric Bentcliffe, followed by phone calls, culminating in
an invitation to visit, had apparently been an acceptable way of getting
acquainted. Clearly I had been foolish not to make damned sure I arrived at
Eric’s in time – then I could have driven him from Holmes Chapel to
Manchester and been introduced to others by him. But I had been too casual
about the whole thing, even to starting on a 300-mile trip with no maps; now
I was paying for that casualness. Obviously I needed to find Eric or the whole
trip would turn out to be a waste. A glance at the program showed he was
going to be chairing the official opening of the convention at 8:15 in the bar.
I would just have to wait till then. Meantime I would stop trying to introduce
myself – it was accomplishing nothing except bruising my ego and alienating
people.
Having reached this conclusion I felt much better. In terms of
Transactional Analysis, I had interrupted an ancient dialog between my
Parent and my Child: “Tommy, go out and play with your little friends.” /
“They’re not my friends! They keep beating me up. I don’t like them.” / “Oh,
don’t be so sensitive. Go on out now, that’s a good boy.” Instead of
135

continuing to play this fruitless game, I had invoked my Adult and come up
with a rational solution. I felt pretty good about it all. So good in fact that I
was ready to venture out of my room again. I would stop trying to make
contact – I would just sit and enjoy the programme. As it turned out I picked
a good time. In the con hall Ramsey Campbell was speaking on horror films.
At the start it sounded dreadfully like a sercon analysis, but fortunately it
degenerated into a series of beautiful quips, such as: “In the film Sodom and
Gomorrah we learn that God is English when he takes the hero into the desert
and says, ‘Now it’s all up to you lot.’” And: “In The Fly, the fly has the
man’s head and can talk. The man has the fly’s head, and he can talk. Now,
who got the fly’s brain? – Probably the script writer.”
It was during this speech that I looked around and saw Willis entering
the auditorium. At last I had recognized someone. It seemed ironic that I had
just promised myself not to walk up and introduce myself to anyone. Well, I
would stick to it. Certainly that was one contact that I wanted to make
correctly.
I turned my attention back to Campbell.
But not for long. Someone walked up the aisle and sat down noisily
about four rows behind me. Chairs were scraped around. Once settled down,
the newcomer began to interrupt the speaker with shouts of “Haw!” and
“Rubbish!”
Campbell politely pretended not to notice, but I turned around to glare.
And wound up staring. It was the man I’d recognized as Willis. I felt like a
pilot who’d been shot down three times in quick succession.
He wore a look of smug arrogance. In one hand was a pint of ale and in
the other a cigarette. His feet were propped up on the chair he’d dragged so
noisily into place. Obviously this was not the Willis I knew. Over the years,
through his fan-writing and correspondence, I had gained a clear picture of a
gentle, thoughtful, sensitive man, one who combined intellect and warmth,
deft wit and compassion. This attitude permeated all his work in a most
convincing manner.
I had grown used to discovering that fans I met face to face were
different from the personalities that radiated from the pages of their letters
and fanzines. Biographies of writers suggest that those who are skilled with
words often use them to distort their own images – indeed this seems to be
one of the most common motives for writing; I know I’ve done it myself. But
this was worse than distortion. Obviously the Willis that I knew from his
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column and such works as The Harp Stateside was a complete fabrication, as
calculated and phony as the generous, friendly, folksy images that are created
by ad agencies for ruthless greedy politicians. Those who might be tempted
to expose him were deterred by the devastating wit he could unleash when
necessary. I could think offhand of a couple of fans who had attacked Willis.
They had been ostracized by other fans, including me. But apparently there
had been some basis for their attacks. Certainly the man heckling Ramsey
Campbell could not write truthfully, “I have never been able to think of
anything so important that I had to shout it.” Willis had written those words
in admonishing a loud and obnoxious American fan, years ago, and I had
reminded myself of them many times when I felt the urge to raise my voice
unnecessarily. Sometimes it had helped. I doubted that it would after this.
The Campbell talk ended and the room emptied. It was supper time but I
didn’t feel like eating. Back I went to my room in Tree Court. I was hot and
tired and my emotions were once again getting the better of me.
There were two possibilities, I reflected. One was that Willis was a fake
and always had been. The other was that he had changed over the year – that
his success in fandom had gone to his head and changed him into the hideous
gibbering unspeakable thing I had seen in the con hall. Perhaps he had even
realized this even if only subconsciously – and this change had caused his
gafiation in the mid-sixties. There is no way to discipline fans, no way to
keep them from laughing raucously at what they consider funny; this is why
no one has ever been able to impose a military dictatorship upon fandom.
Once you get a swelled head, it will tip you over and drag you down.
Fandom is the one place where hat size is directly related to capsize.
Probably then Willis had once been something close to the Willis I
thought I knew through his writing. Perhaps 20 years of fannish success, or
his automobile accident, or the publication of his book, or the troubled
situation in Northern Ireland, had changed him. Whatever it was, it had
happened. The man I had come here to meet no longer existed.
By this time I was in a real funk. I can’t remember having felt so bad
since 1961 when my best friend put a shotgun in his mouth and blew his head
open. If this seems like an extreme emotional reaction to a few minutes of
noisy behavior, I guess it is – but it happened. Looking back I can only
surmise that the stresses of my recent life contributed to my reaction. For six
months I had been living in a foreign country and traveling in several other
foreign countries, with the attendant subtle emotional stresses that that
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entails, and for the past week or so I had been living in an isolated state –
work had taken me to Denmark the previous Monday and Tuesday, and when
I returned Wednesday my family had driven off to explore England with my
visiting in-laws, and I had spent Wednesday and Thursday nights in an empty
house. The events of the last few hours hadn’t helped, either.
But in a sense the malaise I felt was largely my own fault. All my life I
had been too ready to venerate mortal men, only to reverse my feelings
sharply when each one in turn revealed human flaws. Possibly this constant
seeking for the perfect father figure had something to do with the fact that my
father was flying missions over Germany when I was growing up. Or perhaps
it was a characteristic of my generation, as indicated by the wide popularity
of Superman and Batman comic books when we were young.
Whatever had given rise to it, though, I was now an adult – and a father,
too, come to think of it. Certainly I ought to realize as well as anyone the
limitations df fathers and their surrogates. We were human beings, that’s all.
Slowly, over the course of an hour or so, an attitude that I had held for a
lifetime began to change, and as it did my depression began to lift. At the end
of that time I realized what folly it was to castigate Willis for a few minutes
of boorish behavior of which I might easily have been guilty myself. I pulled
myself together and decided that from then on I would use ideals as a goal for
my own behavior; rather than trying to measure others by them. And I would
try to guard against this tendency of mine to enter into blind hero-worship.
There are no heroes – only people.
Sobered by all this reflection, I washed up and headed back to the bar,
where Eric Bentcliffe would soon be opening the con. On arriving at the bar I
discovered that the Official Opening had been moved upstairs to the con hall.
I went on up and found a spot in the crowded room where I could lean
against a wall.
Eric and Pete Presford were introducing famous fans and pros, who
would then rise briefly while everyone went clap clap clap. Many of the
names I didn’t recognize, but I clapped anyway. Suddenly I realized I was
applauding the man I had recognized as Willis. I hadn’t caught his name, but
it definitely hadn’t been Walt Willis.
I had now been nursing my misconception for over two hours, and I
found, it difficult to shed it all at once. If that man wasn’t Willis, who was?
James White was introduced and stood up. Bob Shaw was introduced
and proved to be down in the bar. Avoiding this situation was the reason the
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Official Opening had been planned for the bar in the fit place. Unfortunately
so many people had shown up to see Shaw actually present as his
introduction that it had had to be moved, and he had not moved with it. “And
now,” said Eric, “I’d like to introduce a man whom many of you will
recognize when I say that his father was a printer and he merely reverted to
type –”
I recognized the famous pun. It dates from the days of the printed
fanzine Slant, and had been made famous by Rog Phillips, who had repeated
it in one review after another in his fanzine review column (yes, that’s how
long ago it was – back when the prozines had fanzine review columns) until
the pun’s author had written another column about that repetition.
Everyone in the hall was applauding now, so that Eric had to raise his
voice to finish: “... Let me introduce WALT WILLIS! Walt, where are you?
Ah, there he is in the back of the hall.” All eyes turned to focus on a man in a
bright red cardigan sweater who was not ten feet from me, perched easily on
a deep windowsill in the corner. The man, stood up, waved and nodded to the
crowd, then retired back to his nook. Eric went on to introduce others.
I stood there trying to think clearly. Here I was standing ten feet from
Willis. I had decided earlier not to try introducing myself to people – but
certainly this was a different situation? I had corresponded with Willis,
contributed to Hyphen, sent him a bootleg copy of Fanny Hill, written to the
United States government about his missing luggage, published “The Harp
That Once or Twice” in Quark.
Furthermore, he had been to the U.S. twice and had liked it. He knew
that the easy, open manners of Americans – which undoubtedly struck many
Britons as brash and pushy – were just our own way of showing friendliness.
Could it possibly be wrong just to walk those ten feet and say hello?
Wasn’t it almost ridiculous not to?
The most compact and powerful computer known to man ingested all
this raw data and massaged it thoroughly before producing, once again, the
wrong answer. I pulled myself together and walked over to Walt.
“Excuse me, I wonder if I might introduce myself,” I said carefully,
being a little more formal than is usual with Americans. “My name is Tom
Perry.” Willis blinked. He shook my hand and said absently, “Pleased to meet
you. ... Oh, excuse me,” he added, and moved over to where James White
was sitting. White had just motioned him over, saying, “Here’s a seat for you,
Walt.” Obviously the seat had been there all along and White was providing
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the getaway route in the unlikely event that someone would commit the
incredible gaffe of forcing himself on Willis.
I sat down in the windowsill from which I had just chased Willis. It was
easy to think, “Maybe he just didn’t recognize my name,” but that thought
was inevitably followed by another: “Maybe he did.” I started planning to
leave the convention early the following morning – obviously it was too late
to drive back to Southampton that night. My gaze traveled back to the front
of the auditorium, where Eric Bentcliffe was still introducing people just as if
nothing had happened. “And finally,” I heard him say, “I’d like to introduce a
fan I haven’t met myself – but whom I was supposed to meet this afternoon.
Is Tom Perry in the room?” There were puzzled glances and shouts of
“Who?” I moved forward out of the shadow and waved to catch Eric’s
attention, while trying to imitate the hearty grin of the American extrovert.
“Ah, there you are, Tom. In the back of the room is a fan of many years
standing –”
The fan of many years standing was suddenly invited to sit. I found
myself seated next to Pete Weston and directly behind James White and Walt
Willis. Willis scrunched himself around backwards to talk to me. “I thought
you said your name was Derry. I was trying to figure out how some bloody
Englishman could have the nerve to call himself Derry ...” James White
turned around to whisper, “Why do the English speak English with that
horrible English accent?” – always my favorite of his many deathless quips.
Pete Weston was reciting from his bottomless memory all the street addresses
in America to which he had sent me copies of Speculation over the years of
my gafiation. He had pursued me relentlessly across the continent; at times I
thought he must have hired a private detective agency And I was sitting there
trying to get my vocal cords back into operation. After six hours at the
Mancon, people were speaking to me.
A few minutes later I found myself seated in a corner of the bar,
between Weston and Willis. As we settled into place I took a moment to
study Walt’s features. He has a rugged face with lines around the mouth and
eyes that testify to his sense of humor – he can express the equivalent of a
belly-laugh by crinkling the corner of an eye. I didn’t notice the multiple
earlobes found in the ATom cartoons, but I did notice another feature I’m
surprised has never been caricatured: the eyebrows, which extend out beyond
the sides of his head like a guardsman’s mustache. We three former faneds
inevitably began to speak of how our fanzines had come to an end.
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Speculation had lived to a ripe old age, not petering out until well into its
thirties, while Hyphen’s last issue was number 36. “Did you remember that
you were a Hyphen columnist, Tom?” said Walt with a twinkle in his eye.
“‘Perry and the Tirades’ appeared from issue 36 onwards.” The discussion
turned to Walt’s long gafiation. Inevitably it has to do with the “troubles” in
Northern Ireland. Willis is active in the Alliance Party, a group of Protestants
and Catholics seeking peace in Northern Ireland. “I’m doing all the same
things I did in fandom – writing, publishing, making speeches, trying to
persuade people – and I just can’t stop. In this kind of work you always have
this feeling that if you can do just a little bit more, it might make a crucial
difference. That’s why I haven’t had time for fandom recently.”
“I’ve read your book on Ireland,” I said.
“It’s a little outdated now,” said Willis.
“Yes,” I said, remembering the note of hope in the final chapter. “Do
you still think Ireland will be reunited?”
He sucked thoughtfully on his pipe, as if he knew the answer but didn’t
like to say it. “No,” he said at last. “No. Too much has happened. I think that
eventually there will be a sort of repatriation, or an adjustment of borders.”
Ireland’s troubles interested me (one of my grandmothers was a
Cassidy), and Walt seemed willing to talk about them, so we got deeper into
the subject. It wasn’t until Ethel Lindsay came up to talk to Walt that I
noticed Pete was no longer taking part in the conversation. I turned to him.
“Tom, you just have no idea how sick we English are of Ireland. It’s been
going on for years and it just never stops. And what’s it all about? It’s a
goddam religious war, for Christ’s sake. You know what we English say?
That thank god it’s the Irish who are planting these bombs in our country –
otherwise they’d do twice as much damage. As it is the damn fools usually
manage to blow themselves up or plant a dud. Did you read what happened a
couple of weeks ago in Birmingham? Five Irishmen planted these bombs,
see, and they caught them because they all took the same boat train, all gave
false names to anyone who would listen, pretended to be traveling separately
when they were quite obviously together, and so on. Hell, they probably had
gunpowder under their fingernails! Anyone else would have laid low for a
couple of weeks and got clean away.” He shifted in his chair, warming to his
subject. “I tell you, Tom, a couple of years ago, England went through a
bloody awful winter – no oil because the Arabs were embargoing it, no coal
because our coal miners were on strike, the whole country was on a three-day
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week, and even the weather was horrible. All this time I was taking the Times
and the Telegraph, two papers that really give the full story, and I was
spending upwards of two hours a day reading all this bloody awful stuff. And
then one day I just said screw it, and stopped buying them. What a great
feeling! Saved myself a pound a week and had more to drink and more time
to drink it in.” Pete gave a happy smile at the memory and took a long pull at
his pint of bitter. But his mood changed again and he began to catalog
Britain’s woes. This is something every intelligent Englishman seems to do
and in a sense it actually testifies to the country’s basic health. What other
country constantly undergoes so much self-criticism?
After finishing this gloomy recital he cheered up a bit. “But you know?
– England is just going through a stage that all the other countries will come
to someday. The British Empire used to span the globe, Tom. We conquered
the world. We were first.”
“Now wait a minute,” I said, “what about Greece and Rome?”
“Let me modify that,” said Pete. “We were the first to conquer the world
when it was round.” Pete also gave me my first inkling of the controversy
over the consite by apologizing to me, on behalf of English fandom, over the
discomfort of our surroundings. I murmured something about they didn’t
seem so bad to me, and he looked at me sharply, as if trying to decide
whether this was a fannish put-on or was I possibly demented. Apparently he
settled on the put-on, for he chuckled and continued explaining the situation
that had put the Eastercon in such shabby quarters: “The same group wanted
to put the con here last year, and a group of us got together a counterbid
solely to keep them from doing it. But they wouldn’t give up the idea, so this
year here we are.” It began to dawn on me that the other Easter conventions
had been held in comfortable modern hotels, and that this one was an
anomaly not only to myself but to the British fans here as well. Peter enlarged
on his theme, branching out to the general lack of organization: “Take the
TAFF panel this afternoon. The committee told all the participants it was
going to be Sunday afternoon. Or take the lack of a fancy dress period –”
“They’ve got one scheduled now,” I interrupted, pointing to the latest
revision of the programme which had been posted on a blackboard near the
door.
“Sure they do, now,” he said. “But originally they didn’t. I said to them,
‘You didn’t say you weren’t going to have fancy dress,’ and they said, ‘Well,
we didn’t say we were going to have one, did we?’ And I replied, ‘That’s not
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the point – you didn’t say you weren’t.’ Hell, Tom, for 27 years these
conventions have had a fancy dress period. A lot of people put a lot of time
and work into costumes every year. No one told them not to this year. So the
committee said, ‘Uh, do you think maybe it would be better to have one?’ I
told them, ‘You’re going to be fucking well LYNCHED if you don’t!’ And
so now they’ve got it scheduled.”
Traces of the consite controversy could be found even in the Mancon 5
programme book. The Chairman’s Address by Peter Presford hailed the
campus Convention as an experiment and somehow associated it with greater
numbers of fans and pros coming to the Easter conventions. He contended
that a hotel convention kept many fans from attending. “Staying at the
Convention Hotel to some is a mere dent in their monthly salary, to others it
is six months of hard saving. And if they are like me it means staying outside
the Hotel in a local B and B with their family. ... The University Campus
Convention allows everyone a far greater choice. It means basically that no
one cannot afford to stay where the action is. For those that require that little
extra comfort ... fair enough, they can spend as much as they wish. They are
not limited by the Convention Hotel. ... Do you know there are folks who
stay outside the Hotel so they can spend an extra £15 to £20 on books.” By
“B and B” he means “bed and breakfast”, a form of accommodation to be
found throughout England in private homes; I imagine an American
equivalent might be a boarding house, or renting a spare room from a hardpressed family. In a B&B you would have a small, sparsely furnished room,
no private bath, no telephone, and a long trip to the convention hall. It can’t
be entirely a coincidence that these were exactly the conditions that prevailed
on the campus at Owens Park. The Manchester group had in effect turned the
con into one enormous B&B.
One thing that hurt the con was the absence of telephones. Modern
human beings can endure all sorts of privations without harm – after all, a
hard bed is still a bed, poor food is still food – but severing links of
communication truly diminishes human potential. We had all of us traveled
to this town in northwest England simply to communicate with one another,
and now one vital instrument of communication was missing – the common,
taken-for-granted-everywhere telephone. By Saturday afternoon fans were
leaving messages for each other scribbled at the bottom of the blackboard by
the entrance to the lounge below the con hail; above these messages could be
found the latest version of the official programme.
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You could also argue the statement that the campus convention meant
“that no one cannot afford to stay where the action is.” If you define “the
action” simply, as the official programme, okay. But for most of us our
fannish friends and acquaintances count as part of the action, too – not to
mention the professional authors and editors. London’s Ratfans stayed at a
hotel nearby rather than in the convention dormitories, as they had announced
they would months before. Some of the pros stayed there too.
The result of scattering congoers is that no one at all can stay “where the
action is” – because it isn’t in any one place; it’s been dispersed instead of
being concentrated at one point. And that concentration was the whole point
of the convention in the first place. Weston introduced me to Peter Roberts,
the Fan GoH, who wore long blond hair and an incredibly wrinkled orange
outfit. Roberts is the quintessence of modern British fandom – young (around
25), quip witted, a follower of such quixotic causes as Cornish nationalism,
vegetarianism, science fiction, and fandom. He is also a linguist and has
recently turned pro by translating science fiction stories from German and
Polish.
His renowned rapier wit was in evidence when I asked him about
OMPA – was there a waiting list? “Yes,” he responded, with a malicious
gleam in his eye, “there’s a waiting list to get out.” Roberts works for the
British Museum. “Did you know the British Museum collects fanzines? In
fact you have to send them two copies of every ish. I got a notice from them
saying they were missing the following numbers: 3 7, 13, etc. And down at
the bottom it says PTO, and on the other side is a list of the fines for failure to
comply: £25 first offense, and so on.”
Of the two appreciations of Peter in the Mancon programme book, one
focuses on the legend that he is immobile. This legend would have it that a
popular sport among British fans is to gather together to watch him not move.
To quote Ian Williams quoting Rob Holdstock: “‘At one point he rose to his
feet and the room fell silent, all eyes turned upon him. He stared at the floor
for a moment and put one foot in front of the other, held the stance for a few
seconds, then quickly reversed the position of his feet. The room was tense
with expectation, but he shook his head and sat down again. It was a most
disconcerting moment.’” I can now report definitely that Roberts does move.
I was well along by that time, having consumed several pints of bitter after
skipping supper and thus getting more use out of the alcohol than usual, but
clearly remember (sort of) Roberts leading a party of fans to a room, thus
144

creating a room party. Whose room it was I never established, nor can I recall
the 20-some inhabitants by name, but I know Roy Tackett was there. I know
because my notes include the following conversation:
Tackett: “Say, Tom, you remember the furious battles between the duper
fans and the mimeo cranks?”
Me: “Yes, but the duper Fans lost. Their pages are all blank now.
There’s one for sale in the huckster room – all blank pages.”
Roberts: “Oh yes, that Olon F. Wiggins fanzine. Twenty pages of paper,
stapled together. Cost you a quid to buy it.”
Some time the next morning – I managed to get up about 7 o’clock
despite not going to bed until 4:30 and without the use of an alarm clock or a
wake-up call (there was no phone, remember); these British sunrises are
relentless – sometime Saturday morning I asked Roberts to describe the game
of Fannish Football that had been played between the London Rats and the
Gannet Flyers on Friday afternoon, Bob Shaw refereeing (FLYERS SHIT
ON RATS, 1-0). Roberts and Harry Bell, the team captains, were nursing
their aching muscles in the bar as a result of this unaccustomed exercise. The
word football in Europe usually denotes soccer, but this game had apparently
been a modification on rugby football. This is sort of like American football
without pads. And hence, I suppose, with tears. I tossed off a remark to the
effect that it must be a very mild game compared with the American version.
For some reason this remark inspired, Roberts to go into a delightful comic
pastiche of the American game. “I think American football developed from
the game as it’s played at Eton, where the pitch is 220 yards long and ten
wide,” he said. “In America they put on these padded pants, and shoulder
pads, and arm pads, and rib pads, and finger pads, and spiked shoes, and top
it all off with a big helmet with a face guard, so that by now you really can’t
tell who’s inside, if anybody is at all.” He had donned these imaginary
garments as he went along, and seemed to be hiding inside an American
football uniform, though in fact he was still wearing the same wrinkled
orange outfit (he had changed the shirt, you could tell by close inspection and
asking him). “Then they sort of bounce about off each other, recoiling off the
pads you know –” Hilarious bit of business, but if he wins TAFF next year
he’ll have to be deterred from performing it in an American bar. It could be
fatal.
Later Saturday, Peter introduced me to Greg Pickersgill, who was sitting
in the midst of a circle of Ratfans. He reminded me a little of a Hell’s Angel I
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used to know – an impression that was confirmed that afternoon at a faneds
panel when he spoke with bloodthirsty relish of “burying Harry Warner in the
wahfs.”
But perhaps it was only his mood. “I don’t like being in a waiting
room,” he snarled. A waiting room? I looked around. Sure thing – the room,
supposedly the lounge of a bar, was an exact copy of a thousand Greyhound
and Trailways bus depots throughout America. Bad lighting, uncomfortable
seats, rickety tables, cheap chairs, full ashtrays.
The Ratfans were holding a competition to see who could be the most
bored. For some reason I couldn’t get interested in this, so I went upstairs
despite Peter Roberts’ taunt: “Only fakefans attend the program, Tom.”
In the con hall the Mastermind competition was under way. Pete Weston
was posing as an expert on Heinlein. He rattled off the answers until
confronted with the question: “What was the unpleasant profession of
Jonathan Hoag?” Then he began an awful waffle. Something about the Sons
of the Bird, the fourth dimension and I don’t know what all. “It’s really
terribly complicated,” finished Pete lamely. The moderator gave him a cold
eye. “Hoag,” he said, “was an art critic.”
But surely the highlight of the competition was Bob Silverberg, who
was enlisted as an expert on Bob Silverberg when the real contestant,
Malcolm Edwards, failed to show up. He breezed through all the questions
with an ease which would probably be impossible for anyone else, given that
Silverberg’s work falls into two periods with strikingly different
characteristics (on the internal evidence, the change was probably influenced
to some extent by LSD). An element of humor entered when he was
challenged with identifying several goyische male names: “I refuse to answer
on grounds it would tend to incriminate me,” he said. They were, of course,
Silverberg pen names. But then came questions on General Knowledge – in
this case, other people’s sf stories. Silverberg disclaimed any knowledge in
this area but the questions came anyway. After turning aside several with
statements like, “Am I supposed to answer these ridiculous questions?” one
came along that as worded so that he could answer it. “Name the dog in ‘A
Boy and His Dog.’” “Rover,” said Silverberg quickly.
The moderator looked nonplussed, but after some urging from the
audience marked it down as correct. “I can see I’ll have to change the
wording of the next question,” he said. “Let’s see. What did the dog call the
boy?”
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“What did the dog call the boy?” said Silverberg.
“Victor.”
“Victor?”
“Correct,” said the moderator, marking down another right answer.
Silverberg never approached this high again, and the Mastermind
competition was won by Ian Williams, the expert on Farmer. A few minutes
later, going down the staircase into the bar area, I saw Silverberg at the
bottom. “I first met you in Harlan Ellison’s apartment in New York in 1955,”
I told him. “My name’s Tom Perry.” I knew he wouldn’t remember, but I
didn’t want him to think we hadn’t been introduced.
He gave me a keen glance “Ah, yes. You’ve changed a lot. Back then
you had a crewcut.” I stood there staring at him until he decided that I wasn’t
going to pick up my cue, and delivered the next line himself, though in a
slightly disappointed tone: “I guess we’ve all changed a lot since then.” I was
still staring at him. Too right you’ve changed, I thought. True, my crewcut
had grown out and I had a small beard – but he looked ready to step on the
stage as Jesus Christ Superstar.
“Christ you’ve got an incredible memory,” I said reverently. “How
come you couldn’t answer any of the general knowledge questions?”
He looked around to make sure no fellow authors were present. “Hell,
haven’t read any of those stories.”
Then he stared into space and flexed his memory again. “I remember
more about your visit now. You came through New York just before Jan
Sadler or she came through just before you did, and said you were coming.”
“That’s right,” I said quickly, and tried to change the subject. But he was
not to be deterred. “No, wait – now I’ve got it. You came through and said
you were Jan Sadler; from Mississippi. It was only later that we found out
you were actually Tom Perry, and Jan Sadler was a girl.” “Oh ghod, you
would remember that,” I said, to the laughter of the little group of fans who
had gathered around us, and murmured something about the fuggheadedness
of youth. I had been 15 that year and like some other fans living in fannish
wastelands I thought that hoaxes were the highest form of fanac. The fannish
population of Nebraska tended to rise and fall with my moods. For quite a
while I sustained an imaginary younger sister, and another of my hoaxes, Jim
Caughran, actually took on a separate fannish existence; last I heard he was a
member of FAPA. It took Dean Grennell to finally cure me of this tendency.
I had submitted an article to Grue which bristled with Laney-like sneers at all
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sorts of fans I considered fuggheads. Grennell sent it back with a tactful note,
saying that he didn’t think Grue’s letter column could sustain the barrage of
comment it would generate, and then added impishly: “There’s one sort of
fugghead you left out of your catalog, which I mention only for reasons of
completeness. That’s the fan who switches sex with every letter like some
sort of hapless hermaphrodite. This trend seems to have been inspired by Lee
Hoffman (who did the same thing unintentionally) and now every neofan, on
hearing about her, declares that whatever he/she was before it’s the other
thing now and isn’t this the most delicious joke ever?” Answer: “(yawn)
No!”
Grennell was wrong in one particular: it wasn’t LeeH who was the
model for my hoaxes, but John Courtois and his imaginary sister Jean and
they lived in Appleton, Wisconsin, only 15 or 20 miles from Grennell’s home
in Fond du Lac. In retrospect it seems quite appropriate that it should be
Dean’s old pal Agberg who reminded me of this forgotten aspect of my early
fanning. In a sense the convention seemed to be forcing me to knit together
the threads of my fannish existence, which I had deliberately torn apart at
intervals – a clear case of sewing what you rip. That afternoon I heard
Silverberg read aloud from Dying Inside, after which I immediately went to
the huckster room and bought a copy of the book. Despite Silverberg’s rather
flat intonation – or maybe because of it – the power of his writing came
through dramatically. It seemed a sorry commentary on the sf publishing
world that the book was originally issued with a bug-eyed monster on the
cover, thus virtually assuring that no one who would read it would like it, and
no one who would have liked it would read it. Silverberg has managed to get
it reissued with a cover that bore some relationship to the contents.
I ran into Willis on the way to dinner and we walked into the dining
room together, only to be motioned to two vacant chairs by Dave Kyle. After
sitting down Willis turned to me and said quietly: “In fandom today you
never know what era your audience is familiar with. For instance, if I had
said, ‘Dave Kyle says we can sit here,’ I wonder how many people would
have noticed.” I had to scan my memory banks for a full minute before this
allusion to the Chicon in 1952 registered with me.
On the other side of Dave Kyle was one of the four men who had
refused to speak to me in front of the Tower Friday. We were introduced over
the length of the table; he turned out to be Keith Freeman. I remembered the
name from a BSFA flyer distributed at the con that had urged me to seek him
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out and give him money for a membership; I wondered idly how this
membership drive could succeed if he wouldn’t speak to people he didn’t
already know. If we had been within speaking distance I might have needled
him a little, but since we were at opposite ends of the table needling was
impossible – it would have had to be a shouting match, or nothing. I settled
on interpreting his faint look of embarrassment on being introduced to me as
an apology of sorts. In all likelihood it was really a symptom of indigestion.
For me Mancon came to an end Saturday night. I had an absolute
unbreakable commitment to return Sunday to see my in-laws, who had then
been in England a full week without my having laid eyes on them. It was
unfortunate that they had chosen the two weeks over Easter for their visit, but
they came by a cheap chartered flight booked months in advance, so it would
probably have been easier to get the Pope to change the date of Easter than to
alter their plans. I finally got to spend a little time – not enough – Saturday
evening with Eric Bentcliffe and his wife Beryl. Together we attended Dr.
Shaw’s learned discourse on the newest developments in rocket propellants. I
lucked out of the room parties early that night, exhausted from having got so
little sleep the previous night, or morning, or whatever the period between
falling asleep and waking at cons is called. (There seems to be material for a
fresh fannish neologism here.) Early Sunday, while everyone else slept, I left
the key to my room where Eric could find it (he would use the room to sleep
over Sunday night at the con), packed and left. As I departed from Tree Court
for the last time, I noticed that its buildings were distinguished by the
hexadecimal digits A, B, C, D, E, and F. These are the equivalents of the
decimal numbers 10 through 15 and are used in computer programming
because base 16 numbers concisely express base 2 numbers. In this sense
then the court was a binary tree, a thought that gave me a smile as I carried
my luggage to the parking lot. It seemed only fitting that this con, which had
put me through so many changes invisible to others, would end with a private
joke.
Mota 19, August 1976, edited by Terry
Hughes
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Manchester 1976 (Mancon 5)
We’ve Gotta Get Out of This
Place by Malcolm Edwards
Thursday Afternoon
Driving up the motorway with Roy Kettle and Chris Atkinson. Cruising
along doing a comfortable 50mph in the inside lane. Suddenly Christine
indicates a familiar yellow Simca racing past in a blur of speed, keeping a
safe 18 inches from the car in front of it. From the front passenger window
Rob Holdstock waves maniacally. In the back we can just make out Greg and
Simone.
Later we stop at a service station for some imitation tea. Just as we are
about to leave in walks Chris Priest, Pauline Jones, and both Charnox.
Proof enough if such were needed; we really must be on our way to a
convention, we thought. And we were right. Well, nearly.

Thursday Evening
A lot of paranoia about. We arrived later than originally intended, and
checked into the hotel close to Owens Park in which most of Ratfandom and
many others were staying (either a betrayal of the con spirit or a minor
gesture towards guaranteed comfort, depending on the degree to which your
fannish idealism outweighs your good sense), and all assembled in the bar;
Charnox, Edwardses, Holdstocks, Greg and Simone, Roy and Chris. Greg
had copies of certain pages of the latest issue of Cynic, which no-one else had
yet received. These were passed around with much muttering, particularly the
section relating to the despicable “award” which Boak had sent Pat Charnock
after the Blackpool “faan” convention. Nobody wanted any aggravation to
spoil the weekend, but we were all keen to know exactly what had been said.
On the brighter side Charnox handed out copies of the Programme Book
they had prepared for the Rats v. Gannets football match. An authenticallyCharnockian piece of idiocy, it purported to give us the incentive of playing
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for the “Vector MacGroon Memorial Trophy”. Grah swears blind that Vector
MacGroon is an actual author’s name from the Scion Books stable that gave
the world Volsted Gridban and Vargo Statten; I remain unconvinced, even in
the face of his expression of blank sincerity (not so very different from blank
insincerity, after all).
Eventually we set off for Owens Park, stopping off at an Indian
Restaurant en route. Inevitably the only other customers were fans. One
group consisted of concom members Presdorf, John Mottershead, and Kevin
Hall. They were eating prior to setting off in a hired car to drive through the
night to London in order to collect the Silverbergs from Heathrow airport
early next morning. If this seemed a strange way of arranging things we kept
our thoughts to ourselves.
More to the immediate point, the three Mancon Concom members, like
all other concom members we saw that evening were wearing “Greg
Pickersgill Fan Club” badges, based on a childishly insulting cartoon that
appeared in Malfunction a couple of years ago. Greg became, understandably,
more than a little pissed off at this, especially since some of the wearers were
people he had had no contact of any kind with before. Later in the evening he
encountered Roy Sharpe in the toilet and demanded that fellow introduce
himself to him since he was wearing a badge with his (Greg’s) name on it.
Sharpe looked baffled (an expression he wore throughout the convention, it
turned out) until he realised who Greg was and slunk away. The badges did
not reappear the next day.
It does make you wonder, though, about the level of intelligence of a
convention committee who adopt something like that as a semi-official
emblem ...
During the Indian meal Graham Charnock regaled Christine and I with
his secret cat fantasies. Not that kind of fantasy. In his fantasy the Charnox’
cat Tiga is no mere moggy but a Notting Hill greengrocer with a wife and
two kids who holidays on the Costa Brava and drinks Watneys Red. Graham
Charnock was once Associate Editor of New Worlds.
We eventually reached Owens Park and first impressions were not
favourable. Entering the main con area we saw registration set up on the
right; to the immediate left was the staircase leading to the con hall. Beyond
the staircase the area to the right opened out into the lounge. There were a lot
of people milling around. I felt immediately, irrationally edgy; I had always
been aware that a campus con would seem spartan and unwelcoming, but it
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was still unsettling to be confronted with the actuality.
We registered, then found a corner of the lounge to peruse the
convention literature. A better produced Programme Book than one might
have expected from the Progress Reports but still sparse compared to those of
the past three years. And the less said about the “Chairmans Address” the
better. No, on second thoughts I take that back. Look, I’ve nothing against
Peter Presford; all my contact with him suggests he is a perfectly amiable,
pleasant fan. But he can’t write. That’s been said before often enough, but
just identifying the malady goes nowhere towards curing it. Punctuation, in
particular, seems a complete mystery to him. Nothing wrong in that, of
course, but surely one of the other concom people could have taken it upon
him/herself to make coherent sense out of Pete’s Address before committing
it to print. After all, without wishing to get too pretentious about it, the
Eastercon Programme Book is the nearest thing British Fandom has to a
collective advertisement for itself. It needn’t be serious, but it shouldn’t be
embarrassing. In Pete’s case he makes matters worse (in my view) by his
consistent, unrelenting use of the fannish device which makes me squirm
more than any other – the silent “h” as in “ghod”, “bheer”, or (Pete’s unique
speciality) “fhan”. If I wasn’t a pacifist I’d say that anyone promoting such a
vile neologism deserved a fhist in the fhace.
Thursday evening the bar, as usual, closed comparatively early. By the
time we had said hello to familiar faces and adopted Joseph Nicholas (who
we enlisted into the Ratfan Dynamo football team since he is young and
looks deceptively athletic) closing time had been called. We realised that all
was not what one normally expects when the barmaid first of all took away
Pat Charnock’s glass before she had finished her drink, and then turned off
the lights in the part of the lounge we were sitting in. Most of us had been
ready for an early night, but after this unsubtle hint that our presence was less
than welcome we sat tight for another hour and a half. The disadvantage was
that we had to listen to some disgustingly incompetent guitar-playing and
singing from an adjacent table. People ought to be searched for musical
instruments before entering conventions, and have them confiscated for the
duration.
Finally we sickened of it all and went back to the hotel. Bed at 1:30. An
average start.

Friday Morning
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Quiet stroll up to Owens Park and assembly in the bar, where we waited for
something to happen. Nothing much did. Waiting for things to happen was
one of the major ways in which we occupied our time.
Peter Roberts, the Fan Guest of Honour, came over and sat with us. As
he approached we tried to give proper respect for his eminence with a round
of applause, which we repeated (when we remembered) throughout the
weekend. It turned out that this was virtually the only recognition Peter
received for occupying the niche of Fan Guest of Honour from anyone,
including the concom, who seemed to require nothing of him other than his
existence. On this occasion he responded with one of his more arcane
anecdotes, concerning Michelangelo’s socks. Did you know that
Michelangelo had a pair of dogskin socks which he wore all the time for
thirteen years? And that eventually they had to be surgically removed
because his own skin had grown into the dogskin? Truly, all knowledge is in
fanzines.
At lunchtime the usual amorphous mass assembled to go restaurant
hunting. Someday I’ll take a stopwatch to a con and work out exactly how
much time is lost waiting to go and eat. Someone always goes missing from
the group by the time you can get outside; by the time they’ve been fetched
someone else has gone into the toilet, someone else has been trapped in a
corner by Brian Hampton, and the rest have taken advantage of the stalling to
start arguing about which direction to go in. On this occasion Graham
Charnock and I tired of the prevarication and strode off in the opposite
direction from the one in which we knew there would be plenty of
restaurants. Eventually the others began to straggle after us, falling steadily
behind as they stopped every hundred yards for a conference. Our resolve
began to weaken after we’d walked for five minutes with no sign of any
shops, let alone restaurants; we considered trying to cross the road and sneak
back past the oncoming group (who would undoubtedly blame us if we failed
to find something). But we persevered and eventually found a very
reasonable greasy caff. When we went in we found several of our group
already there; as soon as they’d realised they’d have to walk more than two
hundred yards they’d dashed back to Owens Park and jumped in a car.
On the way back we had a fine view of the forbidding bulk of Owens
Park towering above the surrounding buildings. It looked remarkably like a
modern prison – “The first maximum-security convention hotel,” said Greg.
Back at the con, events were in disarray. Owing to the concom’s failure
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to inform people of when they were scheduled to appear (presumably the
fault of programme-organiser Chuck Partington) the participants in the con’s
first “live” event (a fannish panel) were not to be found. It was postponed.
Great start. Something else was rearranged (I suppose) in its place, but I
didn’t really notice what it was as I was preoccupied listening to Peter
Weston telling Graham Charnock all about masturbation. “You can do
wonderful things with a vacuum cleaner,” said the Chairman of the British
Worldcon Bid.
Later on Peter introduced me to Robert Silverberg, who had arrived
around lunchtime looking tired and bemused. I spoke to him for a few
minutes, finding him pleasant and entirely without affectation, but apparently
unshakeable in his determination never to write again. I also met Michael
Coney, with whom I’d corresponded in Vector days; he too was amiable and
likeable. Who could fail to feel sorry for them, having come all the way from
the West Coast of America to Owens Park? Silverberg, though his expression
was often one of sad resignation, conducted himself admirably throughout the
con. I wished I had had more opportunity to talk to him.
Soon it was time for the Football Match, which we had arranged as a
rival attraction to the Delta Films. Bob Shaw had been persuaded to act as
referee, despite protestations that he knew nothing of the rules of football.
“Doesn’t matter,” we assured him, “neither do we”. We made it clear that the
main rule was that if any Gannet got within shooting distance of the Ratfan
goal he was offside. Bob nodded thoughtfully and went for another pint.
As we headed for the nearby park it became apparent that what had been
planned as a minor time-passer mainly for the enjoyment of the actual players
had – in the absence of anything else – turned into the major fannish event of
the day. Virtually all the fannish fans seemed to come along to watch. The
possibility of Ratfan humiliation loomed larger than ever (we were worried
by the immense size and weight advantage the Gannets had over us). A pitch
of reasonable size for unfit people (about 50 yards) was marked out and the
teams posed for pre-match photos. There were eight each side; Pickersgill,
Kettle, Maule, Roberts, Edwards, Nicholas, Holdstock and Charnock for
Ratfan Dynamo, and Rob Jackson, Ian Williams, Ritchie Smith, Kev
Williams, Harry Bell, Alan Isaacson, Brian Rouse, and Dave Cockfield for
the Gannet Flyers.
Well, it was a walkover. On this small pitch the nippy Dynamo ran rings
around the hulking, brutish Gannets and in no time had a 4-0 lead, with goals
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by Edwards (2), Kettle, and Charnock. The ball had hardly entered the Ratfan
half and catlike goalkeeper Holdstock had not even touched it. Peter Roberts
flew down the left wing, his purple knee-length boots twinkling around
baffled Northern defenders; Roy Kettle astonished everyone with his ball
control, and the few Gannet excursions upfield were quickly stopped by
rhinoceros-like charges by Pickersgill in the centre of our defence.
What could stop us? The police could. Suddenly we were called to a halt
by a stern officer. “You students are all the same!” he said, “You know
you’re not allowed to play here but every week we have to come and throw
you off. Get off.” Eventually we convinced him we were innocent
conventioneers, whereupon he became quite friendly and directed us to
another part of the park where we could play. We wandered over to find a
full-size pitch. We decided to use the whole pitch, and the Ratfan Dynamo
team generously and over-confidently agreed to start again from no-score.
Those were two big mistakes.
On the full pitch stamina cancelled out agility. Most of the players on
either side were incapable of running from one end of the pitch to the other,
so attacks tended to peter out as exhausted forwards gave the ball away near
goal. The defences dominated with only Kev Williams for the Flyers and
Kettle for the Dynamo posing real threats, though once again most of the play
took place in the Gannets’ half. On one foolish occasion I was helping out in
defence and went for a loose ball which one of the Gannets was homing on
to. I saw, out of the corner of my eye, that Greg was also going to the ball,
but I reckoned I was a good half-stride ahead of him so I kept going and
cleared upfield. The next thing I knew there was an impact like being struck
by an express train and I was flying through the air in one direction, my
glasses in the other. When I recovered sufficiently to get up, find my glasses,
and straighten the frames, I saw Greg. “Why didn’t you get out of the way?”
he demanded. Much the same thing happened to Alan Isaacson later when he
decided to go through Greg’s oncoming defensive tackle rather than around
it. He didn’t get up for two minutes.
Final score was a two-all draw, a fair result for a big pitch (though it was
really a 6-2 win for the Dynamo, of course). We walked back with Bryn
Fortey and Mike Collins. “You were pathetic,” said Bryn. “Mike and I could
have beaten the lot of you, no trouble.” We might take him up on that, except
that I have a suspicion he could be right. The game was a great success,
though, and facilities willing could become a convention regular.
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As usual we ended up in the bar where the table football machine was a
main attraction. Roy and I played Greg and Peter Roberts, who was still
recovering from being introduced to Walt Willis, who was attending his first
con for many years. “Peter who?” said the legendary Irish BNF. Peter was
playing forward for his team and also feeding in the balls. Roy and I soon
took a three-goal lead. Peter then fed in the next ball with infinite care,
squeezing it out to the feet of his forward line. A twirl of the handle and the
ball shot straight into our goal like a rocket. “That was all right, wasn’t it?”
said Peter. Assured it was perfectly legal a smile of immense cunning spread
slowly across his face. He crouched intently over the table and delicately fed
the ball in again. Again it slipped right to the feet of his forwards. He spun
the handle ... and watched in horror as the ball shot past Greg’s unprepared
defence into his own goal. He had spun the handle the wrong way. With a
groan he sank to the ground as Greg raised his eyes despairingly to heaven.
Not long after that Rob Holdstock spotted Bryn Fortey apparently sitting
by himself. He bounded over. “Where’s Lisa?” he asked. “Not in bed with
that 70-year-old cripple?” Before Bryn could answer Harry Turner leaned
forward from the seat next to him, where Bryn’s bulk had shielded him from
Rob’s view, and looked enquiringly up at Holdstock.
The evening proceeded. I was introduced to the shambling figure of D.
West, of whom it will be said. Peter Weston leaped to his feet. “Things are
getting desperate,” he said, “I must find Anne Webb.”
Ian Maule volunteered to have a room party, and Christine and I went
part way with him until we discovered that most of the people he’d invited
were from the Kitten group. Brian Hampton was with us, and Christine
harangued him for about five minutes about what dull people fans like the
Kitten group were – dull, balding, and overweight. Eventually Brian went
away. Can’t think why. We returned to the bar.
There we clustered around the electronic tennis machine. Seeing me
easily defeated by Simone Walsh, Rog Peyton took his chance and
challenged me. He fed in his 10p and the machine delivered eleven
consecutive serves along the top edge of the screen just out of reach of his
bat. Determined not to be deprived of an easy win Rog switched sides and
challenged an unwary passer-by. He confidently slipped in another 10p ... and
the machine delivered eleven consecutive serves the other way along the top
edge of the screen out of range of his bat. Rog swore and attacked the
machine, maiming it and “accidentally” making it deposit a shower of 10p
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pieces into his outstretched hands.
Rob Holdstock was overheard in conversation; “I put it in the wrong
place and it went all over the floor. Next time I’ll take a running jump at it ...”
The night began to peter out. I went with Greg, Simone, and Rog to an
alleged room party which turned out to be just Alan Isaacson, Brian Rouse,
and one or two other Gannets. We stayed for a while, chatting amiably. I
discovered I was bleeding from a wound on the back of my hand, which I
showed to Simone, seeking womanly sympathy and wondering what might
have caused it. She suggested it might have been a vampire. Observing that
there was only one puncture I said “Oh yes, a vampire with a wooden tooth.”
Strangely, this caused Simone to collapse in hysterical laughter, and she later
went around repeating it to anyone she could find. Funny thing, humour.
Still puzzled by the origin of the wound I turned to Rog Peyton. “It
wasn’t you was it?” I demanded. “I don’t owe you money, do I?”
Rog looked deeply hurt. “You lot all seem to think I’m only interested in
money,” he said, nervously shifting a roll of £5 notes from one pocket to
another.
Then the four of us strolled back to our hotel where we shared a
civilised pot of tea in the lounge, reminding each other constantly that
university campuses didn’t provide that sort of essential late night service.
Then it was 5am and time for bed. I quite enjoyed Friday. The convention
proper didn’t seem to have started, but I expected things would get together
on Saturday. The football match had been a great success. The bar/lounge
area at Owens Park had proven to be hardly conducive to having a good time,
but that might be less important when room parties got going Saturday night.
Overall feeling; cautiously optimistic.

Saturday Morning
One thing I should mention about Friday is that I drank a great deal – at one
stage a half-pint of whiskey and dry ginger as though it were lager – without
really getting drunk. At least, not in the common way. There are two main
forms of drunkenness; the usual loss-of-motor-function followed by hangover
type, and the less common but more disturbing state in which you are not
really conscious of being drunk (so that you swear that you aren’t) but your
perception of reality is disturbingly altered. This state should be familiar to
habitual drinkers of Carlsberg Special. Friday night this state overtook me,
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and as I went to bed late and got up about four hours later it continued
through most of Saturday, even though I drank little that day. I was
convinced I was completely sober, but all day people kept telling me how
oddly I was behaving. In retrospect they may well have been right. Bloody
hell.
The first manifestation of oddness came at breakfast. Christine and I
were up at 9:30, and found a number of people in the restaurant getting
irritated by the inevitable incompetent foreign waiter imported for the holiday
weekend. We saw what they meant when we asked for tea and the waiter
picked up Chris Atkinson’s teapot and asked her if she had finished with it.
Later he made Harry Harrison wait for 20 minutes, then tried to refuse him
breakfast because it was too late. Bloody hell.
What should have been concerning me, though, was that I was supposed
to be appearing on the Mastermind quiz scheduled to start at 10:00. Now, I
like quizzes; I enjoy appearing on them. Even the fact I had foolishly chosen
“The Works of Robert Silverberg” as my special subject didn’t bother me,
despite the high embarrassment potential. Yet that Saturday morning I felt so
unconcerned about the whole thing I ignored people’s suggestions that I get a
move on over to Owens Park. I could say, of course, that 10:00 is far too
early to put such an item on; 10:30 should be absolutely the earliest time to
expect people to perform at a convention. Still, I could and should have gone,
and I didn’t. The only explanation I can find is the peculiar reality-state I was
in. Whatever the reason I owe an apology to the Mancon committee. Bloody
hell.
Even so I might have got there in time but for Kettle. After breakfast he
persuaded Greg and I to wait for him whilst he fetched something from his
room. We waited ... and waited ... and waited ... Eventually he reappeared
and we left the hotel. At that moment Andrew Stephenson drove out of the
car-park, stopped, and shouted that he had room for one passenger. Roy
immediately ran over and jumped in the car, leaving us to curse and mutter as
we trudged to Owens Park. I went straight up to the hall and discovered they
had persuaded Robert Silverberg to take my place and he was just starting off
answering questions on himself. Bloody fool got one wrong. As I watched
the tail end of the quiz I was quite glad I’d missed it, because the whole basis
of a Mastermind-type quiz – the fast flow of questions – was completely
undermined by the funereal slowness of question-master Kevin Hall.
Astonishingly my arch-rival Pete Weston came nowhere, the first result being
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a draw between Mike Meara and Ian Williams. A play-off showed their
ignorance to be indivisible but eventually Williams emerged as the winner.
Bloody hell.
Greg, Roy and I then toured the book room, drooling over items we
couldn’t afford, mostly scorning those we could. Greg and Roy discovered a
large box of cheap magazines brought by Dave Gibson of Fantasy Centre.
I’m not a great magazine collector (at least not of the sixties magazines these
mostly were) but was happy to pick up from Greg’s discards a copy of the
issue of Fantasy Book with “Scanners Live In Vain”. Roy saw it and cursed
Greg for not pointing it out to him. “Thought you’d got a copy,” said Greg
casually, obviously amazed that anyone should be without such a common
item. Bloody hell.
At lunchtime we discovered the Canadian Charcoal Pit. A cheap and
astonishingly efficient takeaway place, it offered really excellent hamburgers,
hot-dogs, and kebabs. It was almost opposite Owens Park, so that your food
was still hot by the time you’d found somewhere to eat it. It seemed strange
taking packages of food into the convention bar to eat; hotels, of course,
usually insist that any food you eat on the premises should be bought from
them. By eating at the Pit it could actually have been cheaper to stay at an
outside hotel and eat takeaway meals rather than have full board in Owens
Park where, according to various reports, the food ranged from merely
adequate to execrable. Bloody hall.
I went to the SF Book Review Panel, which had Don Malcolm, Ian
Watson, and Peter Nicholls discussing various books published in the last
year. This is a panel format which ought to work well, since it is inherently
structured; but though it was successful at Tynecon it didn’t go so well at
Seacon, or at Mancon. Everyone spoke too long on their chosen books, so
there was no discussion as such. And the choice of books was a little
eccentric, notably Don Malcolm talking about a H.G.Wells book. He droned
on interminably, telling the plot of The Space Machine in detail. Ian Watson
said a few words about the book and was horribly patronising as usual. Later,
pontificating on about Catchworld, Watson mentioned that it included
intelligent beings who were actually “artificially-enhanced cretins”. This
drew a chuckle from some sections of the audience (Kettle and me anyway),
and a little smile from Peter Nicholls, particularly since Watson had just
given a singularly cretinous commentary on The Forever War ... Bloody hell.
Afterwards Rob Jackson came up to me in the bar. The previous evening
159

he’d given Walt Willis copies of Maya. When he saw the Great Man again on
Saturday Willis’ first comment was “That fellow Edwards writes excellent
fanzine reviews.” That comment made my day, as well as making my
company quite unbearable for several hours afterwards, especially to other
well-known fanzine reviewers. Take that Linwood. Bloody hell.
An actual fannish item had been arranged in a distant corner of the
campus, which we searched for and eventually found quite near the Fandom
Room, which was almost open. We had all hoped that the egregious Boak,
who had by then arrived at the convention, would come along to give us all
the benefit of his wisdom and integrity, but no, though he was spotted in the
corridor outside it seemed his enthusiasm for fannish items at conventions
didn’t extend to actually attending them. The discussion itself was rather
desultory; in the absence of an “official” chairman Fan Guest of Honour Peter
Roberts took proceedings into his somewhat limp grasp and tried to elicit
opinions and comment on several different topics. He’d pretty much
exhausted himself to no avail when Peter Presford came to actually take
charge of the proceedings. Nothing much was said or opined, though TAFFwinner Roy Tackett’s remarks confirmed my suspicions that fannish
fanzines, currently alive and well over here, are an endangered species in the
USA. Hence, presumably, the increasing interest of the Glicksohns and
Hughses in British fandom. Bloody hell.
Later in the evening Rob Jackson introduced me to Willis, and the three
of us had a pleasant few minutes’ talk, though without ever really piercing
the barrier of mutual unfamiliarity between the fandom he knows and the one
we know. I wondered if he would ever get involved again, though his
attending the con at all seemed to indicate he would abandon complete
withdrawal. Since the con, of course, it has been revealed that Willis has an
article being published in the next Maya, and has been requesting current
fanzines. Bloody hell.
We adjourned from the bar for Bob Shaw’s talk. The Shaw talk is now
well on the way to being an Eastercon tradition, and a good thing too. The
hall was packed, the audience highly receptive, and though I don’t think it
was one of his best performances as regards content, the delivery was
impeccable and it went down a storm. It was exactly the injection of life the
convention needed at that point, because by then the discomfort and
disorganisation were beginning to become depressing; slowly it was
becoming apparent to all the people milling around waiting for something to
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happen that the milling around was the happening. Bloody hell.
Sometime around here Pat Charnock decided to go over for a little chat
with Graham Boak about the “Fan Editors Award”. She came back even
more furious than she went. Boak had apparently stonewalled everything and
wasn’t opening up in any way. “Like talking to a stone of haddock,” Ms
Charnock described the encounter. For lack of anything better to do, a small
gang of Ratfans decided a mass attack might be more effective, but when
they reached the objective they were brusquely brushed aside by Boak who
was already deep in argument with Peter Presford. Peter was not at all happy
with what Boak had written about him as regards the Boakcon in Blackpool.
In fact, according to Presford, reports of him shitting in a wastebasket in his
hotel room and then slinking off in the grey light of dawn leaving behind
only the filled basket, a pair of equally soiled underpants, money for his hotel
bill, and a bad smell are all more than a little untrue. Certainly, if Boak’s
report was less than 100% accurate I can understand the reason for Peter’s
annoyance. Bloody hell.
We stayed in the vicinity for a while, overhearing snatches of irate
argument. If we strayed too close Meg Boak started to give us fearful
glances, apparently terrified that someone might come and beat up hubby.
There was obviously little point in starting a conversation with Boak in the
wake of this argument, so we sent little Andy Ellsmore over to talk with him
instead. Andy – who used to work at Compendium Books until he was
sacked – is quite a decent little bloke, as bi-sexual dope-fiends go, anyway.
But close contact with Graham Boak did not have a good effect on him.
When he abruptly broke off his conversation with Boak we all went outside
to cross over to the main tower block to find a party; on the way he suddenly
drained his glass and then hurled it high into the air, to shatter on the ground
some distance away. “It was either that or him,” he snarled dramatically
(probably through gritted teeth if the truth be known). Bloody hell.
There were room parties on Saturday night, although they weren’t
bedroom parties. Each floor of the tower block (where most people had
rooms) had a sort of common-room next to the lifts and stairs, and the parties
were held in these. There were two going, one on the Gannet-occupied 8th
floor, and another very crowded one further up. I was at both, mostly upstairs
to begin with. Not a lot happened though. Bloody hell.
Andy Ellsmore was well into his disgusting little poof act, deeply
enjoying being fondled and fondling Charles Partington. Peter Nicholls and
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Colin Lester, the two Big Men of the SF Foundation, were heavily intent on
lechery, with typical lack of success in Lester’s case. Graham Charnock
hectored Todd Harrison with heavy sarcasm about what it must be like to be
a famous author’s son, without ever realising it was more than a coincidence
of names and nationalities and that he actually was Harry’s son. People kept
telling me how terrible I looked. As time went by the other Rats got bored
and drifted off to bed. I was determined to stay and not miss anything so I
hung on, ignoring the singing in the corner and the outbreak of paper-dart
throwing. Eventually a group of Swedish fans stood up and began singing
their national anthem. Too much. I went downstairs and found Bryn Fortey
and Mike Collins, to whom an abandoned common-room was home for that
weekend. Unable to afford rooms, they attempted to get through the weekend
without sleeping, at best snatching a few hours’ nap in a chair. It would be
ludicrous if they didn’t end up on Monday morning looking more alert than
anyone else. They took turns telling me how terrible I looked. At about 5:00 I
took the hint and lurched my lonely way back to the hotel and bed. Just as I
was about to get into bed Christine pointed out that every sentence I had
spoken all day had included the phrase “bloody hell”. I denied it, with all the
vehemence I could muster. “It’s not true,” I said. “Bloody hell ...”

Sunday Morning
I was incapable of even thinking about getting up for breakfast, and didn’t
manage to get to Owens Park until after midday. I felt tired, but normal.
Being late I missed my second chance of a big public appearance, during the
convention bidding session. Firstly, the Leicester bid for ’77 was approved.
This, in the hands of the Birmingham Group, virtually guarantees a well-run,
comfortable con for next year. After that Peter Weston called the newlyaugmented Worldcon committee up to the platform for the usual publicity
routine. I was the one who wasn’t there. At one point Peter made a halfjoking reference to the fact that we shouldn’t publicise the Worldcon too
much, so that it would get huge and out of hand as some recent US
Worldcons have done, with far more attendees than could be coped with or
desired. This apparently sensible point proved an affront to the fannish
integrity of Graham Boak, who was later at pains to point out to Peter how
unworthy his motives were. Another fan cast into the outer darkness.
I contrived to miss Sam Moskowitz’s talk on “Misplaced Landmarks in
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Science Fiction”, but Roy said he saw a few minutes of it and found
Moskowitz droning on deafeningly (if you can imagine such a thing) about
the cover of Amazing Stories which showed the Woolworth Building being
towed into space by a bunch of aliens. Some misplaced landmark!
I actually saw most of the authors’ panel chaired by Robert Silverberg,
with Mike Coney, Harry Harrison, Chris Priest, James White, and Brian
Aldiss. It was interesting to watch Silverberg actually run the panel,
continually drawing the threads of discussion together (quite unlike the
traditional British convention panel which just rambles from noplace to
nowhere). All went well until it was thrown open to questions from the floor.
The first hand up was Gerry Webb’s. He got up and proceeded to start
making a speech. That in itself wouldn’t have been so bad if it hadn’t been
bumbling, incoherent, and incomprehensible. Poor Gerry is a nice fellow, but
a public speaker he isn’t, and is cursed with the inability to know when to
stop. He lectures people until their eyes glaze and they fall over. He even
reduced Harlan Ellison to quivering hysteria on one occasion. Silverberg
allowed him to meander for a few minutes, then started to prod him gently to
come to the point. Gerry continued inexorably; every few sentences he would
say, “Let me give you an example,” and his line of argument (if there was
one) descended surrealistically through level upon level of examples, none of
which ever resolved themselves. Silverberg’s promptings became mildly
sarcastic, then openly mocking, and eventually he had to put Gerry down
very heavily. Even at the end Gerry had not got around to formulating a
question.
The fanzine auction was due to follow this panel, and I spent some time
rushing around trying to warn various BSFA Officials that the remnants of
the Fanzine Foundation which hadn’t been sold at the previous Manchesterrun convention were about to be put up again. No one seemed too interested
and in the event the auction was postponed anyway.
Rather than go to the Convention banquet, a large group of us adjourned
to a restaurant in Didsbury. Discussing the disaster the convention had
become, Peter Weston began to expound his 4-year cyclic theory of fandom
(an approximation, because the most recent deep troughs were the 1970 and
1976 conventions). Roughly twice a decade fandom lapses into barbarism,
followed by a period of interregnum and a slow climb back to civilisation. To
prevent any further collapses Pete is considering establishing a Secret Second
Foundation at the other end of fandom. A Master Plan will be evolved, and
163

Peter will appear on film (out of focus and synch, naturally) at forthcoming
conventions, explaining the progress of Weston’s Plan.
After the banquet was the Fancy Dress. This was a bit of late
programme-shuffling, because there wasn’t originally a fancy dress parade
scheduled. That was a move I, for one, quite approved of, because although
some masochistic streak always draws me to watch I really think fancy dress
parades are dreadful. Unfortunately the Mancon concom hadn’t actually said
they weren’t going to have one. Admittedly their Progress Reports said
nothing about one, but since their Progress Reports hardly said anything
about anything, a number of people reasonably assumed there would be one
and prepared their costumes accordingly. To me it seems that if you decide to
discontinue something that is a long-established Eastercon tradition it seems
elementary sense to tell people.
We’d been talking to Peter Weston about fancy dress parades, and he
compared the parade at the Washington Worldcon he’d attended as TAFF
delegate with the feeble apologies for costumes which many people (with
honourable exceptions) get away with over here. Roy Kettle summed it up:
“American women coming naked and our fucking idiots coming with
cardboard boxes on their heads”. When Vernon Brown came into the hall
with a cardboard box on his head it all came home to me. Though he was in
fact part of a quite reasonable presentation based on Creatures of Light and
Darkness. The only other entrant I recall was Brian Ameringen as Count
Dracula (“Vampire with a wooden brain,” said Kettle). Afterwards there was
a special presentation featuring two young ladies from Birmingham who had
better remain nameless as I can only remember Pauline Dungate’s name.
They danced on-stage waving immense bosoms in a way that made the first
three rows duck on every downswing. Several people were enthralled.
Returning to the bar afterwards for a nerve tonic I found that in my
absence a very special fannish event had occurred. The Austral Leauge had
come into being. The inspiration of D. West, aided by Greg Pickersgill and
Brian Parker, the Austral Leauge could well be to the Seventies what the
Cosmic Circle was to the Forties, if not less. You’ll doubtless learn more of
its inspiration and aims elsewhere, so I’ll confine myself to how I became its
third recruit. It was D himself who converted me. Ever since Mancon I have
been searching for adequate adjectives to describe the unnatural figure of D.
West, without success. Tall, gaunt, and misshapen, he stands very close to
you in conversation, fixing you with a pale stare, defying you to disagree
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with him. The way he inclines his head at you makes me think he’s got a
Third Eye in his left nostril. Words like “eldritch” and “batrachian” spring
inadequately to mind. H.P. Lovecraft fans, at least, will get the picture if I say
he would be right at home in Innsmouth. On this occasion, when I showed
momentary doubt about paying my fifty pence to join the Leauge, he grasped
me by the (sparse) hairs on my chest and, twisting them viciously, forced me
to the ground. This must be one of the most painful experiences possible
short of having vital organs ripped off without anaesthetic and my resistance
swiftly crumbled. D rules OK.
Having missed the banquet, I also missed the speeches and awards. I
still don’t know who won the Fan of the Year Award (if indeed there was
one); but the truly astounding news of the evening was that the Doc Weir
Award – for “services to fandom” – had gone to Ina Shorrock. Now, I’ve got
nothing against the Shorrocks, and I realise that the Doc Weir Award is
nearly always fixed, but still, this is stretching credibility a bit too far. One
would expect the winner of such an award to have more connection with
fandom at large rather than just the social scene revolving around a
comparatively small local group. Anyway, next year I’m voting for Christine
Edwards, and I expect all you lot to do the same.
The convention, socially, became rather fragmented by the extremely
late showing of The Man Who Fell to Earth, originally scheduled for 9:45 but
put back because of the addition of the Fancy Dress parade. It didn’t finish
until around 1:00 (like Zardoz the previous day), which is probably the best
way of destroying the party atmosphere at a con (and no way to enjoy a film
either; much too late to fully appreciate a movie requiring a degree of
concentration). All credit, though, to the concom for getting the very new
MWFTE for the con. A pity they didn’t do their coup justice by showing it at
a decent time and with better projection and sound. Well, a gang of us
wandered over to the tower block, and as there seemed to be no parties going
decided to start our own. We went up to the topmost floor – hoping to get
onto the roof but finding the doors locked – and arranged ourselves to wait
for the fun to come to us. We had some drink and settled back, relying on the
Fannish Theory of Sheep. This states that a group of fans of great personal
magnetism can go to the most remote corner of a convention site and in some
short time draw to them the majority of other fans. The 18th floor of the
Owens Park tower block was just about the remotest corner there ever has
been at any convention, yet within an hour it was so tightly packed that many
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of us had to leave to get some fresh air. This was not before D. West had
tried, less successfully, to establish dominance over Rob Holdstock by the
use of his Old Yorkshire Chest-Hair Hold. “It doesn’t hurt,” said Rob
nonchalantly, as D gripped and twisted. D twisted harder. Rob’s eyes bulged;
sweat dripped from his brow. “It ... doesn’t ... hurt!” he repeated.
Somehow tedium began to break out, and a move developed amongst
the hotel-staying fen to go back and have a tea-party there. As we were
assembling to leave, Greg and I looked at each other and simultaneously
realised that once we left the convention was effectively over almost before it
had begun. We detached ourselves from the crowd, picking up Graham
Charnock, and later Simone, who had got lost earlier. The others went back
for their tea-party which it turned out was a non-starter due to a stroppy night
porter who refused them service. We went back to the bar and played a few
games of table football. At 3:30 we were the only people left, and were more
or less unceremoniously thrown out. We returned to the 18th floor. Deserted.
(We later learned everyone had been ejected by campus Security guards; very
hospitable place, Owens Park.) We went up and down the tower, but there
only seemed to be one party going, and from this we salvaged Joseph
Nicholas (and Todd Harrison, who tagged along) with the promise that we
were going to find where all the fun was going on. We just knew that there’s
always a good party on Sunday night at the con. If only we could find it.
Of course there was nothing. We toured every courtyard, stopping in
silence to listen for the sounds of jolly fen. Nothing. The convention had
packed up and gone to bed. We figured that as fans in distress and deprived
of a party we had the right to call on the Fan Guest of Honour, who would be
obliged to provide something for us. We found Peter’s room; the door was
ajar and the light was on. We stumbled in and found him lying on his bed,
fully dressed and very dishevelled. He woke and stared in bemused
astonishment as six fans wandered around his room, interrupting the drunken
stupor into which he had fallen. “This isn’t really happening,” he kept saying,
shaking his head in the hope we’d disappear. The best he could give us,
though, was a half bottle of milk and confirmation that everyone else had got
bored and long gone to bed. Finally we took pity on him and left. We roamed
the corridors for a while, looking for familiar name-tags on doors and
scrawling messages on them. Greg was about to write something in bad taste
about Dave Rowe on Janice Wiles’ door when a female voice asked him what
he was doing. He turned to see Janice standing behind him, and retreated in
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disarray, remonstrating bitterly with the rest of us who had run away without
warning him of her approach.
Then we ran out of ways of passing the time. There was nothing to do
except go back to the hotel and go to bed. This was the Sunday night of the
con, when conventions are supposed to reach a climax of socialising and
parties. Undoubtedly the inhospitable and uncomfortable surroundings
contributed greatly to its failure, as well as the thoughtless programming. I
think I can safely mention the Sunday night dance at Seacon – as I had
nothing directly to do with organising it – and the parties that followed it, as
well as the tremendous party at Tynecon in ’74, as truly great endings to
conventions. Mancon merely petered out. An appropriate end.
Then it was Monday and it was over.
We left Manchester in the early afternoon. It was a bad journey; a
crowded motorway and a hot, stuffy day. Chris Atkinson had to stop at
Watford Gap as she was dangerously near falling asleep as the rest of us
already had. We’d been there for five minutes when a yellow Simca hurtled
into the car-park. Rob and Sheila and Greg and Simone joined us. Within
minutes Andrew Stephenson, Colin Lester, and Hartley Patterson arrived.
Even away from the convention the Fannish Theory of Sheep still operated.
I’ve become accustomed to reading convention reports in which the
writer criticised every aspect of the event, but finished up by saying that
he/she had a great time and it was a really good con. This is what is known as
a cop-out. If you have been in fandom any reasonable length of time you will
almost certainly have accumulated a circle of friends with whom you will
spend much of your time at a con. Since you are with friends you are certain
to have an almost guaranteed amount of enjoyment from the weekend. But if
a convention is to be more than this – as, say, Boak’s “faan” convention was
never intended to be, but Eastercons certainly are meant to be – the “success”
or “failure” of the convention must be measured in terms of two major
factors; the setting of the convention and the atmosphere it creates, and the
organising efforts of the convention committee. On both counts the Mancon
was a disaster.
There’s no point trying to talk about the atmosphere of Owens Park; it
simply didn’t have any. It was unwelcoming and not very comfortable. The
chairs and tables in the “lounge” were small and uncomfortable, and the
battered lino floor – many-holed – gave it more the appearance of a shabby
public bar than anything else. As Simone had said beforehand this was a
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place made to be cleaned easily, rather than to take one’s ease in. The actual
rooms were miserable; bare and soulless, more like cells, with hard beds, one
chair, and no washbasin, just a wastebin. The convention was badly
dislocated by being spread out all over the campus – something not
mentioned beforehand; in fact Mancon publicity gave every impression that
all convention facilities, including accommodation, was housed in the central
tower block. As Peter Weston pointed out, once he had had to go out into the
open air and walk across two large courtyards to get from his room to the bar,
he might as well have stayed in an outside hotel. The essential point of an
integrated convention is that you should never have to step outside the
building if you don’t want to; once you have to walk outside to your room or
anywhere else it makes little difference whether it is two minutes’ walk or
ten.
I fully admit to having been prejudiced against the idea of a campus con
from the beginning, but I would have been happy to have been proved wrong.
In actual fact it was much worse than I had thought it would be. I didn’t
speak to anyone who disagreed about this.
Was there anything good about Owens Park? Yes. The main convention
hall was light, airy, and certainly large enough, and it was equipped with a
magnificently clear sound system. That’s about it.
Mancon organisation was mostly conspicuous by its absence.
Programme items were being continually rearranged and nobody seemed to
know what was happening. The Fan Room was only open when no-one was
about – not that it can have been particularly good, as only three weeks
before the convention the concom were sending letters to fans like Rob
Jackson and Peter Roberts asking for information on how a Fan Room and
Fan Programme should be arranged. Too many of the committee seemed to
be hanging around the registration desk doing very little, whilst the
convention crumbled around their ears. I could forgive a lot if they had been
seen rushing around trying to put things right, but they just stood around
talking amongst themselves. Peter Presford, though, did seem to be making
an effort to keep the thing going for most of the time. Andrew Stephenson
tells me that John Mottershead was helpful and hard-working in organising
the art-show, and I’ll take his word for it. In contrast there was the attitude of
Chuck Partington, who whenever he took time off from boasting to his
friends about how much money he expected to make from the convention
(pure bluster ... I hope) answered anyone who ventured even the mildest
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criticism of the weekend with the words, “If you don’t like it, fuck off.” I
suppose I could draw all kinds of morals from such an expression of attitude
by one of the most experienced members of the convention committee – a
man who has been on at least two convention committees in the past – but I
guess it really speaks for itself.
Stop Breaking Down 3, June 1976, edited by
Greg Pickersgill
Thanks to Mark Plummer for providing this
text
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Newcastle 1976 (Silicon 1)
Silicon 1: The Better Bust
Developer by Dave Cockfield
It was a Friday morning and for once I was feeling in good spirits. The state
of euphoria was fully justified, I’d just booked into the Imperial Hotel,
showered and greeted the Gannet contingent who had beaten me to the bar.
Setting their usual high standards, Alan Isaacson and Brian Rouse were well
into their second pint as I was savouring my first. “Who’s arrived besides
us?” I queried. Normally calm and collected, Alan hastily gabbled in reply,
“The Sheffield Mob!” I almost collapsed, but recovered on hearing that they
had disdainfully left the hotel in search of a pie shop and a pub. Old Peculiar
(not to be confused with Ian Williams) was, it seems, too strong for their
delicate constitutions.
Shortly, Pat and Mike Meara arrived to enliven the conversation with
talk of Dungeons, Dragons and Uncle Hobgoblin and All, until the
proceedings were interrupted by the untimely appearance of a pack of
Yorkshire Terriers, one of which pranced around the room dressed in a long
black cape, brandishing an elaborate looking raygun. It was obviously a
raygun because of the zap noises its owner made every time he pointed it at
the bewildered barmaid. Thankfully, after a few moments he collapsed and
fell asleep on the floor. Paul Thompson couldn’t hold his liquor. Had a stake
been handy the first embarrassment of the Con would have gone the way all
caped monsters go, in the style to which Hammer has made them
accustomed.
Eventually the cultured from throughout the land drifted in to join the
company ... Robs Jackson and Hansen, Greg and Simone, the Bells, Janice
and Dr. Crippen. The invading hordes were descending upon us so swiftly
that the Con registration desk was having difficulty keeping track of
everyone. Each new arrival was handed a brown envelope containing a
programme sheet and a Gannet badge complete with their name, just in case
they were unable to spell it themselves. These were stored in a cardboard
box, and whoever was sitting nearest to it was designated Registrar. I must
congratulate Pat and Mike on the splendid job they did, allowing the
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committee more time for important things such as TV football and drinking.
Anyone requiring lessons on how to run a FAANcon should apply early for
next year’s course.
The afternoon passed pleasantly, with the Sheffield pack being
automatically ostracized from the conversation due to their silly behaviour. I
know that it was advertised as “Silicon”, but who would have expected
anyone to act accordingly? Before I knew what hit me, the inevitable
happened:
THE GANNETS WENT FOR A CURRY.
Returning, belly bulging with excesses of Lamb Dhansak and Pilaw rice,
I once more got into the swing of things, drinking and insulting anyone
within range. Despite the invigorating company with whom I was entwined I
knew by 1.30 that it was time to retire, so, taking my leave from Ian and
Janice, I headed for bed.
I never made it. I had barely left the lounge before being hijacked by
Rog Peyton.
“Fly me to Andromeda,” I demanded as he began to extol the goodies
which he had handled lately. No, not Arline; his books. Before I knew it,
Rog, Mike Meara and I were discussing the unmentionable – “SF”. A number
of times our whispering voices were interrupted by fen bidding us goodnight
or Rob Jackson cavorting drunkenly around the corridor showing off his
latest acquisition, Alan Isaacson’s denim hat. It looked good on Rob,
especially worn sideways. I always suspected that on the face of it he was a
wide boy, and the positioning of the hat proved it. 3.30 chimed in my head as
I glanced at my wristwatch and we all decided that it was definitely time for
bed. Rob had convinced us that we were the only ones still up. There was noone else left for him to bother. Joining him for a joyride in the lift, I couldn’t
help wondering what the rest of the Con would be like, following the first
(unofficial) night.
I awoke with an amazingly clear head; only a back tooth was suffering
from a hangover. But ignoring the pain I joined Rob Hansen and the Shaws
for breakfast. After fruit juice, bacon, egg, toast and marmalade polished off
by lots of (thankfully) strong coffee, I relaxed with a gloriously full stomach
and felt guilty as I watched Bob and Sadie. Bob was fighting off memories of
the “cleaning out” his system had received following his curry of the night
before; Sadie was attacking her kippers as if with pick and shovel. By the
time she had finished there were two piles on her plate, one of fish and one,
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much larger, of bones. With a resigned shrug she popped the forkful of fish
into her mouth and gave up. Eating breakfast was just too much hard work.
The morning was spent congregating around the Bar Billiards table, as a
number of us displayed the prowess developed in our misspent youth, even
Mauler with his little piece of Gristle. The major obstacle encountered by the
players was that each had his own set of rules, but with a little persuasion
from a subdued, mild-mannered Greg, we adopted his rules. Quite
surprisingly he even won a game or two.
Still sulking in defeat, Rog called upon me to exercise my brains as a
member of the Con Com. He wished to be told where he was to display his
books. As if I would know. However, with typical Geordie inspiration I
consulted my programme. “Put ’em in the Barnard Room,” I told Rog. The
ungrateful bugger then asked me where that was. Brummies can’t half tax
one’s patience. Frantically I set off in search, contemplating directing him to
Barnard Castle. As it turned out I needn’t have worried; the Barnard Room
was only ten yards or so behind where I’d been standing. Without delay his
stall was set up and his wares were sold, if not his books. Unlike Mancon,
when mistakes were made at Silicon we covered them up as quickly as we
made them. The Gannets have a wealth of “Con” men in their ranks.
Harry and Irene joined the happy throng just in time for dinner, or
breakfast where they were concerned. Rob Hansen sat on my right, Ian and
Janice on my left, Greg and Simone opposite right, Irene opposite and Harry
opposite left. “Left” being the operative word. One look at his steak and
mushroom pie had him heading for the loo. A few minutes later he returned,
only to repeat the process. Several times. Had there been numbered boards
handy the assembled fen would have been hard put not to award marks out of
ten each time he raced past their tables trying to radiate an air of nonchalance.
Greg was halfway through his ice cream before Harry felt confident enough
to remain in a seated position and eat an extremely cold looking chip. Rob
complained that he had forgotten to photograph Rob Jackson the previous
night, I suggested that he take one of Greg enjoying his sweet, if only to
prove that Pickersgill is human after all. Upon hearing his name mentioned,
Simone asked Greg what I had said about him, only to receive the curt reply:
“Nothing! Bloody silly Neo!” I got the impression that Greg didn’t approve
of my remark.
During the day Dave Hutchinson and I were approached by a radio
reporter who was looking for some SF freaks. On discovering how normal we
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were his face dropped like a soggy black pudding, but with the help of other
Gannets we persuaded him to return later that night for a humdinger of an
interview. He left after surreptitiously slipping his copy of Maya 11 down the
back of a seat.
Before my big moment arrived it was necessary to suffer a dismal panel
discussion on fanzines. Greg said everything there was to say in a two minute
speech which left Mike and Ian Williams with nothing to do but twiddle their
thumbs, or whatever else was handy. This was followed by the cancellation
of our big film due to the projectionist’s not having any spare parts available
when the hotel projector broke down.
It was time; the reporter had arrived and Ian, Rob, Harry and myself
(naturally) headed upstairs to get it over with. Twenty minutes and a couple
of whiskies later we congratulated ourselves on having presented a fair
description of what the Con was all about, although two questions had us a
bit bamboozled, I was asked what kind of people were in attendance at the
Con. “Oh, just average people like ourselves. Doctors, librarians, civil
servants, LABOURERS!” Christ! What else could I say? We were beginning
to sound like a reunion of the Hellfire Club. Ian answered the last question
about our opinions of the unnaturally hot weather we were having. “We’re
only bothered about how it affects the price of beer,” he chortled. Some of us
actually got up to hear ourselves on the Monday morning, only to discover
that we had been edged out by the North East Western Society.
The NEWS hold their meetings every Saturday night at the Imperial. We
were made to feel normal as we watched old men swagger around the bars,
twirling their shooters, gripping their butts (rifle) and resting their pot bellies
on the bar rail. But for the extra wide gunbelts, some of them would be
dragging on the ground, Harry mentally kicked himself for not stocking up
with gas masks, Later that night all these obese food factories would be
stuffing their guts with Pork (bacon to the uninitiated), Beans and Frenchie
Fries. The convention should have been subtitled “War of the Worlds
(Blazing Saddles v. The Smog Monster)”.
To escape the gastronomic horrors about to be unleashed, Silicon retired
to an upstairs room party. All fifty-odd of us comfortably housed in one room
quaffing fruit punch. Yeuk! How on earth it was all drunk I’ll never know,
but by the time Match of the Day had finished I was forced to resort to
buying drinks once again. Fight of the Day followed a few moments later, as
Wild Bill Hiccup fought it out with Cow Pat Garret in the main street.
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Neither won; the Law appeared for the second or third time that night to allay
the fears of neighbours hiding behind locked doors in case of stray bullets.
Finally, the first of a series of D&D games was started. I’ve been
informed that it was a good game, but I wouldn’t know because I fell asleep
just before half the company was wiped out by giant toads. Thankfully
Sunday was another day.
Before retiring I had booked an early morning call for nine o’clock. I
awoke at ten to nine and settled back to wait for, it. Thirty minutes later I
gave_up and joined Stan and Helen Eling for breakfast. At any rate, for Helen
and I it was breakfast. Stan turned it into a Chaos practice by knocking over a
jug of milk.
“Chaos” is a simple game to play, All you need are one swimming pool,
one beach ball and a dozen or so stupid buggers willing to have their brains
(if they have any) knocked out. The idea of the game is to jump on the person
holding the ball. The winner is the person who survives.
The game got under way with Ian Williams, Rob Jackson, Alan Isaacson
and Brian Hampton hogging the limelight, splashing around wildly and
generally testing Archimedes’ theory of displacement. There was more water
out of the pool than in it, especially after a few Hampton specials off the side.
Williams also contributed some surprisingly big splashes for one so small.
However, he soon tired and was to be seen standing next to the statue at the
pool’s side until I shouted, “Ian, even the statue’s bigger than you!” He
hastily took to the water and more inspiring pursuits, like trying to divest
Joan Staves of her bathing costume. I gather that she was grabbing more balls
than necessary and waiting for people to jump on her.
Every few minutes, more brave soles* would take to the waters: Marsha
Jones, who every other second would return to home base for her spectacles
to discover where the ball was; Stan and Helen Eling; Pat Meara; Dave
Bridges, who never seemed to leave troubled waters; Rob Hansen, who
injured something every time he got stuck in; and many more whom I’ve
forgotten. I cautiously remained on the sidelines. I’m happy that I did,
because I was knackered just watching them.
* Not a spelling mistake – D.C.

The major programme events of the Con were upon us. A discussion
panel entitled “From Manuscript to Merchandise” was a rousing success,
mainly due to the funny anecdotes Eddie Jones dragged up about the seedy
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side of the SF business. Kevin Williams was appointed to chair the panel in
order to ensure that Bob Shaw and Rog Peyton also had a fair chance. I won’t
say that they didn’t get their bit in, but Eddie tended to overshadow them by
the odd twenty minutes or so, aided by his ever ready accomplice Marsha.
The panel was buzzing along so successfully that murmurs of
disappointment could be heard when Doc Savage was announced as the next
item. They were soon silenced by a five minute break for refreshment. Fifteen
minutes later we actually managed to drag people back and the film got
underway. About this time I was digesting a dozen assorted fingernails,
saving my own for later – Doc Savage had been my choice for the Con and I
had visions of fen departing in disgust at the Corn being paraded on the
screen. My fears were unjustified. After the usual choice remarks such as,
“Look, there’s Ian Williams.” “Where?” “Someone hand me the
microscope.”, everyone settled down and they actually stated afterwards that
they had enjoyed it. The fabulous five plus one and a half triumph once
again. The committee, that is, not Doc Savage and his crew.
The beer flowed once more, bar billiards was played, the local chink
was invaded and his produce taken away. The night flowed as fen relaxed
with each other, blissfully unaware that soon everything would end.
Dungeons and Dragons came back into view, By this time news of Mike’s
dungeon had spread far and wide; there was a surfeit of fen eager to play.
The characters and equipment were sorted out and a small troupe of sixteen
vicious fighters, wizards and clerics, aided by one hobbit (not Ian Williams)
entered Mike’s murky depths. It’s about time Pat washed them out. Naturally
I fell asleep, I wish that joker with the sleep spell would keep it on a tighter
rein. Trying to stay awake was useless and served only to provide everyone
else with a laugh as I imitated Noddy, Every time my head fell sleepily back
I’d jerk upright, only for it to flop back again.
With atypical cynicism I booked another early morning call and wont to
bed. And was hit by insomnia. Then it was seven o’clock and time for
breakfast. I expected to be the only one up so early, but Eric Bentcliffe and
Brian Hampton made me feel like a late riser. Regretfully, breakfast was soon
over and I said my goodbyes. I had to leave early that day. There was one
piece of business to finish; I had some of Rob Hansen’s artwork to return.
Attracting the receptionist’s attention I coyly enquired as to the whereabouts
of Mr Hansen’s room, and without delay made my way there. After knocking
on the door for an eternity I heard a grunt or two asking who it was. With a
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lot of coaxing he opened the door a fraction, as I explained what I wanted and
why I had called so early. He grunted again, shut the door in my face and five
minutes later let me into his room. It turned out that he had had no pyjama
bottoms on and had shut me out in order to get dressed, I got the impression
that Williams had been spreading stories about my supposed fascination for
the male members of the human race.
I returned to my room, packed my bag, thanked the receptionist for the
early morning call which came through as I was leaving, paid my bill, said
goodbye to everyone I encountered and set off down the road contemplating
three very enjoyable days.
It had been a good if uneventful Con, made that bit more memorable by
little things, such as Eric Bentcliffe looking at a photograph of the
Manchester Group in the Fifties and pointing out to Bob Shaw a scrawny
looking character called Taffy, only to realize that he was looking at himself.
There were things better forgotten – the Sheffield Group with one or two
exceptions, the swimming pool statue’s losing an arm aided by a fan from
(surprise, surprise) Sheffield, and an obscene publication called Stop Puking
Up, which might have succeeded in being funny were the contents not in
such bad taste. Dare I say it originated in Sheffield?
All in all, I now look forward very much to Silicon 2. Dave Langford is
collecting contributions to the “Silicon Fan Fund” to finance a well known
hard up fan for next year’s Con. With complete impartiality he will
endeavour to win fair and square, or by less devious means if all else fails.
Please give generously.
Drilkjis 2, October 1976, edited by Dave
Langford & Kevin Smith
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Birmingham 1976 (Novacon 6)
Snakehip’s Dream by Graham
Charnock
I was talking to Tom Perry and he was really looking forward to the
Novacon. “American cons are far out,” he said. “All they wanna do is sleep
around, freak out, smoke dope and stuff like that. You English have an
entirely different style. It should be interesting to experience. Besides, your
policemen are wunnerful.”
Tom Perry is a Good American, not entirely because he voted for Jimmy
Carter and has a campaign button to prove it (envy), but because he is
possessed of that distinctly UnAmerican quality: the ability to converse
interestingly and listen sympathetically. The antithesis of this is called
boorishness. Boorishness may not be a uniquely American predilection, but
they do seem to take rather an unreasonable delight in it.
Take Greg Benford, for instance. He managed to distract me from an
absorbing and truly wonderful conversation with Dave Staves at Novacon by
the simple expedient of coming up behind me and talking at the back of my
head. I can’t remember much of what he said except that there were lots of
words like “gollygosh” and “yessireebob” and “lemmetellya”. When I turned
around and he realized I was actually someone he had previously talked at he
seemed to lose interest and only spoke to me for another half-hour or so.
When he was through and I turned back to Dave Staves the sparkle
seemed to have gone out of Dave’s conversation. He was no longer using
stimulating words like “bitch”, “kill” and “maim” but was slumped over his
beer making grunting sounds. Swivelling in my bar-stool I caught the eye of
affable Dave Griffiths and, switching the magnetic charisma of my
personality into overdrive, sent out a silent summons from mind to mind
directing him to come and rescue me, from bad-scene fandom. He must have
seen my lip tremble, for he came. Dave Griffiths is an even more sympathetic
listener than Tom Perry. I guess he’d make a Good American. We talked
about how hard it was to maintain one’s integrity in the face of commercial
pressures, but how we were both managing to enjoy ourselves (more or less)
despite it all. Trouble is, we didn’t half sound like miserable fuckers. Dave is
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one of those fans of my own generation (i.e. several generations ago) whose
awesome politeness has always deterred me from asking those intimate
probing questions that the Charnox (especially Pat) are always renowned for
in their conversation. He is largely an enigma to me after all these years.
Every time I meet him a little more of the enigma is slowly clarified. For my
own part I must admit that I probably appear a little dense and stupid (and
probably am) when I have to ask him, as on this occasion, “Who is that
woman you’re with?” But nobody had ever told me he’d married Moy Read.
And somehow, as I’ve indicated, it’s not the kind of question I normally feel
encouraged to ask him. Ooops.
It was about eight-thirty on Friday night and the con was warming up
nicely. At least they’d turned the central heating on this year. I wandered into
the con hall to catch the dregs of Dave Kyle’s introductions. Greg was just
being introduced as a representative of Ratfandom. Greg looked suitably
sickened, gritted his teeth (which managed to make him look manic and
demented) and rose to his feet. I waited for the torrent of obscenity and
derision that Kyle’s introduction surely warranted. I waited for the Master to
put the boot in. Nothing. Greg quickly sat down again. He must be in a good
mood, I thought. Gerald Bishop started up the film projector and the sepiatinted credits of Soylent Green started rolling. “Christ,” groaned Rog Peyton,
obviously more used to papier-maché rockets zooming across cardboard
galaxies, “They’ve got the wrong films.”
Unfortunately they had the right film. I squatted down beside Peter
Roberts. “That’s Edward G Robinson,” I said. “He died shortly after they
completed the film. He had taste. And that’s Charlton Heston.”
Peter turned to me. “Gee Graham, you’re just the kind of person
everybody likes to sit next to in the cinema.”
I was flattered. I told him how the film ended and left.
Back in the real world Chris Priest and the glamorous Pauline Jones had
yet to arrive and rivet us with their colossal lethargy, so I let Brian Parker talk
to me. I grunted and nodded in what I hoped were the right places, figuring
he must be at least as drunk and tired as I was, so that he might not realise
just how drunk and tired I was. I remember John Lowe sitting with us but not
really with us, his gaze unfocused most of the time or else locked somewhere
secret. Perhaps he was drunk and tired too. I asked him if he wouldn’t like to
get married and he rounded on me: “What the hell kind of a question is that?”
I realised that it was the kind of question I should have asked Brian Parker
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and not John Lowe. John Lowe was not nearly drunk and tired enough. It
turned out that John had nearly married but had suffered some deep and dark
hurt. “But all that was years ago,” he said, “I’ve nearly got over it now.”
Oops. John spent most of the rest of the con taking Pat’s mind off the fact
that I was elsewhere having a good time. They even managed to do a
passable imitation of rock ’n’ roll together. But that was on Saturday.
On Saturday morning D. West was conspicuous by his absence. On
Friday evening D. West had done something very unusual. He had passed
out. The full enormity of this is only comprehended if one has any knowledge
of D. West’s background. For a start D. West is of good solid hard-drinking
Yorkshire stock. D. West lives in Bingley where traditionally the
Yorkshireman drinks until he can barely discern a double-six from a blank
tile, then he wends his way home past the Damart factory (90p an hour and
all the rubber slimming garments you can wear), kicks down his door, rapes
the hamster, counts his winnings and, by this time almost magically sober
once more, has a final fag and goes to bed. A few hours later he may be up
again to double-check his winnings or build a laser out of cornflakes packets.
In the morning, as regular as pigeon crap, the Yorkshireman in Bingley is
recalled from this shallowest of slumbers by the sound of his lungs blowing
reveille. His fingers grope for the cigarette-rolling machine. This is life as she
is lived and loved in Bingley, Yorks. This scenario does not make allowance
for D. West flaking out, dead to the world and the vicious finger-jabs of
Brian Parker, in a hotel armchair at two o’clock on a Saturday morning. Put it
down to train-lag. Apparently D woke up at four to see a member of the hotel
staff bearing down upon him, whereupon he figured he had better remove
himself to the toilet for a safe period. Unfortunately the comforts of the toilet
must have proved too seductive for he promptly lost consciousness again
until Roy Kettle showed up in the morning to offer him the use of an unmade bed.
I overslept on Saturday morning, foregoing the delights of the traditional
continental breakfast (how quaint to see how these customs linger even in
today’s most modern hotels) and foregoing the even more traditional lectures
by Jack Cohen and Tom Shippey. Can you remember when con programmes
were interesting and stimulating? No, I can’t remember either.
After lunch in Debenham’s self-service I lay on my bed in my hotel
room wondering why I felt so tired. I tried to forget about my imminent
thirtieth birthday. I went into the bathroom and peered at myself in the
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mirror. Don’t worry kid, I told myself, you don’t look a day over seventeen.
And anyway it’s how you feel that’s important and not how you look. I felt
awful. I should have gone back to bed but I decided to run my body down
some more and went in search of young blood. Joseph Nicholas was no good.
He had deserted the ranks of long-in-the-toothdom for the nubile delights of
Graham Poole. I invited him up to my room but he demurred. “Honest, I’d
like to,” he said. “But Graham Poole’s offered me a drink if I manage to enrol
500 subscribers to Spi.”
“Ar goober wodgit,” said Poole in some damned dialect and strode off,
Nicholas capering behind him. Wish I knew the punk’s appeal.
Back in unreal life I checked out John Brunner’s headlining speech
before the blaze and glory of what we were led to believe was a BBC camera
team. Brunner’s demeanour was as condescending as I’d anticipated and so,
nipping my irritation in the bud, I opted for fun elsewhere. Oh, but Brunner
does irritate me. I can understand the views of recluses like Moorcock or
Ballard who dislike the attentions of fans and are unable to handle the social
unreality of conventions and who thus usually give both a wide berth.
Brunner seems every bit as scornfully detached from the ranks from which he
rose and yet he is always there, ready to be noticed by the press and the
public, ready to receive adulation and screen out the enmity, ready to indulge
himself and yet unable, it seems, to give very much in return. I certainly
sense very little affection in the man. Bob Shaw, Chris Priest, and Ken
Bulmer, to name but a handful of more worthy talents, seem to enjoy life
more, perhaps because they don’t take themselves so portentously.
I wasn’t feeling too good myself. I found the auction, a little later, as
depressing in its own way as Brunner’s speech. I’m an SF purist. I’ve never
developed a taste for fantasy, sword and sorcery, superhero fiction, horror, or
Gothic. It was disturbing to see material of just this nature dominate the
auction at what, in my parochial way, I continue to regard as a science fiction
convention. It was disturbing too to see the avidity with which this junk was
snapped up by an audience indiscriminating enough to guffaw one minute at
the atrocious blurb of a One-Eye novel and yet clutch yearningly the next at a
job-lot of Robert E Howard paperbacks. At times like that I start asking
myself in a still small voice of panic what my relationship to this business is.
I dunno.
I wandered off trying to figure it all out. In the lounge Judy Watson and
Another Woman were trying to sit on each other’s laps with an exuberance
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which seemed mild and almost pleasurable beside some of my own worst
excesses. Ian Watson stood by with his jaw thrust pugnaciously, his eyes
limpidly agleam. I was still mentally scratching my head (my lower lip
adroop) about where all this sword and sorcery was taking us when Ian’s jaw
thrust pugnaciously in my direction. “Don’t take that attitude with me,
Charnock,” he snarled. “Eh?” I said wittily. “I know just what you’re
thinking,” Ian said. “You’re thinking what on earth the Watsons are up to this
time.”
One day Watson and I are going to have to take the cure together.
Pat had bought a new dress for the banquet. She looked radiant and
broke. Peter Weston was miffed that the remaining seat on the table his party
was sharing with Tom and Alix Perry had been taken by Eric Bentcliffe.
“Why does he do it?” Pete muttered, bemused as only Pete can be. “We’re
life-long enemies.”
Pat and I had only entered our names on the seating-plan at the last
minute. David Griffin hadn’t bothered to put his name down at all so
someone had pencilled him in at our table. There were enough objectionable
people in evidence in the banquet that night for us to feel relieved that we
didn’t have to eat with any of them. David seemed to feel the same way. “I
couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather share a table with,” he said, looking
around and adding slightly too sotto voce for my taste, “of those that are
here.”
The best words to describe David Griffin are “charming” and “nice”. He
appears incorrupt but, by virtue of his tender years and unlike Andrew
Stephenson, possibly not incorruptible. There seems to be a slight potential
for decadence in him, although he gives the impression of being one who will
go about it in his own sweet way in his own sweet time (the Simone Walsh in
me tempts me to say “awfully sweet way”). In an attempt to loosen his
tongue we offered to share some wine. “No,” he said, “I never drink anything
alcoholic.” Now as Greg has said, there seems something unnatural about a
fan who doesn’t drink. It is hard to rationalise such hideous knowledge but
one tries. “Against your principles, eh,” I tried. “No,” he said. “I just hate the
taste.” He gave the word “hate” just the right spirited edge, so you knew he
wasn’t joking. I refrained from pointing out that that’s where most principles
seem to start and end and began to revise my initial opinions about this boy’s
incorruptibility.
It was David’s first convention, his first banquet, and furthermore (he
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told us) the first time he had ever eaten out. I dropped my roll on the floor
and while rescuing it considered this awesome fact. This boy had apparently
reached the age of being a fan without experiencing anything other than
home- or own-cooking. Not for him the whole cultural milieu of Wimpey
bars, Chinese and Indian restaurants, Pizza Huts or, God help us, presumably
railway station buffets. Here was someone who had obviously learnt not to
eat peas with his knife from reading books. A strong seam of reserve in the
lad mitigated against any really embarrassing questions on our part such as
“How?”, “Why?”, “When?” and “You don’t say?”, so we didn’t learn very
much more about him, except that before discovering the heady ennui of
science fiction he had been reduced to getting his kicks by learning Swedish,
to the extent where he was now competent to produce a Swedish-language
fanzine with a circulation in excess of 50 copies. Anyone who can manage
that with no more apparent motive than “it was something to do” has enough
application and bizarre dedication to do some very weird things in fandom.
He might even get married one day.
All too soon the meal was over and definitely too soon it was time for
Dave Kyle’s address. He told us we really hadn’t come to the banquet to eat
so it didn’t matter if the food was crap. I’m sure the waiters drifting around
really appreciated this point. He went on to say that we had in fact come to
honour the committee and to honour him. This seemed to me to be a rather
high-handed and over-serious view of things, but I refrained from heckling.
What would David Griffin have thought? Kyle went on to say that the
presentation of a tankard with a gnome on it would remind him in the future
that he had once been presented with a tankard with a gnome on it. Then he
sat down and we breathed again. After witnessing Kyle speak for three
minutes I began to understand why, ever since his hour-long Guest of Honour
speech earlier that day, people like Chris Priest and Rob Holdstock had been
going around exhibiting all the signs of bozoid brain-rot and glazing of the
credibility centres.
Still there was the disco to look forward to.
I loaded up my camera and went in search of compromising shots, even
going so far as to stretch out on the floor risking Rog Peyton’s stomping
boots so that I could shoot up the skirt of Helen Eling as she yo-yoed across
the floor. In the morning I discovered I hadn’t loaded the camera properly
and all had been in vain. A shame. It would have been nice to have had
photographic corroboration of some of the less credible moments; Malcolm
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Edwards and Andy Ellesmore clutched in each other’s fevered embrace as
they smooched around the floor; Elaine Miller dancing with Brian Parker
(Brian: “You’re not putting much into it.” Elaine: “If I were to let myself go
I’d beat myself to death.”). Yes, the disco was okay. It was one of those
occasions which once more brought Greg to his feet with an impassioned cry
of “I wish I could do that!” The object of his envy and adulation in this case
was Rog Peyton in full steam. What impressed me about Rog was not so
much the technique and expertise of his dancing but the look of total bland
boredom he wore while he was about it. That man has real style.
The first fan to turn up at our party after the disco was a pigeon. He sat
on the windowsill all through the night, quietly crapping and thoroughly
enjoying the wit and repartee on the other side of the glass. Occasionally
when he was in danger of falling asleep someone would open the window,
and poke him awake or offer him crisps and peanuts. He had a really good
time.
Things were quite jolly on the other side of the glass. Roy Kettle and
Peter Roberts were vying for the comfy chair. Roy won. Dave Langford kept
cupping his ear at me and thus forcing me to say things into it. I’ve noticed
that when Dave is talking to his regular pals and cronies he doesn’t do this
nearly so often. I suspect they bore him and he keeps his mind elsewhere. I
shall only feel really comfortable with Dave when I know him well enough to
talk to him without him listening to me.
After a couple of hours Simone told me: “Greg’s very drunk, you
know.” “How can you tell?” “He keeps going into his butch machismo pose,”
she said. I looked across at Greg and it was true. He was talking quite affably
to someone quite innocuous, and yet his teeth were clenched in a gritty
glittering sneer, his hands were clenched at his sides, every overweight inch
of him seemed to be straining to dominate. Later I saw him talking to Rob
about Eve Harvey. She was sitting down on the floor beside them and every
so often they would glance down at her and snigger, while their hands
gestured as if they were fishermen measuring the length of their catch. I don’t
think Eve knows too much about fishing because when Greg finally squatted
down beside her and mumbled “Six inches, sweetheart,” she seemed rather
impressed. Hardly worth catching, I’d have thought.
After a while Greg tired of fishing stories and Rob and I followed his
strutting figure down to the lounge, sure something was in the wind. It was
quiet but there were a few lost souls still about, Harry Bell was by the bar
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talking to Dave Rowe. Greg went up and tapped Dave on the shoulder.
Suddenly people started leaving the lounge, most of them looking in the air
and whistling. Harry started to sidle away from a conversation between Greg
and Dave that was becoming increasingly animated. Rob and I sat down to
watch. I was merely curious as to what was going to happen but Rob began
acting like a character from one of his own hack sagas of Viking violence.
“There’s gonna be blood,” he chortled. His face twisted into a vicious grin; I
could detect drool gathering in the corner of his mouth. His hands pumped
against the seat. Then: “Hit him! Hit him!” Rob shouted at the top of his
voice. “You’ll regret it forever if you don’t!” His voice dropped to a low
crooning note: “Oh, hit him. Hit him ...”
Of course Greg didn’t hit him. All that happened was that Rob and I got
told off later by Simone for encouraging him.
Back at the party Andy Ellesmore, Chuck Partington and Dave Griffiths
were picking on a guy who thought wogs ought to be deported. After a little
while the guy went outside and started telling Irene Bell what a prick John
Piggott was (don’t ask me why). Irene started ducking and weaving like
Charlie Chaplin in the ring with a heavyweight bruiser; her hands kept
clutching and reaching out for imaginary bottles to break on an imaginary bar
and thrust into his face. Finally the guy fled with Irene screaming after him,
something on the lines of “You’re not fit to wash John Piggott’s shoelaces!” I
wouldn’t like to meet Irene Bell in a dark alley, and I understand they have
no other kind in Newcastle. Next morning all that remained of the party was a
considerable amount of booze and a little pile of raisins on the floor under
Roy Kettle’s chair.
It was Sunday. I lay awake trying to figure out the subtle changes being
rung on the Church bells across the road. I got up wondering how I could
possibly feel so good this early in the morning. Then the bells started chiming
midday.
In the con hall Brunner was chairing a panel on the future of SF, which
appeared to be in the hands of Andrew Stephenson, Chris Priest and Rob
Holdstock. Nothing these able bodies said seemed to cut through Brunner’s
air of chilling superiority and icy arrogance, although at times he would
wince whenever Rob or Andrew made blanket statements that began “Of
course we writers ...”
In the bar Greg was looking worried, “You’re not gonna like this,
Graham,” he said. “What’s that, Greg?” I asked. “Guess who forgot to
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withdraw Stop Breaking Down from the Nova Award.” “Oh,” I said. “Yeah,”
he said, “there’s no way I can get out of this with good grace. If I win I’m
gonna be in the shit with my buddies ...” “And if you don’t win then there’s
no justice, right?” “Right!”
Of course there was no justice.
Of course the other major award, presented for the first time at the 1976
Novacon, was the BEST Award. Few people seemed to grasp the full
significance of the BEST Award, especially when they were asked to
contribute a few pence towards it. “It’s simply for the BEST,” said Malcolm,
jingling the coins in a pint-mug. Once this point was clarified most people
saw the wisdom of the BEST Award and gave generously. A total of £2.66½
was collected by popular subscription and awarded to D. West by a
unanimous vote of the BEST Award Committee. The BEST Award was later
redistributed to worthy causes by D. John Brunner got fivepence.
Around about this time the convention ended. After a slap-up meal
during which Christine Edwards amazed even hardened gluttons by
consuming a piece of cheesecake and a plate of profiteroles, assorted friends
of the Astral Leugue returned to Greg and Simone’s room to finish off the
Charnox booze. D. West amused us all by removing his dentures several
times and then declared we must all be raised to the rank of Leauge Master
by performing a simple feat of physical agility and endurance involving a
broomstick. Unfortunately nobody had a broomstick so D prowled around the
room shaking bits of furniture in the hope that something resembling a
broomstick would fall out. When he started dismantling the lamp-standard
Simone ordered him out and told him not to return without a broomstick or
something like it. Within minutes he was back triumphantly clutching a
common or garden cane. Out in the corridor we queued to perform. It goes
thus: The hands are extended palm upwards. The broomstick (or cane) is then
grasped in this position. Throughout the performance the hands must not
move from this configuration. The broomstick is then lowered and one steps
over it with both feet. It is then brought up over the head until it is once more
held in front of the body. The right leg is then passed around the right arm
and over the top of the broom. The broom is then taken up over the head once
more and if all has gone well you should be back where you started from. If
this sounds impossible that’s because it very nearly is, unless you’re into
yoga or are double-jointed. Rob Holdstock is neither. At one point it was
obvious that either his spine or the cane had to break. Unfortunately it was
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the cane. Almost before we could appreciate the impact of the tragedy D had
disappeared and returned with yet another cane. We marvelled at his
resourcefulness and Rob resumed his attempts to defy gravity. While he was
struggling Peter Roberts arrived rolling a cigarette and looking bemused.
“I’ve just come through the lounge,” he said. “You know that big rubber
plant down there ... it’s all over the floor. The manager’s down there trying to
scoop it up. He looks very confused.” Then he saw Rob bent double around
the cane and staggered back. “You ...” he gasped. Then there was a familiar
snapping sound and Rob straightened up triumphantly grasping two pieces of
cane.
“I did it,” he beamed. “I’m a Master!”
Stop Breaking Down 4, March 1977, edited by
Greg Pickersgill
Thanks to Mark Plummer for providing this
text
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Birmingham 1977 (Novacon 7)
The Lost Weekend by Kev Smith
Well bugger I down dead!
That was another Novacon, that was, number seven, and the sixth I’ve
been to. It hardly seems five minutes since the last one, when Skycon and
Channelcon joined in battle for the right to the Eastercon in 1978, and
JohnandEve Harvey was just a name. This year things seemed much quieter.
There was no Best Award, for one thing. But then, the Best will always be
the Best. It would surely be superfluous to give it to D. West two years
running, and hugely inaccurate to give it to anyone else. Surely.
One or two things, though; one or two things ...
Chris Southern’s metamorphosis, for example. He changed from good,
careful driver all the way up to Birmingham to manic fool as we progressed
deeper into its heart – no doubt something to do with the psychopathic gestalt
that enables all native Brummie drivers to know exactly what dumb thing all
other native Brummie drivers are going to do next. It might have been
preferable to take the alternative route – straight up and turn left at Coventry.
Gets you direct to the Royal Angus, I’m told. It’s a pity we’re all going to
have to find our way anew next year. What am I talking about? No it’s not?
The Saturday night was quite a good night. A quick taxi ride got 19
assorted Rats, Gannets, Odds and Sods to the Best Indian Restaurant In
Town, and in fact it probably was. It featured a very solicitous Indian
gentleman in a funny hat who stood by the Gents and directed anyone who
went near into it. He grinned hugely all the time and Harry Bell wanted to
know if he shook the drops off for you as well. He didn’t.
This was the Anti-Banquet – Goh, Graham Charnock; Fan Goh Greg
Pickersgill. Big news of the evening was the name of the Nova Award
Winner, which the Fan GoH prematurely announced. As predicted in Dot 2,
Dave Langford got it, and deservedly so. Don’t you think so, Dave?
Back at the Angus the disco was starting up. I bought myself a gin and
tonic and made a solemn vow not to drink even half as much as I did last year
– sixteen gins after dinner. Not pleasant.
Mike Dickinson produced a small, green, plastic tub containing small,
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green, plastic slime. This revolting stuff stuck to things, such as ceilings and
D. West’s glasses, and dripped off very slowly, long strands of it drooping to
the floor, or whoever happened to be in between. Someone unnamed –
probably half the con, or else Simone Walsh – took out a contract on John
Brunner, the hit to be made in the disco. Mike spent most of the evening
stalking Mr Brunner, but with no success. For a long time Mr Brunner sat
against the back wall with a good clear space in front of him – a superb
defensive position. At other times Mr Brunner dodged.
“Every time I get close, the bugger walks out the door,” said Mike.
Maybe someone tipped off Mr Brunner, though I can’t imagine it.
Someone else – probably three quarters of the con, or else Joseph
Nicholas – took out another contract on Helen McCarthy. But Mike didn’t get
her either; he was too busy not getting John Brunner.
Miss McCarthy failed to win the fancy dress pun competition. She and
two sycophants went as the Foundation Trilogy – no prizes for guessing how:
one in red, one in black, one in white. Miss McCarthy, I am reliably
informed, looked as mad as muck.
Joseph Nicholas was on the fancy dress pun judges panel.
I don’t remember any sparkling wit or dazzling events illuminating the
proceedings thereafter, although Dave Langford was doing his pissed
philosopher act at a small gannet’s room party, scattering polysyllables to the
four winds.
“It’s frightening,” Rob Holdstock said to me later. “He’s more lucid
when he’s pissed than when he’s sober.”
And we did have, for a select small group, an sf book title charades
session, highlight of which was Christine Atkinson’s rendition of Brontomek,
via “three women writers”. (The Bronte sisters, you great oiks! Our excuse
for taking fifteen minutes to get it was the lateness of the hour – 4.30 am –
and the booze – lots. You have no such excuse. Unless your name is
Glicksohn.) That apart, the charades had about as much wit as a damp
doughnut.
On the Sunday I bought the second Berserker novel by Chris Carlsen
and bludgeoned the author into signing it by the simple expedient of going
within two hundred yards of him carrying the book and a pen. I don’t know
what the book is like ... No, let me rephrase that; I do know what the book is
like, this being the reason why I haven’t read it. I don’t know what the book
is about. But come to think of it, I could make a damn good guess at that too.
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Anyway, it does have one interesting bit, round about page 70. Some very
strange characters appear, called the Pai Iairian druids. This bit really is very
good; it’s the only bit I have read, or ever will. On the strength of that bit
alone I can heartily recommend this book. Pick it up in W.H. Smith’s one
day, and have a flip through it.
On Sunday afternoon I went home.
Dot 3, December 1977, edited by Kev Smith
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Coventry 1977 (Eastercon ’77)
The Coventry Caper by Terry
Jeeves
Having donned earthing rods, anti-static helmets, and doused our legs with
water, we* were shattered to discover that some genius had de-staticed the
De Vere Hotel, Removing our gear and depositing it in a handy ashtray, we
registered, collected our room key, and headed for our week-end base which
proved to be on the heaventh floor. Room 742 being supplied with oxygen
equipment and a hitching post for any passing angel to tie up his cloud. We
quickly unpacked essential con equipment (fanzines, cine projector, stack of
paintings, con badge, a portable Burgess pie-tester and a length of rubber
tubing for pinching drinks out of unguarded glasses) and descended to the
Con Hall.
(*we ... is not the editorial “we”, it comprises Val, Sandy and me)

Pauline Dungate was “introducing celebrities” ... traditional and
admirable though this practice is, it was hampered somewhat by the evident
fact that Pauline only appeared to know six of the people present, apart from
a Mr, Um-er, that is ... he got several mentions, Ah well, she tried ... indeed,
she was very trying. Next came the first of a plethora of panels ... the things
bespattered the programme; interspersed by an occasional speech, an auction
or three, and one or two ancient films ... well, there was one new one, but that
with brilliant forethought had been scheduled for Monday morning. Not to
worry, good old Things to Come was shown twice.
After a four star banquet at the adjoining Wimpey we carted my trusty
Eumig projector into the Con Hall to show two of the three Delta competition
films. First was The 6½p Man running for 35 minutes, we had to sellotape
extra sides on my take up reel to accommodate it. It was extremely innovative
and had some brilliant gimmicks. Next came my own animated Superfan
with a running time of 5 minutes. These had both been Standard 8mm, so
now I whisked my little Eumig clear to allow the monster, 6ft tall behemoth
projector to screen the Tryzannian Exiles. Sadly, it had been filmed at 16fps
and was projected at 18, thus making everyone resemble a chipmunk in high
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gear. The plot was a bit vague as no one could understand what was being
said. Nevertheless, Tryzannian Exiles scooped the kitty, and another good
Delta Award was over and followed by Adventure of Duperman with a sound
track so lousy, it ended up being run silent.
Bar time was as ever, delightful. John Brunner wore a delightful
burgundy smoking jacket with silver edging. Bob Shaw had a delicate,
smoke-aged pullover, tastefully spattered with Guinness. James White was as
impeccable as ever. Dave Kyle in a red blazer kept getting mistaken for a
letter box, as was evident by the number of letters sticking out of his left ear.
It was about now, that the convention began to assume its regular blearyedged look and time binding blended all people and events into unchronological order. Waldemar Kumming was there without a camera. Hans
Loose was there ... but then he NEVER seems to miss.
Somewhere in the middle of all this, Peter Weston conducted a
“Mastermind” quiz. Not being a mastermind myself, I can’t remember who
participated ... or who won. This one tended to drag a bit ... maybe a future
quiz might have several, shorter opening bouts to warm up the audience!
Being rather sleepy by this time, the Jeeves clan headed for the lift and found
it being operated by a toddler who was having a great time whooping up and
down in her own private magic carpet, Fixing us with that unblinking stare
which small children reserve for adults she watched us in silence as the lift
climbed slowly upwards and in blind robotic obedience, stopped at each
floor, opened and shut its doors to nobody, before moving on to the next ...
the little wight had pressed EVERY button. If anyone has lost a little girl, you
might try looking in a water tank on the 7th floor.
Saturday dawned ... as did yet another panel, This time, Pamela Bulmer
was chairing, “The Role Of Women in SF”. My two women thought it a good
item to avoid, so we went out for a stroll around Coventry and its lovely
cathedral. Outside, an architectural hodge-podge but beautiful within. Back at
the de Vere we were just in time to dodge a brace of speeches and a couple of
auctions, but we did manage to catch the first screening of Things To Come.
With evening comes pie-fall. Brian Burgess was huckstering pies and
bottles of milk at bargain prices. I know they were bargains, as I had priced
the pies in Marks & Wotnots earlier that day ... at 1p more than Brian was
charging. A real saviour of mankind is Brian (Which is why I gave his pies a
free ad in Superfan. Then it was Fancy Dress time. I had promised to push
Pamela Boal in her wheel chair ... and was astounded at the superb way in
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which her family had rallied round and converted it into a Dalek-style control
chair ... and Pamela into somebody called Charon or suchlike. Whatever she
was, it was terrific and justly deserved the prize she won. Other guises were a
superb “Batman & Robin”, a simply terrific Viking hero, Cat Woman ... and
a very well designed young lady whose costume was not only brief, but
lacking in the stress design department, so that when she hurried, she became
the most outstanding woman in the show. I pushed Pamela around once,
ogled a very brief costume, and prepared to push Pamela a second time ...
Holy Klono, my strength had vanished! It took two more abortive attempts
before I realised that the mini costume hadn’t sapped my energy, but Pamela
had shoved on the brake on the wheel chair.
Sunday saw the Daleks invading Earth yet again (on film, and for the
umpteenth con time). Luckily, I has a date with a thrilling BSFA meeting in
the Fairfax room before rushing back to the voting for next year’s Con ... a
rather academic affair, as there was only one bid, Maybe that was lucky, as
when Ken Slater yelled out to ask, if a double room cost £13.80 without
breakfast, how much did a breakfast cost? He was told that no hard figures
could be given so far ahead. True, but when I asked what they were charging
as of right now, a lack of preparatory work was evident, as the proposers
didn’t know that either. Nevertheless, it is HEATHROW HOTEL in ’78
complete with an unspecified breakfast cost ... so better bring a frying pan
and a couple of eggs
This year’s huckster room was excellently set out, and full of oodles and
oodles of goodies ... but no genius has ever yet solved the perennial con
problem of budgeting your book buying before you know how much the
weekend has cost you. Normally, I don’t find this art until Monday after the
shop has closed. Also very well prepared and organised was the Art show,
masterminded by Marsha Jones ... and an excellent job she did. Sadly, the art
auction had to be curtailed, as auctioneer Rog Peyton arrived half an hour late
from flogging fanzines in the very well appointed ... and well used, fan room.
Highlight of the auction was the sale of a beautiful Eddie Jones painting for
around £150.
Hot on the tail of the auction came another panel ... of publishers. By
this time, everybody (with £4 worth of banquet ticket scorching in their
hands) was starting to avoid food in order to create cargo space. Toastmaster
was Peter Weston, and an admirable job he did of it. Speaking of Peter
reminds me that this was yet another con, where TAFF was neither plugged
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nor explained to attendees ... which is a pity as some had obviously got the
idea that it was some kind of reward for longevity in fandom. TAFF needs
publicity ... and finance, and if we don’t make something of it at each
convention, then it will soon be misunderstood and fade away, Which is also
the time to announce that this year’s worthy winner was Peter Roberts (who
is NOT an aged and weary fan). He polled 104 votes, I raised 89 and poor old
Pete Presford came in third with 12. So at this point, I’d like to thank all these
good kind people who voted for me. Sorry folks to let you down, but it seems
I just ain’t TAFF stuff.
Following the BANQUET came the DANCE, a lively and highly
enjoyable session wherein we all did our assorted things to the great music
provided by Gray Charnock and his men as they served up some three hours
of red hot rhythm. Anyone who didn’t enjoy it must have had three left legs.
One suggestion though, good as the music was I’d like to have seen a bit
more variety added to the one waltz and a couple of quickstep rhythms which
interspersed the modern twist beats. Perhaps another time Gray we could talk
you into a few cha chas, rumbas, tangos and slow foxtrots for the s&c among
us.
And so came Monday morning, a quick breakfast, off up the M1 and
home. We didn’t stay to see what seemed to be the only “new” film on the
programme, Zero Population Growth, as it wasn’t shown until 10.30 on
Monday. In retrospect, another good, enjoyable Con, but if I had my druthers,
I’d like to have seen less sercon (panel, speech, panel, speech etc) and a few
more general fannish or audience participation items. Whatever happened to
the Liverpool Tape Operas, the “This Is Your Fannish Life”, the “Twenty SF
Questions”, the Fan quizzes and so on which used to liven up the large gaps
which keep appearing in programmes nowadays. Otherwise, I for one would
like to give thanks to one more Con Committee for having given us another
good weekend to renew old acquaintances.
Source not identified – perhaps Terry Jeeves’s
own fanzine Erg
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Coventry 1977 (Eastercon ’77)
Wish You Were Here by D. West
The 28th Easter Science Fiction Convention took place at the De Vere Hotel,
Coventry, over the weekend of the 8th-11th April 1977. Gollancz’s John
Bush was Guest of Honour and other SF notables present were Brian Aldiss,
John Brunner, Ken Bulmer, Harry Harrison, Robert Holdstock, Anne
McCaffrey, Chris Priest, Bob Shaw, Andrew Stephenson, Ian Watson, Peter
Weston and James White.
Those are the facts. The rest is lies, damned lies, and statistics of who
fell over, passed out, made fools of themselves, scored scandalous sexual
successes, hit people with large whips, or failed to hit less-loved
acquaintances with beer glasses.
And so much for the only part of the first draft of this con report worth
preserving – two paragraphs from about twelve closely-typed sides.
Unfortunately, the whole thing was just another Bad Trip Report, a classic
case of Charnock’s Syndrome; fear and loathing, folly and paranoia. Same
old Psyche Think-Piece. Took me ten pages of introspective self-analysis to
even arrive at bloody Coventry. Two more pages were devoted to attempts to
pull my nerve together: sitting in the station buffet for an hour or so drinking
cans of McEwans and chewing on a British Rail egg sandwich. Come page
twelve I’d made it to the De Vere, scuttled blindly through a lobby full of
menacing hotel staff and total strangers and experienced a vast surge of relief
when famous author Robert P. Holdstock lurched from a lift and greeted me
with a leer. (Nothing personal, you understand. Famous author Holdstock
greets everyone with a leer, his guiding principle in life being Walk Softly
and Carry a Big Prick. And compared to the leer of such as Graham
Charnock, Secret Master of the Art of suggesting a jaded familiarity with
depravities the like of which you never knew existed, the concupiscence of
Holdstock is almost innocent.)
Yeah, well. So much for the character stuff. But the sight of Holdstock
looming and swaying above me did bring a certain degree of reassurance;
there might, after all, be people at this convention whose presence would
make me feel moderately cheerful. “They’re all in the bar, somewhere,” said
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Holdstock vaguely, and hiccupped away, still leering in the slightly glazed
fashion of a Greyfriars sixth-former fresh from his first encounter with
Playboy. I went to the bar. You’ve got all the essential information now; the
rest is probably a familiar enough story to anyone who has ever attended a
convention. A week or so later Brian Parker telephoned and I was able to get
some details on what it was I’d been doing that weekend.
Well, no. That’s an exaggeration. Certain incidents did slip my mind ’til
several days later, but mostly it was a case of losing track of the order in
which events occurred. A con hotel is a closed world, a hermetic environment
in which the time scale of an ordinary and ordered routine is overwhelmed by
a chaotic cycle of drinking, eating, drinking, falling down, drinking, eating,
drinking, and more falling down. The outside world ceases to have any real
existence; it becomes a theory, a legend, a dim ancestral memory, something
totally irrelevant to the practicalities of con-going existence. If there was a
convention that lasted long enough you’d probably see the veneer of
mundane life sloughing off completely: there’d be a return to Man’s basic
primeval pattern of hunting and foraging, nomadic wanderings from floor to
floor, inter-tribal warring. J.G.Ballard’s High-Rise tells the story of what
happened at a con in the fifties (the names have been changed to protect the
guilty) and things haven’t changed all that much. You can take it for granted
that by the second day of any convention most of the attendees are at least
part-way out of their skulls.
Some of them start like that. Even before I arrived I wasn’t feeling too
good. The reasons for that are somewhat complicated but not really important
or interesting to anyone except myself. Originally, of course, I planned to go
there and come away to write the definitive con report; something so
brilliantly and ruthlessly comprehensive, so overwhelming in its portrayal of
Total Experience, that ever afterwards all those who attempted to write conreports would be stricken down by envy, admiration, and despair.
Well, you got to think big. But after a dozen sheets my brain started
coming together again and I decided that maybe the World was not yet Ready
for my masterpiece. Not yet ready to read all the way through it, certainly.
Something along the lines of a few pages of the usual guff might do better.
It was Pickersgill who’d first put the idea into my head. He rang up and
demanded a convention report in his usual gracious manner (“Howsabout a
con report eh, you big cunt?”). I refused. After some preliminary bickering
we agreed to play dominoes for it; if he won I’d write the con report. If I won
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he’d pay me vast sums of money. I’d still write the con report, but I’d be able
to give it to him with a pitying smile and listen to the grinding of his teeth.
Editors are funny people.
What with this and that the idea dropped into the limbo of some-othertime-maybe-real-soon. This is wreckage. Being intended for SBD the title is
lifted from the Pink Floyd album of the same name. It seemed a good idea at
the time, though the significance (or relevance) may no longer be obvious.
Perhaps I should have used something more explicit, like Brain Damage.
Bossman Brian Parker (yes Master no Master pull my string Master) has
already provided the background material to explain that allusion to
concussion acquired in the course of duty. His A Bit of the Other One breaks
with normal Parker fanzine practice in being so well produced you can even
make out what the words say. If not what they mean. Is “abyssian”
reproduction the sort of print job you get in Ethiopia? Still, it all enriches the
language.
It was a funny con for me. Looked at objectively I should have enjoyed
myself. Instead I kept stopping to ask myself why I wasn’t enjoying myself.
Months later I’m still pondering.
But why bother? Stick the stuff I’ve written into a box and save it for the
day when – like Leroy Kettle – I grow old and mumbly enough to want to
write memoirs containing the Truth, the whole Truth, and a few lies to make
it more entertaining. The Point Of It All can wait. Anecdotes are easier. A list
of encounters and conversations with the occasional Big Think for a touch of
class – spreads the misery around instead of keeping it concentrated on
myself. After all, in the classic phrase of Simone Walsh: people read con
reports to see if their names have been dropped, and if so, in what.
Well, I did encounter David Wingrove, rising star of BSFA fandom.
Wingrove in the flesh tends to confirm the impression given by his fanzine
Kipple. A week or two before the con I’d sent him a LoC in which – amongst
other remarks of a more or less derogatory nature – I sarcastically asked why
the piece of fiction that had managed to drag in the names of Sartre,
Wittgenstein and Nabokov in the first half-page hadn’t gone on to mention
Camus, Spengler, Marcuse and Kierkegaard.
“But I haven’t actually read Camus, Spengler, etc etc,” said Wingrove,
apparently determined to show what a conscientious chap he was.
Feeling it would be uncouth to get nasty so early in our
acquaintanceship I turned to Maxim Jakubowski and complimented him on
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his column. After all, in Kipple it looked good. Jakubowski, the very model
of cosmopolitan suavity, received my halfhearted tribute with the modest
ease of one who knows his own worth.
Somewhat later Wingrove was observed in the main bar, singing songs
about Yellow Wimpeys (this is inexplicable and unlikely, but true) in the
company of various acolytes of Bob (FOKT) Shaw. Rob Jackson looked on
sourly. “These intellectuals always revert,” he muttered. Bob (FOKT) Shaw
is not the same as Bob (Famous Author) Shaw. Bob (FOKT) Shaw is a
cheerful looking extrovert who goes around doing such cheerfully extrovert
things as cracking a large whip, telling jokes about Glasgow Pakistanis
(apparently inherently funny), shouting “Get FOKT!” (also apparently
inherently funny) and attempting to recruit the unwary for a proposed 1978
Scottish convention. FOKT stands for Friends of Kilgore Trout. What
Kilgore Trout might think of his friends can only be surmised.
Various BSFA luminaries were encountered briefly. Somewhat
surprisingly David V. Lewis turned out not to wear braces, a celluloid collar,
a pinstripe suit and a watch and chain. Lewis is – or was – editor of the BSFA
Yearbook. At his request I’d sent him an article on fanzines. “Never again,”
said Lewis, probably referring to the editorship rather than articles like mine.
Publications overlord and production chief Chris Fowler was also reported to
be less than enthusiastic about the whole deal. The BSFA Yearbook finally
appeared at the end of June. So I’m told. I don’t really think it’s worth paying
£4 to join the BSFA just so I can read my own work again. Besides, they may
be planning to send me a copy for Christmas.
The ways in which fans in the flesh differ from the images they project
on paper never cease to be a source of interest, even when you’ve met most
of the little sods before. Who’d have thought – for instance – that medical
genius Rob Jackson would have shown so much doubt and uncertainty when
faced by a mere slime-mould from Altair-4? Yet in the battle of wits that
followed the encounter the slime-mould won all the way. And how can one
reconcile the appearance of Paul Kincaid with the erudite letters he writes to
Maya? He should look like David Wingrove. Instead he looks like a slimline
Howard Rosenblum. (Come to that, how can one be persuaded to believe that
the editor of SONF could possibly look quite so supernaturally short on the
sort of nerve fibre that operates a dinosaur’s back end?). What is there to
prepare one for the sight of Famous Author Chris Priest making play with a
foot-long ebony cigarette holder? What about Chris Fowler and his imitation
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of a hobbit suffering from anorexia nervosa? Or Harry (words fail me)
Harrison?
It seems like a reversal of natural order when you discover that David
Bridges is really quite sensible and doesn’t giggle all the time; that Greg
Pickersgill doesn’t go around snarling and tearing off arms and legs (not until
nightfall anyway) and that Ian Williams is so big a passing dwarf would have
to stretch to pat him on the head. Only Leroy Kettle lives up to expectations:
the whiskers quiver, the nose twitches, the beady eye glitters; a jerky
scuttering to and fro and a constant squeaking of jests and quips inform you
that here indeed is the veritable editor of True Rat.
Then there are all those people who are glimpsed but never properly
met, heard of but never seen. They told me Kieth Walker himself, founder of
Misere Fandom (the fanzine game which is won by the player who spots
most deliberate mistakes and doesn’t do anything about them) was around
someplace. In the Fan Room I seized Roy Kettle by the arm and intoned
“You are Keith Walker, Man of Mystery, and I claim the £5 prize.” “No, no,”
screamed Kettle. “Let go, let go. I’ll give you anything if I don’t have to be
Keith Walker! Please – no – don’t do it!” He began gibbering; great drops of
sweat broke out on his marble brow. Even his nose grew limp with terror.
Thrusting his wallet in my pocket I let him go. It was a knockdown price, but
even for a sadist there are limits.
Of course while you are observing people from afar, chances are that
someone else is doing the same to you. Dave Lewis apparently cast his eye
over me at the last Novacon, later informing Kevin Easthope that “Don West
hangs about like the aftermath of a wet dream.” More confusion. Just as I’ve
got used to one picture of Lewis along comes this new insight to create fresh
doubt and uncertainty. Who’d have thought that I’d ever be acknowledged
even in these broadminded days – as figuring in Lewis’ wet dreams?
Amazing.
Still, not much more amazing than being described as a “Huge Name
Fan” (mere BNFs take note) and “Member of the Establishment” in Kevin
Easthope’s Logo 4. Such rapid promotion – all the way to the top from total
obscurity in little more than a year of activity – had me luxuriating in dreams
of fannish glory for all of several seconds. Then I was pulled back to earth by
the sad reflection that anyone who bungles his invective quite so frequently
and thoroughly as Easthope must be regarded as an unreliable judge. Despite
trying too hard he doesn’t seem to have got the hang of managing his insults
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so that they do more damage to the targets than to himself. The Easthope
method consists of chopping off both your own legs then waiting for your
enemy to faint at the sight of blood. Thus, Huge Name Fan West is first
castigated for his destructive criticism – “It doesn’t make any sense at all to
be completely destructive when you’re trying to improve things” – and then
scarcely a dozen lines later comes the declaration: “I’ve come through on the
other side and I think I’m better for the experience.” A more heedful writer
would have taken care not to contradict himself until the bottom of the page
at least.
Anyway Logo 4 is an improvement on its predecessor if only on the
grounds that a poor spirit is better than none ... or using only half your loaf is
better than making a complete cake ... or ... or something. Easthope confuses
me. He seems to have perfected a method of transferring words to paper
without actually reading them first. For instance, he’s got an article by Tom
Perry all about “Editorsmanship”, one aspect of “Fansmanship” or “the Art of
convincing other fans that you are a much bigger fan than they are.” Easthope
put this thing onto stencil, so you might think he’d picked up some notion of
what it was all about. Indeed, the basic principles of this noble science
(scoring points in verbal games) are known to every fan of average low
cunning. But one is forced to the conclusion that Easthope’s cunning is not so
much low as subterranean – every time he tries to put the boot in he loses a
few more of his own front teeth – and his understanding is so defective he
doesn’t even recognise what his own contributors are talking about.
Still, I enjoyed Logo. Not the least part of the enjoyment came from
looking forward to the next issue. And Easthope himself has much to look
forward to. We’ve never met, but I expect our paths will cross some time or
other.
They almost crossed at this last con. I didn’t meet the man himself, but I
met his water pistol. There I was, sitting quietly in the bar, contemplating the
blankness of my mind, when a jet of water hit me in the face. From behind
one of those stupid pillars that cluttered up the floor (and got in the way of
my head at least once) Simone Walsh grinned at me. Simone Walsh’s hobby
is pouring, throwing, or otherwise debouching quantities of liquid – beer,
whiskey, water, Old Charnox Southern Catspiss over anyone with whom she
has had some small difference of opinion. Sometimes you get the glass as
well, or maybe a non-returnable bottle.
I stared at her coldly, and made the water evaporate by thinking about
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what I’d put in my next piece of fan-writing. She seemed slightly
disappointed that I didn’t get up and assault her. These women are all the
same.
Easthope himself was out of sight. Together with “Dave Bridges, Dave
Griffin, Paul Thompson, Geoff Rippington and possible Merf Adamson” he
had declined to fire on grounds that “we’re brave lads and true etc, but West
is bigger than most of us.” (What, even all together? I grow almost fond of
the lad, he does me so proud. Not only am I a Huge Name Fan, but King
Kong as well – six fans at one bite.) Or, as Simone described it later:
“Easthope was sitting there pissing himself with fright.” Every boy his own
water pistol. Male supremacy rules.
That was Saturday. Or possibly Sunday. Also on Saturday (or Sunday) I
met Andrew Tidmarsh, writer of intensely intellectual articles for Vector and
Titan. The same defence mechanism that blots out memories of the articles
has blotted out memories of our conversation. If there was any. I seem to
recall falling off my chair at one point. Perhaps I was surprised by something
he said. Or surprised by being able to understand it.
Meanwhile up in the con hall everyone was having fun. Or perhaps not.
I didn’t attend enough of the programme to pronounce on its merits as a
whole. This is less due to lack of enthusiasm for the con than to a dislike of
being lectured at. If I want heavy text I’ll read it myself, some time when I’m
sitting comfortably and ready to begin. If I want chat I’ll stop in the bar.
There are occasions when convention programming seems to be based
on the fact that if it moves and mentions SF the audience will applaud it. And
so they do, so they do.
Most thrilling item was the convention bidding. Would Skycon carry it
off, or would they be overwhelmed by the late entry of Bradford? The matter
was settled when, despite the encouragement of all those friends who were
hoping I’d get up and make a fool of myself, I found that my mind had gone
blank. I decided to hold over the bid. BRADFORD IS HEAVAN THE
YEAR AFTER SEVANTY SEVAN now becomes BRADFORD IS GRATE
THE YEAR AFTER SEVENTY EIGHT. Send only 50p NOW! Just as well I
didn’t go on with it, really; there was quite enough trouble later on about the
frivolities of the Best Award. (Next year I’m going around collecting for the
Nobel Prize. Anyone who afterwards wishes to complain that they thought
the collection was for a Swedish version of TAFF, or a testimonial inkpot for
the famous fannish illustrator Harry Nobel, should hand in the eyewitness
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accounts, lists of names etc before twelve noon on Monday.)
Of course one troublesome element of Eastercons is that at least half the
attendees can hardly be called fans at all. They are enthusiasts, avid readers
or collectors of Science Fiction, who attend for the overt science fictional
content. Obviously it’s hard to draw an exact dividing line (and probably not
very desirable to try) but it seems clear that the active and essential part of
fandom is quite a small minority, perhaps less than a fifth of the whole. Many
more people may have passed through, but the hardcore of visitors to the Fan
Room was never more than a couple of dozen – a subgroup not much larger
than the coterie of Dungeons and Dragons players.
Even the fanzine fans might be further subdivided: there’s that good old
strain rooted firmly in the gutter (where they and I belong) and there’s the
strange mutant variety developed by the British Science Fiction Androids
Ltd. If that organisation ever decided to Take Over (in best SF style) by
cleansing the fair name of fandom of all impurities it would only need the
assassination of three or four dozen people to give them the upper hand. Of
course they’d have to repeat the process every few years – fannishness is like
Original Sin and prone to breaking out whatever you do – but for a short time
at least the British fan scene could be transformed into a beautifully even
desert of dullness: a land fit for heroes who want no questions asked that
don’t have safe, sober, and serious answers.
Why is it that – initially at least – so many SF enthusiasts seem earnest,
humourless, narrowminded, complacent, and even slightly stupid? Almost it
seems as if these people are driven to seek SF out of a dim perception that it
contains elements wholly lacking in their own characters: imagination,
vision, invention, and a capacity for interest and excitement, {Not that I’ve
ever had all of that from SF, but I do keep hoping and running the occasional
spot-check.) No wonder, really, that fandom seems so alien and inaccessible.
To the outsider, fandom’s values are inverted: a fan no longer needs SF. He’s
started to grow his own.
Outside, the mindless hordes mill endlessly, clutching their paperbacks
and craning to catch sight of some famous pro. Inside, are the boys who
really know about time warps and such, and have made it to another
dimension entirely. Yet it’s curious to see how the hard core of fandom
manages to impose its values even upon those who scarcely understand or
sympathise. The caste system of fandom is a thing to marvel: a maze of
ratings and fine distinctions complex beyond belief. Thing is, by some
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mysterious and esoteric process this “inner circle” hypnotises everyone else
into taking it at its own valuation. The Elite is the Elite simply by taking their
own Greatness for granted. The rest just tag along like sheep.
What Easthope and those others who complain of “cliqueishness” fail to
realise is that the “Elitism” of fandom is not something imposed from above:
it’s entirely dependent on the voluntary servitude of those who consider
themselves less worthy. The Establishment is really wide open: the barriers to
admission exist only in the eye of the beholder. All that is necessary to be
accepted as a fan is to be active in fannish pursuits.
However, acceptance is not the same thing as immunity from criticism.
Fannish ratings go by measures of talent and personality: if you are judged
deficient in either or both you are likely to get some knocks. Even from
friends. The old “Star System” of fandom, with BNFs at the top, fans in the
middle, and neos way down under, has undergone a considerable levelling in
recent years. Just who are today’s BNFs? There’s a whole array of talented
fans, and who is to be singled out above the rest? Promote one and you’ll
have to promote six more; in no time at all you’ll have an army composed
entirely of officers. And there’s too much democracy about, these days; too
much freedom of speech; You can’t have a BNF (in the old sense, at least)
who isn’t treated with deferential respect. But now there’s no fan at all who
isn’t liable to get the piss taken out of him pretty frequently. O tempora, o
moreso, as Walt Willis might say.
And so it goes. All those nonfans at conventions are just there to fill in
the crowd scenes, to provide a background of animated noise, to create a
party atmosphere, to feed the megalomania of fannish fans with the
unconscious tribute they provide by their very existence. After all they do
cooperate. The fans dominate the show, while the protofans – creatures with
no more than the potential of real life, like embryos which may miscarry or
be aborted before coming to term – go their ways only dimly conscious of the
very existence of these Secret Masters.
Weird carry on, when you think about it. Not that all this fanciful stuff
passed through my brain while I was laid around getting sozzled at Easter. I
just felt depressed something along the lines of “Many are called but few are
chosen, and look what a bunch of arseholes most of those are.” As Mike
Glicksohn so delicately puts it: there are some convention attendees you
wouldn’t cross the room to puke over.
Fuck me, I was paying money to get bored?
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Well, no. I was paying money to get drunk. When even that began to
seem tedious, I took out all my small change and amused myself by throwing
it on the floor. John Piggott and Rob Hansen crawled rapidly around, snarling
at each other as they grovelled for pennies. I felt like a character in a piece of
New Wave fan-fiction: oppressed by the meaninglessness of it all.
Some time later – or maybe sooner – I went and half-heartedly offered
to tear Merf Adamson’s head off unless he joined the Astral Leauge.
Presumably he did, since I saw him walking about in a state of completeness
later on. Ian Watson (must read one of his books sometime) called me a
psychopath. I was inclined to agree, but felt too listless and apathetic to break
his arm.
Oh what a downer it was. And I wasn’t cheered up on Saturday night,
when I happened to close my eyes for a moment and slept through most of
the Burlingtons’ performance. Back in the bar afterwards Graham Charnock
was feeling depressed himself, apparently thrown into gloom by
consideration of real and imaginary deficiencies in the musical line. Since I
myself play guitar in the style of John Cage – long, long silences while I
figure out how to rearrange my fingers such an excess of self-criticism
seemed unreasonable. In a burst of generosity I attempted to reinflate his ego
by the assurance that I’d always wanted to be a pop-star. Like what he was.
Charnock’s expression suggested he couldn’t decide whether to be sick or to
hit me in the face with a broken bottle.
Ah well, the day wore on and the night wore out, and I might have found
what it was all about – except that I’d ceased to care. So naturally following
the dictates of my subconscious what happens but I go and sign up for a
couple more cons? Perhaps this SF has worked a little Scientific Spirit of
Enquiry into my blood – I’ll try the experiment again just to check the results.
But I almost gave up for good when I found I’d forgotten how to spell my
own address. (Bingely? Bingly? Bloody hell, it must be Bingley? Surely?)
Many a promising young brain cell gone for ever, obviously.
On Monday morning I remembered that I ought to do some winning
friends and influencing people, and I bought Peter Weston a lemon juice.
Some time real soon now I shall send him another story and see if I got his
price right. Perhaps I should have paid for the crisps as well.
After that I went home. And as for all the bits I’ve missed out – oh the
amazing things I could tell you! – you’ll have to read someone else’s
account.
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But you should see me at the next con. Having a wonderful time.
Stop Breaking Down 5, August 1977, edited
by Greg Pickersgill
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London Heathrow 1978 (Skycon)
Survivaconrep by Paul Kincaid
Eventually you run out of excuses. When you’ve scraped the barrel and
actually read the Programme Book, twice; when there is no immediate and
urgent need to stare out of the window or perform some other such deed of
daring-do, you finally have to admit defeat and begin writing. Such is the sad
state into which conrep writers sink; though older and wiser heads than mine
have fallen into the trap, I can but warn of the dangers. In particular I advise
sobriety at Silicon, at least that way you stand a fighting chance of avoiding
promising one of these things to someone disreputable enough to take you up
on it, like John and Eve. (Thus it is written, on her Convention badge: Evel
yn Harvey. The middle bit, I suppose, indicates Welsh ancestry, as if we
don’t have enough of ’em already).
John and Eve are a formidable pair, comparing their stubbornness to
mules must libel the poor mule. I finally gave up the unequal struggle of
trying to squirm out of this at about 2.45 on Friday. Driven by motives of
self-abasement that I shall pass over in decent silence, I had subjected myself
to the Chairman’s Welcome and the Introduction of Celebrities. John
happened to be sitting next to me, so with naive desperation I said: “How can
I write a conrep, I’ve been here an hour and nothing’s happened?”
“What a great idea,” he replied, bubbling with nauseating enthusiasm.
“‘Nothing happening, so I go to the bar. Later I look around but there’s still
nothing happening, so back to the bar.’ Make a great report.”
“Ah well,” I quipped, “there’s not much point in me writing it now,
you’ve just done it for me.”
With his usual mastery of repartee and the bon mot, John responded
with silence. A few moments later I got some slight satisfaction, a sadistic
laugh as the Harveys were introduced and had to stand up to take an
embarrassed bow. But it wasn’t enough. I took his advice, though, and paid a
visit to the two or three tables that made up the conbar in a small room
downstairs. I should have known better. On the train down to London I had
been reading scare stories in Gannetscrapbook 4 about lager in London
costing 50p a pint, and on arrival at the Heathrow Hotel I sampled one of
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their meals so I had experience of their prices. Even so, 60p for fifth rate
lager. I needed that first pint just to recover from the shock.
Alright, we go to cons to get drunk with friends. But if this is the shape
of cons to come, then for anyone who would prefer to end a con without a
visit to the bankruptcy court all I can suggest is that they either give up
drinking, or give up eating. Preferably both, since that might just about leave
them with enough for the room. For myself, I occasionally managed to
persuade someone that they owed me a drink, otherwise it was my soberest
con, and the only one since my first that I’ve been clear-eyed and clearheaded on the Saturday and Sunday mornings. Not necessarily a good thing
considering the sight presented by some of my wealthier friends on those
mornings.
Only one question remained: how in hell was I going to survive the
weekend without the necessary dulling of the senses that alcohol imposes?
Fear not, gentle reader, for help was at hand. A whisper reached me that an
inn just across the road served the life-preserving beverage at something
approaching civilized prices. That evening an expedition consisting of Boris
Lawrence, Mike Scantlebury and myself set out to investigate this rumour.
I confess, maybe desperation made us a bit eager. Anyway, the hostelry
was still closed when we got there. So we wandered along the road in the
hope that we might find another pub that was open. We didn’t, but we did
find a bowling alley. About ten years ago I did bowl once or twice, Mike and
Boris, so they say, have never bowled. I mention that only to explain how
come, assuming our erratic scoring system to be correct, I won. And to prove
that the universe operates a system of checks and balances, I then went on to
demonstrate my total inability to master the intricacies of a pin-ball machine
and a three-handed effort at one of those blip-blip-blip TV games.
Eventually we got to the pub where they served pizzas and Kronenberg
and played “Denis” repeatedly on the jukebox, to Boris’ evident delight.
“Ooh that Deborah Harry,” he drooled. I think we were on our second pint
when Jan Finder lead a colonial delegation. Jan had apparently prepared a
glossary of British terms in an attempt to educate American fans in the proper
use of the language in preparation for ’79. Unfortunately he had omitted to
give the definitions of the words listed, so Boris took it upon himself to fill
the gap for Bobbi Armbruster (she threatened to bust our arms if we
mispronounced it, so I won’t, honest). Funny thing about Boris, he of the
“creamy, yielding flesh” – as Dave Langford would have us believe; it turns
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out he’s shy. (Ahhh ...) No, I didn’t believe it either. But whenever we came
to one of those good old English words like “bugger” or “crumpet”, I had to
supply the definitions. Of course, it could simply be that he’s illiterate.
The Heathrow Hotel obviously had our best interests very much at heart.
Not only did they encourage moderation in alcoholic consumption, but when
they locked the toilets at night they realised that this might cause problems
and thoughtfully closed the bar at one o’clock also. They must also have been
keenly aware of the many valuable fanzines and photographs that festooned
the fanroom, for, with security very much in mind, they had locked this also.
It seemed that only the guardian of this princely collection, Ian Maule, was
empowered to open it once more. However Ian, for reasons only known to
himself, had elected to lock himself away in his room with Janice.
Now rumour had it that this self-same Maule was due to bring a great
wealth of booze into the fanroom where a party was due to take place.
Consequently a modest gathering of the more knowledgeable fans was filling
the corridor in anticipation of the event. Of course he didn’t appear, so Greg
Pickersgill somehow managed to get himself locked in the fanroom along
with the cleaners.
Now we all know what a strange and wonderful place the fanroom is,
and what weird attraction it holds for all trufen, and I will not begin to guess
at what arcane practices Greg performed with the cleaners behind that locked
door. But whatever it was, I swear that when that door was again opened
some time later more people emerged than had ever entered. Among them
our mighty chairman, Kev Smith, making a noble if futile effort to look like
he had the faintest idea what he was doing.
If you’re lucky the programme doesn’t intrude too much upon your con.
Nevertheless, once or twice, it does pay to put your head around the door of
the convention hall and there is one item when such a potentially lethal
position is almost de rigeur. In fact, careful to reserve myself a seat for Mr
Shaw, I even risked the latter part of the preceding panel. A lacklustre effort I
must say, missing on the fireworks because Greg Pickersgill was sitting at
one end of the row, and he wasn’t speaking! But then, maybe it was my nonhungover state, since even Bob Shaw seemed less sparkling than usual. With
his World Con commitments coming up next year, perhaps he should be
allowed a rest next Easter.
At lunchtime that Saturday Rob Hansen, Joseph Nicholas, Gra Poole
and I decided to favour the Air Hostess once more. I’ll re-phrase that, we
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decided to have lunch at the pub across the road. It was, perhaps, a mistake.
The place was practically empty, and Rob had no trouble getting his beer and
two pizzas, the last the pub had. Only then the barman wandered off to serve
another bar leaving us standing there, empty handed. Rob took himself off to
a corner table where he could stuff himself and have a good laugh at our
expense. Somehow Gra got served and joined Rob, but it was half an hour
after we got there before Joe and I got our pints of lager and put in an order
for toasted cheese sandwiches. These, of course, didn’t appear. We made a
couple more trips to the bar, propped it up a while longer, and finally, finally,
after waiting for an hour or more, we got to eat. Naturally one of my
sandwiches turned out to be cheese and onion. I hate onion.
And through it all Gra was scribbling industriously away in a huge
notebook. I must admit, hard though it is to believe, that there are a few
perverts, masochists all, who actually enjoy writing these things. Dave
Langford is another. His deafness is caused by the curious phenomenon of
everybody falling silent whenever he comes within range, just to be on the
safe side. But the disability does have its advantages; I’ve long suspected that
it is a convenient excuse for carrying around a miniature tape recorder
disguised as a hearing aid, one specially tuned to pick up only indiscretions.
Well, it saves all that tedious note-taking. Myself, I make no notes during a
con, hoping I might not remember enough to make a conrep. It works, this is
all fiction.
But I digress. At one point, while I was at the table nursing my lager and
Joe was standing guard at the bar I saw him talking with Dave Wingrove.
Recently Dave Wingrove has taken to bombarding me with free books, and I
thought that if I went to the expense of maybe buying him a half of
something it might encourage him in this desirable activity. But the next time
I looked round he’d disappeared and, naturally, I didn’t see him again that
weekend. The Heathrow Hotel seems to be a great place for not finding
people. Steve and Helen Walker are good friends of mine, and we had
arranged to meet as early as possible at the con. Well I saw Steve for about a
minute at the foot of the lifts as I arrived on the Friday, after that I couldn’t
find either of them until the showing of Young Frankenstein on Saturday
evening.
That, of course, was after the GoH’s speech, my own totally uninspiring
appearance on a panel in the Fan Room (Fannish Brain’s Trust, would you
credit it?) suitably interrupted by a false fire alarm, and dinner at a Chinese
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restaurant with a girl who revealed incredibly detailed knowledge of the laws
relating to exposure and peeping toms. Funny things, cons. The film was
followed by the Fancy Dress parade wherein a large number of people
clambered unsteadily onto chairs to obtain the best view possible of the usual
collection of girls intent on displaying their wares. (God bless ’em). And then
there was Brian Burgess. Did you ever? (No, I must restrain myself, hysteria
can’t be good for you. Ha, ha, ho ho, he he, guffaw guffaw ...)
Somewhat recovered, I then went up to my room to watch MASH on
television. Well, even at a con we’re allowed some enjoyment.
When I rejoined the festivities it was to find the disco in full swing. Just
outside the con hall a small group that consisted at various times, and among
others, of Hazel Langford, Janice Maule, Gra Poole, Ian Williams, Mike
Scantlebury, Joe Nicholas and myself were having what, considering the time
and the location, was a reasonably sane discussion. Suddenly Joe Nicholas
thrust his ballooning finger towards the ceiling and declared, ringingly: “I’m
going to dance with Helen McCarthy!” Remembering the abortive escapade
of last Eastercon it was generally agreed that this would be an event not to be
missed. So we all bustled into the con hall and found a spot near the small
dance-floor. The floor was quite crowded, there wasn’t even room for
Malcolm Edwards to do his usual backwards run, and it took us some while
to spot our quarry. Daring this interval I do believe that Joe was having
second thoughts. “There she is.” “Ah, she’s dancing with someone.” “Then
break in.” “Oh, what a pity, the music’s stopped.” “Now’s your chance,
then.” “But she’s talking to someone.” “They’re not dancing, though. And the
music’s started.” “I’ve lost her.” “She’s over there.” “Ow, my finger’s
hurting again.” “That doesn’t stop you dancing.” By main force. Gra Poole
and I had pushed him so far forward that one foot actually touched the
wooden floor, but that was as far as we got before the disco shut down at
11.30. Joe took a very deep breath. This time he can’t complain of the
dangers produced by his plan leaking out – they didn’t leak and there was no
danger. So Novacon ...
Cons are great places for revealing things about people. For instance
I’ve known Mike Scantlebury virtually since I entered fandom, and I was
vaguely aware that he had been involved with fandom before that. Now, as
people began drifting out of the con hall, “Captain” Greg Pickersgill and
Simone Walsh wandered by. “Good grief,” quoth Simone, spotting Mike,
“It’s Dufe (Doof?) Scantlebury from Bristol.” Dufe? “Because he’d do fer
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anything,” Simone supplied. They then wandered off into unintelligible
reminiscences, and I was reduced to trying to emulate “Head Boy” Roy
Kettle’s feat with used flash cubes. He would bounce a cube off his biceps
and (try to) catch it again. The floor soon became rather crunchy under foot,
so we withdrew.
That night a party in the fan room did materialise, though if there was
any of that famed fannish punch available, I didn’t get any. As soon as we got
into the fan room Joe Nicholas and Helen Eling withdrew into the darkest
corner and locked themselves into a kiss that must have broken all records;
Some time later Stan Eling came in, noticed the couple in the clinch, and
settled down on the other side of the room. Ten minutes or so later, since they
still showed no sign of coming up for air, he wandered out again. Meanwhile
someone had put a tape on, and the interrupted dancing started up again.
I had no sooner got through the door of the Heathrow Hotel on Friday
afternoon than Rob Hansen accosted me and thrust into my hand Roy
Kettle’s Not True Rat Ten. That night I kept Mike Scantlebury awake by
reading the thing, and laughing out loud. This night he got his revenge, he
snored. What is the world coming to? Who can you trust when the fresh
young innocent who wouldn’t say boo to a goose who you agree to share
your room with to save money turns out to be a jaded long-time fan who
snores?
Strangely the greater part of Sunday seems to be murky and unclear to
me now. I remember getting up very early because this was the day The
Front was supposed to be shown on the television and I wanted to see it. But
when I turned the set on they were still showing Brannigan from the previous
day, so I went back in bed. Later I learnt that The Front was shown after all,
and I missed it.
I remember hurrying away from the bidding session with Boris once the
Leeds bid was secured for ’79 in order not to miss Barbarella. Only to have
to wait an hour before they started showing it. We knew the timing had been
changed, but the committee didn’t do a particularly good job of advertising
the revised times.
I remember Steve Walker surrendering Helen into my tender care to go
swimming. She wore a bikini. I take my glasses off to go swimming. Doesn’t
it always work that way.
I remember the book auction with Chuck Partington bidding
indiscriminately for everything he didn’t want, until nobody bid against him
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for one item. And the Call My Bluff with Roy Kettle proving himself the best
liar in fandom, and the pros demonstrating that they know nothing about sf.
We ate at the airport, half a dozen of us; then returned to catch the aptly
named Danger: Diabolik while the wealthy banqueted.
The Doc Weir Award is traditionally an occasion for getting the fix in.
This time the fix worked. I was next to Greg, leaning against the wall at the
back of the hall, when it was announced he’d won. He turned his head a little
to one side, smiled that tiny, shy, retiring smile known and loved by us all.
Well, all right ... but he didn’t exactly jump up and down and scream and
shout either. The problem is, the obvious choice for next year would be
Simone, but I don’t think she’d stand for two years cleaning the damned cup.
After that came THE announcement. Now, for the first time, there is
proof that concoms are human, that they do have some spark of decency
about them. “Free drinks,” said Kev Smith. Free drinks; the only time I could
afford the bar prices. We sauntered slowly downstairs at a stately, dignified
pace; waited patiently for our glass of lager; and retired yet again to the fan
room. A strange thing that the fan room was at its most crowded at precisely
those times when Ian Maule, fan room generalissimo and well known wishy
washy person, was not trying to attract business.
In exchange for a promise of a floor to sleep on at Silicon, I had agreed
to let Ritchie Smith and Annie Mullins sleep on the floor of our room that
night. However when, in the not-so-early hours of Monday morning, we
finally completed the route march down all those miles of corridors it turned
out that Mike hadn’t yet decided to retire. So Ritchie and Annie took his bed,
and Mike was left with the floor. That’ll teach him to snore. It didn’t stop me
extracting his full share of the room rate, either.
Reality has been getting rather a nasty habit of intruding into the back
end of cons this last year or so. At Coventry John and Eve had their car
pinched. This year a dozen or so of us went to Terminal 3 for lunch on
Monday. We’d just about finished when there was a scream and I looked
around to see Chris Atkinson clutching something to her and staggering a
little backwards. “We get all sorts,” said the waiter, and winked. It turned out
someone had rifled her bag, taking money and keys. Like I said, nasty.
Apart from that, though, John had it pretty near right. Nothing happened,
so I went to the bar, only the beer was so expensive I couldn’t even drink.
Which is the big problem about getting saddled with a job like this what on
earth do you write about?
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London Heathrow 1978 (Skycon)
If You Go to Skycon Disco ... by
Rob Hansen
IF YOU GO TO SKYCON DISCO ... (you’re sure to meet some drunken
people there)
For me the Eastercon was a five day event, Thursday to Monday, as
usual. I arose at the ungodly time of a quarter to seven, finished off all the
food likely to go bad, abluted, and headed for the bus station. Being the keen
young fan that I am I’d been looking forward to the con for weeks but as the
bus pulled out it somehow didn’t feel as if the time had come.
Be there before noon, Greg had said, so I was. Through the frosted glass
of the 7A front door I could see a small and hairy figure bounding down the
stair. It opened, I looked down, he looked up.
“Christ you’re fuckin’ early ain’tcha?” I had the distinct feeling we’d
played this scene somewhere before.
“Got yer beans for the con, then?”
“Yeah, some cans of rice pudding as well.”
“Rice pudding?”
“That’s right, the food of the gods. It’s Ambrosia after all.”
Harry Bell, Rob Holdstock, Mike Collins, Brian Parker and friend, Terri,
Peter Roberts and the Harveys were all staying the night so as most of these
had arrived we set off for the hotel. On arriving the first shock was the bar
prices. 60p a pint!!! It looked like being a dry, dry weekend. However we
discovered a pleasant pub down the road called “The Air Hostess” and a good
time was had by all. Somehow drinking in a pub didn’t seem to be the right
type of thing to do at a con but suffused by inner glows we decided it was
gonna be a good one.
Friday arrived and those staying at 7A were given a breakfast equal to
the task of keeping them full all day. Someone of course had to go back for a
second helping of beans.
“I intend to be jet-propelled at this con,” I said, in explanation.
A short journey and we were there. I was sharing a room with Mike
Collins, hence the large cork I’d packed with my effects, but I didn’t let that
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worry me as I hurried on down to the huckster’s room only to find very little
I actually wanted to buy.
Anyway the day wore on and the night wore out and I’d use that line if
D. West hadn’t got there first. So on to the evening when strange things
happened, things like all the toilets being locked – but before that was the
punch. Ian Maule, it was reported, had gone out to buy cider for a punch to be
served in the fan room, so down to the fan room trooped a fair slice of active
British fandom to partake of this free lubricant. However after sitting outside
said room for an hour or so some doubts were aired.
“Christ where the fuck is Maule?” said Greg.
Rumbles of discontent, and of stomachs, grew louder and offers were
made to separate Mauler from various parts of his anatomy. Two hours had
passed and the cleaners came down to clean the fan room whereupon Greg
leapt to his feet (he didn’t have far to go) and followed the hapless women
into the room. Soon an argument was in full flow and one of the cleaners was
sent for reinforcements and soon a fearsome apparition, not unlike the Hulk
in drag arrived. She too disappeared into the room, a room locked from the
inside. What was going on in that room? Soon more reinforcements arrived in
the form of the under-manager and a flunky who also went in. After a short
time these left and after a hell of a time Greg emerged with the Hulk almost
eating out of his hand.
“They won’t let us use the fan room without Maule and the little
fucker’s gone to bed!”
Not long after this, to everyone’s disgust, the toilets were locked but
there was a reaction to this. Sometime later a hairy London-based Ratfan was
seen leaving the vicinity of a large wet stain on the stairs whilst doing his fly
up. Who says the art of protest is dead?
Saturday saw me staggering down to the con-hall wide-eyed and legless
(more wide-legged and eyeless if the truth be known) to see a panel entitled
“Organisations in SF” which featured Leroy Kettle as chairman, Keith
Freeman as Keith Freeman, Dave Cobbledick as token BSFA spokesperson,
Greg Pickersgill as token inanimate object and Malcolm Edwards as token
token. It was boring so I left. In no time hardly at all I was back to see the
Bob Shaw speech along with most of the con attendees. Not as good as Bob
usually is but still good.
Dinner meant a trip to the Air Hostess with Gra Poole, Paul Kincaid, and
Joseph Nicholas where I ordered a large pizza.
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“No large ’uns left, will two small ’uns do?”
“Fine by me,” I replied.
After a godawful long time they arrived and I discovered that I had the
last two in the place, so, not unnaturally, I garnered some hostile looks from
the others. Obviously, you realise, I cut each pizza in half and shared them
out. No chance. I scoffed the lot without a pang of guilt and thoroughly
enjoyed it. Still, there were always toasties on hand for the lads. Later I called
in at the PickersWalsh hotel room where about ten people were eating
smuggled-in food and where, in time, a number of crude jokes about plastic
inflatable sex-dolls and Come dancing were squeezed out of me.
Five o’clock saw the Kettle interview in the fan room officially
conducted by Simone Walsh but, for reasons unknown, assisted by John
Piggott. Though only attended by twenty or so fans this was undoubtedly the
best item of the whole convention because not only is Roy Kettle probably
the World’s best fanwriter but he’s also the best raconteur in British fandom.
Suffice it to say that he had those twenty people falling about as he recalled
various tales from his fannish past in his own highly individualistic style.
Saturday evening brought the inevitable Fancy Dress parade, this time of
a high standard with a very good Vampirella (still don’t know how that
costume stayed on) and a young lady in black stockings, garters, black
underwear and carrying a whip, much appreciated by the male contingent in
the audience even though we didn’t know what she was supposed to be. And
then, of course, there was Brian Burgess, looking like an ad for a Chivers
jelly with the rolls of fat on his overweight frame fully exposed save for a
minute G-string and a pair of shoes. Arrgghh!! I was heard to bemoan the fact
that no fannish fans indulge in these idiot antics, too high and mighty they,
and have somehow managed to talk myself into appearing in the Novacon
fancy dress as Boyle’s Law, a visual joke in appalling taste. Double
Arrgghh!! (Edwards, you bum, if you’re reading this get hold of a chemical
bog and some castors ’cos I fully intend to see you in that fancy dress with or
without your consent ... on which ominous note ...)
Following the Fancy Dress was the disco where I got hot, having a vest
on under my T-shirt. For some reason me stripping to my waist to remove the
offending garment caused some people to fall about laughing. Puny I may be
but there’s no need to hurt a guy’s feelings y’know.
At some time during the proceedings Peter Weston told Greg of a
discussion he’d been having earlier as to who would come out on top in an
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altercation between Greg and Harlan Ellison.
“We decided you’d win hands down,” said Peter. Greg was not
impressed saying he liked Harlan so the situation was unlikely to arise.
Better not let Ellison tweak your nose next time he’s over, Simone.
Sunday came, the con and my mind were slipping away at an alarming
rate. I was vegetating rapidly at some nameless panel in the fanroom when
the fire alarm went off. The proceedings stopped and we all looked at each
other reasoning that some drunken cretin upstairs had tripped the alarm and
we could ignore it. However the clanging of the alarm soon changed to the
strident tones of the evacuation alert whereupon it was women and Ratfans
first as we leapt for the fire exit. We raced along the subterranean corridors of
the hotel and I half expected to emerge and see a jumbo jet protruding from
the side of the hotel but outside was nothing save a cuttingly cold wind. Back
inside those upstairs were carrying on as if nothing had happened. We never
did find out if the alarm was set off by a drunken cretin. In the evening came
the award session where Robert Sheckley was totally overshadowed by Roy
Kettle and where Greg Pickersgill won the Doc Weir Award so becoming
officially recognized as being over the hill.
At the end of the awards session Chairman Kev Smith announced that
there would be no charge in the bar whereon the hall miraculously emptied
and your intrepid editor would have been killed in the stampede if he had not
been leading it. What a night! I can still see myself staggering from that bar
laden with ale and spirits, all for me. Ah, bliss!
Monday was the parting of the ways and a group of people that
consisted of Greg Pickersgill. Simone Walsh, John and Eve Harvey, Roy
Kettle and Kath (whose surname I can never remember), Malcolm Edwards,
Christine Atkinson, John Lowe and myself decided to have lunch at
Heathrow Airport’s Terminal 3. During the course of the meal Chris
Atkinson had her handbag stolen and it was recovered shortly after minus
keys, cheque book, cheque card, and cash. No one had seen the theft but Kath
remembered seeing a couple come up to our table and leave rather quickly. A
policeman was found and while giving a description of the couple Kath
spotted them. They were apprehended but to no-one’s great surprise were
found to be clean. However they fitted the description given by other people
similarly ripped-off in the past and those given by people that very day.
“We know it’s them so let’s beat the shit out of them when they come
past,” suggested Greg.
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Well, it’s a long time since I last put anyone in hospital so I declined,
putting it down to this strange complaint I have which manifests itself as a
curious yellow stain down the length of my spine.
Greg and Simone gave me a lift to the station and I noticed that Greg
seemed subdued.
“What’s up, boss?” I asked.
“I’m ill,” he said. “I think it’s those curries I had on Saturday.”
“As soon as we’ve dropped you off we’re going to the nearest hospital,”
said Simone.
I laughed. It appeared that Simone had been taken in by Greg’s
hypochondriac ravings. However, when I phoned London, two days after the
con, it appeared Greg was ill.
“Prolapsed piles, boss,” he said. Collapse of party on the Newport end of
the line as he fell about laughing.
Another Eastercon gone and time to look forward to next year when it
will be held in Leeds. London is renowned countrywide as the home of lousy
beer but Leeds is a real ale stronghold. It should be a good con.
Epsilon 4, Summer 1978, edited by Rob
Hansen
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Newcastle 1978 (Silicon 3)
Siliconrep (a title for nostalgia
freaks) by Rob Hansen
It was fast approaching 9.00am on the Friday morning, the time Greg,
Simone, Joseph Nicholas and myself were to set off for Silicon but as yet
there was no sign of Joseph. I’d arrived from Wales on Thursday and after
the usual browse through London’s specialist SF shops I stayed the night at
Lawrence Rd so as to be able to start early for Newcastle. I needn’t have
bothered because at 9.20am there was a phone call from Nicholas saying that
he’d overslept and would be a little late. A little late!! Four hours later he
turned up, just before the time we’d set for leaving without the little sod. We
were not amused.
The trip up seemed interminable, even my usual sparkling wit at a low
ebb, the only momentary relief being provided when we were strafed by an
RAF training flight. We eventually arrived in Newcastle at 6.50pm which
meant that what with waiting for Nicholas the whole thing had taken nine
hours. Still, I reflected, the trip back would be shorter.
The chorus of welcomes that greeted us as we entered the Grosvenor
Hotel lifted my spirits no end and I was beaming like an idiot as I lugged my
luggage to my room. On returning to the bar with a pile of copies of Epsilon
under my arm I realised that I was not the only one pubbing my ish in time
for the con as fanzines were thrust at me from every direction.
Peter Weston was there that night since he was in Newcastle on
business, as large as life and as arrogant as ever. Arrogant? Yeah; for
someone who must have been attending cons for the best part of a decadeand-a-half to buy a meal from outside the hotel and then attempt to eat it in
the bar can only be the result of supreme contempt and arrogance. But then
why should he care? It wasn’t his con, that’s not ’til next August.
The first event on Saturday morning was the Brains Truss, billed as “a
freewheeling discussion of current SF, among other topics” which quickly
degenerated into a catalogue of the faults of Isaac Asimov’s SF Magazine
which resulted, curiously enough, in Rog Peyton selling out of all copies of
the magazine in record time straight. In the afternoon, with most everyone
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watching Monty Python and the Holy Grail, Greg and myself were having a
quiet drink in the bar when in walks a young lad.
“Hi, I’m Steev Higgins” says he.
“I’m Harry Bell,” says Greg, “and this is Dave Langford.”
Dave Langford? At that point Harry strolled into the bar so, getting into
the act, I introduced him as Greg Pickersgill.
In the evening were the charades, this time with the addition of a section
of famous fans to be mimed. The mime indicating the sex as being male was
the one you might expect; left hand on right bicep right fist thrust upwards.
When Leroy Kettle had to mime Rob Holdstock this was exaggerated
forcefully with Leroy leaping up and down but the classic mime had to be
Rog Peyton’s of Pete Weston. After his initial laughter at seeing the name on
the card Rog thrust a black comb under his nose, gave a Nazi salute and
began goose-stepping. It brought the house down. Probably the quickest the
identity of any mime was discovered was my own of Joseph Nicholas. I gave
the mime indicating a male and allowed my wrist to go limp. The response
was immediate.
The first event of any consequence on Sunday was the Five-a-side
football tournament. Not being a soccer fan I was not overly keen on this but
Greg talked me into it and so I ended up in defence for London-Welsh, a
team that consisted of Roy Kettle, Greg, Martin Easterbrook, Kev Smith and
myself. The games were played on the town moor and after five minutes of
frenzied activity we unfit fans were gasping and wheezing. Dave Wingrove
nipped about in full soccer gear, at least we assume it was the full kit, the
shirt coming down his thighs far enough to hide the shorts he may or may not
have been wearing. The uncharitable suggestion was made that he was only
wearing the shirt that way because it looked like a dress. Ian Williams,
watching from the sidelines, was heard to scowl:
“God, I hate pretty boys!”
“That’s not what I heard, sweetie,” said Roy, giving him a wink.
Deciding at least to get into the spirit of the thing I gave the ball a halfhearted kick and was rewarded by the sole of my shoe separating from the
leather upper.
“I can’t play” I beamed, “or I’ll be shoeless the rest of the con.” “Yer
playing,” growled Greg, menacingly, “so borrow some.” Easier said than
done since I have size ten feet and though people will often lend you money,
clothes, sugar, wives, they seem oddly reluctant to part with their footwear.
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Eventually I talked John Harvey into loaning me his trainers for the match
where we wouldn’t be facing his side. Averting my nose I donned them and
took to the field. Amazingly my side won the competition though I suspect
this was not so much that we were the most skilful as that we were the least
inept.
Immediately afterwards, on the moor, Andy Firth brought out some
rather large home made rockets which he intended to launch. After watching
the first burn away to nothing on the launch pad Simone and I decided that
this was silly, dangerous, and probably illegal so we decided to walk back to
the hotel. I turned as we walked and saw the second rocket rise all of two
inches before it too burnt itself out. We were then joined by Dave and Hazel
Langford who were a little worried since a man working at a high-security
government establishment and having a previous explosives conviction has to
be careful. Dave explained to us that if, as he suspected, the fuel was a sugar
and weedkiller mix then he knew why none would get off the ground that
day. He was right and we watched as the third rocket followed the pattern set
by the others.
In the afternoon was the quiz, complete with tape and film, the first time
I’ve seen one of these damn things done right, and so onto evening and the
disco. The music was relayed over the hotel’s cassette system but at first no
one was dancing to it. The early cassettes had been compiled by Greg so
Simone complained to him that they weren’t good to dance to.
“But blacks dance really well to this,” he said in a hurt voice.
“You may not have noticed but none of us are black, Gregory,” said
Simone.
Now though I may not be the greatest dancer you ever did see I enjoy
dancing immensely (primal rhythms and all that?) and have been dancing the
same way for years so imagine my surprise when John Collick says:
“C’mon Hansen, stop doing John Travolta impressions.”
Travolta? But I hadn’t seen any of his films and was about to say so
when Eve Harvey rebuked the young whippersnapper.
“He was doing Travolta before Travolta.”
There are worse reputations to acquire. Actually I overdid it a bit and as
a result I could hardly move when I woke up next morning. Monday, of
course, was time to go and so we bid farewell to those we wouldn’t see until
the next time and set off home. From the above conrep it might appear that
not much of note happened but to say so would not do justice to a con that
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was a thoroughly enjoyable experience. The friendly staff and the character
of the hotel contributed much to the mellow and convivial atmosphere of the
con.
And yet, though this was the end of the con for most people for others it
was the beginning of a bizarre journey that seemed to be almost an extension
of the con.
It began well enough with our car following the Harveys’ at a steady
pace until about twelve miles outside Newcastle when the car began to fill
with fumes. Simone pulled over and a quick check revealed oil trickling
steadily from the underside of the engine. Simone decided to phone the AA
for assistance and so drove the car along the hard shoulder at a sedate 10mph
to take us to the nearest phone. Before we could reach it, however, a police
car overhauled us (hardly a difficult feat).
He advised us to phone the AA (aren’t our policemen wonderful!) but
Simone turned on the charm and he phoned them for us via his car radio.
While waiting for the AA to arrive we saw a car stop behind us. It was the
Harveys. John examined the car but on realising there was little they could do
they continued their journey. At length an AA van turned up and shortly
afterwards we were in the clutches of AA Relay. Relay is a service that
ferries you and your car to your destination if you break down but until this
journey none of us had realised that Relay meant just what it said. The first
Relay truck carried us forty miles or so and deposited us at the first Relay
station we’d ever been in. It was a fenced compound enclosing various
Portakabin structures containing toilets and a waiting room. The station was
in the middle of a field and though the actual name of the place escapes me I
christened it Stalag-L4, which seemed rather apt. We were the only people in
the station at this point and we were feeling rather hungry. It was six in the
evening and though I’d only half a bar of caramel chocolate and a round of
cheese sandwiches all day I’d probably eaten more than the others. Though
ectomorphic to the extent of looking under-nourished Joseph Nicholas, the
man with the name most people would change from rather than to, had some
slimming biscuits in his case and a slice of cheese. He was ... ah ... persuaded
to share them and we waited in orderly fashion as Joseph dished them out.
While we ate two other carloads arrived. The waiting room was looking
full. After about two hours the car was loaded onto another truck and we
were taken down the M1 until we reached the Woodall service station. Here
we were dumped in the car park and told that another truck would be along to
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pick us up in about thirty minutes.
This gave us time to have a proper meal, well ... except for Greg that is
who went off to throw up, the effects of car sickness.
After sitting in the car for some time it became apparent that the truck
would be somewhat longer than we’d been told. At this stage in the
proceedings everybody’s resistance was so low that the most inane witticisms
I came out with were being greeted by almost manic laughter. It was about
here that I realised that though Joe may be a buddy there’s something about
him that makes me take the piss. Why this should be so I don’t know but I
was making a deliberate effort to curb the urge on most of the homeward
journey. I was not successful. Fandom’s answer to Shirley Temple was ...
(Damn! There I go again!)
After about two hours another truck turned up to take us on the next
stage of the journey. It was now half-past-midnight. Unlike the previous
trucks the passenger section of the cab in this one was partitioned off from
the driver’s section. As we pulled away Greg was already slumbering and I
noticed that there was a heater in front of me. I turned it on. When I judged
the cab warm enough I turned it off and fell asleep. The cold woke me. I
fumbled for the heater, turned it on, allowed the cab to warm again, turned it
off and fell back to sleep. The cold woke me. The procedure was repeated
again and, in fact, quite a few times. It took me quite a while to realise just
what was going on. While the cold was waking me it appeared that the heat
was waking Mr.Pickersgill who would then open the cab window until the
cab cooled enough for him and fall into slumber once more.
The next Relay station we were deposited in was on an industrial estate
near Northampton but this station, however, was somewhat more substantial
than the first we’d visited being a newly built red-brick construction. Inside
were chocolate vending and hot drinks machines which were gratefully
utilised. There were two or three other carloads of people in the place, either
asleep in chairs or pacing up and down muttering angrily about the time their
journey was taking. I recall listening in amazement as one guy rang the AA
and fumed at them over the phone promising that they hadn’t “... heard the
last of this!” I suspect it was the con that did it, three nights of staying up ’til
the early hours, but we fans were quite enjoying the whole experience.
It was also here that I had an embarrassing experience.
Y’see there was this guy on the phone, complaining to the AA, and he
had his back to me so I was miming him and generally taking the piss, much
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to the amusement of young Gregory. It was at this point, of course, that I
glanced up and saw that the guy was watching my reflection in the window.
Alas, all good things must come to an end and so must incredibly long
journeys. We arrived in Lawrence Rd at 10am a full eighteen hours after we
set out! London to Newcastle is about 280 miles meaning that the mean speed
of our journey was 15mph. What with the time we lost going to the con a full
day vanished without trace.
After a few days of hospitality at the PickersWalsh homestead it was
time to go, so I went.
Epsilon 6, December 1978, edited by Rob
Hansen
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Birmingham 1978 (Novacon 8)
I Have No Trunks and I Must
Swim by Rob Hansen
It’s not something I can put my finger on but although I enjoyed Novacon I
didn’t enjoy it as much as I normally enjoy a con. Was it the fault of the
hotel; the fact that it was only a two-night con instead of the usual three; or
the natural result of increasing disenchantment, a certain jadedness creeping
in? Hard to say but, still, there were moments ...
One of the first things to be noticed, and remarked upon, was the
proximity of the swimming pool to the bar. Like, it was on the pool-side to all
intents and purposes and, as anticipated, quite a few noteworthy things
occurred in conjunction with that pool. However, I’m getting ahead of
myself.
I travelled up to Brum with Dai Price, both of us travelling on a single
fare, courtesy of Persil soap powder. Having done the Brum run so many
times the journey held no special interest other than the discovery, under the
auspices of the aforementioned Mr. Price that Orkney fudge is a rather
excellent confection and should be recommended to anyone.
The Holiday Inn was rather unimaginatively sited on Holliday Lane, the
disparate spellings providing a few crumbs for thought. The con proper not
having started Dai and I visited the Peyton emporium in Summer Row to
groan over rows of imported Perry Rhodan and admire the esoterica
complementing more traditional stock. Lurid posters promised thrills and
sense-of-wonder fulfilment in yesterday’s cinematic “sci-fi” extravaganzas,
while a window display promised the more immediate excitement of booksigning sessions from Anne McCaffrey and Christopher Priest ... An unusual
tardiness had kept the paperback edition of Moorcock’s Gloriana, a very
tasty tale, from the book-shelves of Cardiff and Newport so along with a
sword and sorcery epic bearing a Frazetta cover it returned with me to my
hotel.
Such wit as I am reputed to possess deserted me when I encountered
Greg and Simone eating in the restaurant and bemoaning the cost, along with
Malcolm Edwards and Chris Atkinson fresh from America, and such
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comments as I made were treated with just contempt. What is quite possibly
the best piece of fanwriting by Greg that I have ever read was contained in
the copy of Seamonsters that Simone pushed across the table at me between
mouthfuls, while the disapproving look the waitress gave me when I
hammered the protruding staples flat with a soup spoon confirmed my belief
that hotels don’t truly have my health and safety at heart.
There are more pleasant ways of being woken than by the sound of Ian
Williams snorting, coughing, gobbing, and generally sounding as if the
greater part of his intestinal tract is about to stage a successful escape attempt
(like being woken up by the kids of the Asian family next door thundering
around in hobnail boots; and they’ve get the nerve to complain that I’m
lowering property values). However, once awake I eat with Ian (yes, I know
it’s more hygienic to use a fork) and try to organise a trip to a shop called
Nostalgia. A panel in the fanroom that is little more than preaching to the
converted intervenes and it is lunchtime before I can get the expedition under
way. Lunch, as it happens, is one of the five pizzas I consume in the two days
of the con.
A swim in the hotel pool that afternoon necessitates me borrowing John
Harvey’s trunks which, to my surprise, I find tight. Months of exercise have
added whole fractions of an inch to my biceps and I bound from the changing
room, my stomach pulled in, ready to impress my public who, it turns out, are
all in the fanroom. I stay in the pool a long time awaiting the admiring horde
until, my skin beginning to wrinkle alarmingly, I trudge despondently out. In
the process of returning the trunks to Big John I am waylaid by someone I
have never seen before who asks if he can borrow them. I refer him to John,
who agrees, and we never see the trunks again.
Few things can quite equal the embarrassment of shouting the length of
a crowded bar for your change only to be coldly informed that the drinks you
purchased came to exactly a pound, but I manage to weather this and
anticipate the disco with pleasure. The looks of incredulity, the slack-jaws,
the cries of disbelief and the gnashing of teeth attendant on the start of the
disco reflect my own feelings. I am at a loss in understanding the logic
behind the decision to set up the disco equipment on the side of the
swimming pool because, as I commented at the time, I may have a high
opinion of myself but I wouldn’t even attempt to dance on water. Still, the
wartime spirit engendered during the blitz comes to the fore as in all times of
adversity and dancing commences on the soaking tiles that surround the pool.
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The only people to fall into the pool are a couple of Trekkies but all realise
the deliberate nature of the falls and snort derision at such exhibitionism.
The usual round of room parties follows and the comfortingly familiar
spectacle of a paralytic Greg Pickersgill bouncing off the corridor walls in a
vain attempt at forward motion gives me a warm feeling. I retire at length and
am amazed to discover that Ian has laid out a bed of chair cushions for
freeloafing Dave Cockfield but my faith in my judgement returns when I
notice that Ian has kindly donated Dave one of the pillows off my bed while
keeping both his own. Collapse of Dave Cockfield when this is pointed out.
Hotel pettiness left a sour note as usual, this con’s aggravations being all
the soft drinks machines having out of order notices on them which leads
suspicious li’l ol’ me to try one and find it working. When you consider the
price of soft drinks in the bar the reason becomes apparent. Also annoying is
one of the hotel staff at the self-service breakfast telling another to make sure
we don’t come around a second time.
Which to all intents and purposes would be the end if not for the Nova
Award. The two main contenders, as anticipated, were Alan Dorey and Kev
Smith. On learning that I have voted for Dorey, Simone says: “But Smith is
the better writer!” I have to agree Kev Smith is the better writer of the two
but the Nova Award is about ’zines not writers and although I have enjoyed
Dot hugely I have enjoyed Gross Encounters more. If the Nova Award was
for best writer then Dave Langford ought to be awarded it in perpetuity even
though Twll-Ddu has only recently, with issue 14, returned to the level we’ve
come to expect.
Epsilon 6, December 1978, edited by Rob
Hansen
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Leeds 1979 (Yorcon)
Dragonburger Boogie or
Confessions of a Convention
Secretary by Alan Dorey
Thursday
“There’s a sweepstake going on amongst the hotel staff as to how much
booze you lot are going to get through this weekend” says Tony, the bar
manager, looking at me with all the knowledge and experience of one who’s
dealt with drunken Swedish soccer supporters, paralytic Allied Irish Bank
free-loaders and “high” punk band roadies. His features are unmoving save
his eyebrows which flash out morse-code messages like one possessed by
some quiescent demon. “How much do you reckon you’ll get through then,
chief?” beat his eyebrows in hyperactive rhythmic time. I look at him and he
looks at me; my eyebrows must have unwittingly conveyed something other
than facetious ignorance because he then says: “Okay, 200 kegs it is then ...”
And with 18 gallons to a keg, that sounded like a lot of beer.
But it certainly didn’t look like a convention. I mean, there was I sitting
in the bar, in a convention hotel, with a convention programme sheet, a
convention book, assorted convention progress reports and a strange,
magical, blue convention committee badge which should have meant instant
service at the bar if I’d been able to deal with the innumerable convention
enquiries in mere seconds instead of hours. Sure, there were other committee
members around, mounds of yellow packages, impatient dealers and signs
indicating “Book Room”, “Fan Room”, “Stairs” and “Art Show”, and a
registration desk but it didn’t seem right. Perhaps it was because I lived only
a ten minute bus ride away; possibly because the hotel was familiar and most
probably because it was a Thursday, a day I seldom consider as being part of
a convention, but despite all this, it still felt wrong.
For example, there was the need to watch everybody arrive and wait for
an atmosphere to be built up, rather than being plunged straight into some
heated fannish debate at the bar; and of course, initially, you had to be polite
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to everybody. And then, quite suddenly, it dawned on me. I was in control. I
was (helping] to run a con. Me. All that responsibility what if it all goes
wrong? Will fans dare to speak to me again? Will Ian Williams reminisce
about how successful Tynecon was? Will I get thrown out of the B.S.F.A?
Will I get sand kicked in my face and have to resort to replying to
embarrassing adverts for Bullworker in Titbits and Weekend just like Rob
Hansen? Fortunately the bar then opened and salvation was at hand. Okay, so
I was running a convention, but I wasn’t going to let this minor fact disturb
my enjoyment. Little did I then realise that this flippant dismissal of the
situation was as effective as ignoring a severe attack of gastric flu. I soon
discovered that a whole new perspective is thrown on to what a con is when
you’re on the committee, the biggest dilemma being whether or not to stay
sober (and thus be able to salvage the situation if all else collapses) or to enter
into the spirit of things and become caught up in the whirlpool of sin and
debauchery that is signified by week long post-con blues. Having decided on
the latter course (by virtue of the fact that you can’t blame a drunk for his
failed actions), I threw myself wholeheartedly into the approaching
maelstrom.
“Where’s bloody Williams?” screams Mike Dickinson. “I thought we
weren’t to let him know that he’s the scapegoat until afterwards” I said,
realising that Ian was probably lying in a comatose state somewhere. He had
flu, you see, not an ideal start to a con that was to see several of the
committee fall foul to such strange and wonderful ailments as Putrefaction of
the Inward Parts and blight of the Tripes. I found him in the fan room,
clutching in his hot little hands the committee room keys on their large
chains. “Been ripping off bog-chains again Ian?” chortled Roy Kettle, who
then tried to ascertain whether the two chains were linked via the marvellous
mechanics of Ian’s tasteful jacket. “Oh come on Roy, stop messing about.
Some of us have got to work.” Somehow Ian wasn’t very convincing, so I
went off in search of drink.
D. West arrived late; ill, drunk, dying or a combination of all three. “I
am on the committee, aren’t I?” he croaks hopefully. I nod carefully, hoping
few have seen or heard this little scenario. “Where’s my fucking committee
badge then?” he starts, his voice hurt by our apparent neglect. “You don’t
honestly think we’re going to let you have a special blue badge just so that
when you start deflowering some young lady the committee gets blamed?”
With all the dignity of a Grand Master of the Astral Leauge, he haltingly
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agreed with my point of view. “But you’ve got to buy me a drink ... I’ve got
to chair a panel on Saturday afternoon which means being polite to John
Brunner.” I stand back in amused amazement, accidentally bumping into the
Dragonara Sales Manager, my elbow catching him in the stomach. “Hi,
boss!” I venture, hoping he hasn’t noticed the damage to his body. Since he
immediately offers me a drink, I decide to go around and similarly assault,
injure or kill other members of staff in the vain hope that I get bought more
drinks. Perhaps they’ll cut me in for ten percent of their sweepstake.
“Only one keg left chief” says Tony for the first time that weekend. “But
it’s only bloody Thursday!” I reply, not appreciating the subtlety of his wit.
Perhaps he ought to try for a post as resident comedian on Basil Brush. There
had been a slight problem with drink a couple of weeks before the
convention. All had gone well when the assistant manager informed us that
the hotel would have to restrict its bar opening hours to those of ordinary
Leeds pubs – 10.30 p.m. “Surely you jest?” I spluttered, spilling half of my
vodka and lime. But no, assistant manager Murphy was adamant – the kiss of
death for Yorcon. In desperate attempts to rectify the situation, I went over to
Bradford to discuss licensing laws and the like with hotel managers there, and
they gave me the impression that the Dragonara was mistaken, I went to see a
solicitor, saw a lawyer and everything seemed to be in our favour. At least we
could sue the hotel and have a bit of fun. As it happened, they backed down
at the last minute before we had a chance to unleash our grapeshot. This
mysterious relentment at the eleventh hour is still a cause of speculation
amongst us: I believe that Simone Walsh had something to do with it, along
with Malcolm Edwards and a reporter from the Yorkshire Post, Campbell
Spray. Upon our informing certain selected people at the last Tun before the
con, Simone agreed to phone the hotel on behalf of “The London Science
Fiction Group”, who were “absolutely horrified with regard to the news that
Yorcon was going to be turned into some second-rate Vicar’s Tea Party with
full support of the local Temperance League”. Anyway, whatever
machinations went on in the management circles of Ladbrokes following this,
we were allowed full bar facilities. Apparently part of the problem was due to
the fact that practically no alcohol had been consumed at a Star Trek con the
hotel had hosted two weeks previous. Still, I was slightly disappointed that I
didn’t have the chance to confront the hotel with our evidence for having the
bar open all day perverse though this may be, but running a con does give
you an artificial feeling of power and confidence over various people. “Alan,
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I need a drink!” shouts someone, and I ponder about this apparently mistaken
idea of increased power over people. Shouldn’t they be buying me drinks?
An interesting point about having to be Sober and Responsible during
the day is that you notice a lot of people you’ve never seen at a convention
before. And yet a quick glance at their name badges shows that they’ve been
attending cons for some while; is it possible that a high proportion of congoers don’t even make use of the bar facilities or fan room, since this is
where I am usually to be found? But, since I’d been in charge of running
registrations and hotel bookings, a lot of the names I did recognise, and I was
most disappointed to find that many of the single women I had noted down in
my records as being likely “companions” (based on presentation of handwriting and general literary personality), were in fact either aged spinsters or
desirable young females accompanied by pretty fair likenesses of Piltdown
Man in all his primeval glory. So much for graphology. I decided to go
around amongst these people and inform them of their names, numbers and
home towns. Now whilst I was perfectly aware that most of them knew this,
it did bring out gasps of amazement from those I guessed correctly once
given a suitable frame of reference. These miraculous acts also earned me
several drinks, so it is a ploy that I might sell to D. West one day. Strangely
enough, these feats of memory recall backfired on me the Friday after the
convention at our weekly pub meeting in the West Riding Hotel. A very
pleasant young lady came in, sat next to me and started talking about the
convention, and eventually she twigged that I could no longer remember her
name and number, even though I had informed her of these facts several
times at the con. Perhaps there is some truth in the fact that alcohol destroys
the brain cells after all. (Although when she told me her name was Wendy, I
soon remembered her number as being 396 – Pavlovian reaction? I ain’t
going to say whether or not my mouth was drooling.)
Strange to report, but despite all my D. West-type promises that I would
retire to bed early each night so as to be able to devote all my energies to
helping the con run smoothly each day, I was the last up on Thursday night
and almost the first up on Friday morning.

Friday
The problem on Friday morning was the registrations desk. Kate was in
charge, but was so far a day late in arriving, and so I made John Brunner wait
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until 10 a.m. before I signed him in. Then it was as if the proverbial floodgates of hell had been opened as all manner of persons rushed in, just like a
crowd of Halifax supporters paying to be allowed out of the ground. I
escaped when the Leeds University people turned up, and helped out by
transforming the boxes of packages into a pretty fair imitation of Rest Leeds
Refuse tip.
The hordes of people milling around the hotel left me feeling
paradoxically uneasy and pleased. Uneasy because every extra person
diminished my apparent degree of control over affairs, and pleased well the
more people, the more successful had been our campaign. And that blue
committee badge did mean problems: “Where’s the telephone?” – In the
phone box – “Where can we park our car?” – In a Car Park – “Where can we
eat?” – In a restaurant ... I was trying my best, but after a while the hilarity of
the situation just overtook me, and like some young version of Reggie Perrin,
I became tempted to say anything in reply to the barrage of questions being
fired at me like I was some latter day Maginot Line. “Where’s John
Brunner?” – Lecturing the John Brunner Fan Club (Traditional Brunner quip;
no more, honest) “Where’s Chris Priest?” – Not arrived yet – “Where’s the
Guest of honour?” – On a train near Birmingham – “What’s he doing there?”
– Coming to Leeds, there’s an S.F. convention going on ... And so it goes.
The scruffy, but eager figure of Julian Rush appeared, darting out of the
lift like some young child escaping from the truant officer. “We’re all ready
outside for the interview”. Julian was from Radio Leeds and wanted Mike
and myself to set the scene for his listeners. This was our chance; a live
broadcast. We’d lay it down the line; none of this sci-fi junk just good solid
fannish fun, drink, women (or men), talks and more drink. Things didn’t
quite go to plan. It’s not that we were tongue-tied or anything, but in our
efforts to try and justify the holding of the convention and lending it an air of
respectability, we sounded like some pretentious article in The Listener or
T.L.S. God knows what the listeners thought about it; not that we cared. I’d
already had an argument with some cretin who believed that Isaac Asimov’s
S.F. Magazine was the best thing since Jimmy Armfield left Leeds United.
Still, there was always the Yorkshire Post special to look forward to: “The
Trekkies? Oh, they’re our Irish joke” (Mike Dickinson).
“Where’s bloody Williams?” screams D. West, his right hand wrapped
around a pint glass after his usual fashion. “Need drink” he adds in an attempt
to clarify the situation. “Oh, but you’re always drinking,” says Simone Walsh
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as she strolls up. She continues: “It’s been a good convention so far but then
it hasn’t really started yet. You’ve got another four days to go!” Well, she
needn’t have looked quite so pleased about it. Still, I’m not complaining,
especially since that evening the lovely lass gave me a half pint glass almost
full of Southern Comfort. Things like this make running a convention
worthwhile especially in the evenings when I can stop being responsible to
the convention members, and decide to have a good time, which means doing
all those fannish things like drinking, going to room parties, interfering with
people and placating the bar staff. “Only one keg left chief” says Tony.
“That’s all right,” I chortle, “There’s only enough cash for one more pint
between the lot of us.” Tony seemed intent on polishing his comic
performance since he believed me to be a talent scout for Emmerdale Farm (I
would normally cite Crossroads, but this was Yorkshire, after all). Again,
whatever I did, I still felt slightly responsible towards the hotel at parties, and
this caused my enjoyment to be somewhat tempered. No damage must be
allowed to occur. If Dave Langford hurls me across the room (as at Novacon)
I must not break tables, windows, beer glasses, radios, TVs or D. West. I
must behave and set a good example. To enable me to carry out this
programme of conservatism, I returned to the bar several times. “It’s a good
con, isn’t it?” I said to Kev Smith and John Harvey in my usual noncommittal style. Kev, remembering Skycon, shuddered. “You wait” he said.
John laughed, but coming from a guy who actually looked like the drawing of
him in the Skycon programme book (people thus being able to search him out
if anything went wrong and point at him like he was Jack the Ripper) that
was fine. I looked nothing like my illustration, so I reckoned I was okay. Just
anybody dare to come up to me and say “J’accuse!” which is French for
“Where’s John Brunner?” (Sorry ...)
I didn’t get hurled across any rooms that night, although I did succeed in
locking John Collick into a cupboard, and Joe Nicholas has the photographic
evidence. D. West didn’t remove the clothing from any scantily clad female;
Joe didn’t fall asleep and get drawn upon; Steev Higgins didn’t get drunk this
time (an occasion in Leeds soon after saw him taken to hospital; silly boy);
Greg didn’t assault anyone; Mike didn’t feel ill; Graham James kept his
hands to himself; Chris Atkinson was with Malcolm Edwards; Dave Pringle
was trying to; others weren’t. In fact, it was just an ordinary run-of-the-mill,
Friday night room party cycle, except it was now Saturday.
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Saturday
There is only so much that a body can take before the brain is told of the
imminent danger of collapse; there must have been a go-slow in my motornerve network, for I managed to awake on Saturday morning bright and
early. I even partook of breakfast and began looking forward to directing
operations once more. This was the Big Day; me chairing a panel (for which I
still hadn’t worked out panellists or questions) and the GoH speech.
Fortunately Richard Cowper had arrived the night before, looking remarkably
unlike the photograph we’d published, and several inches shorter than I’d
imagined and since he drank vast quantities of gin and tonic, we were in for
an expensive time. On the other hand, he did seem rather disposed towards
having a good time, so it would all be worthwhile.
The Yorkshire Post published their S.F. special, and much to my horror,
they’d actually used the worst photograph from their session with us the day
before. I thought we’d convinced them of the fannish approach to S.F. and
conventions, but they insisted that we go down to this old underground carpark to have the pictures taken because it was more “menacing and science
fictional”. Menacing it certainly was. Even with our “Sunday Best” con gear
on, we managed to look like some evil renegades from a punk band that even
Johnny Rotten would be revolted by. Dave just looked evil: Mike rather
statuesque, a sadistic smile concealing his inner thoughts: Kate rather butch
and overbearing, and ... wow ... myself. Christ, Hitler would have been
quaking in his little black boots if he’d seen what I looked like. And all this
was opposite their traditional ultra-tory leader advocating capital punishment.
On seeing us, some readers might have agreed.
My panel went off okay, even if I was told that I was rather dictatorial
by Andrew Kaveney; I introduced it as an S.F. Brains Trust, and the first
problem was either spotting the brain (Graham Charnock, Joe Nicholas, John
Harvey you’ve got to be joking) or the S.F. content, since none of us knows
much about S.F. I was okay; if asked an awkward question by the audience I
just passed it on to John Harvey, who generally woke up in time to reply.
Joseph, on the other hand wanted to answer everything, so I asked him a
question about the role of sewage in science fiction. When my third drink ran
out, I called the panel to a close; you’ve got to keep a proper sense of
proportion about such things.
After lunch, I get talking to Anne Ryan, one of the many of that family
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that had descended upon the hotel. I wanted to know why the drink in her
pint glass was a sickly green colour, and frothing over the rim. “Oh, it’s a
vegetable dye; we’ve been going round dropping them in people’s drinks,
and then they suddenly stop wanting them. It saves having to buy rounds; we
just go round collecting the coloured glasses”. At this point, Tony comes
over, pushing his way past the person hovering around the sandwich bar like
an admirer round D. West. “Okay chief only one keg left now!” “Is that why
you’re dispensing cleansing fluid?” I replied, pointing to Anne’s pint glass.
Tony did a quick colour impression of the liquid and made a rapid retreat.
Thirty-fifteen. It transpired that Anne was very much interested in astrology
and magic, and I was most surprised to find that we shared the same birthday
and the same year of birth. So, there was something significant behind it all; I
had been destined to run a con from my earliest days; my whole life would be
mapped out in the heavens; I would consult my horoscope regularly, avoid
black cats crossing my path, avoid Ian Williams crossing his fingers, keep
away from tall dark strangers, cast my Tarot every day and usurp D. West’s
position as Grand Master of the Astral Leauge. Suddenly it was all so clear!
“Hey, committee member! Why the fuck is there only one key to my room?”
my hands stopped wandering, and again I am thrown into reality. “What do
you want – an extra door?”
A major problem in being a committee member is that you don’t get to
see the programme. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t be worried about this, but being
denied something I don’t want, paradoxical though it may seem, is a very
strange feeling. Here I am, running this whole damned show for all these
folk, and I can’t even find out if they’re having a good time. So this is why I
didn’t get to see Richard Cowper’s GoH speech; I did have a legitimate
excuse though; there was a body lying outside one of the rooms upstairs and I
was despatched by a member of staff to go and deal with it. On arriving
outside room 319. I saw the guy, middle-aged, slightly overweight – an obese
D. West if you like – slumped against the door, his legs splaying out into the
corridor like molehills rippling up through the carpet. His eyes were closed,
his mouth open; beads of sweat glistened on his forehead and cheeks, and he
didn’t appear to be breathing. “Oh God, he’s been talking to Gerry Webb” I
thought, still not totally aware that this could have been a corpse. I left Dave
Pringle with the guy and rushed downstairs to get a doctor. I couldn’t find
one, so I paged Rob Jackson, who’s been practising for years but still hasn’t
got it right. Back at the body, one Milton Strain, Jackson blanched visibly,
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but managed to find out that the guy was breathing by prodding him in the
side and listening for the strangled moan that came from the spittle-flecked
lips. Apparently he was just stone cold drunk and had decided to lie down in
the corridor because he couldn’t get his key, number 219, into room 319.
When we lifted him up to take him to his room, he recovered consciousness
and said: “Are you Rob Jackson?” “Yeah, yeah,” says Jackson. “Do you still
do ... uhh ... Maya?” “Yeah, yeah,” says Jackson again. Milton Strain falls
unconscious once more. The price of fame. Apparently, Peter Roberts had
found the guy the day before lying in the gutter in the main road outside the
hotel, which is something that not many people can do and live.
“Where’s bloody Williams?” shouts Dave Pringle, still main-lining on
adrenalin. Ian was supposed to be running the fan-room party after the disco,
which meant we had to check up to see that it was being organised. When I
found Ian he had all the symptoms of diplomatic flu, and he thought we were
organising it. “But it’s your fan room, Ian” I said. “I mean, you’ve run
Tynecon, haven’t you ... or was that Ian Maule?” Ian was not impressed, and
the rest of us began running round to set things in motion. Downstairs I was
collared by Rog Peyton who wanted to know how we were organising the
fancy dress: “But I thought you were ...” I said as it began to dawn on me that
he wasn’t. He looked somewhat anxious and very gallantly ran around
getting things set up. It’s moments like these that really push home the
problems of being on the committee; you’re busy doing one thing, when
suddenly you have to concentrate all your energies oxo-cube like into doing
something else. And it’s twice as bad when half the committee is suffering
from some ailment. Only Carol, Dave, Paul & Jan and I now survived.
Come the disco, I began to relax ... and even started feeling like a fan
again instead of some jumped up administrator. The band were into their
second set which went down well; lead vocalist (singer is not a word I would
use) Paul Marchant is the only guy I know who can get to a pub twenty
minutes before closing and still get enough down him to go home pissed.
Mike was upstairs bathing his swollen feet in water, watching TV and being
visited by various females. I was bathing my mind in music, watching my
hands and dancing with various females. And all too soon, the thing finished,
but not before I’d won a bet that I wouldn’t be seen dancing with Joe
Nicholas. We ponced about the floor after some fashion, posing as much as
possible and breaking into some surreal ballroom set at times. Ann Pringle
looked bemused; Carol almost collapsed, and Paul Kincaid began counting
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his money. “Damn, I never thought you’d do it!” he said when I claimed my
several drinks. “I didn’t think you would either” I retorted, smiling
sarcastically at Judy Mortimore.
The round of room parties, corridor parties, shifting furniture and
kaleidoscopic insanity on a grand scale whirled ever onwards. Chris Atkinson
came up to me as I sat talking to Anne Ryan. “Do you want some
gingerbread?” she asked, her eyes saying more about her than American
Express ever can. I accepted, remembering some fudge at a party the year
before. “But you’ve got to have at least five pieces ... promise?” I nodded
faithfully, and began consuming gingerbread. Anne took some too, and so
began an amazing evening. People’s voices seemed to slow down to halfspeed, and yet I was still totally aware of what was going on around me.
“What’s in this stuff?” asked Anne. “Flour probably” said I, helpfully. “I like
it.” she said, and took another swig of orange beer.

Sunday
Gingerbread induced sleep is certainly a cure for insomnia, and I overslept,
not getting up till half-ten and being confronted with two pint glasses of
grass-green beer on my desk. My mind wasn’t working in its normal fashion;
I didn’t know what the drinks were, but the “Stop – danger” sign in my brain
had been uprooted days before, and so I drank them. I felt really good,
despite the drink only turning out to be beer. But danger had arisen; D. West
was ill, and he was supposed to be putting on a bid for the next Eastercon.
Ann West told me that it was impossible to get him up, so we were pretty
much stuck. The cool, clinical brain of a concom member went into action,
and came up with nothing. To add to this problem, assistant manager Murphy
told me that they’d lost the names of those who’d paid their deposits; they’d
got all the cash, but no names, and this was to result in me slaving away over
my accounts book for 3 hours clearing things up for them. And there was
supposed to be an auction that morning too, and all the stuff was in the fan
room. “Where’s bloody Williams?” I scream, leaping into action, and being
surprised to find him up and working. The pleasure and contentment of the
night before left me like some bouncing bomb had breached my panic button;
I was chairing the bidding session, so I couldn’t put over the case for Don’s
con, but fortunately Dave Bridges volunteered; the deposits could wait until
the evening, and the auction was in hand. Sigh of relief, and wait for the bar
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to open. “Guess what chief?” says Tony. “Go on, tell me you’ve only one keg
left ...” say I. “No, there’s eighty-six.” Thirty-all.
I went off in search of Mike to remind him that he was chairing a panel
that afternoon. He was in his room taking stock of himself, and as far as I
remember, most of him was still there, but not necessarily intact. “I trust Ian
Williams knows about the next fan room party tonight?” I ventured. “He’ll
know about it if he has forgotten” replied Mike, in what proved to be his first
complete sentence that morning. Food was consumed before I returned to the
bar and discovered there was trouble with the banquet tickets. Kate had
neglected to include the committee in the final tally of numbers, and this
meant a hurried re-allocation of bodies, including asking Gerry Webb and
company to dine elsewhere. I must admit, he took it all rather calmly; perhaps
he didn’t like the menu anyway. And the banquet itself went off quite well.
Ian had remembered the fan room party, but still hadn’t got himself together.
“I’ve got flu, you know” he said lamely. Greg’s choice of music was working
well, and the drink was flowing freely. Carol and I started the dancing off,
but not knowing Greg’s music, this proved to be difficult at first, but what the
hell, con responsibilities were almost over now, Gerald Bishop had kept his
hands off Carol, and I was still remarkably fit ... so we just kept on boogying.
Although still possessed by a strange desire to be responsible to the hotel,
these thoughts soon flowed away as easily as my glass was being refilled
with all manner of drink. Once the alcohol had loosened my mind, what the
hell does it matter if somebody throws up, or damages something? The hotel
must be used to this sort of thing. I’ve got to let myself go completely free
and enjoy the con for what it is, and being unable to do this for much of the
day, the opportunity to let all go in the evening seems far more attractive. It’s
almost as if you’re experiencing the feelings and emotions of your first really
good con every evening. And with good music, fine company and plenty of
time, everything works well.
Whether or not I’d made some conscious decision that evening to be
swept along with the tide of enthusiasm and emotion, I’m not sure. I certainly
felt as though the whole effort had been more than worthwhile ... even when
Ron Bounds chased me round the hotel after I’d acquired a bottle of scotch
from his room party. Richard Cowper was having a ball running after various
women, Simon Ounsley was deep in talk with one of Brian Parker’s girl
friends, Dave Pringle was lusting after Sheila Holdstock, Mike Dickinson
(still in banquet suit and tie) although lusting never looked the part, Andrew
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Stephenson was trying to win the heart of Carol, Joe Nicholas was lying on
one bed with Helen Eling, Graham James on the other talking to Ann Pringle,
D. West was looking ill, and I was having a superb time thanks very much. I
even came back to the room party afterwards. I won’t describe what
transpired since John Collick might mess up the carpet.
Cathy Ball’s room party spilled out into the corridor and lift landing, but
unfortunately I was brought back to reality at about 4 am when some people
started complaining about the noise. Cathy and I shunted everyone back into
her room, and with mission accomplished, we soon discovered that nobody
could breathe and so folk started pouring back into the corridor like lumpy
cream out of a tin. The people complained again. It turned out that they were
British Airways staff who stayed on a regular contract; I said we couldn’t
really quieten everybody down. “But I’ve got to work tomorrow” “So have
I,” I replied, realising the hotel bookings I had yet to sort out. “... And I
definitely won’t fly you” I continued, hoping that she would retire back to
bed and stop disturbing us. The rest of the night is but a strange collection of
odd incidents, half remembered, most forgotten, all tremendous fun and no
doubt bound to be recorded elsewhere. Putting furniture in lifts and dumping
all items on the top floor; playing musical chairs, only using women instead;
strangling Alun Harries (and being thanked by all concerned ... even the
victim); watching Mike Dickinson watching the sun-rise (still in his suit);
watching Graham James watching Ann Pringle watching Chris Atkinson ...
And so it goes.

Monday
Deciding to retire at 6.30 am was a good move, but I had no time for sleep as
I then spent until 9 writing out all the con members, their addresses and what
they had paid as a deposit. I went downstairs and was prepared to grudgingly
hand over the documents, lambasting the management once more for making
me do it. I saw their accountant, and almost lost what self-control I had left.
The bastards had found their list the day before, but hadn’t told me. “Well,
only one keg left chief” says Tony. “You’d better buy me a drink then” I said.
Forty-thirty. “Okay chief ... vodka and lime isn’t it?” Game set and match.
Just the clearing up to do; remnants of posters, the books, the badges,
packages, the clutter of glasses and plates, the half-eaten sandwiches; the fans
lying around in the lounge, the fans dying inside, film reels, stale beer,
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stained carpets; writing expensive cheques, phoning taxis, saying goodbye
and regretting the end of such a nice affair. It was only now that I realised
how knackered I was; work was over, my muscles relaxed and at last, I
genuinely felt tired. Simone said it was a great con; so did Greg, the Harveys,
Rog Peyton and various others. These more than welcome comments added
to my euphoria; we had organised a convention and it had come off; nothing
serious had gone wrong, people were saying nice things and I was absolutely
bowled over. Okay, so successful cons have been run before. But now I’ve
helped run one ... success city Arizona.
I wish I could have said that it was a great contrast waiting for my bus to
take me home that evening, a whole world away, the strangeness of reality,
ordinary people again, the intrusion of real life over which I have little
control. But I got a lift home ... stopped off at a fun-fair in North Leeds and
then made it to a party. Would I run a convention again? Most certainly ... but
next time I want to be chairman!
Nabu 8, August 1979, edited by Ian Maule
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Brighton 1979 (Seacon ’79)
What I Did on My Summer
Vacation by Ned Brooks
Ghad, what a trite title, right? Well, look out, it will probably get worse as we
go on ... I am not much of a tourist, and an even more dismal reporter. But I
did go to both Seacon and the NorthAmeriCon and even took some b&w
photos for publication. The photos will appear over there somewhere on a
different type of paper and I will not attempt to integrate them with this text. I
get bored after going over this stuff a half-dozen times, and I suspect some of
the people who asked me how my trip was got bored half-way through the
first account, so I will try to put it all down here and let anyone who can
wade through it ...
On August 17, equiped with a very few clothes, some money (about
$1000 and a VISA card) and a pocket Instamatic, I left for Shannon, Republic
of Ireland, via Baltimore and NY. I also carried (boy did I carry it!) a fiftypound bag of books for the Huckster rooms. I got from Newport News’
Patrick Henry Airport to Baltimore on a new service that has replaced
Allegheny here, a Henson Shorts. This is a very boxy little high-wing
commuter plane, seats 30 in a rather cramped, noisy, stuffy fashion. Still, not
bad for the hour or so maximum flight time. Henson checked my large bag
right through to Shannon with no problem.
The NY-Shannon flight was over-night, but I got little sleep, what with
meals, the movie, and the continual noise. This was on the Republic of
Ireland’s national line, Aer Lingus, and compared to some of the 747s I’ve
been on the service was excellent – I just don’t much enjoy air travel. I got to
Shannon around dawn and collected my large bag. I had no reservations or
definite plans, but had been told that there was plenty of land transportation
from Shannon to Dublin. Irish (and British) customs are split into “red line”
and “green line” for those that do and don’t have anything to declare. Since
“commercial goods for resale” were supposed to be declared according to the
sign, I went through the Red Line. There was one customs man on duty there,
and I was his only customer. I had thought that the Irish might find my purple
fake-fur table cover (for the Huckster room) or the Vaughn Bode Index to be
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obscene or dutiable, but the customs man seems very uninterested, glanced
briefly at the Middle Earth buttons, and waved me on. There seemed to be
very little concern about terrorism or smuggling in the Republic. In fact, there
was little police presence in general. No did there seem to be much need for
it. Everyone I came in contact with was pleasant.
There were a dozen or so booths set up in the Shannon air terminal for
car rental, so I went to the one that had advertised a discount rate on the back
of the Aer Lingus boarding pass – they were out of cars, so I went to another.
It was a beautiful sunny day and I had little inclination to spend much time
trying to find the cheapest one. I told them that I wanted a car to drive to
Dublin and leave there when I went on to England, and that it would need to
be an automatic, since I didn’t want to contend with driving on the left and
shifting gears too. The man said he had one automatic left, and that I could
have it for what amounted to about $50/day (hooha ...). It was an old red
Escort, seemed to run ok. I had my bags in it and was about to drive off into
the unknown when it occurred to me to ask him for a map – he gave me a
very primitive sort of map of the whole country and said I could get a regular
road map at “any Shell station”. This turned out to be untrue ... Again I
started to leave but he rushed out and asked if I would mind switching to a
brand-new Cortina sedan instead of the Escort – turned out that a young girl
had turned up to rent an automatic and he thought I was less likely to wreck
his fancy new car ... So I got in the Cortina and drove away. I went to
Limerick by mistake, studied the map again and saw I should have gone NE
from Shannon. I got tangled up in all sorts of strange narrow goat paths
which, never-the-less, appeared on the map as principal highways. But it was
a nice day and the scenery was interesting. Western Ireland is very poor, but
beautiful. There were a lot of small vacation trailers about, not on the road
much, but pulled off wherever the shoulder was wide enough, with a fire
going and the wash hung out. Lots of people on bicycles and motorcycles. I
was curious what was on the radio, but the car had none and I had very
stupidly forgotten to bring my small portable. After a few hours, I finally
found the main road to Dublin, and shortly thereafter picked up a hitch-hiking
student. He was on the way to visit his brother, who was at King’s College in
Dublin – which was fortunate for me, as he knew the right way into the city.
I had driven on the left before, in Australia after AussieCon, and it
didn’t bother me out on the road, but in Dublin’s heavy traffic, after two days
with little sleep, I was glad enough to find a place to park it. The student,
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whose name was McNutt, showed me around the college a little and went off
to find his brother. I wandered around a while and then went to see if I could
find the famous Christchurch Cathedral, which has stained-glass windows by
the great fantasy artist Harry Clarke. I found it after a while, but it was locked
up all around, with no indication that it might ever be open. So I wandered
some more ... Dublin does not seem to have much in the way of used-book
stores, but I might have been in the wrong place. Hard to tell when the phone
directory has no “yellow pages”. I did run across a few small shops which
had a dozen or so battered volumes among the antiques and junques.
Well, I finally got tired of walking and got something to eat and began
to think of some place to spend the night. I asked at a couple of small hotels,
but they were full – it turned out I had managed to arrive in Dublin the day
before a big rugby match. I finally wound up at the Royal Dublin at
something like $40/day.
On Sunday I found that I had walked so much the day before that it was
all I could do to move at all. I did discover that Dublin is not too lively on a
Sunday, though the music stores are open, and the pet-food stores, and, oddly
enough, the main post office. So I wrote a pile of postcards and want to a
movie. None of the big theaters on O’Connell Street was showing anything
but US films and the only one I hadn’t seen was Avalanche Express, so I
went to that. Very elegant theatre, but they allow smoking and have no knee
room. There were two documentaries and a cartoon, and then a commercial
break to get munchies – the break included an ad for the latest DaiHatsu
model available in Ireland, oddly named “The Charade”, a little Japanese car
that looked much like a Datsun or a Subaru to me. But what a name!
On Monday I decided that I had seen enough of Dublin, so I phoned
Darroll Pardoe in Liverpool to say that I would come over on the Monday
ferry instead of Tuesday as originally planned. I got the car out of the Royal
Dublin’s microscopic basement garage and drove it to a Texaco station out
towards the airport which was where I was to turn it in. A cab that was there
being washed took me down to the ferry in plenty of time for the 1100 AM
sailing.
Neither Jack Chalker nor the local Newport News travel agency seemed
to believe in this ferry service, called the B&I, but they run a large sea-going
car ferry called the Leinster from Dublin to Liverpool and back twice a day,
seven days a week. The crossing takes about seven hours. There are cabins
for the night crossing and three decks of lounges and bars, with slot machines
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in all the halls. And a duty-free shop.
The ship is well kept up, and equipped with roll stabilizers. I wandered
about and read Fred Pohl’s The Way the Future Was and ate a sandwich. I put
a few 2p pieces in a slot machine and hit the jackpot – 200 2p pieces, worth
about $9. Very much like having $9 in nickels! The weather was misty, with
intermittent rain, so the view was not exciting.
At Liverpool, oddly enough, the ship had to be run into a lock and
pumped up to a higher level before we could disembark. The Pardoes had
told me to take the free bus to the Lime Street station. They met me there.
Darroll and Rosemary Pardoe have been to the US several times and Darroll
was at school in the midwest in the 60s. I stayed with them in Liverpool until
we went down to Brighton on the train on Thursday. We went to a number of
bookstores, including a political place where I got the new Ron Cobb book of
political cartoons, Cobb Again. On Tuesday Rosemary took me on the
Mersey ferry while Darroll went to work. We also went to the spectacular
new cathedral, called the “Mersey Funnel” because of its shape. This is built
on the foundations of an earlier and more grandiose traditional design for
which the money ran out, so that there is a large paved plaza at one end above
the original foundation. The Illuminati may have had a hand in the affair –
the corners of the plaza are set off with large marble pyramids, an odd
contrast with the modern reinforced concrete cathedral on one side and the
old red brick of Liverpool on the other.
There was an odd contrast between Ireland, where there was no police
presence and no feeling that there might be a need for any – the things people
did which are probably illegal most places were – two come to mind –
driving a cow to market (or somewhere) along the edge of a road using a
truck to urge it along; pissing against the wall on the main street in Dublin
(not me, but two ordinary-looking young men) on Sunday; beggars in the
street in Dublin – and Liverpool, where there was a police check on the
people getting off the ferry, and the people were more like you would find in
a large US city, and the Pardoes and I were assailed on the public street by
teenagers they called “yobs”, apparently high on alcohol or drugs. Now
there’s a sentence for you ... I had not seen such street beggars or men
relieving themselves on the public street since I was in Chile in the late 40s
and early 50s.
I was lucky with the British customs – when I got into Liverpool and
through the police check (oddly enough, they seemed more interested in who
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I was and why I was in Liverpool than in what I had in the large heavy bag) I
again went through the “red line” for the customs check, all prepared with an
inventory of the books I had with me for resale. But the customs lines were
deserted – Her Majesty’s Customs Officers were all on strike!
The Pardoes are vegetarians, and we ate at an excellent vegetarian
restaurant in Liverpool. I am always pleasantly surprised to find anything
good to eat while travelling, as you really have to have lived in a place a
while before you know where the good food is. But I never had anything
really bad on this trip either (once I escaped the clutches of the airlines). I did
miss the large quantities of cold Cola drinks that I am addicted to – cola, like
beer, is served at room temperature in England. The tea, however, was
excellent. And Dublin and Liverpool both have good water. Brighton’s is
rather flat and tasteless.
The train ride from Liverpool to London across the middle of England
was fascinating. Darroll pointed out the chemical plant where he works (I’ve
forgotten the name – they specialize in relatively small quantities of exotic
compounds). Another odd sight was a small group of cows in a field by the
track – Darroll pointed them out and I thought “so what?”. Then I noticed
that they were oddly still – they were life-size statues of cows.
In London we ate in Euston Station and then took a cab across town to
Victoria Station to get the train to Brighton. It had been raining on and off all
day, but the sun came out for the few minutes that it took to cross Trafalgar
Square. Another few hours on the train brought us to Brighton, where we got
a cab to the Metropole, the main con hotel, where the Pardoes and I both had
rooms reserved. I got checked in and registered in short order with no hassles,
and dragged my large bag to the Huckster Room and set up my table – on one
side of me was Ron Bennett, a TAFF winner of the 50s who would throw a
Perry Rhodan pb at me at the drop of a quip; and on the other was Charles
Platt, editor of New Worlds, a rather mysterious figure. At least he didn’t
throw a pie at me ... He did depart early, and left a loaded water pistol behind,
but I resisted the temptation.
I got to looking at the Seacon pocket program and discovered that at
seven that evening there was to be a dramatization of Theodore Sturgeon’s
Some of Your Blood – now that won’t mean much to you if you haven’t read
the book, but it has been 20 years since I read it and I have not forgotten it. I
won’t try to describe the bizarre plot in a family fanzine, go and read it for
yourself. So I took myself down to the proper lower-level hallway and found
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a goodly crowd already assembled. I saw a number of US fans I knew, and
fell into conversation with Phyllis Ann Karr, who I had not met before. The
play started only a half-hour late. Sturgeon himself made a few preliminary
remarks. The performance was a two-man show with no props except for a
vugraph projector. It took the form of an interview between a psychologist
and a prospective lunatic, with the Rorschach tests, etc. and the patient’s
drawings projected on a screen behind them. The play had originally been
presented in Dublin, and was put on four times during the con to
accommodate the number of fans that wanted to see it. It was excellent, I
mean to reread the book. I could hardly forget the general plot, but I didn’t
recall there being so many murders. After the play, Phyllis and I went out and
found a place to eat – she had a large rare steak, I had a lambchop. And some
Guinness, as I had been told that I “had to” try it. All I can say is, it was no
worse that any other beer I have tried. No better either – I am not a beer fan.
The Metropole is a large modern hotel, well-suited for a convention
except for the long narrow hall and stair that links the main hotel with the
exhibition halls and makes a bad bottle-neck when large numbers of people
try to move through at once. The Huckster room and art show were spacious
and well-lit. The main hall suffered from a fan-installed sound system with
large Bose speakers on tall poles – for some reason, these things were usually
driven past the point of distortion. The hotel provided a continental breakfast.
There were plenty of good cheap eating places near the hotel.
As is usually the case with worldcons, the whole thing tends to run
together in my mind ... There were over 3000 fans on hand. I met Ken Slater
after all these years of getting catalogs from him. Finally met Frank Denton
of Seattle, he and I and Laurine White were the only Slans there. Sang the old
filk songs of the 60s with Ron Bounds. Had lunch with Jeremy and Fiona
Morgan, he is editor of the British Tolkien Society zine. Bought a number of
books and fanzines, which will be described elsewhere in this zine. The
current Dr Who was at the con, but I would rather have met Peter Cushing,
who was not. Went to an AussieCon reunion party, which was combined with
First Fandom’s party that night and two other groups in a string of connected
and very crowded rooms. Failed to meet Pete Presford, though he was there
... Failed to be expelled from some very exclusive party with the other
“American riff-raff”, mainly because I wasn’t there ... Took photos of the
Aussie/British cricket match on Brighton’s shingle beach – I don’t think I
ever saw a shingle beach before. It would be a hell of a place for a riot, the
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beach consists entirely of loose water-rounded stones of ideal throwing size.
I brought a couple of them back to go with the one I brought from
Tasmania in ’75. When I went down to stand around before the banquet, I
found a line stretching from the second (what we would call the third) floor
foyer down the stairs all the way to the lobby – but these fans were going up,
not down. Bob Tucker asked me what was so fascinating up above, and I told
him that Superman was signing autographs in the second-floor foyer and it
was going slowly because the pencil kept breaking, the table collapsing, etc.
It was true too, at least to the extent that Chris Reeve was signing autographs
in the second-floor foyer ... I tried to take his photo later – he was still there
after the banquet – but he must have used his super-speed or something, the
picture is blurred.
I did not go to the Hugo Awards, which were separate from the banquet.
I won’t say anything about them, except that the only one I agreed with was
the one to Vonda McIntyre for Dreamsnake. The banquet was somewhat
above average for con banquet food, but too salty and nothing to drink unless
you ordered wine. We did finally extort some water from the waiter. Just as
well the awards were separate, the remarks from the head table were
inaudible.
I wish I could have stayed in England long enough to see the Brighton
Pavilion, which was said to be very impressive. And the big London
bookstores. And Stonehenge, though I think I would find the barbed wire
they have put up depressing. And the Typewriter Museum at Bournemouth.
But the only flight I could get back was on Tuesday, so on Monday afternoon
I packed up and went to London with Gerald Bishop in a car driven by his
friend Martin Bullen. We never got to bed, but sat around all night sampling
Gerald’s Scotch and talking and eating pates that Gerald had made ... It didn’t
matter to me, I had nothing to do the next day but sit on a plane; Bishop has
the only toilet I encountered in Ireland or England that flushed normally ...
Bullen said that he had a $15000 Morgan sports car on order – to make up for
the lack, he drove the rented Cortina to London at 90 mph ... Quite as mad as
the US variety of fan!
On Tuesday morning Bullen very kindly took me right to Heathrow to
get the plane and I checked in and converted my pounds back to dollars.
After about five assorted airline, passport, and security checks, including
being patted all over, I finally made it to the final boarding lounge – where I
learned that Earl Mountbatten had just been assassinated in Ireland. Lynne
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Holdom and Gene DeModica were on the same plane and had a paper with
them.
The flight back was on a British Airways 747. They were supposed to
show Superman, but as soon as we got on I noticed that the overhead reading
lights were flashing in sequence and it turned out that something was wrong
in the circuitry, as none of the headphone channels would work. So there was
no movie, which didn’t bother me. It was a day flight, so the reading lights
weren’t needed anyway. I read and talked to a young tourist on his way to the
US, an insurance company efficiency expert. I had a cold that was getting
worse, and some ear pain from the pressurization.
In New York I came into Kennedy and got through US Customs with no
trouble – they didn’t even look in my bag. I took the bus to LaGuardia to get
the plane to Louisville, very hot and muggy. At LaGuardia I found a
drugstore and bought some Nyquil, which made me feel a bit better – had a
Big Cold Coke too!
Skiffy Thyme, 1980, edited by Ned Brooks
Text kindly provided by Ned Brooks
Editorial note: The remainder of Ned’s article, as printed, deals with his
adventures at NorthAmericon in Louisville.
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Brighton 1979 (Seacon ’79)
The Regency Buck Stops Here by
Peter Nicholls
Whenever I see the voluptuous Simone Walsh at a convention these days, she
approaches me with a menacing expression, and a visible effort not to look
maternal, and says, “Nicholls – you’ve got to see this one through – none of
this sneaking off home after two days.” The woman’s a cretin, and hasn’t
realized that after Yorcon my allergy to conventions took a 180-degree turn. I
now have a severe allergy to not being at conventions. Symptoms: sitting
round at home not working, and brooding over what turned out to be
imaginary peptic ulcers.
But this one was different. Not only a Worldcon, but a Worldcon where,
it seemed to me, it was my job to mingle with the rich and famous, in order to
publicize the SF Encyclopaedia. Granada co-operated in a predictable manner
by delaying the binding of said work by ten days, thus ensuring that no copies
would be on display. Clearly I couldn’t waste time talking to fans and
friends; my task, as I saw it, was to approach all 150-odd pros present in an
unctuous, cunning and insinuating manner, and they would then tell the world
to buy the book. I would speak to Bob Sheckley with levity, and Hal Clement
with gravity. (The system had several flaws, one being that most of the pros
wanted to read their own entries, and this often resulted in a vindictive refusal
to speak to me thereafter, rather than unstinted praise and warm promises of
future support. Even such naturally friendly types as Alexei Panshin and A.
Bertram Chandler looked at me reproachfully, the former for the use of the
phrase “rather less successful” as applied to all of his books but one, and the
latter for my chauvinist omission of all the awards he has won in Japan.)
I drove Terry Carr and Susan Wood down on the Thursday; the one tall,
affable and witty, the other, generally speaking, short, affable and witty, but
in this instance handicapped by a slight tendency to vomit which had
overtaken her a week earlier, and which she imputed to British Rail
sandwiches. I dropped them at the hotel, took my car to the car park, spiralled
up and down the fourteen levels looking for a place, found one behind a wire
fence inexplicably empty, drove into it, and then found myself locked in. Half
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an hour later a police car, attracted by my plaintive whimpers, pulled up
outside the bars of what I now realized was a private area, and inside two
constables convulsed with laughter. “Looks like a fair cop, Jones.” “Yes,
Smithers, I’ve seldom seen such a vicious criminal expression.” After my
shouting, “Will you cretins go and get the key?” for ten minutes or so, they
staggered off, the car weaving from side to side on account of the
constabulary’s tasteless tendency to giggle helplessly, and I was ultimately
released. This was my introduction to Seacon.
This is meant to be the briefest of reports, impressionist in the manner of
Seurat rather than your classical Corot con-scape in my usual long-winded
manner. Adopting the principles of General Semantics (by which George Hay
and I have attempted to live ever since The Players of Null-A came out,
George emerging from this régime rather stronger on style and enigma than
myself) I will abandon linear narrative in favour of a non-Aristotelian
juxtaposition of totally trivial events.
No point in going into how well the con was run; these military
operations are tedious for lazy pacifists like me. It was amazing though, and
raised the eyebrows of several American fans who had arrived ready to make
all kinds of patronizing allowances for the inexperienced British. The hotel
was good, too, and with a large enough variety of comfortable rooms and
bars to absorb 3,000 customers without overcrowding. My duties were simple
enough: I chaired a morning’s session without trouble and also chaired an
afternoon panel of almost unendurable tedium during which everyone except
Vonda McIntyre gabbled, and I panicked, and nobody knew any more at the
end than at the beginning about what sf had to do with The Imagination.
“Meet the Celebrities” in the Wintergarden was a session cunningly
designed (followed instantly as it was by a very loud Disco) to make it
impossible to meet the celebrities, as Jerry Pournelle pointed out with his
usual belligerence and high decibel rating. Pournelle is not lovable. (He was
later seen looming some five stone and eighteen inches above Charles Platt,
bellowing “Why don’t we settle this thing now, man to man?” perhaps bribed
by Pete Weston. Platt had called him a fascist pig, in print, but doubtless not
meaning to offend. Indeed, Platt’s behaviour was generally impeccable, other
than his disparagement of Hilary Moorcock’s [Bailey’s] abilities at
motherhood; unfair, surely since Hilary has raised three children who all look
exactly like Mike, yet during their brief descent on Seacon they all behaved
like angels, as did she – rather damp ones, since with well-trained British
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masochism they spent half their time in the water.)
There seemed to be about a hundred celebrities introduced, and I was the
penultimate, rather to my surprise. “Gee, Malcolm,” I said, pleased, “it was
nice of you to put me on the list of celebrities.” “I didn’t,” little Mal
[Malcolm Edwards] responded chillingly: “Bob Shaw must have made a
mistake.” This was the first of many remarks designed to chip pieces of
yellowing paint from my self esteem. Another was my dialogue with Robert
Silverberg towards the end of the convention. I’m rather shy of Silverberg,
even though I met him at Aussiecon in 1975; I think it’s his resemblance to
Christ that worries me. Eventually, I found myself face to face with him at a
pro party in David Hartwell’s suite, and had to speak. “Well, Bob,” I feebly
began, “this is the third convention where I haven’t talked to you.” “Don’t
feel badly about it, Peter,” riposted the saintly Silverberg, “I’ve noticed, but I
simply put it down to your natural inarticulacy.”
(This entire report is being written in the South of France – such is my
dedication to fannish causes, fear of Langford and his hideous ear-death-ray,
and desire to postpone real work. I’ve just been out to dinner with the
Hungarian shrimp, and have proved yet once more that the Ian Watson theory
of linguistics is correct. The evolutionary imperative, subject to conceptual
pressures when the going gets tough enough, can create language. I have no
French at all, but faced with hunger pains, I just ordered a head waiter in
unbelievably fluent patois, to bring me – I said this in French or Provençal or
something locally decipherable – “something very large involving whipped
cream, meringue, ice cream, and a variety of disgusting fruit” – and received
an authentic, gross, American Sundae. I think I might be very sick, very
soon.)
I was not alone, hoping to meet the rich and famous. Every time I went
off in search of them, usually finding them in large clusters in close
proximity to their natural nutrient, free booze offered by publishers in
extravagant suites, I found that little Mal had got there first, calling Frederik
Pohl Fred, Laurence van Cott Niven Larry, but not making my mistake of
calling Chelsea Quinn Yarbro Chelsea (she’s called Quinn). One of my worst
moments involved Malcolm’s friend and soon-to-be bride, Chris Atkinson,
also present at most of these occasions. Pissed as a newt, she sat, swaying on
a bed (you can sway while seated if well-coordinated like Chris), and I
approached her. “Hello Nicholls,” she breathed seductively, “I was hoping
you’d come over.” Hello, hello, hello, I thought, yer well in ’ere Nicholls.
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“Yes my dear,” I muttered reassuringly. “Peter, there’s something I’ve
always wanted to tell you ...” she shyly commenced. Oh well, I thought, this
forthcoming admission of hitherto suppressed passion will upset Malcolm for
a while, but he’s a philosopher ... “Peter,” she continued, with an upward
curve of her drunken but still desirable lips, and I began to breathe rather
hard, ... “I’ve always looked upon you as a” (long pause) “father.” I felt very
old suddenly, and went to bed, thus missing the notorious David Pringle orgy.
(This may be the point to reveal that I was unable to locate Linda
Hutchinson, with whom I fell in love at Yorcon, perhaps because I’d
forgotten what she looked like. However, I fell in love twice more at Seacon,
but shyness prevented my even saying hello to Caroline Cherry (or,
according to the manic Wollheim, “Cherryh”), because I’d heard she was a
teetotaller, which is a pretty terrifying thing to be, or to Victoria Schochet,
because I thought she looked too busy. I did say Goodbye to Vicki, but in the
absence of a prior Hello it came out sounding feeble.)
In the old days, my sister used occasionally to appear at conventions, to
everybody’s admiration but ill-concealed horror, with Chris Priest. This time
she turned up, to everybody’s horror but ill-concealed admiration, with John
Clute, the scourge of the writing classes. Helen, my sister, is in my view quite
adorable, but her sentiments about me do not, recently, necessarily
reciprocate this feeling. This failure may have to do with my often repeated
observation to her at the convention (her appetite for alcohol will become an
instant legend if I have anything to do with it), “Do you know that your eyes
have narrowed to mere slits?” She doesn’t appreciate keen observation, that’s
her trouble. Clute’s trouble was that for many years he’s been hideously
insulting people in his occasional F&SF review column, not least Theodore
Sturgeon whom he once unwisely referred to as “Steamy Ted”. My threat to
introduce him to Sturgeon had very nearly resulted in his non-appearance
(he’d never attended a convention before), and when I actually got the
chance, I’d only got as far as “Steamy Ted, I’d like you to meet John ... ”
when he miraculously vanished, some form of jaunteing being involved.
(Incidentally, my only contact with Alfred Bester was quite enigmatic ... I
was crossing the bar trying to hold five drinks, and Bester came up and took
them from me. “Here,” he said soothingly, “let me carry those for you. You
look very tired.” This from my long-time hero, a man 26 years older than me,
was bad for morale.)
Later that same day, I was sitting at 1 a.m. in the bar with Clute, Disch
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and others, and managed to half-persuade Clute that the real action was
elsewhere. “Where?” he asked cautiously. “Anywhere,” I said; “if we walk
upstairs we’re bound to run into parties all over the place. We don’t need to
be asked, we just walk in.” Clute bridled, but followed, only to jib completely
at mounting the stairs. I grabbed his arm, but he backed away, his face a
mask of panic. “What’s wrong, John?” “I don’t want to be a fan,” he wailed,
in absolutely stricken tones. God knows what dreadful initiation rites he was
envisaging.
At the top of the stairs there was, indeed, a party in the SFWA Suite.
Here Malcolm Edwards, who had thus far been a boringly sober
administrator, could be recognized across the room by the familiar, idiotically
wide smile and wholly owlish gaze, that he gets while drunk. “You’re drunk,
Edwards,” said someone. “Only on the outshide,” said Mal, “because I
haven’t had enough to eat.” He swayed alarmingly to the right, and slowly
swayed back to the vertical. “Inshide I’m purfly shober, but wordsh come out
wrong.” “Prove it,” challenged a belligerent American. “How many fingers
am I holding up?” Mal took on a look of intense concentration, and squinted
closely at the problematic hand. There was a long pause, and he could be
seen to be inwardly counting. “Between one and five,” he finally announced,
triumphantly, and fell over. “You’d better get some food,” I said to the body.
“Yesh,” it replied, and looked thoughtful as it struggled yet again to its feet.
“I know: Room shervice!” Mal tottered to the wall where there was a phone,
and could be heard muttering pathetically, “ham sanwishes, ham sanwishes,
ham sanwishes” into the mouthpiece, which he clutched to him as with
infinite grace he slid down the wall he was leaning against, the friction
ensuring that this phenomenon took place at no more than one m.p.h.
Miraculously, the sandwiches (turkey) eventually arrived and Malcolm took
on new life, just like Frankenstein’s monster after being recharged with a few
thousand volts.
This is not the report in which to find out about the Programme (I only
heard the bits I was connected with), the films, the Video Room, or even the
Art Exhibition (serried ranks of fantasy pictures, nearly all unbelievably
imaginative in exactly the same kitschy way as each other). I spent most of
my time in or about the downstairs bar, which was a fine place from which to
observe the passing parade. It was here, early one afternoon, that a lovely and
celebrated sf lady could be seen in close conversation with the less drunk but
more obscene looking of the two actors who had performed so well in the
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Sturgeon-Campbell play, Some of Your Blood. (The other, such is the power
of Aussie coincidence, was Johnny Joyce, with whom I was in the Melbourne
University Dramatic Society 21 years ago; he was a good drinker then, too.
Indeed, the Aussie past reared its head in various strange ways, none stranger
than talking to GUFF winner John Foyster for an hour or so, before realizing
that the sense of déjà vu I’d been feeling was on account of his wearing a
monstrous jacket in vertical gold, scarlet and blue stripes, which I ultimately
recognized as my Old School Blazer. Foyster’s lady friend, what’s more,
turned out to be the granddaughter of the man who was my headmaster in
1953.) Anyway, back to the lady and the actor in the bar. Talk gets more
intense. Joints get rolled. People start staring. Actor’s arm sneaks round
lady’s waist, then onto lady’s breast. Lady’s nipples get visibly much larger,
so that they can readily be seen from right across bar. Lady finally disappears
upstairs with actor just as public copulation seems inevitable.
Two hours later, lady walks unsteadily downstairs into lobby, hair a
mess, mascara run, and huge happy smile on her face. I approach, and ask,
coarsely, “How was it?” Unable to speak, lady sways and smiles, and holds
up two fingers. “You did it twice?” I ask, intrigued by this game of charades.
She shakes her head impatiently. “No,” I gasp, my sophistication taking
rather a battering, “you didn’t have – (pause) – both of them? Both actors?”
Lady nods head with great enthusiasm, and at last speech rises to her lips.
“They were ACES,” she breathes ecstatically.
Indeed, the appetites of this lady, normally a sober and respected
member of society, had clearly been much expanded by the inhalation of
medicinal herbs, for she approached me half an hour later. “What are you
doing tonight, Nicholls?” she asked with a lascivious smile, her little tongue
darting out to moisten her lips. Thinking fast I fell back on the old excuse,
and quick as a flash claimed a prior dinner engagement with a French lady.
“What are you doing after dinner?” she persisted. “Dinner might go on for a
very long time,” I said, alarmed at her state. There was a long pause for
thought, and then, as the solution to the quandary dawned upon her, she
smiled in victory. “Well then, you bastard, Nicholls, what are you doing at
nine o’ clock tomorrow morning?” Such devotion to duty is seldom seen in
these decadent times.
This was not the night, though perhaps it should have been, when Quinn
Yarbro (who used to be a professional fortune teller) read my palms, head
bent in thought. “You’re in a very anxious state,” she informed me finally,
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but although this seemed an amazing diagnosis at the time, in retrospect I
wonder if it might have had more to do with sweatiness than the reading of
magic lines.
The following bit of dialogue was reported to me. “Do you know that
you look exactly like the young Einstein?” said an admirer to American
physicist-fan and hot-tip-for future-Nobel-Prize, Sid Coleman. “Really?”
drawled Coleman, “the effect I was aiming at was more the young Ringo
Starr.”
Unusually for me, I did nothing very terrible at this convention, and I
even exchanged words with such old enemies as John “Mad Dog” Brosnan,
Christopher “Hangdog” Priest and Colin “Bite The Hand That Feeds You”
Lester, though the latter’s revoltingness was superior. After MC-ing a
morning’s session of the main programme, so my printed instruction sheet
informed me, I had earned a free drink in Room 109. Imagine my horror on
knocking at said door, to see Lester open it. I explained the situation. He
looked at me with loathing (he was now the all-powerful Press Officer).
“Very well, Nicholls,” he barked, “you can have your free drink, but pour it
yourself and make sure you’ve finished it in three minutes.”
The first night I met and talked to a man, now rather elderly, who must
surely be one of the pleasantest and most knowledgeable in the whole history
of genre sf, Jack Williamson. I was ready to be unnerved, because I already
knew from photographs that he exactly resembled my own late father.
However, I managed to speak to him for fifteen minutes or so without too
much in the way of Oedipal references coming out, though my half-memory
of saying “Goodnight, Dad” when he left the party is, I hope, a false one.
Cathy Ball, the next day, to me: “Gee, Peter, I didn’t know you could
write!” “But Cathy, I’ve been a professional writer for some years.” She
shook her head impatiently. “I don’t mean that sort of writing,” she said,
dismissing the world of the higher criticism with contempt, “I mean proper
writing, FAN writing.” This was one of the best backhanded compliments
I’ve ever received, and was due, I suppose, to an earlier Con Report of mine
which had accidentally found its way into a compilation of British fanwriting
that Kev Smith had brought out for Seacon. I was really very chuffed about
the inclusion, and would have kissed Cathy in gratitude, except that the queue
was too long.
The best public moment at Seacon was Charlie Brown’s half-hearted
announcement that Dick Geis had once again won a Hugo as best Fan Editor,
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for Science Fiction Review; no-one was there to receive it, but finally an
unhappy looking Fred Pohl was prevailed upon to make the acceptance.
Those present will never forget the way Pohl drawled out: “Dick Geis is a
man that I admire ... but .. not .. very .. much.”
The convention was simply too big for any single observer to give a
coherent report of it, though interestingly enough, it had very much the same
feeling as earlier, successful Eastercons (Coventry in 1975, Leeds in 1979,
for example), with the same sort of lift parties, stair parties, obligatory
glimpse of Brian Burgess’s wholly disgusting nether parts, and so on, even
though the programme side of things was so very much more highly
organized than ever before, with fandom showing an alarming capacity to
spawn NCOs on demand, and a number of willing enlisted men of lower
ranks as well. Weston, as Field Marshal, was no more offensive than had
been generally anticipated, and layabout Colonel Leroy Kettle showed a
capacity for hard work that will get him into terrible trouble if he ever reveals
it again. The Metropole Convention Manager had sworn, so Pete Weston told
me, that it was impossible for the lager to run out. “We’ve got 3,000 pints on
tap.” It was with a feeling of great accomplishment, then, that we observed it
actually to run out, quite soon, more especially as the Americans were by and
large more sober that the British, and this feat of hard drinking was definitely
down to Motherland with some assistance from Empire.
The only sour note was borne witness to by the large number of
American pros wearing badges reading AMERICAN TRASH. Most of the
Americans had very much hoped to meet their British counterparts, and also
the higher-ups in British sf publishing, but the general feeling was that the
British professionals were a little stand-offish, and not too readily available
for talk. Too many British publishers had arrived with only small expense
accounts, and as a result their entertaining was modest or non-existent. Some,
such as Granada, were represented by amiable but really rather junior staff. It
was Gollancz and Futura who raised the most ripples of annoyance, by
throwing closed parties and turning away people of some distinction from
their doors. Futura, it is rumoured, wouldn’t let Joan Vinge in (though
they’ve published her), nor the artist Freff (though they had used some of his
illos without permissions being properly granted), nor even Karen Anderson,
whose husband was actually inside the sacred party. She was not only turned
away at the door, but the security guard (so rumour had it) said quite loudly
and deliberately in her hearing, “I’ve had about enough of this American
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trash trying to gatecrash.” Hence the badges.
All this was a great pity, and rather puzzling. John Bush of Gollancz, for
example, is normally the most hospitable of men, and his closed-door policy,
if correctly reported, is uncharacteristic, and can’t have done much to
improve transatlantic relations. I boycotted the Gollancz champagne party in
the Brighton Pavilion, to which I had been invited, after hearing this; perhaps
I was silly. Anyway, I doubt if anyone noticed. By contrast, some of the
larger American publishers were very hospitable indeed, and some of the
pleasantest entertainment at the convention was due to senior editors like
David Hartwell and Victoria Schochet. At Hartwell’s first party, however, no
more than two British writers bothered showing up.
For years now loud masculine rumours of a kind of feminist mafia in
American sf have been drifting to these shores. If such women as Suzy
McKee Charnas, Vonda McIntyre, Susan Wood and Chelsea Quinn Yarbro
are meant to represent this supposedly unwholesome clique, then the rumour
is unjust. All nice, friendly, and rather shy people, whose only visible
belligerence seemed aimed not so much at men as at smokers. As someone
trying not too successfully to give up smoking myself at the moment, I can
for the first time understand just how sickening clouds of cigarette smoke
must be to the non-smoker, and with reservations I applaud their stand. Suzy
Charnas leafed through my Encyclopaedia (I had an unbound copy with me),
and looked up the entry on Women. She read it carefully through, while I
watched nervously. Was this feminist lady going to call me a male cretin?
Tonelessly she asked, “Who wrote this?” “I did,” I confessed, and waited for
the blow to fall. “It’s really very good,” she said. This compliment pleased
me more than any other single event at the convention, and I am hoping in
future to be accepted in the USA as an honorary woman, at least for purposes
of public social contact. Susan Wood, in her few conscious intervals between
lying in bed with gastroenteritis, nibbled my ear several times (a sovereign
remedy), and this was nice too. Thank you, Susan.
The other Encyclopaedia compliment I appreciated (sorry about all this
boasting, but the subject obsesses me right now, only 2 1/2 weeks before
publication date) was from Greg Benford. He said the physics in the article
on Tachyons (also written by me) was correct and up-to-date. I’d had
nightmares on that one.
Unremarkable things about remarkable people: Fritz Leiber’s private
voice being soft and gentle, but the public voice so strong, orotund and
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professional; Sprague de Camp so spruce; Tom Disch’s wonderfully
inappropriate tattoo, and his magnificent Hawaiian shirt (and his unpleasing
suggestion that I looked as if I needed a health farm almost as much as he
did); Harry Harrison’s familiar, barking laugh (“the trouble is,” said
someone, “that talking to Harry’s so exhausting – it’s obligatory to laugh
every two sentences – I wouldn’t mind if it were voluntary.”).
Harry doesn’t really approve of me, I don’t know why, and he does have
a wonderful way of getting hold of the wrong end of the stick; I was amused
to catch him warning a lady about what he was describing as my predatory
sexual habits, as if she were a timorous virgin, whereas she was in fact (a) an
old and intimate friend, and (b) very distinctly after my virtue. I confess to
some irritation about this – I always get annoyed about the presumptuousness
of creating entire scenarios on the basis of purely circumstantial evidence.
I drank a lot: starting at around 11 a.m. every day and going through to
at least 3 a.m. the following morning takes very careful pacing. I didn’t really
get drunk, but every now and then fatigue overtook, and I felt the pressure of
too many people around too much of the time. I don’t think affability
faltered, but the eyes glazed every now and then from too much input. It was
a happy convention, but unlike Coventry in 1975, my feelings stopped a little
this side of euphoria. Despite the magnitude of the convention, the kinds of
enjoyment it offered were curiously gentle. If Coventry ’75 offered all the
red-litten pleasures of the Inferno, Seacon ’79 was rather more an elegant
Limbo, or perhaps something rather stately, like the lower circles of
Purgatory.
I did find out that Peter Roberts has a job collecting dead seagulls from
Devonian beaches at £1 an hour. This strikes me somehow as the ultimate in
satisfactorily fannish modes of employment.
On the stairs, dressed spectacularly (purple silk being involved), was the
handsome black man who’d been in the Fancy Dress Parade, looking just like
the Moor of Venice. “He looks very cheerful,” observed my sister. “Yeah,
but what’s he done with Desdemona’s body?” I responded. It’s a pity he
heard; the remark was intended to be literary rather than racist.
The single strangest person present was R.A. Lafferty. With a benign
and Buddha-like smile, rope sandals, and a jutting pot belly, he floated
through the convention, always alone, always apparently happy, but living in
some other universe. It’s as if there were some invisible force-shield
protecting him from any mundane contact. I’ve always admired his stories,
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but lacked the nerve to speak to him, and possibly prick the invisible bubble.
He was awesome. The French, who are braver than we, could not resist the
temptation. Elisabeth Gille of De Noel books tried first:
“’Allo Mr Lafferty. I am Elisabeth Gille, and I ’ave published several of
your books in France.”
Absolutely no response. Elisabeth’s friendly smile becomes a little
tense. The seconds drag on. Lafferty’s eyes seem fixed on some cosmic event
taking place behind her left ear. Had he heard? Suddenly, and with some
vigour, the Lafferty right arm shoots out, and gives her a little punch on the
shoulder. “Well kid, keep publishing me, keep publishing me.”
While not encouraging, this was not a total disaster, and Robert Louit of
Calmann-Levy books decides to try next. “Er, Mr Lafferty, I have long been
an admirer of your work, and in fact it was in a series which I edit that you
were first published in France.”
Lafferty’s benign smile continues, unabated, unaffected and possibly
unfocused. Louit presses on. “There is a curious feature of your work, Mr
Lafferty, that I have never seen commented on; in some ways it reminds me
of the English writer G.K. Chesterton.”
Lafferty, although his forward motion has been arrested by Louit’s
speaking to him, shows no visible signs of awareness, though clearly he is in
tune, in some metaphysical sense, with the infinite. Louit is feeling a little
desperate. “Well, of course, I could be completely on the wrong track.” A
man of great charm, Louit manages a self-exculpatory Gallic shrug. “For all I
know you have never heard of Chesterton.”
Louit stares beseechingly at Lafferty, entreating some response, any
response. Lafferty smiles enigmatically, just as before. Does he know Louit is
there? Robert, like Basil Fawlty when confronted with intolerable social
situations, is considering escaping this one by fainting. Time is in stasis. Has
it been seconds, minutes or hours? Infinitely slowly, the Lafferty eyes focus.
“You’re on the right track kid.” And he drifts on.
In some symbolic sense, Lafferty’s invisible bubble seemed to focus for
me something of what I, too, feel about conventions. But too all those people
I spoke to through the force-field, and especially the Committee: “Thanks
kids. You were on the right track.”
This report has been the truth and nothing but the truth, but for reasons
of security and length, is not the whole truth.
Drilkjis 5, February 1980, edited by Dave
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Birmingham 1980 (Novacon 10)
Sphincters at Dawn by Leroy
Kettle
a Novacon report with a distinctive air
Here I am in Hansen’s fanzine, so I might as well tell you a few things about
him. It’s all very well these personalzine editors producing page after
fascinating page about what colour underpants they wear on Tuesdays and
how Mrs Smegma next door buys her cockroach powder at Tesco’s, but the
poor reader never gets a glimpse at the mundane side of the editor’s life that
is as valid a part of the person as the stolen quip and witty grammatical error
that tend to bring him to life in print. You have to live with someone, and I
mean really live with them, to understand that life is not just the enviable
succession of wet bus queues and spilt cups of tea you’re led to believe from
reading the cream of the personalzine writers. Yes, there is a boring side to
Ian Williams’ life, although you’d never believe it from his fanwriting.
Take Rob Hansen; I really lived with him for two days.
Kath had decided that she didn’t really want to go to this Novacon and
so I arranged with Rob to share a twin room. We’d done this once before but
on that occasion it had ended in tears after Rob’s entire drink supply leapt
down my throat one evening when Rob was out cavorting and the bar was
shut. I certainly didn’t see the colour of his underpants that night. Things got
patched up between us when he got Harry Bell and Jim Barker to sit on top of
me (and that was in the days when Jim had to have rooms on the ground
floor) while he helped relieve the pressure on my wallet.
Rob has two problems which don’t help anyone unlucky to share a room
with him. His problems are not mutually exclusive, they fall into the
unfortunate pairing category; like Andy Richards’ driving and his car, Rob
Holdstock’s lifestyle and his credibility, Malcolm Edwards’ alcoholism and
his drink problem. Rob, as you will know, has a diet problem. Most people
have diet problems which mean either that they can’t keep to one or that they
can’t eat certain foods for health reasons. Rob’s problem is that he can only
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eat baked beans.
It happened like this, He was standing way back at the end of the queue
when God was handing out diet sheets for life and He was beginning to run
out of them. D. West had just gone out of the door clutching a bit of paper
which read “Bits of old fish-skin and half-chewed chips from other people’s
plates, bogey pie, etc” when Rob came up and God looked at the two bits of
paper He had left.
“Well,” He said to Himself in an awesome voice, “it’s either a diet of
Puberot, an obscure dish from the Sahara that gives you perpetual boils on
your groin and makes you vomit a lot, or baked beans.”
He shook his head when suddenly Brian Parker danced his way into the
pretty holy Presence, said “Sorry I’m late but Terri wanted a swiftie and we
were out of courgettes,” snatched the nearest diet sheet, and set the seal on
his health forever. Rob, not knowing how lucky he’d been, accepted his own
fate with equanimity. But on the next queue, when personal problems were
being handed out, and D. West was just leaving carrying a sheet of paper so
long that if Brian Parker hadn’t been behind him he’d have set a record, Rob
got given farting.
Well, a lot of us got given farting, but for most of us it’s one small part
of life. For Rob it’s vital to his existence. Had he been given a diet of beans
without the safety valve of farting he wouldn’t have been at Novacon to share
a room with me and lull me to sleep with rippling renditions of the Trumpet
Voluntary, rearranged for anal sphincter and gas mask. No, he’d be lying
somewhere, a corpse with a heavily perforated rectum and an unpleasant
odour. But I get both crude and ahead of myself.
Rob unpacked quickly on our first day there, still trembling from Mad
Atkinson’s frenzied flight from reality down the motorway. He took from his
bag the belongings of a man with a £20,000 mortgage and a £2,000 salary: a
brownish toothbrush, either too old or too long next to his cleanest
underpants, those same underpants, three cans of deodorant, and a combined
knife, spoon, fork, and device for getting drinks out of Rob Holdstock. He
farted a couple of times while I unpacked, noting how accurately the creases
of my nylon bag were reproduced in my shirts, and then we wandered off to
have fun in our separate ways. It was the usual sort of Novacon fun, the only
differences being that Paul Turner took over from Ian Williams the mantle of
fandom’s most unpleasant dwarf; and Brian Parker was sick even before he
started drinking or had a chance to look at his groin in the mirror.
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Later that day I saw Rob guzzling beer in vaster quantities than either
his slim frame or slimmer bankroll seemed capable of coping with and
surreptitiously lifting a buttock off his seat for a SBD* or, if unlucky, a
particularly noisy one. Not having the savoir faire of Ian Williams; who
leaves the room before releasing the rectal rasp as though no-one could then
hear, or the uncaring malhommie of Harry Bell whose occasional odorous
offerings of anal art shift the conversation several yards, Rob tries to pretend
he hasn’t got a great personal affliction and struggles to lead a “normal” life.
I didn’t see Rob again until I went to bed and saw his blanketed form
silhouetted against the tastefully lit bed console. I immediately peeked under
the bed to see what had died before realising that Rob either had gangrene or
was breathing out of both ends at once as usual. Unfortunately the bedroom
window didn’t open so, turning the air-conditioning on to overload, I tried to
hold my breath all night.
* Silent But Deadly.

The next day we got up and dressed. Rob used an entire can of
deodorant and pretended to arrange his underpants but, I noticed very
casually, merely turned them inside out, a ruse that I wondered if he thought
could be tried more than once. We had breakfast with Dave and Hazel
Langford, which was an unexpected treat. Dave was talking as though we
needed the hearing aid so Rob and I left him lecturing his egg on particle
physics while we talked to Hazel about everything except knitting and
farting.
The rest of the day and evening went as they do at Novacons; Harry Bell
discovered the swinging sixties thirteen years too late, Linda Pickersgill
discovered that even Jan Howard Finder can be pleasant if you cover him
with fur and shut your eyes; several people (notably Chris Priest) discovered
they’d trod in Paul Turner; Malcolm Edwards discovered, yet again, that he
knew more about scientifiction than anyone in the world; and I discovered I
Could beat John Brosnan continually, and most other people frequently, at
one particular video game called Beetles From The Void, with a giant
cockroach lurching across the top of the screen hurling offspring downwards,
just as though I was watching TV at home. (The video game which offered a
free muckpan for every thousand points unfortunately broke down before I
discovered what one was.) And Rob Hansen discovered that while you might
look like Jesus you don’t get much of a following unless you learn to break
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bread instead of wind. It was all jolly fun.
Rob decided that the two of us should go out to buy some food as the
hotel beans were playing hell with his guts and weren’t very tasty. I swear I’ll
never follow Rob Hansen anywhere in Birmingham again; not for the reasons
you may think, but because a sense of direction is to Rob what a smile is to
Dave Pringle or a cultured accent is to Rog Peyton. His one rule about
travelling through Birmingham is Go Downhill. That seemed difficult to
avoid doing in Britain’s most repulsive city, but it didn’t help. After twice
ending up in the sub-basement of Woolworth’s (where I failed to persuade
him to buy another pair of underpants to wear for the next month) and several
times in the decayed subways that run beneath Birmingham’s streets like
maggot holes in an already rotted cheese, we found somewhere that sold the
connoisseur’s baked beans (Ol’ Pooteroonies). After he’d counted out a gross
of tins dusk was reaching its delicate dark tendrils into the industrial sunset,
and we humped both his meals back to the hotel along a street completely full
of surgical appliance shops which I noticed Rob glancing into with a mixture
of astonishment, apprehension, and perhaps just a hint of excitement. That
night was a night like any other at a Novacon. Drinking, lurching, laughing,
spilling, ranting on at Lisa Tuttle about the social misfits who join the SDP to
find that she and Chris had joined, seeing the hotel staff gazing in
bewilderment at a heap of smouldering rubbish on the pavement outside the
hotel and being told later that it had been the photographer who annoyed
Greg by using her camera to take photographs, seeing Gerry Webb skip the
light fantastic at the disco, all the time dreading the thought of that bedroom,
its floor littered with empty cans, their contents rapidly being converted by
some chemical reaction that Langford could probably name loudly, into
FARTS. Well, let me tell you, the thought went nowhere near the reality.
That room was Hell. If you took the million monkeys after they’d written
Hamlet, and put their armpits into a barrel and sat in it for a week, it would
have been a holiday compared to that room. Seven hundred and thirty seven
gallons of beer were consumed that weekend, reports Malcolm Edwards in A
Lesbian. I think that beer was a misprint for beans. And I think they were all
consumed by the editor of this fanzine. I could have died that night (although
waking up in Birmingham it’s difficult to tell), if I hadn’t had the foresight to
put his head under the blankets to create a perfect, recycling, self-contained
system for he of the poisoned bowels, while I lay softly wafting myself to
sleep with my own slightly more restrained and pleasantly perfumed colonic
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conversations.
At one point I awoke, lying on the floor, choking, my skin an unhealthy
flesh-like colour. An evil brown shape hung over me, coming closer and
closer. There was nowhere I could go. Was I going to be suffocated by Rob
Hansen’s fartoplasm? Would I ever live to continue destroying my own
bodily functions at conventions? Then I really awoke. It had only been a
nightmare. By this time the room merely smelled like half a million
overactive monkeys’ armpits (that’s still a lot of armpits, though).
The next day was not at all dissimilar to others that had passed at
Novacons of previous years. We went home in Crazy Atkinson’s car, vying
for room in a mass grave with Daft Stevenson, both trying to prove that
machismo wasn’t just a word sellotaped to Rob Holdstock’s bathroom mirror.
None of us died, but then Rob Hansen had had to travel back by train as the
car was full. No wonder British Rail sandwiches curl up at the edges.

Afterword by Rob Hansen
Malcolm Edwards has got Dave Langford to do a Novacon report for the
forthcoming Tappen in which, apparently, he went out of his way to avoid
mentioning Malcolm, even when writing about the Nova Awards. Leroy
Kettle, as you will by now have realised, took the opposite approach,
attempting to label me as the major source of air-pollution in the UK. Bloody
uppity contributors! L. Kettle’s piece is in fact pure fantasy, the Warped
Outpourings of a fevered brain, since at Novacon not a single bean passed my
lips nor flatulent refrain my buttocks.
My experience of Novacon was somewhat different to Leroy’s. At the
disco I bopped away to a few of the early tracks played by the DJ but it
quickly became apparent that he was making no concessions to the audience,
preferring to play the usual set that wows the sixteen year old crowd and,
with the arrogance of his kind, ignoring all requests to adapt to the tastes of
those present while insisting that he know best. At one point, for instance, he
played a string of slow smooch numbers which are guaranteed to fill the
dance floor at an everyday disco, as I’m well aware, but produce just the
opposite effect at a con. Somewhat disgruntled I left to change into drier
clothes, discovering on my return that the music had improved
immeasurably, being a lot better to dance to. In my absence, so I’m told, a
group of people in the hall who also thought that the DJ was doing a poor job
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signed a petition and handed it to him. This said something along the lines of
“If you don’t start playing some decent dance music we, the undersigned, are
going to tear your arms off,” and it was shortly after this that the music began
to improve. Not wanting to get my only other set of clothes wet as well I sat
and drank, becoming increasingly morose. This mood persisted all evening
until I stumbled upon a drug-crazed Harry Bell in one of the alcoves outside
the con hall. His peculiar antics and uncontrollable laughter worked wonders.
The Nova Award for best fanwriter went to Chris Atkinson, indeed it
would have been a travesty if it hadn’t since she is producing by far and away
the best writing to appear in fanzines in some time, and I would go so far as
to say that if the fan Hugos bore any relation to reality she would be a
certainty for best fanwriter. Malcolm Edwards winning the best fanzine Nova
for Tappen completed a remarkable husband and wife double.
Congratulations also to Pete Lyon for being voted top fanartist.
Epsilon 9, December 1981, edited by Rob
Hansen
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Birmingham 1980 (Novacon
10)/Newcastle 1981 (Silicon 5)
A Tale of Two Conventions by
Rob Hansen
Financial considerations had led me to make the journey to Newcastle and
Silicon 5 by coach but, surprisingly, the seven hours seemed to pass
remarkably quickly. This may well have been due to the fact that I spent a
sizeable part of the trip asleep, but I’m sure the time spent deep in reflection
also helped. When the trip to a convention is a seven hour haul up the M1
you have plenty of time to think about earlier conventions, to compare what
has gone before with your expectations of what lies ahead. Yorcon 2, the
1981 Eastercon held in Leeds, had been an enjoyable convention but it was
curiously unmemorable leaving only a mess of inchoate impressions amid the
background hum of snatches of earlier conventions that can’t be formed into
any meaningful whole. It was as if the convention had somehow been made
of Teflon. However the convention that preceded it, the 1980 Novacon, was
something else. The experience of sharing a hotel room over three nights with
Robert Holdstock and Greg Pickersgill provided a number of bizarre
anecdotes that have acquired an almost mythic quality among the Friends In
Space. At the start of the con Greg stated his avowed intention to stay pissed
the whole weekend, an aim he largely achieved. Unfortunately the
consequence of this was that Greg stayed late in bed every morning feeling a
Very Sick Boy Indeed, past the time that the hotel staff would come in and
tidy things up with the result that the room was almost unfit for human
habitation by Monday. The waste bin containing an unsavoury mix of empty
baked bean cans and slowly maturing vomit was one thing, the overpowering
smell of organic decay quite another, though I’m sure it was nothing a squad
in suits sealed against biological contamination and armed with DDT sprays
couldn’t handle.
For undoubtedly arcane reasons that had little to do with the stare but
much to do with spirits, those times I chose to hit the sack each night seemed
to coincide with some new piece of lunacy. Like the night when drunken
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revellers Holdstock and Pickersgill fell into the room as I sat in bed picking
my toenails prior to what I hoped would be a good night’s sleep. Greg
lurched over me menacingly, accused me of homosexuality, turned on his
heel and collapsed face first on the floor between the beds. Holdstock hopped
back and forth, a worried expression on his face, and we both jumped at the
slurred but suitably Germanic version of “Falling In Love Again” that
abruptly emanated from the prone figure before us, though it did provide
proof that Greg was still alive.
The next morning we all awoke within a few minutes of each other and
Greg listened aghast as he was told the things he’d been up to the previous
night by Holdstock. Apparently they had been at a room party where Greg
had been chatting up a certain young woman oblivious of the fact that her
husband was sat almost next to him. Greg asked just what he had been
saying.
“Well,” said Holdstock, “you suggested that the two of you should go
off somewhere where you could stick your tongue in her honeypot.”
“Honeypot!!”, yelled Greg, “Surely even in that state I’d have more
class than to use a term like Honeypot?”
Rob confirmed that Greg had indeed used the offending term whereupon
Greg, his hands clasped over his face, sank, groaning, beneath his bedclothes.
Greg’s memories of this incident have since returned and he now maintains
that “honeypot” is a figment of Holdstock’s imagination, one Rob used
because he knew Greg would be mortified. He has now revealed what he
actually said and it really is too gross to appear in the pages of a well-brought
up fanzine like Epsilon. Linda Pickersgill looked appalled when she heard.
Then there was the night I returned to the room to find Kath Mitchell
and Chris Atkinson waiting for me within. Now, this is not the kind of thing
that usually happens at conventions, at least not to me it doesn’t, and I backed
away from them suspicious as to just what they had been up to. They
laughed, and it would be fair to say that they had been far from teetotal in the
few hours since I’d seen them last.
“We’re going to show you something that few other people have seen,”
said Kath, solemnly.
I raised my eyebrows at this, but since their men folk were slumped
against the wall of the corridor outside, guzzling beer, I didn’t expect too
much. To my surprise there ensued a dance of a quite remarkable nature that
fascinated me even though it didn’t stop me from noticing that the beds had
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been tampered with. Instead of the mass of jumbled bedding I had grown
accustomed to over the past few days the room now contained two fully made
up beds. I walked over to examine my bed, Chris tried to stop me, and a halfpint of pale ale that had been on the bedside table was suddenly to be found
soaking into my bedding, When I pulled back the sheets to dry them out I
saw that the beds had been made up in a way that made them impossible to
get into and which I later learned had led to a less than sober Greg Pickersgill
spending the night on the floor after a valiant but frustrated attempt to slide
between the sheets.
Since sleep would be impossible until the sheets had at least partially
dried out I decided to stay up and went in search of fun. I found it, too.
Such thoughts were packed away as the coach pulled into Newcastle
because I was here now and a new con awaited, a blank sheet yet to be
written on. As someone with no accent to speak of, or with, I’ve always been
fascinated by the curious distortions and abbreviations of the English
language to be found in various parts of the country, and as the Geordie
accent is one of the more pleasant ones I found myself listening intently to
the conversations going on around me as I travelled by local bus to the
Grosvenor Hotel.
Not many people had arrived by the time I got to the hotel but Little Ian
Williams was there together with Not-So-Little Ian Maule and some kid who
turned out to be Paul Turner, a l4-year old who tried too hard to impress at
this con but who may well turn out to be an ace fan when he’s got a few more
years, and probably inches, under his belt.
The subject of Maule’s alleged wishy-washiness came up and I made the
comment that if he was a sadist he’d be into inflicting mild discomfort. This
feeble attempt at wit amused him so much that I got embarrassed and went
and had a game of pool. Since the Grosvenor Hotel is equipped with a games
room that is dominated by a coin operated pool table (it’s a small games
room) pool figures large as one of the more significant pastimes of a Silicon
but due to the general lack of talent of most con attendees the games often
degenerate into what Greg once termed “duels of ineptitude”. The worst of
the these that I encountered was actually between Greg and myself. We had
reached the stage where only the black ball and the cue ball were left on the
table and what might reasonably have been expected to be a swift end to the
game turned into a long drawn out conflict with neither of us able to pot the
black. As time wore on I imagined the onlookers to be smirking and Greg
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was obviously getting embarrassed as well since at one point, as he stalked
past me, he hissed: “For Christ’s sake pot the fucking thing!” to me under his
breath. By now the crowd were turning ugly; soon they would be revolting.
As far as I recall it was I who eventually put the black away but my only
clear memory is of the embarrassment. It was at this same table that Chris
Atkinson later bemoaned her inability to pot long shots. At this point,
unfortunately, my mouth decided to operate before I’d put my brain in gear
and I listened in horror as the words: “It’s because you’re a woman” emerged
from my lips. I clamped my hands over my mouth, but it was too late. The
words were out and I was being attacked with a pool cue by a woman whose
thoughts had turned from pool to billiards.
Some games, though, are not a matter of fun to me and there is one in
particular I regard with almost pathological loathing. Soccer is that game and
according to the programme a fannish football match was to be played at 110am on Sunday and so, having been cajoled into playing in previous years, at
10-0am I went for a walk along Jesmond Dene, which turned out to be a
remarkably pleasant park, and learned some facts about the behaviour of
water rats that I’d not earlier known.
I’ve always found an hour or so of solitude to be essential at a
convention and this one also had the useful purpose, I hoped, of removing the
possibility of me being coerced into playing that dreaded game. Predictably
those playing were late leaving and were still at the hotel when I returned so
that I had to creep in, trying desperately not to be noticed. I hid out with Dave
Bridges in what the committee laughingly referred to as the con hall,
engaging in interesting conversation on matters fannish and watching the
window for signs of the expected exodus. The biggest surprise on coming out
of hiding was seeing Greg supping Guinness in the bar since he is usually one
of the most energetic and enthusiastic of fannish footballers, even if he is one
of the least graceful.
There is one final tale to be told before I finish this report and this too
features Greg. Ritchie Smith and Dave Pringle were stood in the lounge
talking while Greg, Chris, D.West, myself, and a few others were over by the
reception desk, Greg making less than complimentary remarks about Smith.
Ritchie was ignoring Greg, though there was little doubt that he could hear
him. Chris suggested that we should go and sit in one of the alcoves, which
we did. However while we all sat around a table at one end of the alcove
Greg decided to sit at a table at the other end containing a plate of apparently
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abandoned ham sandwiches. Looking around to make sure that no one was
about to come back and claim them he picked one up and stuffed it into his
mouth. Smith and Pringle came and sat opposite Greg.
“Would you like a sandwich, Dave?” Ritchie asked.
I stifled a laugh, though Greg seemed blissfully unaware that anything
was wrong and it was at this point that Chris went over to him and picked up
his drink and the sandwiches.
“Stop being so anti-social and come and sit with us,” she said.
Greg did as she ordered and proceeded to finish off the sandwiches
watched by Ritchie who glowered but remained silent. Barely able to contain
myself I left the room and when I later told Greg the “abandoned”
sandwiches he’d eaten had been Smith’s he almost fell off his chair.
An ace convention.
Epsilon 8, October 1981, edited by Rob
Hansen
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Keele University 1982 (Unicon 3)
Unicon in Retrospect by Linda
Pickersgill
I must admit to being a bit wary of attending a university convention. When I
was first catching up on my history of British fandom I heard time and time
again about the ’76 Eastercon that was held at the university of Manchester,
about how awful it was and what a disaster. My memories of the only
university con I had attended in the US were no better. The ’78 Aggiecon was
held at the Texas A&M on the same weekend as an ROTC gathering and I
was constantly clashing with some uniformed junior jive authority who told
me not to walk on the grass or put my feet on the furniture. So who needed
more of the same campus hassle? But then I’d heard some pretty wild tales
about the previous Unicon that involved oat-cakes and beds moving down
hallways. Add to that the fact that Roy Kettle was to be Fan GoH with Rob
Holdstock, the guest author, and I figured that the chances of having silly fun
outweighed the fact that it was a campus con.
There was something oddly comforting in the discovery that Keele
campus could have been any one of a hundred American campuses. There
was the same scattering of buildings connected by roads and walkways, the
usual dorm cubicles furnished with basic bed, chair and desk and the same
student union bar and pool-room furnished with heavy, beer-stained wooden
tables and stools. If nothing else I knew I’d feel at home at Keele. The
oddness of it all hit when room-mate Helen and I bought our first drink at the
temporary bar set up in the Administration building/con hall. What do we do
next? I was used to standing around hotel lounges and lobbies with a drink in
my hand, not some large echoing university building. The sensible decision
was to sit down and wait for someone interesting to come along. Before long
the familiar faces started to turn up and to sit down with us. That is, they sat
down on Helen’s side of the chairs. On my side of the seating section I found
a strange sight. There was a fella sitting next to me with longish hair, dressed
in jeans and a faded and sleeveless denim vest. He was barefoot and had a
hunting knife strapped to his belt as well as a sprig of heather in his hair and a
manic look in his eyes. Someone later told me that he was supposed to be
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dressed as a post-holocaust hippie, which made me real glad that I support
the CND. I don’t remember how the conversation began but I found out that
this was his second convention and in my knowing-fan-meets-neo way I told
his he ought to find it interesting. “Yes. Well, let’s get the first question out
of the way,” he tells me. The first question? There were many first questions
I’d encountered at cons: where are you from? are you married? want a back
rub? how about a hit of window pane? Which would his first question be?
“What science fiction writers do you like?” Oh that first question. Well, I like
Philip K. Dick and J.G.Ballard “OH. Oh, wow, yeah ...” and John Sladek
“Wow, yeah, wow ...”, and Michael Moorcock “OH WOW WOW YEAH
WOW ...”. I felt this exchange was getting nowhere and besides he looked as
if he might burst with his next series of “wow”s. I left the conversation at that
and made a polite exit towards the bar. Chris Evans had seen the whole
episode “Looks like you’ve made a friend there, Linda,” he said, with an evil
giggle. “Oh, wow,” I answered.
Friday night We had a run-from-the-cretins. It was late. The main con
hall was closed. The student union bar had closed. There was no place left to
go for fun but the dorm rooms. The burning question was: who had drink?
“I’ve got a bottle of vodka in my room,” Helen offered, little realizing the
effect her words would have on all within hearing distance. The cry spread
like wild fire. “Helen’s got a bottle of vodka in her toom,” “Vodka? Where?”
“Helen’s room.” “Who’s Helen? Point her out!” A small band of us began the
trek back to Helen’s room followed by a mass of unfamiliar yet thirstylooking faces. There was a small wooded bit of campus to pass through on
the way and as would happen to any red-blooded girl raised on B-grade
horror flicks my mind started to recreate the depraved, maniac campus co-ed
killer scenes. I mentioned this out loud and in true gallant form Malcolm
Edwards offered to protect me. With an arm around my shoulder he began to
protect me deeper into the woods and off the beaten track. Fortunately Rob
Holdstock literally swooped along and protected me back towards the group.
As we reached the quad in front of the dorms I looked back to see the thirsty
mob still following us. “Vod-ka!”, I thought I hard them chant en masse.
“Who are those people?”. I wondered out loud, “Cretins,” someone replied.
“Eeeeeeeeeeekkk!”, I squealed. I was still spooked by the maniac-in-thewoods scene and the thought of a horde of mutant vodka-starved cretins
emerging from the wood behind us was too much to handle. Someone must
have picked up on my frame of mind because the next thing I know the cry
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goes up: “Run! Run from the cretins!” Still squealing I ran, not knowing
where I was running to. In an attempt to protect me yet again Malcolm
shoved me towards an alley. Considering that my co-ordination and balance
were not at their peak it was no surprise that I fell slap-dab flat on my knees.
In a milli-second flash of childhood regression the memory of falling off
bikes and skate-boards came rushing up to the present. I began to wonder if I
was running from the right cretins. I didn’t notice the damage until I was
back in the room with Helen, the gang, and the vodka. “You do realize that
you’ve torn your overalls?” Helen asked me. I looked down at my knees and,
sure enough, each one sported a ragged hole with an ominous rusty stain
around it. Bloody Hell! My first convention scars! Like a trooper I decided to
continue partying while the alcohol kept the pain at bay. I was about to
suggest that we look for other parties when Holdstock leapt to his feet and,
with pointed finger, counted the number of people in the room. “One too
many for an orgy,” he announced, and slipped out the door. What a
gentleman. After the orgy we pulled ourselves together and continued the
search for fun.
It’s amazing what a campus con does to the mentality of a science
fiction fan. It’s as if the atmosphere that says “student” combined with an
event that says “can” is bound to equal extreme silliness. I call it the moron
factor. What else would explain such incidents as Kettle throwing a neo into
a fit of tears by telling him that there was no such thing as a Robert Heinlein.
Or Helen getting lost trying to find our room while standing mere inches
from the room door? And what about the giggling mystery voice claiming to
be Heinlein, knocking at my window and asking me to come out and play?
The moron factor struck us all but none so moronic as the paper airplane
flingers during Roy’s Fan GoH speech. Even most morons must understand
that it isn’t ever an easy thing to stand on the platform of a huge university
auditorium and speak to a crowd as motley as that at Unicon. So OK, one or
two airplanes would have been funny and lightened the mood but like the
fella who doesn’t know how to time a joke, the airplane throwers didn’t know
when to quit and kept it up during the entire speech. It was a good speech,
too, full of the standard Kettle wit and insight and Roy did a good job despite
the pesty paper wads.
Holdstock received a bit of a surprise at his speech as well, though this
one was a bit better planned and timed. Kettle had instigated a mock This Is
Your Life to be thrown on Rob after his speech. Again, it was a very good
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speech and moved me from laughter to tears. As soon as he finished a few of
us ducked behind a screen set up at the back of the room. Kettle held Rob on
the stage and announced that this was his life. I was the first out from behind
the screen. With my hair tied up in bunches I was the daughter Ron never
knew he had. “Yes, Rob, that kiss with a girl behind the barn all those years
ago left you with more than a cold-sore. And here she is, your daughter ...
Herpes Holdstock!” Rob (alternately called Ray, Ron, Rastus, etc ... by m.c.
Kettle) was also visited by his bank manager, his sex-therapist, his social
worker and last, but not least an RSPCA representative holding up a stuffed
black cat that was supposed to be the starving Finnegan he’d left at home.
And I never thought I’d see the day when Rob Holdstock would be so
speechless.
Many of the silly moments seemed to centre around the student union
bar. It was there that I saw a very silly Malcolm try to take on master domino
fiend D. West and lose many bits of money. It was also there that a collection
was taken up and presented to Simon Polley who could have all the pretty
coins if he’d work over Steve Green a bit. Lord knows Simon tried. He and
Steve wrestled and tumbled and lurched about waving pieces of bar-furniture
at each other. It was just like a scene from Destroy All Monsters. It was also
that we played a silly game that as far as I know is called “Names of ...” It’s
the kind of game you groan about if someone brings it up at a party but enjoy
once you get into it. Basically, you sit in a circle and set up a rhythm by
slapping your thighs, clapping your hands, then snapping your fingers twice.
The lead person chooses a category (names of flowers, for instance) and each
person in turn must name something in that category on the snaps. You get
the idea, I’m sure. Late at night the categories got a bit weird, such as names
of incurable diseases or names of bodily fluids. Nothing too intellectual. This
was a campus con after all. Inevitably the category “names of underwear”
came up. Slap, clap, snap, snap, snap clap, “knickers” says Chris Atkinson
clap, clap, “brassieres” says Helen, “split crotch panties” says Malcolm,
“fishnet tights” says Holdstock, “hernia belt” says Andrew Stephenson,
“suspenders” says Jan Huxley, “wimple” says Peter Roberts. It’s my turn
next but I falter. “Wimple?”. Everybody is staring at Peter quizzically.
“Wimple?” I wondered if he ever pictured women in their wimples but Peter
merely shrugged and rolled another cigarette. I suppose it takes all kinds.
But of course what are cons without the parties, or dorm room parties as
the case may be. I can remember wandering in and out of numerous cubicles
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and dorm kitchen where parties seemed to be in constant progress. The most
memorable one took place in Phil Palmer’s room on Sunday night. I hadn’t
seen much of Phil that weekend, although I suspect he was the spectre in blue
pyjamas who passed me in the hall during early morning treks to the loo
(unisex dorms hold many such surprises). Nonetheless, he made himself well
heard that night with a good selection of music played loud on his ghetto
blaster. People massed into his room and some tried to dance, though it
wasn’t until later when things thinned out that Jimmy Robertson zipped up
his leather jacket and showed us what dance really meant. Eventually Phil
called it quits and the diehards amongst us had to continue the party in the
hall where the second most amazing sight was Simon Polley. Now admittedly
Simon was getting stranger and stranger as the weekend wore on. He started
off serenading me with his vast Frankie Laine repertoire and gradually gave
in to what can only be described as the call of a rutting walrus in heat. By
Sunday night he was deranged and appeared at the hall party with his face
covered with some sort of design done in blue-green ink giving him the
appearance of a psychedelic Maori. Apparently there was some method to his
madness because as Malcolm and I sat back in a slightly inebriated stupor
and watched he swooped in on a woman who was talking with Rob
Holdstock and began biting and tugging at bits of her clothing between
walrus yells. Rob, who was trying to have a serious conversation with
Amanda about the SDP, CND, and the merits of cricket, found this a bit
distracting but Amanda never broke her train of thought. After much heated
discussion on Rob’s part, walrus moans on Polley’s part, and uncontrollable
giggles on mine and Malcolm’s part, Amanda stood up and announced that
Simon looked drunk and obviously needed someone to tuck him into bed.
She took him by the hand and led him away, leaving only the sound of Rob’s
jaw thudding as it fell to the floor.
It was a good con. Despite the fact that I’ve mentioned very few of the
con activities themselves I did attend some of the programme items and
found them much the same in character as the parties and other silliness. The
drinker’s gourmet contest was a good laugh and the committee’s production
of Blunderbirds Are Go was priceless, even if I have never seen
Thunderbirds and didn’t get all the jokes. I feel that I’ve really missed out on
some good fun by missing the first two Keele UniCons and feel a bit sad
there will never be any more quite like them.
Epsilon 13, January 1983, edited by Rob
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Hansen
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Birmingham 1983 (Novacon 13)
The Nerds of November by Roy
Kettle
Brosnan was feeling insecure. He’d just received advance copies of his latest
sex ’n’ plagiarism thriller, The Midas Deep, and was moaning about the
cover. Apart from the fact that it was impossible to read his name because the
blue background was the same as the blue “Brosnan” and he’d had to draw
round where the letters should have been with a biro, the book was described
as “an underwater hell of seething catastrophe”. What with John seething, the
cover a catastrophe, and various mutterings about his publishers deserving an
underwater hell it probably wasn’t too bad a line, though it did seem to lack
something – appeal, meaning, validity, a verb. What it had in its favour was a
rich red colour that stood out, and things might have been OK if John had
written under the pseudonym A. Nunderwaterhellofseethingcatastrophe. But
even more interesting than the blunder on the cover was a line I’d just noticed
in the book itself: “Then, just as he was rounding the corner of one of the big
cylindrical tanks ...” And only on the second page, too.
Amazingly, and despite all this John’s literary insecurity soon passed.
By the time we reached Coventry, on our way to Birmingham and Novacon
13, he’d stopped saying: “But I can’t draw round my name on all 350
copies!” and was worrying about his Persil voucher again. He was sure that
the voucher – which looked as much like a rail ticket as Roz Kaveney does a
shrinking violet – wouldn’t actually work. He knew that at the very least,
he’d have to have some proof that he himself used Persil.
“Just show them your hair,” I said helpfully. “Poot,” replied Australia’s
greatest wit.
From New Street Station, which looks more like a failed Swedish prison
every year, we followed the Brosnan route to the Royal Angus. This is
similar to the Hansen route except you get to see the other half of
Birmingham. Arriving at the hotel from a direction that probably doesn’t
exist, we were told that our overflow hotel was in fact virtually opposite the
station. Numerous people laughed at our distress. I don’t recall us being
among them. Having to hump our bags back to New Street was bad enough,
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but then we found that our hotel was having a moat built around it and that
the bar was stocked for a Salvation Army conference. On top of that I
discovered that Hansen had grabbed the best bed in our twin room. I got my
own back by sitting on his new Superman comics and farting.
We arrived back at the Royal Angus just in time to catch Gerry Webb’s
verbal equivalent of a pre-frontal lobotomy as he got out his tatty old Eagle
Comics yet again and shifted his mouth into hyperdrive. Ironically Jack
Cohen, one of the few people who can stun the brain cells faster than Gerry,
was on next and I spent a good part of the evening phoning for ambulances.
The embarrassing thing, of course, was having to explain that for most fans
brain-death is an improvement.
Later that evening I missed two things. The first was Ian Sorensen’s
“rock opera” Ego, which Rob Hansen described as the musical equivalent of
a Gerry Webb lecture, but boring. He said that Sorensen had the musical
ability of a rather over-cooked Brussels sprout but was taller. Sometimes I
find Hansen’s analogies hard to grasp. I also missed out on the Brum group
party because I was having fun with people.
Hotel breakfasts are entertaining occasions for me. So long as the food is
anything like edible – which has been known – then I’m quite happy sitting
around for an hour or so stuffing one form of cholesterol or another into
whichever orifice my fork is nearest. Unfortunately I’m also usually still
asleep and a completely atypical need to over-compensate for everything
imaginable, makes me talk more nonsense than usual, more loudly, and with
wilder and messier gestures. Paul Kincaid and Rob Hansen were trying
desperately to concentrate on the task of finding the pink bits on their plates
that allowed the hotel the option of labelling the fat as bacon and to catch the
tomatoes that looked strangely like Brosnan’s eyeballs only not so red. I kept
interrupting them and prattled on and on until I could hear Paul muttering,
“Why did I sit here, why, why?”, as he scraped in vain at the durex-like skin
of his sausage. And if a Durex is adequate protection against Rob
Holdstock’s mighty emissions then a mere hotel-knife won’t have much
effect. Meanwhile I burbled away, pausing only to let Rob Hansen say (if
memory serves better than the hotel waitresses): “Fwaw, look at that!”, every
time a woman or a fairly pretty boy walked in, and for Brosnan to mumble
something about needing pain-killers and how publishers were a pain. Then a
rather fat and undesirable Scottish litigant walked in, sat next to us, and
began being himself. He succeeded in doing what even I couldn’t and
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everyone left hurriedly.
By then I’d remembered the direct route from our hotel to the Royal
Angus and we were soon fighting our way to the world’s smallest bar, which
will serve eight normal people, or three Brum group members, or one Piers
Anthony fan with his life support system. Brosnan looked round desperate for
someone who would buy him a drink – “just until my royalty cheque comes
in, honest, sport” – and as usual it was me who fed his pitiful habit. “A small
Scotch; no, make that a large Scotch; no, make that two large Scotches and a
lager,” he said, fearful that he wouldn’t find another sucker for the next two
minutes. At the first hint of someone buying drink it was as if they were
serving Magnet Ales. Rob Holdstock rushed up and poured a full pint onto
the floor in his desperation to have his glass filled for free. Harry Bell
appeared so quickly that there was a small implosion of air where he’d been
sitting – unless it was Rob Hansen practising redolence again. And there was
John Jarrold standing next to me, tongue akimbo, when only five minutes
before he’d been scraping dog turds off his Hush Puppies in West Wickham.
Of the regular greed-buckets only the Chief Druid of Bingley failed to
appear. Still it’s the only way I can get people to talk to me so I don’t mind
really. And anyway, I keep count.
I went back into the con-hall where an out-of-uniform Action Man
working on too many Duracell batteries was telling an audience containing an
increasingly high percentage of males that men write the best feminist sci-fi.
Eventually one of the few women left in the audience shouted: “What about
John Norman, then?” As Tom Shippey hadn’t heard of John Norman a lot of
sting was taken out of what would otherwise have been a pretty effective put
down, but the rest of the audience lapped it up and rattled their chains. Mrs
Joseph Nicholas was visibly upset by Shippey’s suggestion that John
Wyndham could write better than feminist authoresses like Shirley Conran
and Jackie Collins and was heard to mutter that baldness is caused by the hair
roots coming loose from the brain as it shrinks. I hadn’t known that.
In the bookroom I made a few purchases from Andromeda using
cheques that should be coming back home just about now. I bought a copy of
Malcolm Edwards’ and Maxim Jabberwocky’s Book of Mike Ashley’s SF
Lists, as favourably reviewed in the Sunday Times. I was disappointed that
the lists Malcolm had previously shown me were not in: Great Space Fucks,
Bergey Covers I Have Abused, and My Favourite Scenes From The Gas. But
then when you’re a Daddy you have to set an example so the book’s full of
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lists of Thirteen Triffic Post-Natal Exercises For Spacemen, and Nappies I
Would Rather Not Have Changed. I also bought, on the recommendation of
Chris Evans and Rog Peyton (who’s honest enough to recommend anything
on which your eye alights for more than a microsecond), The Land of Laughs
by Jonathan Carroll. When I mentioned it to Malcolm he groaned. “Not the
bloody Land of Sodding Laughs,” he said. “If I meet one more person who
talks to me about The Land of Laughs I’m gonna puke!” Immediately Chris
Evans mentioned it and Malcolm threw up over Brian Ameringen’s head but
it was over a week before he noticed. However, Malcolm cheered up when I
mentioned that I’d bought a copy of his book and he even went so far as to
buy a copy of Simler (so-called because of the many other books and films it
closely resembles). He even asked its two famous authors to sign it; just the
first of many such requests that weekend. I could get to like this fame
business if only money came with it, but Brosnan’s still drinking away my
royalties. Those particular copies of Slimer (as favourably reviewed in The
Times and Time Out) were specially endorsed by Brosnan, following a small
fracas with the woman to whom he had dedicated the masterpiece. Her name
was deleted and the more endearing dedication “Bitch!” was scrawled inside.
I must remember to tell her next time I see her.
After a few more drinks, a mingle or two, and a cheapo hotel pie – the
gastronomic equivalent of the invasion of Grenada – I sought the solace of
another programme item, one on which Rob Holdstock, Chris Evans, and the
guestess of honour Lisa Tuttle put off all aspiring writers in the audience for
ever with tales of economic and creative distress so terrible to hear that it was
clear all three must be artists. Rob pointed out that in order to write he had to
spend more on Burgundy than he could earn as a writer. Chris couldn’t work
for the “bloody Priests at it all the time downstairs” (thought to be a reference
to the busy writers in the flat below) and Lisa couldn’t work for that “bloody
Chris Evans sitting upstairs listening”. Having myself written several of the
sentences in Slimer I think that I can safely say that I know about art and
what causes me greatest difficulty is that they don’t put enough Snopake in a
bottle to correct more than a page.
Foolishly, I’d agreed to appear on an emaciated version of The Krypton
Factor. I couldn’t hear a lot of the questions because Langford’s hearing aid
was making a noise like a Sherman tank on one side and I didn’t get a chance
to answer most of the others because John Jarrold, the man with the world’s
most trivial brain, began answering furiously when he realised the prize was a
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bottle of whisky. I regretted helping them both with the early questions and I
particularly regretted acting as a focus for the psychic energy from the late D.
West so that, in the astral pole section of the game, they could get their legs
round the pole without sticking it three feet up their bums. Still, it was fun
and I got a free pint out of it. That’s what life’s all about really, isn’t it?
That evening the hotel served pizza. Now, at previous conventions I’ve
enjoyed the Angus’ quickie meals; they’re a practical idea, they’re cheap, and
they taste as good as most convenience foods. But this year they weren’t
generally finger lickin’ good. The pizza was like the top of a tub of margarine
liberally spread with the vomit of an extremely ill beagle. The chips were
soggy and hung in my stomach like an analogy I’m keeping for Son of
Slimer. Then again, I have eaten worse things at conventions. Christ, I’ve had
conversations with worse things at conventions.
Occasionally someone on a convention committee comes up with an
idea so appalling that it will actually end up happening because everyone
assumes it to be a joke until that awful moment when the programme book
arrives. Then the committee members look at each other in horror and no-one
will confess to being the culprit. John Wilkes shrugs his manly shoulders. Jan
Huxley glances away, pale with shock. Chris Huge whistles nervously. Yes it
happened this year, and it was the barndance ...
Johns Jarrold and Brosnan leaned back against the strangely uncrowded
bar in the main hall while I bought them drinks. On the dance floor, where
Rog Peyton’s demented rocking was now only a memory, fourteen desperate
idiots (most of them committee members, ’nuff said) pranced around looking
like they must know what they looked like. Grab your partner, dozy doe, they
muttered to each other, eyes glazed with embarrassment. Chris Evans and
Faith Brooker walked in and we smiled knowingly at each other, an island of
common sense in a sea of bounding stupidity, until Faith, giving in to some
primal female urge, grabbed a passing partner and began to dozy doe. Chris
muttered, “She’s not with me, boss” and we clubbed together to buy him a
half of lager. He shook his head. “She was normal only a few minutes ago.”
We all shook our heads in sympathy. John Jarrold reckoned it was actually
the pizza and they were just trying to get their bowels moving again.
Later there were two parties. One was triffic, well-attended, and had
some nice jug-dancing. This was given by the tequila-sodden Mexicon
committee, all totally incapable of remembering whether you sucked the salt
before you licked the lemon but pretty damn certain that if you dropped a
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lemon you threw it over your shoulder to avoid bad luck. The other party was
given by John Brunner and was attended by John Brunner. That is except
when he was in the Mexicon party asking people who had more sense if they
would like to go to his room. Even Peter Weston stayed at the Mexicon party.
What with Eileen having spent the day with her head in a bucket of henna
and Peter espousing Socialism to the extent that he wanted everyone richer
than him to share their wealth with the Westons, it’s surprising that the party
wasn’t invaded by American forces. Joseph Nicholas was there representing
Radical Transvestites Against Style, Dave Bridges supporting Hippies
Against Reality, and Phil Palmer requesting help against Ted White. When
we left, in convoy through the streets of Birmingham at three o’clock in the
morning, the party was still going strong. Rob Holdstock was so overcome
with tequila and what he likes to call vibes that when this immense black guy,
with more muscles in one bogey than I’ve got under my skin, walked past,
Rob shouted out: “Look, he’s got natural rhythm. Hey, can you do that darky
jive-talk, man?”, until several fannish hands clamped over his mouth before
one big black fist could have him chewing his food half-way down his lower
intestine. Drink and dance do strange things to some people. I was reminded
forcibly of this half an hour later when Hansen returned and announced his
presence with a particularly loud raspberry ... but that’s another con report.
After missing breakfast I wasn’t in much of a mood for anything other
than consoling myself with several lagers but I went to hear Lisa Tuttle’s
Guest of Honour speech anyway. As I might have expected it was so spot-on
that I rushed out to the bookroom afterwards and bought the only two of her
paperback SF and fantasy novels that I didn’t already possess. Jesus, I was so
impressed I even tried to buy a George Martin book that I already had. After
Lisa there was a guy called Terrance Dicks who I was going to listen to until
someone told me it was his name not his habit, so instead I invested my
money wisely in the brewing industry. Later I was still sober enough to enjoy
a panel which rightly slagged off Kingsley Amis for being a wally. Malcolm
Edwards, who since the panel has made Chris Atkinson take the furry dice
out of their car window, did a good PR job on the famous Gollancz author,
although strangely I didn’t rush out and buy any of his books. Then, when the
audience was asked to name other categories of wally, Andrew Stephenson
had the audacity, for someone with a CB radio, to offer suggestions. I also
particularly liked Rog Peyton’s hilarious anecdote about Larry Niven, but I
won’t spoil it for you by repeating it here.
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I then began making a serious effort to achieve extreme inebriation.
Despite this I remember Andrew Stephenson sending back a bottle of wine
during dinner and suggesting in all seriousness that it was so bad it would do
for the staff; Steve Higgins making Rob Hansen look like a ballroom dancer
with elephantiasis; Brosnan convincing Rochelle Dorey that he had been a
gynaecologist back in Australia; Chris Evans, Rob Holdstock, Faith Brooker,
and others who should have known better listing their all-time favourite
bogies; Malcolm going around very smugly telling everyone that he’d got
over 500,000 on the pinball machine, but not mentioning that it had taken
him as many 10p pieces to achieve; Linda, Lilian Edwards, and Simon
Ounsley definitely not looking like two octopusses scratching each others
backs, oh no; me talking to Greg for a longer time than seems at all probable;
and Rob Hansen lying in bed when I arrived back at about seven o’clock,
naked torso shining like a glazed maggot, shouting in his sleep: “Treat it
gently ... it’s never had company before.”
The next day we all sat around, the tough men sipping orange juices and
Faith drinking gin and lager alternately. We talked about life and art and
Faith told us how she’d met Martin Hoare when he was playing Moby Dick
in the local rep. So I told them the funniest story I knew about an artist which
concerned this guy, whose name I couldn’t recall at that stage of the weekend
who’d written a line in his latest book about someone going around the
corner of a cylindrical building. Everyone laughed. Suddenly, a blue-covered
book hurtled through the air and bounced off my head.
“The cylinder was lying on its side!” shouted Brosnan.
“Oh,” I said.
Then I woke up. It had all been a dream.
Epsilon 15, December 1983, edited by Rob
Hansen
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Hinckley 2003 (Seacon ’03)
And There I Was ... by Greg
Pickersgill
And there I was and ...
I kept seeing the guy with the back end of a goat sticking out of his arse.
Once you noticed him he seemed to be everywhere. And it wasn’t just me;
other people saw him as well. After a while there was even some
conversation about whether or not it really was the back end of a goat after
all. There was a theory that the poor fellow had a startlingly serious case of
piles and these leg-like structures about his nether regions were simply
decorative haemorrhoid socks. We could have asked, of course, but who
wants to approach a grown man who has foot-long rabbit ears strapped to his
head?
It seems like a dream now, but it was of course a science fiction
convention. The 2003 Eastercon, as a matter of fact.
During the convention Catherine and I were employees of employees,
working Andy Richards’s booktables. The Banana Twins work the tables for
Andy at many conventions, thereby freeing up his time to spend the profits
on family holidays to such exotic locations as the West Indies and Dartmoor.
The only problem they have is that putting all the time in makes them miss
out on programming, so this year they took on some help – us. I was glad to
do this. Apart from anything else it gives some kind of structure to the whole
convention experience; up early, breakfast, bookroom at 10.00 AM, then
hours of standing around waiting for someone to buy something. It’s so
different from the normal just standing around waiting for something to
happen that we all usually experience at conventions.
Actually it’s fun. As most bookdealers know, you get more interesting
conversation with more people in the bookroom than you do anywhere else in
the convention. And, weirdly, a lot of it is about books and stuff, the very
things that are supposed to have brought us together at the event. It’s always
intriguing to see who is talkative and who is not; some people talk readily
and interestingly about what they are buying or looking for, others pointedly
ignore overtures at conversation. It’s also fascinating to see who comes into
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the bookroom, and for this reason Mark Plummer – who is usually bookroom
boss as well – tries to put Andy’s tables near the door. It’s illuminating to see
that so many of the hardcore “fans” rarely if ever come to the bookroom.
This time around the Cold Tonnage squad (that’s us) had a spare table
which we used to display a load of fanzines either brought with us or donated
at the convention. How strange to see that so few “fanzine fans” were aware
of this, and how they were conspicuous in not flocking there to check things
out. And there were some quite unusual items on there too. Pity they all had
to be thrown away at the end of the convention.
It’s odd what people don’t buy in the bookroom. The Science Fiction
Foundation people had lots of very cheap magazines that were essentially
ignored, but the star classic knockout item was pretty much right in front of
me on the Cold Tonnage table. A copy of the first edition (1960) of In Search
of Wonder, the first best book of SF criticism and still to my mind the most
readable, entertaining, and inspiring. I’ve had copies (at least two – I’m that
sort of person) of the second edition since the time it appeared, but I’d never
had a first. I kept looking at it throughout the con, thinking, “I want this
book,” but determinedly not buying it because, well, someone else could get
it and be as enthralled by it as I was.
And I kept looking at it; incredible as it seemed no one was buying the
damned thing, and it was only £10 too, barely more than the price of a drink,
or a current B-format paperback. And I kept checking and it was always
there, unmoved, uninspected, apparently unwanted. Late in the con, Monday
morning, just hours before final closing, I leafed through it again, and with a
genuine shock I noticed for the first time the bookplate on the inside front
cover. “John Carnell”, it said. Bloody hell, this was Ted Carnell’s personal
copy! This thing was radiating great huge yobba-rays of scientifictional
historicity in all directions – first edition, great book, damon knight, Ted
Carnell, personal copy – and no one was picking it up! Incredible. Well, fuck
them, I thought, as I put it into my to-be-paid-for box behind the tables; if
they haven’t bought it by now they don’t deserve to. It’s a treasure and I
count myself lucky; but at the same time I wish someone else had bought it
with the same joy of discovery I felt.
It was, of course, a science fiction convention, with a programme and
everything. I’d have liked to have seen more of the programme, and I’m sure
I would have done if I had been able to properly follow the grid in the pocket
guide. Maybe I’m just getting past it, or there are too many programme
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streams, or Julian Headlong was trying for the non-linear in his design, or I
was suddenly afflicted by Alien Geometries (I had just bought a book on H P
Lovecraft; was it somehow infectious ...?) or something, but I couldn’t make
any sense of it. And anyway parts of it were being rescheduled on the fly so
as to take up the slack caused by the last-minute cancellation – for no good or
acceptable reason – by one of the Guests of Honour. Who we won’t mention
here, thereby hopefully setting a trend by which she is never mentioned in the
SF community again.
I would have very much liked to see Chris Evans’s Guest of Honour
spot. Indeed, it was very much the fact that he was a GOH that encouraged
Catherine and I to make the effort to get to the convention in the first place,
and it was a genuine pleasure to see him again, and even more to find that we
inter-related easily and well; a rare example of the truth of the old fannish
myth that people meet after years apart and carry on the same conversation
without missing a beat. Maybe the secret is that we can make each other
laugh.
I’d been to a small group discussion of Chris’s novel Aztec Century
(arguably his best, except maybe Insider, and both of them highly
recommended books around here) earlier in the convention and was delighted
by it. Directed by Garry Kilworth (who looks about ten years younger now
than he did when I last saw him about fifteen years ago – what’s going on
here?) and with barely a dozen people there, it gave Chris an excellent
opportunity to talk conversationally about the book specifically, and by
allusion his general creative process. It was absorbing, enlightening, and truly
entertaining in the best way – exactly the sort of thing I’ve spent years going
to conventions hoping for and see so rarely. (The bookdealers panel item in
the fanroom at Paragon was the only other in recent years that I feel
succeeded as much.) The bad thing is that it would be difficult, almost
impossible, to do the same thing as a main programme item; the actual
physical proximity and close relationship of the “panel” and “audience” was
one of the things that enabled it to work so well.
So I’d been keen to see his Big Item. But somehow it vanished. It was
only later I realised that at the time I’d been doing a panel on “Science
Fiction Magazines of the 20th Century” and hadn’t realised it clashed with
Evans. No wonder there were so few people at that panel ... Which was a
strange mishmash of ideas really, ranging from coming up with a convincing
proof (that became more convincing as time went on) that SF magazines were
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being ruined by the generally downbeat tone of the fiction, that Michael
Moorcock had almost succeeded in his not-so-covert plan to destroy SF, and
that, god help us, what SF magazines really needed was a good dose of oldfashioned Campbellism, reminding us of the innate superiority of the human
race and the all-conquering power of the White Heat of Applied Technology.
Yeah! I think we might have been going a bit far somehow, but even now in
the cold light of day I see parts of that as very convincing, especially if you
think of it in terms of why “ordinary people” don’t want to read SF. I mean,
most people live lives of not so quiet desperation anyway, so why do they
want to be reminded of the fact that it could all get very much worse in the
blink of an eye?
And we won’t even get on to Gerry Webb and the surreal exploration of
his early SF magazine-reading days which began with two boys riding
bicycles along a deserted road, travelled the universe with Dan Dare and
ended with him groping around in a London fog, trying to find a bus by touch
alone.
Anyway, I missed Evans. And everyone who was there said he was
good. Oh.
It is of course always a joy to see one’s old pals at conventions. I
genuinely look forward to seeing Peter Weston and Rog Peyton, and we spent
hours together talking books, fandom, and fans. Peter is doing a fannish
autobiography for NESFA and on the basis of the chapters I’ve read – and the
anecdotes I’ve heard – it’s going to be fantastic. (Please keep the Cliff
Teague suicide story in, Peter!) And I’m genuinely glad to see Roger getting
himself back together after the fall of Andromeda, and working a big
booktable at the convention. He took good money, I believe, and everyone I
spoke to was most definite in the hope that he’d be back up there soon. It’s a
pleasure too to see the old stagers like Ken Slater looking so ruff and tuff;
OK, he may not be staying up all night knocking back the bottles of rum like
he used to, but in his mid-eighties he can do a full day’s work in the
bookroom and carry his own damned stock out at the end of the convention.
Personally I’ll be glad to live to his age, and certainly don’t expect to be so
fit, mentally and physically, as he is. Ken donated a load of fanzines recently
found in his attic to our impromptu fanzine table, including some
extraordinary old convention material from Way Back that immediately
vanished into the gaping maw of Pat McMurray.
Ron Bennett and David Redd also showed up for a day, separately but
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together, having arranged to meet there on the Saturday. Ron is in dodgy
health, I know, but looks amazingly well and fit, in fact healthier and more
dapperly dressed than virtually anyone else at the convention. It was a
pleasure to see him and I wish he’d had a bit more time there. It was good to
see David too; even though he lives barely a mile from us in Haverfordwest
he works away from home and has so many domestic responsibilities that
even when he is in Haverfordwest we barely see him from one year to
another. But he’s a great guy, with a lot more going on in there about SF and
writing than many people realise (one of the great unused programme
participants), with an over-thirty-year writing career. And it’s certainly time
he had a bundle of his best short fiction published in book form.
There were others; I was rooting around on Andy’s table when I heard
someone say, “Hello Greg.” I looked up and there was Michael Eavis. What
the hell is the organiser of the Glastonbury festival doing here, I thought
wildly, and how in the name of god does he know me! Aeons of
incomprehension passed before I realised it was in fact Graham Charnock.
Someone I haven’t seen for over fifteen years. You know that business
referred to above about fans being able to take up where they left off decades
earlier? Well, it doesn’t always happen, and sometimes it’s peculiarly
uncomfortable. I have no idea why Charnock and I ceased to know each other
way back when, or even whether it was a choice or “fault” thing. I’m not
even sure now whether we were actually friends or just fannish
acquaintances, even though we spent a lot of fun time together socially. So
this was, well, oddly awkward. We chatted a bit, and to be honest I couldn’t
make my mind up whether he was trying to be funny, deliberately
provocative or just drunk. Probably the latter as he several times referred to
having drunk half a bottle of vodka before coming into the hotel. That’s stage
fright for you, and I understand that; I always wonder what is the real reason
many British fans – including myself – become alcoholics the moment we
enter a convention hotel when we go for months without a drink on the
outside. Anyway, I was a bit baffled. Later that evening, when both of us
were pretty well over the edge, we almost had an argument about something.
I have no idea what it was. I blame the drink; it’s a sword that’s all edges and
no handles.
But Graham did provide a highlight moment of the convention. At his
Astral Leauge comeback tour spot (really, I’m not making this up ...) he got
Chris Evans out of the audience to do an unrehearsed reading of Pat
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Charnock’s piece “Descent of Women from the Trees” which originally
appeared in the Astral Leauge Yearbook 1977 (I’m really not making this
up!). It was wonderful – grappling with a deliberately misspelled text
photocopied from the original fanzine, Evans did a terrific dramatic reading
with gestures in all directions that was funny and peculiarly touching at the
same time. We old stahlhelms love to wallow in sentiment – as Chris said
later “there were moments during Graham’s Astral Leauge slot when I felt
that that ridiculous and disreputable sense of fun had been recovered for a
few instants. I must admit I miss it, but you can’t plan for these things or
indeed appreciate them properly except in some fuzzy afterglow, when
they’ve already passed.” And he was, as so often, quite right.
And then there was that bloody woman in the way. We were at Andy’s
table and Catherine said, Look, there’s David Redd! Where, I said, staring
shortsightedly around as usual. There, look, right in front of you! Where, I
was thinking, I can’t see anything. Look, right there, wearing the Welsh flag
shirt, Catherine said again, as if pointing out the obvious to a child. I still
can’t see anything; this bloody woman is standing right in front of me, in the
way, blocking my view. As I tried to peer around the person she spoke to me.
And I realised that my view was obscured by not just some run-of-the-mill
fans but Jeanne Gomoll and Scott Custis. Unbelievable, even more incredible
than seeing Rich Coad and Stacy Scott the night before. Surprised reunion,
assurance to meet later, never saw them again for the entire duration of the
convention. What is it sometimes – is it just me?
Off to one end of the excellent (if you discount the occasionally varyingupwards bar-prices) rambling hotel (just big enough to lose people – where
did all those individuals I saw for a fleeting instant actually go to ... was
Jeanne Gomoll really there ...?) was the Lakeside, scene of the infamous
fanroom of Paragon 2001. Even though it was being used for programming
(no fanroom at this con, if nothing else the committee had learned that lesson
...) I felt reluctant to go into it. It just had a bad feeling for me. I didn’t want
to return to the site of past failures.
But of course you have to go and look at even the most grisly accident,
so one evening when I was feeling alienated already and thus had nothing to
lose I wandered pointedly casually in there, hoping no one else would be
about. (I’d tried earlier in the day, to tell the truth, and met Simon Bradshaw
there, waiting alone for the start of a programme item – we chatted briefly
and I made my excuses and left; it wasn’t right.) The place was empty, but all
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the chairs and staging and PA and everything was in place. No bloody tables
full of fanzines, though, thankfully. I walked every inch of the room,
rewriting everything I knew about being there, but I still felt a vague feeling
of loss, that sense of something not having worked. I was standing there
drinking a glass of water from the watercooler when the door to the toilets
opposite me opened and a fan who I had not seen – and frankly did not want
to see – for many years came out. He looked at me, I looked at him, he
reflexively said, “Hi,” I said nothing, and he walked away, both of us slightly
embarrassed and possibly slightly angry about being alone in this room
together. And suddenly it was all over: the Lakeside was now just another bit
of a hotel, nothing important to me had ever happened there, it was just a
place where people did things and individuals you didn’t want to know went
to the toilets. Great.
So later I went to the “Lost Classics of SF” panel there and it was good.
Well, the potential content was good, though it was hampered by no
microphones in a room where sound easily vanished into the cavernous roofdome. And not helped either by slack moderation which failed to keep things
moving and allowed lapses and longueurs and failures of momentum into
which more material could have been fitted. But, predictably, Rog Peyton,
Julian Headlong and Pete Weston – excellent and experienced panellists and
talkers on books – excavated a number of titles, many of which I’ll actively
seek out. Maybe not anything by Dean McLaughlin, Peter, but I do have a
copy of Don Bensen’s book ... And Having Writ, and bloody hell, it doesn’t
half remind me of Hard Landing. That’s spooky to the point of plagiarism.
And Rog’s praise of Jerry Yulsman’s Elleander Morning was more than
enough to get me to re-read this excellent book. I must email all three and get
copies of their notes, as many books were not discussed through lack of time.
Of course many more things happened. I skate over the long discussions
in the bar about how peculiarly sexless so many fan women become the more
overtly “sexy” their clothing becomes. Of course it’s just “dressing up” and
to a very large extent there’s no intention of sexuality in their costuming (and
I use that word specifically), but it is unsettling how successful they are in
this. Suddenly perfectly ordinary non-fan women, hotel staff or barmaids or
whatever, seem to personify a level of true eroticism that seem entirely absent
within the fan community. And yes, I know, I and we have no room to talk.
Oh, there was lots of other stuff; properly meeting Dave Lally for the
first time was big fun. We’ve been acquainted for years but this is the first
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time we’ve actually talked together properly, and it was amazing how many
things we had in common, even leaving aside vexillology. He’s someone I’ll
look forward to seeing again, if we can motivate ourselves to another
convention.
And then there we were, at the end of the convention, sitting watching
what has been variously described as an Albanian bread queue or an asylum
seekers’ waiting line: a shuffling ribbon of fans checking out of the hotel. All
of them looking, frankly, rough. Tired, hungover some of them, laden with
odd assortments of baggage including supermarket carrier-bags bulging with
paper. All of them still trying to be “fans”, trying to be animated, talking,
witty, but on the cusp of being returned to mundania. Where their clothes,
their speech patterns, even their exaggerated gestures – all the things that they
adopt to bond, to be together – would all change and become “normal” again;
it’s like watching a butterfly return to its chrysalis.
Posted to Memoryhole elist, 28 April 2003
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Winchester 2010 (Corflu Cobalt)
Entropy & the Heat Death of
Winchester by Graham Charnock
Winchester.
What a grey wet god-awful place. But at least my Satnav was clever
enough to avoid the route the AA had suggested through the grey industrial
estate on the outskirts and the depressing town centre full of fat girls in
leggings, and take me round the back way through the various Worthy
Hamlets. I think we’ve gone wrong, said Pat. Yes, I’m sure we have, I told
her, but let’s get the convention over before we seek marital guidance.
And then we arrived at the hotel and there were people we knew
standing on the steps of the front entrance that we actually recognized even if
it was only Ian and Janice Maule. Not much later there were more people we
actually recognized, and not much later Frank Lunney and Ted White who
emerged into the main lobby like twins joined at the hip. I imagine they had
been knitting bedsocks in Ted’s room in the interim, or whatever the current
euphemism is, but we were pleased to see them and they were pleased to see
us.
“Where are we eating,” said Frank. “And when?” He looked nervously
at his watch. “And what? How many starters do you think we should have? I
think four is the minimum, especially if there are only four in the party.”
As it happened, much later, children, there were nine in the party, but we
only had four starters. Entropy caught up with Frank and his best laid plans,
as indeed it caught up with us all later that weekend.
But first there were plans to be made, official committee meetings to be
held. Rob Jackson blew his whistle, started his stopwatch and watched us
scrum down in the bar (the real bar, that is) while he tossed us important
issues to discuss like, Should there be a communal box of tissues on display,
and if so should we charge a small fee per tissue, or should we simply get a
Kurdish woman to sit in one corner of the lobby with a paper cup and a
notice round her neck saying “Corflu Widow, no work except collating,
please give.”
Ah, the collating. I’d almost forgotten the collating, but a shot of whisky
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brings it back. I think this was in fact the first collating party I have ever been
to, despite a long and illustrious career in fandom (it says here). I always used
to collate my own fanzines myself and even Dave Copping’s fanzine when he
let me print them for him. (Nobody remembers Dave Copping these days. He
was a young estate agent who even then looked like an old estate agent,
except the spittle of his clients hadn’t yet congealed on his smart pin-stripe
suit. We printed and I collated his fanzine in my father’s garage in Alperton,
and I warned him (David Copping, not my father) to watch out he didn’t get
engine oil on his brogues. But he wouldn’t listen. My father, not David
Copping. My father had a habit of not listening to many things I said,
especially “No, Dad, don’t open the door!” when I was masturbating in my
bedroom.)
How did we get on to David Copping? Ah, collating.
I didn’t realize it could be so much fun. We had these gussetted
envelopes to fill you see, and after we’d all fallen about giggling on the floor
about how comical the word gusset was, and had decided that it should be
mandatory that it was introduced to every programme item by every
participant and mentioned at least three times, we finally got on with the task.
Well, we didn’t. We fell about laughing a lot more, then Rob blew his whistle
and we marched on inexorably in double file stuffing gussetted (ho ho)
envelopes as we went. Soon the fun and the real reason for us being there was
over, so, all mumbling “What do we do next?”, we went back to the main bar.
Frank Lunney cornered me. “What do you think about starters?”he
asked. “Maybe we should go for five starters even if there are only four in the
party,” he said. “What do you think?”
After a while this became a real and not a fantasy issue as a group of us
marshalled ourselves to find lunch in Winchester. “We’ll go to a pub I know
just down the road,” said Rob displaying splendid but misguided leadership
since it was already two o’clock, as I pointed out, and no pub in Winchester
would be serving lunch after two o’clock, as I also pointed out. But
apparently I wasn’t forceful enough. Really must take an assertiveness
training course.
So we set off, manfully and several womanfully. Ted kept up manfully
despite a chronic inability to walk for more than a hundred yards without
pausing to lean against a wall and complain that the pavement had
disappeared because the streets were so narrow, and we could easily get
mown down by non-existent cars. I reminded him that this was the future and
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cars now flew, so there was no danger of that. He laughed appreciatively at
my joke displaying distinctly feral teeth.
When we got to the pub everybody was extremely surprised to find that
it was no longer serving lunch. Jay Kinney said he was kind of glad because
he suspected the pub had surveillance cameras and he wasn’t happy about
eating under those circumstances in any event. Ted had had enough, of
walking that is, and collapsed in a heap on a portion of the pavement
(sidewalk) which hadn’t yet disappeared. We considered putting a paper cup
in his hand and hanging a notice around his neck saying: “No Wife, No
Family, Need money for dope.” but decided against it.
Rob ran back to the hotel to fetch his car (or ambulance as he was now
calling it) to pick up Ted, whilst the rest of us strode ever onwards manfully
and womanly. Eventually after going down several cul-de-sacs, along several
unsigned paths and across mud-soaked mires (it was only drizzling slightly)
we found the high street.
An incredibly fishy odour surrounded us. This appeared to be issuing
from a restaurant called the Loch Fyne Fish Restaurant. We went in to have a
look and Sandra Bond immediately retched and threw up on the floor. It was
incredible fishy, enough so to cause us to back out on the pavement wringing
our hands and shrivelling in disgust. “I don’t like fish” said Sandra and that
seemed to settle the matter.
Next stop was a pseudo Italian pizza restaurant. This looked better.
There were nine of us.
“We could probably have eight starters,” said Frank. “If not nine.”
They offered us a table for six and a table for three which since there
were only six of us there at the time, Rob and Ted and Linda following on in
Rob’s car (do keep up), we leapt upon.
“How big are the pizzas” Frank asked.
“Six inches,” I replied. “This is England and there’s a recession. That’s
the maximum size for pizzas under the current government.”
“Gee,” said Frank “I hope they’re not limiting the number of starters you
can have.”
Eventually Rob, Ted, and Linda arrived.
“We’ve got tables for six and a three,” I said.
Linda looked at me directly with a steely glare I later came to know and
love.
“Is that the best you could do?” she asked, rolled up her sleeves
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(actually she was wearing a short sleeved top, but I think you understand my
expression was a colloquialism) and marched off to confront the
management. That was, after all, what we had been paying her for.
A man eventually appeared grovelling profusely, wearing sackcloth and
ashes and a big sign saying “MEAL CULPA”, and directed us to the back
room where they had fiendishly managed to push four tables together to
accommodate all of us.
Frank was looking distinctly nervous now, because he feared we might
have offended the management and they would somehow restrict the number
of starters he could order, but we mopped his brow and comforted him.
Eventually the pizzas arrived which turned out to be at least ten inches in
diameter.
Frank looked at me balefully.
“You misled me,” he said. “If I’d known they were going to be this big,
I’d have left room in my stomach for more starters.”
I didn’t ask him how this could be humanly possible. Maybe Americans,
like cows, have two stomachs, I thought, one for starters and one for the main
courses.
Then back to the hotel. It may have been that we actually collated our
gussetted envelopes after this meal, and not earlier as I might have intimated
(do keep up). You know how it is when entropy catches up with you, and the
Einsteinian time dilation effect kicks in.
Back at the hotel, in the bar, Frank started planning the next meal, but
we happily left him to it, because even more people we recognized had
arrived. You can see their names on the Corflu Website if Ian Maule hasn’t
already taken the whole thing down in a fit of pique at not being thanked
enough, along with Peter Sullivan for his sterling role in organizing ethereal
internet things. But If I were Frank and I had a starter for every time someone
thanked those two for actually doing what was basically their jobs, Frank and
I would be much fatter people.
I ended up recognizing virtually everybody I saw at the convention,
except for a walk-in on Saturday called Peter Wilkinson who loomed about
for a while. He resembled a younger thinner bearded D. West, looking totally
out of place and not so much bemused by what was going on, so much as like
a reporter sent from the Daily Mail who had heard something involving
Polish immigrants being hired for less than the minimum wage was going on
at the hotel. I thought of approaching him and telling him to speak to Jay
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Kinney about this, but then thought better of it and directed him over to Frank
to ask what the starters were.
Suddenly, after sandwiches and beer it was Saturday.
I realize this condensation of events may not please everyone but that’s
what it seemed like to me when entropy caught up with me about 12.00
midnight. I can’t even blame Ted for sending me to sleep by telling me the
same anecdote he’d already told me several times before. Well, of course, I
can.
Uncle Johnny and the incredibly beautiful Audrey arrived, having
reluctantly dragged themselves away from following the horse racing at
Cheltenham where they had singularly failed to win anything on a horse
called “Dun Shagging” or something.
Uncle Johnny and I hugged and embraced as if we’d never recently
insulted each other on-line.
Roy Kettle arrived. We hugged and embraced as if we’d never recently
insulted each other on-line.
D. arrived and we hugged and embraced like two men who had been
starved of anal sex for too long.
This was an on-going theme for me throughout the convention (not the
anal sex). People I’d insulted in the past seemed to have forgotten all those
well-meant and thoroughly justified insults and the basis for them. This
principle even worked in real time at the con like when I insulted Ian
Sorensen and he forgave me when I pointed it out to him; several times. He
forgave me even though it was obvious he had in fact forgotten all about it,
or, more likely, that my insult had been so subtle it hadn’t impinged upon
him at all in the first place. Isn’t entropy wonderful?
It occurred to me quite early on Saturday morning (about 4am) that
since it was Saturday morning and I was in charge of programming I was
supposed to do something. I did. I went back to sleep. Then I woke up again.
It was half past ten. Fucking shit, I yelled, jumping straight out of bed and
into my clothes just like that cartoon character I can’t remember and have
possibly just invented. If I have just invented him maybe Dan Steffan can
draw him for me.
Pausing only to down several vodkas I lurched down to the con hall.
Martin Hoare was there and had actually turned on the PA. He was
sitting back relaxing in an insouciant fashion filing his fingernails with an
emery board and occasionally adjusting the silver hardware that hung from
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his ear-lobe. Someone was kneeling at his feet painting his toe-nails. At least
I assumed that was what they were doing, but Catherine had just washed her
hair and it was frankly all over the place, so I couldn’t see properly.
People were entering the con hall.
“Panel,” I managed to croak into the microphone, pointing at four
people who had turned up to sit next to me as if I had actually invited them.
After that it got easier, as long as I managed to avoid Frank who was
now carrying around a notebook, in which he was listing potential starters for
the next meal and who might be interested in what. Later I managed to tear a
sheet out of the notebook in an attempt to deflect him. It didn’t because he’d
memorized it but at least I can replicate it here:
Sandra: Fish Balls, Sushi x2. Roll mop herrings.
Jay Kinney: Those little krepisches with gravlax on them, deep fried
bugs.
Dixie: Shrimp, possibly double or even triple shrimp.
Linda: Clam Chowder, Creole whatnots, bayou dumplings.
Graham: Vodka tartlets.
Rob Jackson: Balls, any kind of balls. Sheep’s testicles, peeled.
Ted White: Crabby Cakes, Sid Caesar salad.
Malcolm Edwards: Pate de Foie Gras with truffles, blinis with caviar.
Thinly sliced expense account crepe suzettes.
Uncle Johnny: Momos, thentuk, baglep, pocha, tubo.
The programme passed in a blur, mostly because I hadn’t cleaned my
glasses since Ian Sorensen had spat on them.
Saturday Night .
Claire Brialey, Mark Plummer, and James Bacon decided to take Pat and
I out to dinner, and furthermore pay for it. To this day I don’t know why, but
I suspect they might have been trying to ingratiate themselves with us,
because one of us might have been able to do something for them in return,
like change the wheel on their car, except they don’t have a car. But one day
they might well have (when Mark gets paid) so this would be a kind of
obligation on us. I could see we would meet at a future con sometime and
Mark would sidle over to me with a wheel-spanner in his hand and say, “You
know when you agreed to fix my wheel ...”
Obviously this general tit-for-tat principle would apply to Pat, rather
than me, since she is far more capable of doing something for people than I
am, unless it is helping them to sit down and putting a paper cup in their hand
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and a sign around their neck, which is what I rather specialize in.
Pat had earlier expressed some degree of nervousness at meeting and
interacting with James Bacon.
I reassured her, “Don’t worry, he’s just a C**t, but at least he doesn’t
make lists of starters.”
Claire had earlier warned Pat that James, being James, and Irish, and a
git, would try to make a pass at her. I suspect this remark was meant as
flattery but Pat, although clean and well kept, is hardly a stunningly attractive
sex goddess. In fact I think only a blind man or someone so totally lacking in
taste as Tobes Valois could ever seriously entertain fantasies about getting off
with her. As it happened, James didn’t try anything. Neither did Claire with
me, to my eternal sorrow.
Also in the same restaurant that night were most of my other friends at
Malcolm Edwards’ table. I call it “his” table because he apparently picked up
the entire bill for twenty-six people. This was an act of amazing personal
generosity totally unrelated to his expense account. If James, Claire and Mark
hadn’t paid for me, I might have felt I’d lost out somewhere. But they did and
I didn’t.
Suddenly it was Sunday. 4.00am. I rolled over in bed and kissed the
pillow to which I had foolishly pinned the picture that Claire Brialey had sent
me as a Bonnie Bairn. It’s all over, my darling Claire, I whispered. You and I
can run off into the sunset together and have sexual congress with a flock of
goats (well you know what dreams are like).
Then, fuck no, Bonnie babies. Group Photo. Phew, thank God I asked
Bill Burns to do the photo. I rushed down to the lobby. Bill was there. Thanks
for offering to do the group photo, I said. He looked at me blankly. Aaaarghh,
I screamed, rushing out to get my camera and tripod. As it happened, Mike
Scott stepped into the breach, almost as if he had been asked to, and
consummate professional that he is proceeded to snap away.
The Bonnie Bairns thing gave me the most bother of the entire
convention for something so trivial and unimportant (apart from the
duplicator thing which was so unimportant it never happened. How could I
have been so stupid as to envisage fans getting together, putting on rubber
gloves, taking up wire wool and WD40 to strip down a Roneo? Memo to Curt
Phillips: This might be something you wish to consider for your convention).
For a start, late-added photos didn’t get on the master list. Anne KG
Murphy complained as only a grumpy young girl can do that although her
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photo was put up, she wasn’t on the list. I did my best to appease her later by
fixing the vote to make sure she won the prize for the most beautiful bairn. I
don’t feel too bad about this because she is quite good looking, although she
will never entirely supplant Claire Brialey in my fantasies, especially where
goats are involved. Then it was time to eat again.
“Are you happy with vol au vents?” Frank asked scribbling in his
notebook. “Although I’m not entirely sure what they are. Do you think they
will have Black Sausage?”
We went back to the pub that had rejected us earlier. Art fell over in the
car park outside the hotel, and I almost feared another John Brunner
Convention Death Incident. But after Art had been helped to his feet and Dr
Rob had fixed him with vinegar and brown paper, we pressed ahead. Art did
in fact suffer a nasty gash to his forearm, but at the time of writing I believe
he is okay and has gone back to stay with Rob Hansen and Avedon who are
not at all worried that he will pass away in their care.
This time we had booked ahead for the pub. Unfortunately so had Ian
Sorensen’s party but they were sufficiently far away from us for the sound of
his voice only to be a faint barely audible whisper in the background as he
bayed for the blood of others and unselfconsciously promoted himself.
The pub was a real find, the food excellent, the waitress young and
charming, attractive and attentive and kept calling us loves. Even Frank was
happy with the range of starters.
Back at the hotel in the bar Frank screwed up his copious notes about
starters and threw them away, realizing entropy had finally caught up with
him, as it was soon about to do with all of us.
Roy, Harry Bell and Pat Mailer, Pat, Frank and I found a corner to settle
down in. But entropy it seemed was going to have the last joke.
Ian Sorensen wandered over and fake-flattered us with a remark about
us being the cool people.
He then spoke very loudly about whatever subject came into his head,
none of which were interesting to us. Martin Hoare came over. Martin is a
very nice man, but he lacks certain social graces, and Ian talking very loudly
seemed to provoke him into responding with equal loudness.
Frank beat himself on the forehead with his glass and discreetly retired.
As soon as the rest of us were able to we did the same. A game of human
chess then ensued with us positioning ourselves in the lobby so that Ian
would not feel comfortable about approaching us. This involved many
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tactical and on-going manoeuvres, to which we gave names such as The
Good Knight Gambit, and Castling when Ian actually moved from one side of
the lobby to the other, all of which much amused Linda no end who was
sitting at the bar observing.
Ian later chastised me for running off and leaving him stuck with Martin
Hoare. He really didn’t get the point.
When the bar finally closed, Frank, Linda, Colin and Sandra emerged.
They had been sniffing nitrous oxide in Sandra’s room. Frank was keen for
Roy and I to experience the ten-second hit it apparently induced. It had
certainly seemed to make Sandra look very happy but that may have been
because she was taking ten second hits every ten seconds. Because Roy and I
were both old men fearful of our reputations in fandom, and the state of our
hearts, we declined, made our apologies and left with the crack whores we
had hired earlier.
Suddenly it was all over. Breakfast on Monday was done. The lobby
filled and emptied with departing fans, some of whom were Pat and I.
Emotional goodbyes were said. And even to Jerry Kaufman. Never got to say
a final goodbye to Frank and Ted but they know I love them, as I do you all.
When we got home our two cats looked at us and stalked off in disdain
as if wondering who these two strangers were who had suddenly invaded
their tiny world, and where our son, the handsome Virologist who had been
regularly feeding them, had gone.
Entropy, see.
Graham Charnock’s
www.cartiledgeworld.co.uk, 22 March 2010
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Nottingham 2010 (Novacon 40)
Dave Hicks Stitched Me Up by
Graham Charnock
When I arrived at 4.00pm the reservation desk was staffed by Steve Lawson
and a munchkin who proved in fact to be Dave Hick’s wife/partner. I
inquired about a two day membership which seemed to confuse them, and we
finally struck a deal at 20.00 pounds but I got the feeling I could have
suggested anything and they would have gone along with it.
After registering and upon my first trip to the bar I had that usual, God I
don’t know anybody here moment. Then I found Mark and Claire and Greg
in the bookroom. They were holding down Andy Griffiths’ stall. I have never
in my life met Andy Griffiths and refuse to believe he really exists since
every time I approach any of his ventures all I ever meet is a proxy. I think he
is merely a figment invented by Mark and Claire and others for tax avoidance
purposes.
I bought two disgusting Dave Garnett paperbacks, one Bikini Planet on
the basis of its title and cover, which had a girl in a bikini wielding a huge
weapon, and Space Wasters on the basis of a Rob Holdstock cover quote:
“Dave Garnett puts the ‘ace’ back into space fiction – and the ‘oi’ back into
savoir-faire.” Actually Bikini Planet had the identical quote on its cover, so I
certainly got good value for money.
As I walked out of the book room Dave Hicks walked past me yelling,
“has anybody seen Graham Charnock”. Hardly been there ten minutes and he
wanted me to be on a panel at 7.00. I agreed, but later regretted it when the
timing suggested that would probably be the time most of my mates were
going out to dinner. Going back to the registration desk to collect my badge I
met an affable John Harvey. He seemed worried that Eve had gone up to their
room for a lie down already, but not too worried.
Yvonne Rowse gave me a copy of her latest ishoes, which had a picture
of a tired and frankly clapped out looking pair of shoes on the cover which I
hoped wasn’t indicative of her current self-esteem. In fact it may have been
because she appears to have given up the world of real-fanzine publishing in
favour of the blogosphere, which is a shame, but understandably cheaper. I
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later posted something resembling a loc on her blog, but don’t know if the
exercise worked because it involved me setting up my own blog account on
Livejournal under the name Bratwurstchops (don’t ask, but it involves what I
was up to with my German chamber-maid at the time). I successfully
managed to avoid her other half, Ian Who Must Be Obeyed for the whole
convention, although it was a close shave when Rob and Mike tried to
incorporate me into a Sorensen-organized tapas outing later that day. I gather
when my name was mooted Ian promptly decided the party was too big to be
manageable and it should split into two, his friends and Rob’s friends. Rob
tells this entirely a different way of course, but I wasn’t there and he was, so I
should know.
While I was lurking in the lobby, trying to console a fretting John
Harvey, Rob, Mike and Randy Byers returned from their pub crawl and I was
able to give Randy a suitable cuddle and record a video of him saying hello to
Pat C. Randy has published what he describes as an art object. In fact Randy
denies authorship claiming it is simply a mash up of Van Vogt’s text
scrambled by a computer. Haven’t read it yet but I’m looking forward to it.
Randy says it has sex in it
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MUtOzUSnoJI
After a while Dave Langford decided to drag himself out of whatever mire he
had been slouching in and we had a good deaf drunken chat. Either I have
learnt to speak louder (but not less inanely) in his presence or he is actually
turning on his deaf-aid more often these days.
The panel I had volunteered for was not the high point of my fannish
career and I think I saw Dave Hicks prowling at the back of the hall holding
an imaginary gun to his temple while I was speaking. It was a panel ripped
off from the BBC’s History of the World Through Ten Million Objects, but
without the attractive theme music. If only Brian Parker had been there to
provide that. Knowing I was about to cut and run I persuaded them to put me
on first, and launched into my anecdotes involving my selected objects. The
first was D. West’s duplicator made out of a washing machine which he used
to print his fanzines. The blank looks that greeted me, as well as their
unkempt clothing, suggested most of my audience had never heard of D.
West, fanzines or indeed washing machines. My second, often told, anecdote
involved when I went on holiday to Scotland with Charles Platt and Diane
Lambert, and whilst crossing the borders Charles was caught short in need of
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a number two, hunkered down behind a dry-stone wall for a crap, and how
when I discreetly wandered over to view the outcome wasn’t entirely
prepared for the sheer stupendous enormity of Charles’ steaming fannish
object. Unfortunately I had been rendered rather incoherent by my audiences’
non reaction to my D. West Anecdote that I became uncharacteristically
tongue-tangled and didn’t tell it at all well.
I was pleased therefore when Rob appeared making “taxi is waiting”
signs and rescued me from my panel and took me out to a fine meal with
John and Eve Harvey and the Mearas. It was much nicer without Ian
Sorensen. Peyton also turned up at our restaurant and was ushered upstairs
with due deference by the staff. I went up to say hello later and Rog did his
patented “bloody hell it’s Graham Charnock” routine which means he
needn’t be bothered to talk to me. Got to shake hands with Iain M. Banks and
Chris Morgan, and congratulate Pauline Dungate on still having a massive
pair of tits. Actually what I said was something like it was nice to see her
attributes hadn’t diminished with age. She laughed and so did Chris Morgan,
and everybody else, I think. Of course what they said when I left I’ll never
know. Probably “who was that drunken fart ...”
Out on the streets in the city centre afterwards Mike and I agreed that
Nottingham girls had the longest legs and the shortest skirts imaginable and
that this was not fair for the heart rates of people of our elderly disposition.
We bundled into a taxi for six and I fell down when I realized I was supposed
to pull out an extended chair. These bloody modern taxis are also not good
for the heart rates of people of our elderly disposition.
Next day, I videoed practically all of the Nova awards which as usual
involved either Mark Plummer (best fanzine writer) and Claire Brialey (don’t
ask me) going up to receive awards. Vernon Brown was awarded the award
for the most boring person still alive from Birmingham fandom and I was
pleased to see he hadn’t changed a jot over the forty years since I last met
him. Except to possibly become even more boring. At times I felt I should at
least go up and talk to him, but I knew that that way madness lay.
I’d woken up too late on Sunday morning to get round to buying a food
token for the banquet, so was quite pleased to have had the opportunity to
line my stomach with a steak previously courtesy of Chris Priest and the
Lovely Leigh Kennedy in the pub across the road. Chris was quite
forthcoming about the details of his relationship with Brian Aldiss over the
years, but I wouldn’t dare disclose any details.
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When we got back to the hotel the banquet had yet to really kick off, so I
sat in on it.
Rob went up to help himself and returned with a plate laden with several
tons of cholesterol and a furtive guilty expression. I think I saw a little impshaped Coral sitting on his shoulder prodding him with a three-pronged fork.
I had earlier teased him about stealing one or two of his bhajis, but Rob said
that nobody was checking food tickets so I could probably help myself if I
wanted to. The eagle-eared Dave Hicks sitting nearby immediately scowled
at me and said that would be stealing from the convention, and I wholeheartedly agreed with him and watched Rob and many others eagerly help
themselves to seconds from the steaming bowls of superfluous food which
could easily have gone towards feeding several small African nations.
Dave’s charming little six-year old was sitting across the table from us,
and his daughter as well, and I took several photos of her cheeky toothless
grin (too much sugar in the diet obviously) before realizing I might be
mistaken for a pederast if I went on flashing at her. Fortunately that idea
never occurred to the less-than-eagle eyed Hicks. During the banquet David
Lally brought out a card for Harry Harrison which people were in the process
of signing with suitable condolences for his illness and wishes for a quick
recovery etc. John Harvey and I considered signing it for a moment as Rob
Holdstock and John Brosnan, with a message “Looking forward to seeing
you here soon,” but thought for some reason it might be considered in bad
taste.
Later that night I cemented my relationship with Doug Bell whose
partner Christina Lake didn’t seem to mind in the least my lusting after him
and the idea (he is very pretty) of me taking him away for a weekend in San
Francisco (Sorry Pat). I feel I have made a new friend here. Isn’t that what
fandom is all about.
Graham Charnock’s
www.cartiledgeworld.co.uk, 15 November
2010
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Lincoln 2013 (Barcon 1)
Don’t Wee Anywhere by Claire
Brialey
Even those of us accustomed to SF conventions having explicit policies about
weapons, corkage, crash space, harassment, or other appropriate behaviours
might not expect to be greeted with this instruction on entering a hotel
function room. Fortunately Cas Skelton was just talking to her dog.
We didn’t actually need any policies, since we weren’t officially at a
convention. It might have been called Barcon, but it was definitely just a
gathering – or “reunion” as Ian Maule emphasised to the Holiday Inn in
Lincoln when negotiating bedroom rates and hire of their Cathedral Room.
The latter was our collective attempt to create a private lounge, in case the
hotel bar was too loud and crowded; in practice the room alternated with the
garden at the Horse & Groom as our social centre. The Cathedral Room
particularly came into its own after dinner; we needed to split up in smaller
parties to eat, but wanted somewhere to gather together and giggle
afterwards.
There seemed to be a lot of giggling. Bestie the Westie might have been
far too cute and on his best behaviour to need to be warned against weeing in
the Cathedral Room, but given how often we were all helpless with laughter
it might have been worth us writing it on one of the flip charts.
Or perhaps writing down all the things that made us laugh. There were
moments at Barcon where lots of people were taking photos of the group –
thus risking photos of other people taking photos – but I didn’t spot much
recording of anecdotes and bon mots. Maybe we will let them rest as onetime-only offers, maybe everyone’s doing it on their phones now, or maybe
everyone else’s memory is better than mine. Rob Jackson was organised
enough to spend some time in editorial mode, identifying writers he wanted
to contribute specific articles to the next Inca; but for most of the time that we
were all enjoying one another’s company, we managed to avoid constantly
scribbling down examples of what Rob himself once described as coruscating
wit.
But maybe you just had to be there; if you could have been and weren’t,
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we missed you. What did you miss? Well, the sampling of people’s names,
and of the consequent background commentary and cackling from the crowd,
that Graham Charnock attempted on his iPad on Saturday night stands out as
very funny – as attested by the way that even the people who weren’t
drinking the whisky Graham had also contributed seemed to be red-faced and
gurgling along with the rest of us – but perhaps I was already in the mood to
be amused. I started cackling nearly as much on Friday evening while on an
abortive excursion to find somewhere to have dinner.
Eventually, when we’d established that the restaurant we were seeking
was possibly still another mile down a road which didn’t betoken thriving
nightlife, that several people had already abandoned us to go to look for
somewhere nearer the hotel which was definitely open, that the description in
Pat Meara’s guide to local pubs and restaurants indicated that reservations
were essential and we hadn’t got one, and that when Rob was able to pause to
phone them they were definitely full up for tonight and tomorrow and closed
on Sunday, we turned round. But it was somehow very funny. And instead
Mark and I had an enjoyable drink and chat in the Horse & Groom, and then
a very nice meal in the fancy restaurant (blue cheese pannacotta!) at the hotel
next door to ours, with Rob and the Mearas and S&ra Bond.
John Jarrold visited on Saturday lunchtime, stood us all a drink at the
Horse & Groom and then dutifully returned to work. Pam Wells joined us a
little later, in time to see socially responsible Jim Linwood baffle the bar staff
with his amazing disappearing broken bottle trick. We all got to see Graham
being socially responsible too, firmly encouraging the group to make advance
arrangements for three tables for dinner, so as not to find ourselves
wandering the streets of Lincoln overcome with hunger or hilarity again. And
consequently that evening we ate at a Greek restaurant – enormous plates of
food, enjoyably mysterious Cypriot wine, chaotic booking and seating
arrangements all dealt with, apparently, only by the manager herself – with
Graham, Rob, and Ian and Janice Maule. Hilarity ensued without much
wandering the streets. We got a taxi to the restaurant, in fact, having
established that it was further away than we thought; I’ve become convinced
that streets in Lincoln which have restaurants on – or at least restaurants that I
specifically want to go to, since there is an almost overwhelming choice of
pubs and restaurants otherwise – are very long with incoherent street
numbering, and have restaurants at both ends while being designed to
confuse in the middle. Possibly the citizens of Lincoln think there’s still a
306

war on, and visiting invaders need to be confused. Inevitably I found getting
in and out of the kids’ compartment at the back of the taxi funny. When we
got the same taxi and driver on the way back, that was funny too. Maybe
there’s something in the water – which would explain why it tastes like that.
It seemed much easier to stick to the wine and the whisky.
I never walked up any of the really steep hills in Lincoln, mind you, or
even caught a bus. (One of them is actually called Steep Hill. You can’t say
they don’t warn you.) We’d already driven up and down several of them
when I got lost at virtually the last turning on the way to the hotel, and that
had provided a useful warning. I quite enjoy driving on motorways and trunk
roads, whereas town-driving makes me sing the praises of public transport;
longer trips enable me to literally sing, as we work our way through the
cassette tapes we haven’t really played since the last time I had easy access to
a car. And so we have our own little 1990s revival, including everything we
played back then from the 1970s. Maybe it was a metaphor for Barcon.
Barcon was in Lincoln partly because it offered lots of interesting things
to do during the day (or indeed before and afterwards in the vicinity, for those
making a more leisurely journey), as well as good restaurants and pubs. A
scouting party last year had done the legwork in narrowing down a hotel,
after a more collective effort in proposing locations and venues, and Lincoln
was a popular choice. Most of the party got some sight-seeing under their
belts during the day. But Mark and I were there for the company. We tend not
to be good at tourism, and above all I was looking forward to the weekend
because it really wasn’t a convention and I didn’t have to do anything except
relax. We did explore some of the sloping streets and ancient walls of the
town – although not, at that stage, Pat Charnock’s Pigeon Poo Steps – while
seeking The Guardian on Saturday morning; I even got to read some of it
while we were there. And for all that I ended up dealing with quite a bit of
Next Bloody British Bloody Worldcon email too, I also read books and
managed to draft a letter of comment to Beam before their deadline; so it was
nearly all good.
And we went on a boat trip on Saturday afternoon, so that counts more
than our occasional strolls along the wharfside in the sunshine while keeping
a wary eye on the local gangs of swans. In the end, a majority of the party
went for a fifty-minute jaunt along the Fossdyke navigation. A local choir
performing on the wharf saw us off as the swans mounted a concerted attack
on some small children unwisely holding food at the other end of Brayford
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Pool; and the sun beat down on the upper deck of the Brayford Belle and we
spotted dragonflies and found various inconsequential things amusing until it
was time to disembark.
We didn’t even miss out on extra amusing experiences by not going
sight-seeing, because whenever we all reconvened we found out what
everyone else had been up to. Pat Mailer and Harry Bell returned with Brian
Parker from Ellis’s Mill on Sunday afternoon, all looking weary as they
staggered into the Cathedral Room. Their excursion had lasted for longer
than any of us had expected, including them; there was lots more to see
whenever they thought they’d finished. They’d been to the top of the mill –
itself, obviously, at the top of another hill. They’d been shown how it all
worked. They’d seen but declined to buy (and thus carry) the resulting flour.
Traditionally, we thought, when people are trapped in the old mill a clever
dog comes rushing to alert rescuers. Bestie snuffled around the excitingly
smelly carpet and tried to look as if he’d delegated the task to a bush
kangaroo.
Later that evening Graham lay down on the same carpet to demonstrate
a pilates move that had been defeating Pat C. Pat defied Graham to touch his
toes. Everyone else looked at the carpet and decided to try it out only in the
privacy of their own room.
Earlier on Sunday afternoon, while we were waiting for the Skeltons and
the Mearas to navigate the car parks of Lincoln, Rob told us about his trip to
the cathedral and Bishop’s Palace that morning with Pat C. Apparently there
had been a thirteenth century bishop called Robert Grosseteste, or Grossetete
– Robert Bighead, in effect, which Rob thought was a soubriquet he might
enjoy adopting. Rob also recounted his experience in obtaining a joint
English Heritage membership for himself and Coral; having taken down
Rob’s details, they moved on to his wife. Oh no, Pat and Rob explained; they
aren’t married ... It’s a very British scandal: the day Rob Jackson went to an
English Heritage property with a woman who was conspicuously not his
wife. Maybe that’s why they call him Robert Bighead. I don’t know that any
of us had actually watched Wife Swap, but Graham seemed amenable to
continuing the experiment. Don’t tell Coral.
Even terrible tourists like us can be enticed from the hotel to have dinner
or go to the pub. We didn’t quite manage to have dinner with everyone,
although we did at least have breakfast with brian a couple of times, and
nearly with Jim and Marion Linwood – although they’re generally much
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earlier risers than us as well as being much better at sight-seeing (S&ra,
leaving at the crack of dawn on Sunday for band practice and thus also
avoiding the later logjam in the breakfast room, reported that this was the
earliest she’d ever had breakfast at anything resembling a convention; that
really became meaningful when she clarified she was there before Marion
and Jim).
On Sunday night we achieved a good group compromise, managing to
have dinner together and go to the pub. Two tables had been arranged at the
Horse & Groom and thus the remainder of the group wasn’t separated even if
we couldn’t converse across the tables. Indeed, it was relatively difficult to
hear down the length of an eight-person table, but it still meant that Mark and
I got to have dinner with Pat and Graham, and Pat and Harry, and Keith and
Wendy Freeman (Pat and Mike were on the other table, or else I’d have had
to bow to the trend and change my name – go Pats!). And I was able to eat
duck for the second time that weekend. The composition of the tables,
although not our individual menu choices, mostly followed the results of a
draw conducted by Graham: another incident in the Cathedral Room which
provoked more giggling, however serious Graham intended it to be.
If there had been more of us at Barcon, there would have been more and
smaller dinner parties and it might have been easier to get tables. But we
wouldn’t have come close to eating with everyone there, or even managing to
talk properly to everyone. It would have been a different sort of gathering –
not necessarily better or worse, but nonetheless we were conscious of the
people who might have been there.
Six others had originally signed up to attend from the UK, with
occasional rumours that others might be able to find the time / money /
motivation to join us too. Life intervened in a way that was no fun for anyone
who couldn’t be there and meant we all missed them too. We’d also been
encouraged early on by the prospect of Exotic Foreign Visitors from the US,
all of whom also fell by the wayside as time went on. We missed them all.
We drank toasts to absent friends with Graham’s very smooth, softly caramel
Glen Moray. We signed cards to those who’d been kept away by illness,
beautifully lettered by Harry once he’d chosen the right pen. And we talked
about them, and about other gatherings and conventions and times we’d spent
with our friends, and we laughed until we stopped. Fortunately before anyone
had the sort of accident which Cas would abjure against the next day.
The car was fuller on the way home.
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After the boat trip on Saturday Pat C. had declared a preference to try to
find the Lakeland Limited shop. I seconded this preference. Mark made a
hasty retreat to the hotel, but Keith nobly came with us on the basis that it
could be an enjoyable walk. Keith succumbed and bought a little something
in Lakeland. Pat filled two small bags. I came away with a very large bag (all
things we needed, naturally) and a feeling of retail satisfaction. Afterwards
Keith treated us to coffee, while we reposed in café seating on a quiet
pavement near Lakeland and, joined by Rob and his large pot of tea, felt in
the mood to discuss the Next Bloody British Bloody Corflu. Maybe we
should hold it in a town with a good Lakeland shop.
Keith had subsequently transferred a couple of boxes from his boot to
ours, for the benefit of the BSFA. Pat and Mike Meara had handed over a
beer of comment from Paul Skelton – an imperial lager, at 11.6% – since at
that stage the Skeltons hadn’t yet arranged to drop by; it didn’t take up much
space, but seemed to warrant careful packing. And I’d bought a print of one
of brian’s pieces which I’ve admired for months, The Block, which needed
some careful packing of its own; Mike bought another print, depicting an
Underground station that several of us, nerdily, tried to identify.
Barcon had been planned collectively and, despite all the different things
that people did over the weekend, it felt like a group endeavour all the way
through; so I reckon everyone deserves some credit for all the things that we
enjoyed. As we got closer to home, my phone began to buzz with emails
reporting the return of those Barcon wanderers who weren’t extending their
trip. But we were still at a service station before braving the M25. Because
you can’t wee just anywhere.
Raucous Caucus 3, 2014, edited by Pat
Charnock
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Bestie the Westie (photo: Graham
Charnock)
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Leamington Spa 2014 (Barcon 2)
What Did You Do During Barcon
2, Daddy? by Graham Charnock
(What is Barcon? New readers start here. Inthebar is a Yahoo group founded
by Harry Bell after the collapse of one of many of Greg Pickersgill’s attempts
to do the same. It is a very sociable site and occasionally its members feel the
need to get together and socialize in a less virtual environment, so we go
away for a long weekend to an event that is so far from being a Con it more
resembles a Garage Sale. No, wife-swapping is not involved. Last year it was
in Lincoln. This year it was in Royal Leamington Spa. That is all you need to
know.)
Well, for a start I very nearly didn’t go, especially since there was to be no
wife-swapping. When I woke up on Friday morning a bout of rheumatic
arthritis, or arthritic rheumatism, had set in overnight, as it has recently been
known to do, and I could hardly walk. Pat suggested we postpone our arrival
and go on Saturday instead, but I swallowed a couple of Ibuprofen and bit the
bullet. There was after all no certainty I would be any better the next day.
And so we hit the road to Leamington Spa. Why do trips of this kind
always seem to take longer going than coming back? I don’t know, but this
trip was no exception. It seemed to take hours to get there, and in fact it did,
two and a half hours to be exact. On arrival though we were heartened to find
Ian Maule in the car park sucking on a fake cigarette, you know, one of those
electronic things that glows and dispenses a comforting puff of vapour as a
substitute for contracting cancer. The receptionist was also out there as well
but smoking a real fag. I gather she had already questioned Ian on his
manliness and his inability to smoke a real fag like her. “Ah, but can you do
this?” Ian asked her, stubbing out his fake cigarette on his forearm. Ian
offered to help me with my bag but I wasn’t trusting him with two bottles of
vodka and cheerfully kicked him in the shin whilst declining his offer. There
was a big yellow bus called Jones The Bus, parked in the car park, which I
gathered had earlier disgorged a load of Welsh trippers, I mean mostly oldaged pensioners, not hippies, although these days, who knows? Fortunately
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by the time we arrived they had mostly dispersed. We did meet Keith
Freeman in the lobby though who accused me of being responsible for the
hotel allocating him and Wendy a room that was already occupied by another
couple. We didn’t see a lot of Wendy during the weekend. Maybe she was
already having a good time with the other couple.
Most people turned up in the bar during the course of the afternoon,
including briefly Mark Plummer and Claire Brialey although Claire was
obviously very sniffly from the attack of Ebola which would unfortunately
curtail her attendance much beyond that night. Things soon settled down to
discussing where various parties would disperse to for that evening’s meal.
Communal meals are a big part of basic Barcon programming. I was keen, in
my anal way, to pin down a party for the Thai Elephant restaurant. Mark and
Claire launched a counter proposal for a Cuban Tapas, and Pat who had lined
up for the Thai immediately said she fancied that as well. Well, I fancied it
too, but I was trying not to commit to too many top-heavy parties, which
might leave others dining on their own. None of us would have minded so
much if it was Brian Parker, but we do tend to look out for our own. The
Mowatt/Haddock axis has already expressed a preference for non-fussy pub
grub. In fact Jim had already staked out his preferences by earlier ordering
sausage in batter and chips from a chippy a short way away, so we left them,
and Keith Freeman, to it. Those that went, enjoyed the Thai Elephant, so
much so we agreed to downplay it and not to confess as much to anybody
else. The Cuban tapas crowd had much the same reaction to their chosen
venue as well I gather. Eating out at Barcon can become somewhat
competitive.
I think photos exist of the Haddock/Mowatt party enjoying their meal
also, but I suspect they have been heavily photoshopped.
Saturday dawned. It was raining, not heavily but insidiously. After
digesting a splendid breakfast and sitting around scratching ourselves for
several hours we loaded ourselves into two cars and went to investigate
downtown Leamington, hitting the Pump Room with its cafeteria, art gallery
and museum, where several of us pretended to be children and tried on
ancient Viking helmets and took photos of each other. Thence to the Jephson
gardens over the road to marvel at the Palm house and take cute pictures of
squirrels. People (ie Rob) then decided they wanted to find a pub for a snack
and a few beers, despite it being nearly that witching hour when pubs stopped
serving food. We walked into the main shopping centre where we were even
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less likely to find what we wanted and I started getting a sinking feeling
about the futility of the exercise which eventually resulted in my legs
stopping working. I became distinctly grumpy and snarly and kneed anyone
who came within striking distance in the groin. Despite me, people
persevered and found direction to a pub some way out from the centre which
not only still served food but had room to eat it in. This was the Fat Pug, a
renowned swinging student venue which fortunately seemed fairly free from
swinging students on a Saturday afternoon. We ate big hearty sandwiches
(with chips). Pat had fish and chips with mushy peas, and I had humous with
tortilla shovels (don’t ask). People also drank pints of Fat Pug Beer.
Back at the hotel we drew lots for that evening’s meal. Everybody
seemed interested in Italian, but all the restaurants people tried were booked
up (well, it was Saturday evening). We eventually found one called
Niccolini’s on the main Parade which could take a table of six. Then Mike
and Pat Meara’s party managed to book the same restaurant, and even later
the Mowatt/Haddock axis also managed to book the same place. We had a
sinking feeling that it was slightly suspicious that a restaurant had that much
availability on a Saturday evening, but as it happened the food and everything
else was perfectly acceptable.
Back at the hotel we gathered in the function room the hotel had
somewhat grudgingly set aside for us, and indulged in a whisky tasting.
There were five whiskies on offer but don’t expect me to remember which
was which. That sort of discernment went out the window fairly early on. The
nest morning I managed to get up for breakfast, but I felt like a whisky
zombie and immediately afterwards went back to bed to sleep for several
hours (I awoke fitfully occasionally to find the Japan Grand Prix was
happening on my television and it was always lap 33). In the meantime most
other folks went to Kenilworth Castle and existing photos prove they had a
good time. I was sorry I missed it. I was not the only one though. Mike and
Pat Meara went off to investigate a Record Fair/Fabric Event instead.
Several people were leaving that afternoon. Sandra Bond, although she
had only just arrived. And Brian Parker and Roy were off too. The
Haddock/Mowatt axis were also due to depart because I gather like most
young folks they had jobs to go to on Monday morning. The quorum that was
left decided to round the day off at the Kayal Kerulean restaurant, another
choice I can recommend if you are ever in Leamington (but why would you
be?).
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The meal was excellent (the first time I had tried dosa) and the staff
attentive, if a bit slow. The owner was so impressed with us she even
photographed us and put it on Facebook. Afterward we convened back at the
hotel and I managed to get people to play Cards Against Fandom, a specially
doctored version of the game to include fannish slanted questions whilst
maintaining the original’s often racy and frankly often sexist answers.
Somehow the mix worked. Next morning by the time I had got up, everybody
had gone, and soon so had we.
Vibrator 2.0.10, November 2014, edited by
Graham Charnock

The End
This free ebook is exclusive to the unofficial TAFF website at taff.org.uk. If
you enjoy it, a donation to TAFF is a fine way to express your appreciation.
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