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Ebook Notes
The Harp Stateside is Walt Willis’s account of his legendary trip – sponsored
by science fiction fans, mostly American ones who admired his fanzine
writing – from Northern Ireland to the 1952 World Science Fiction
Convention, Chicon II in Chicago, Illinois. In 2017 Ansible Editions
published an ebook sampler titled The Harp at Chicon, consisting mainly of
the first two long instalments of the report published in Lee Hoffman’s
fanzine Quandry #27/28, a double issue, in December 1952. This, the only
part of the report then readily available in digital form, took Walt from the
beginning of his journey to the end of Chicon II. Here now is the full report
The Harp Stateside, as first published in 1957 by Walt Willis himself and
collected with remarkably few typos in the colossal hardback fanzine
Warhoon #28 (1980) edited by Richard Bergeron. This edition also features
various extras, some already included as bonus material in The Harp at
Chicon (see Appendix).

The titles The Harp Stateside and The Harp at Chicon reflect the title of
Walt’s regular Quandry column (later continued in Oopsla! and later still in
Warhoon and Quark) “The Harp That Once or Twice” – a phrase from James
Joyce’s Ulysses, riffing on Thomas Moore’s ballad that opens with “The harp
that once in Tara’s halls”.

Fanatical bibliophiles should note that both the original The Harp
Stateside and its Warhoon reprint omit the Chicon Postscript (from the very
end of Quandry #27/28) and the “grunch and eggplant” joke from The Harp
at Chicon that’s credited in that postscript and still preserved in the overall
subtitle. This references a fannish catchphrase lifted from Roger Price’s 1951
novel In One Head and Out the Other, in which a character “had a clever
trick of saying any conceivable sentence so that it sounded like ‘I had one
grunch but the eggplant over there’”. Home Again, looking back over the
whole adventure, is from Walt’s column “The Prying Fan” in his own Slant
#7, Winter 1952-1953. Footnotes are Walt’s own unless signed [Ed.].

Many thanks are due to Bill Burns and Pat Charnock for their careful
proofreading of this ebook, to Rob Hansen for suggestions and advice, and to
Fanac.org for hosting online reference copies of The Harp Stateside (1957),
its reissue as part of Warhoon #28 (1980) and the original fanzine instalments
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in Quandry, Oopsla! and Confusion (see Original Appearances at the end of
the text).

The Harp Stateside is a pioneering classic of the fannish trip report,
widely regarded as the gold standard to which later writers in this specialist
subgenre would either aspire or (rather more often) resignedly admit was
beyond them. Enjoy!

David Langford, 2023
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Part I
Dedication

To Shelby Vick

The Harp Stateside
by Walt Willis

Illustrated by Arthur Thomson

Slipsheeting by Carol Willis

This is an account of my trip to the USA in 1952; the name comes
from the title “The Harp That Once or Twice” of my column in
Quandry and Oopsla!. Chapters 1 to 28 are as previously published
there and in Confusion, except that Chapters 3, 5, 16, 17 and 18
also contain some new material.

Published February 1957, by Walter Willis, 170 Upper
Newtownards Road, Belfast, Northern Ireland. Price 2/- or 35¢.
Part proceeds to TAFF.

This project was initiated by Gregg Calkins of Oopsla!, but he
had to return the stencils to me because of shortage of spare time.
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Contents by Location
The 1957 version of The Harp Stateside has a utilitarian contents list as
below, showing Walt’s geographical progress instead of the fanciful or
punning headers at the top of each chapter. This seems worth preserving.
Chapter 1 originally had no header of its own, and has been called
“Daydreams and Nightmares” from the list below. Chapter 24 was also
nameless in the text – just “24” – and for want of anything better has become
(both in Warhoon #28 and here) “Los Angeles, Tuesday” as below. [Ed.]

Part I
1: Daydreams and Nightmares
2: Preparations
3: Belfast to Cobh
4: Embarkation
5: At Sea
6: Landfall
7: Landing Stage
8: Journey into the Interior
9: Chicago, Thursday
10: Chicago, Friday
11: Chicon, First Day
12: Chicon, Second Day
13: The Banquet
14: The Masquerade Ball
15: Chicon, Last Day
16: The Penthouse

Part II
17: Chicago to Amherst
18: Chez Palmer
19: Amherst to Evanston
20: Iowa, Nebraska, Wyoming
21: Salt Lake City
22: Utah
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23: Grand Canyon and Las Vegas
24: Los Angeles, Tuesday
25: Los Angeles, Wednesday
26: Los Angeles, Thursday
27: The Pacific
28: Los Angeles to Kansas City
29: Kansas City, St. Louis, Florida
30: Lynn Haven and Atlanta
31: Savannah
32: Okefenokee
33: Savannah to New York
34: New York
35: Embarkation
36: The End
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1: Daydreams and Nightmares
It seemed to me at the time that it had all started with an innocent remark I’d
made at the end of a report on the ’51 London Convention in the Quannish*...
“Sometime it might happen, though I don’t know how, that I might attend an
American Convention and see how it should be done....” Anyhow, the next
thing I knew, Shelby Vick had started a whirlwind campaign to import me for
the Nolacon the same year. After it had been whirling for a couple of weeks
he remembered to write and tell me about it. This was only a month before
the Nolacon and I figured it was just a fine piece of fannish foolishness, best
nipped in the bud before it gave anyone any trouble. I airmailed Shelby that I
couldn’t get away: though of course I could have. In fact, knowing Shelby as
I do now, I sometimes wonder if I mightn’t have got to the Nolacon after all.

* Lee Hoffman’s hundred-page anniversary issue Quandry #13, dated
August/September 1951. [Ed.]

After that blew over I assumed the thing was finished. You know what
fan projects are... or were. Though it was pleasant to think that even a couple
of people had had such a nice idea, and I began to toy with the thought that
maybe if I fanned hard and saved lots of money I might get to South Gate in
’58*. But of course it was only a vague dream, like the way each young faned
secretly cherishes the thought that one day he will get a letter from Street or
Smith saying they’ve been impressed by his editing and has he ever thought
of taking it up professionally....

* “South Gate in ’58” was the initially joky bidding slogan of what became
the 1958 Worldcon. [Ed.]

I was still underestimating not only Shelby Vick, but fandom. Manly
Banister donated an electric mimeograph for a raffle, the Chicon Committee
offered to put me up during the Convention, and leading fans like Lee
Hoffman, Gregg Calkins, Forry Ackerman, Dick Ryan, Robert Bloch, Henry
Burwell, Ian Macauley, Dave English, G.M. Carr and Dave Ish were behind
Shelby. Furthermore, people were actually sending in money. Incredibly, it
began to look as if Shelby might bring it off.

I put Slant into suspended animation and began to try to do my bit by
writing as much as I could for other fanzines. At one time I was writing a bi-
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weekly column, a monthly column, regular features in four other fanzines,
occasional articles for another dozen or so, and letters of comment on every
fanzine that came into the house. In my spare time I had started a mimeoed
mag (Hyphen) to keep Slant subscribers quiet and was trying to keep up with
my correspondence. It was quite a job for someone who isn’t naturally
prolific and it got more difficult as time went on and I began to feel as if I
was performing in a shop window. Shelby would ask me for a short column
and I would sweat out some laboured fragment... I always find it very
difficult to write short articles... and later I would find to my horror it was
being run as a sort of advertisement in some publicity issue, with introductory
remarks on the lines of “Look what genius the man has! Wouldn’t it be worth
paying money to meet him?” It was all very embarrassing and I tried
desperately to put over the suggestion that it wasn’t me personally that was
important so much as the Idea itself. In Shelby’s celebration issue of
Confusion I ended a message of thanks with “...I happen to have been the
accidental focus of the first concerted and successful effort of science fiction
fandom. It shows that fandom today is more capable and greater in every way
than it has ever been. If it can do so much for one ordinary member of it,
what couldn’t it do for something really worth while?”

It still seems that way to me. Shelby’s Fund was the first successful
attempt to bring a fan across the Atlantic (there had been previous attempts
but the amount raised had been negligible) and it led directly on to the
Transatlantic Fan Fund.

One of my attempts to discount the propaganda for me personally and to
prepare fandom for what I regarded as the inevitable anticlimax was the
following piece I wrote for one of Shelby’s publicity issues. I thought I might
quote it here because although it was supposed to be funny it will give you a
pretty good idea of the way I was feeling....

Willis Visits Chicago
(A Nightmare)

The Deputy Chairman rises to call for order. He announces that he is pleased
to introduce the famous... er... (he consults a scrap of paper) Walt Willis,
editor of... er... (another look at the scrap of paper) Slant. There are confused
murmurs. (“Who’s he? What’s Slant? Must be one of those ‘fanzines’.”) You
can hear the inverted commas. A tall figure trips down to the stage, falling
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over Bloch, Korshak, Evans, Eshbach and Tucker, in that order. They curse
him for knocking the cards out of their hands. The tall figure climbs onto the
stage. Shelby Vick presents him with the scroll of contributors and leads him
over to the microphone stand. He gives a dazed look at the audience,
unscrews Shelby’s bow tie and tries to pull his head up. Shelby hastily points
him at the microphone and retreats. He grasps at the real microphone like a
drowning man at a straw and succeeds in knocking it over. Three members of
the audience are given treatment for perforated eardrums and the public
address system is never quite the same again. He drops the scroll and picks
up the microphone, steadying it very carefully. Then he bends down to pick
up the scroll. Out of his breast pocket there tumbles a pen, two pencils, a
sheaf of notes, a comb and a screwdriver. They rattle about the stage. He
stoops forward to pick them up and knocks the microphone over again. The
entire platform party hurry forward to help him. Finally he is propped up
against the microphone and the scroll tucked under his left arm. He clears his
throat. Some of those who have already heard him talking think he has started
his speech and clap encouragingly. He feels in his breast pocket and realizes
to his horror that he has stuffed his notes into some other pocket. Confusedly
he starts to look. The scroll pokes him in the eye. He puts it carefully on the
floor with a silly apologetic grin at Shelby Vick and goes through his
pockets. The audience crane forward expectantly. “Conjuring tricks, eh? This
is new.” After transferring articles frantically from one pocket to another for
some time he realizes that this is getting him nowhere. He begins
systematically to empty his pockets. The audience watch, fascinated. An
interesting little heap grows on the stage. A complete file of Slant, on which
he places his cigarettes and matches so that it won’t blow away, a
handkerchief, a copy of Galaxy, keys, a knife, a revolver, a life insurance
policy (you can’t tell him anything about Chicago), maps, aspirins, money, a
magnifying glass, a packet of sandwiches, fourteen fanzines, half a cubic foot
of lettuce (he hates lettuce, but he doesn’t like to hurt people’s feelings), a
half eaten bar of chocolate, a list of addresses, a notebook, the Convention
Program and a pair of socks. But no notes. No white rabbit either, in spite of
the lettuce: the audience is bitterly disappointed. They have got nothing on
Willis. He stuffs everything back into one pocket and, carefully avoiding the
microphone, picks up the scroll again. He unrolls it, looking for inspiration.
The first thing he notices, is the names of three fans whom he has dreadfully
insulted in his last column. There are now three layers of blush on his face.
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Even his goosepimples have goosepimples. As he lets go the bottom end of
the scroll it whirs up madly like a roller blind and strikes him smartly on the
chin. This seems to give the audience ideas. In desperation he starts to say
something – anything. The audience calms for a moment, and then begins to
look around for headphones such as delegates to UN meetings are provided
with. Shelby makes apologetic gestures. The speaker stumbles on, his
unconscious fingers methodically tearing the beautiful scroll into tiny pieces.
Shelby looks round for the nearest exit. The audience looks ugly. The
platform party looks ugly. Bea Mahaffey makes a hopeless attempt. Sinister
murmurings are heard, and fans dash along the aisles to cut off Shelby’s
retreat. Willis wishes the ground would open up and swallow him.

Willis is never seen again, but some sixty years later a frail old man
tucks some money into an envelope with shaking fingers and strikes off the
last name on a long list. The pen drops from his palsied fingers and he
crumples back in the bed with a peaceful expression on his face. His debt is
paid at last. Mrs. Vick mournfully draws the sheets over his face.
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2: Blues of the Berth
Round about April Shelby and I began to think it was time we started making
some tentative enquiries about berths and things. We knew there was more to
crossing the Atlantic than going down to the seaside and waving to a boat to
stop, but we didn’t know how much more.

We found out.
We approached a few travel agents and were rather startled to find that

passages were scarce. How were we to know that most people apparently
have their berths booked before the ship’s keel is laid down? However we
figured that among all those hordes of boats there would be surely room for
one little fan; we asked the agents to see what they could do and I set about
the other formalities.

There was no trouble getting a passport – apparently the British
Government had no objection at all to getting rid of me – but when it came to
the visa the US Government weren’t so accommodating. First they refused to
let me even start applying until I had my tickets. (I should maybe explain that
the first step in getting a visa is to apply for a form applying for permission to
obtain a form on which to apply for a visa. This is literally true. As you can
see, they don’t stand at the window and throw handfuls of them into the
street.) What a nerve, I thought. Am I supposed to spend a fortune buying
tickets just on the off chance that I might be allied to use them? I suspected
that the whole thing was a racket between the Consulate and the travel agents.
Every day thousands of innocent people ask the Consulate for visas and are
told to go and buy their tickets first. As soon as they’ve trustingly planked
down their money, the agent calls the Consulate and says, “OK boys, another
sucker on the way.” When he comes in the Consulate turns down the poor
wretch because he’s wearing a red tie or parts his hair on the left side or
something. (“Reason for refusal of visa: shady leftish character with
communist ties.”) Then they split the money with the travel agent. I
suspected the cloakroom in that office was just full of mink coats. However I
persuaded the agent to perjure himself by giving me a letter to the effect that
he was getting me the tickets, and talked the Consulate into accepting it. That
took about two hours, off and on, and in the intervals between interviews I
read through the Sears Roebuck catalogue and the Christian Science Monitor,
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which they have there presumably to demonstrate the American Way of Life.
Eventually a pretty girl came along and held my hand, which would have
been quite nice if she hadn’t kept sticking my fingers onto an inkpad and a
piece of paper describing me as an alien.

I humoured them in their delusion, grudgingly promised not to
overthrow the American Government by force of arms, and in due course got
my visa. Now all I had to do was get a smallpox injection and a ticket.

All! If I’d been given smallpox instead of being protected against it I
couldn’t have had more trouble with the travel agents. Time began to run out
and hope to evaporate. Shelby’s was the first to give up: they told him there
was absolutely no prospect of a berth. My own had been fairly confident of a
last resort called The Greek Line, which was evidently regarded among the
trade as slightly better than walking on the sea bed, but abruptly even this
possibility faded. It seemed the only thing was to fly. Shelby postponed a
dental operation he needed and I sold my collection and we booked a flight
by TWA on the 25th August. I wasn’t very happy about it because it cost a
lot of money and even so it was a Tourist Flight which meant it was all at
night and you couldn’t see anything, but I was reconciled to it.

Not so were TWA. About a week later they wrote casually to explain
that they found they were booked up round the “desired date”: however, they
went on gaily, they were booking me for a flight on the 7th September.

That would get me to the States just a couple of days after the
Convention. It was now the beginning of August. I copied from the City
Directory the address of every travel agent in town, took the day off work and
trudged round from one to another. It was a miserable day. They all looked at
me as if I had asked for a tourist berth to Alpha Centauri. Some of them
practically rolled on the floor in hysterical laughter. I felt they were just
waiting till I left to phone their friends “You’ll never guess what someone
just asked for!”

I got home late, tired and unhappy. As a last desperate gesture I wrote a
special delivery letter to the Head Office of The Greek Line in London,
enclosed a mass of stamps for a reply by telegram, and went out and posted
it. Next afternoon I got a telegram offering me a cheap berth to New York
and back. I wish I’d kept the carbon of that letter; it must have been a
masterpiece.

First thing in the morning I was down at the travel agency, clutching the
telegram. The man came up to me with professional commiseration. “Not a

15



thing, Mr. Willis,” he said lugubriously, “I checked with The Greek Line
only yesterday. They’re full up.” I handed over the telegram without a word.
He read it three times and slunk away to get the forms. I filled them up,
handed over the money, and then made him call London and confirm the
reservation. Then I went off to the Western Union office to cable the good
news to Shelby. After that I telegrammed The Greek Line Office myself. I
had given up trusting travel agents.
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3: Fits and Starts
The boat, the SS Neptunia, was due to call at Cobh, a port at the other end of
Ireland, some time on Monday the 18th of August. The last few days were
like that spaceship factory in When Worlds Collide, except that we hadn’t had
time to make a schedule to be behind in. And then we found it would take
two days instead of one to get to Cobh, Sunday transport in Ireland being
what it is. It was as if Bellus had sent a postcard to say he’d be dropping in a
day earlier.

But at last all the articles and letters were written, the Hyphen stencils
cut and mailed to Chuck Harris and the debris tidied up. The pressroom
hadn’t looked so tidy since before fandom happened to it and it thought it
was the laboratory. On that last night James [White] came up to say goodbye
and we stood on the front lawn talking, about how far we’d come since we
entered fandom and how far I was going to go.

Next day there began my grim struggle with the transport systems of the
world.

The first skirmish was comparatively mild, a mere matter of the train
being full... there’d been some motor races at Belfast I hadn’t known about...
and my having to wait three hours in a queue while the railway people
scoured the country collecting coaches for a special train. They must have put
completists on the job, for when it was finally assembled that train was the
longest I have ever seen. I think they were charging the people up front half
fare. It was also the slowest. I don’t know what devious route it took to get to
Dublin, but I know I never heard of any stations called Omsk or Tomsk, or
even Nijni-Novgorod, on the usual line. About midnight, some ten hours
later, I got into Dublin; a hotel tout sent me to an Unapproved hotel, where I
spent the night in such a Terribly Strange Bed I felt like Wilkie Collins
getting between the covers of another weird tales anthology.

The train for Cork left at 11 a.m. next morning and since it was the only
train that day and there was just no other way of getting to Cork, I decided to
be in plenty of time. Besides it was a lovely morning and Dublin looked
specially beautiful in the early summer sunshine. I walked to the station and
got there about 9:20. At 9:40 the station opened. At 9:50 a train came into the
platform. At exactly 10:00 it steamed out again, leaving me behind. For a
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long terrible moment memories flashed through my brain of countless
disastrous confusions caused by differences between Eire and Northern
Ireland timetables during the period of British Summer Time: but then the
train stopped and the cleaners got on. Nevertheless as soon as it got back I
got on to it, just to make sure.

It was another slow journey to Cork, through stations with quaint names
like Sallins, Borris in Ossory, Ballybrophy, Gentleman, Clonoulty, Ballagh,
Saloon Bar, Knocklong, Gentlemen, Buttevant, Mallow, Blarney,
Refreshmentroom, and finally Cork. It was now 4:30 and I had to report to
the shipping agents in Cobh at 6:30. Still innocent of the malignant fate that
was dogging my footsteps, I asked what time was the next train to Cobh.
6:30. I went to the bus stop outside the station looking for information. The
queue was eager to help. Regretfully, they couldn’t offer me a bus to Cobh
direct, but they went into a conference under a huddle of umbrellas (Irish
weather was back to normal) and issued a statement to the effect that I could
get a bus to a place called Monkstown on the other side of the estuary and
take the ferry to Cobh. Would get me to Cobh in half an hour, they
announced confidently.

One hour later I got off the Monkstown bus at a windswept huddle of
cottages and looked round for the ferry. All I could see through the driving
rain and spray was a little stone jetty running or rather staggering out to sea,
and a small boy sheltering in a tin hut. I asked him where the ferry was and
he pointed out to sea. At first I couldn’t discern anything but more rain and
spray, but then suddenly there it was. Lifted briefly into view on the crest of a
tidal wave was a tiny rowing boat, manned... if that is the word... by two little
boys. I stared at it as it bobbed in and out of sight. “That’s the ferry,” I said. It
wasn’t a question. I just knew it was. “Yes,” said the boy, “That’s the ferry.”

I looked at the ferry for almost ten minutes, but I still couldn’t make up
my mind about one little point. “Is it coming or going?” I asked finally.

“Coming,” said the boy. “It’ll be here in about fifteen minutes.” He
seemed to feel that some sort of explanation was due and added
comfortingly: “The proper ferry gave up when the storm started and these
fellows don’t know much about it.”

I felt that explained a lot. “A bit rough today,” I said casually after a
while. “Yes,” said the boy, “This will likely be their last trip.” I thought so
too, but I wouldn’t have been so callous about it.

However there was always the chance that they would make it, and I

18



thought I’d better get my bearings. “Is that Cobh?” I asked, pointing to three
whitewashed cottages on the far shore. It seemed rather small to be a port of
call for transatlantic liners, but then nothing surprises me in Ireland. “No,”
said the boy, “Cobh is four miles further along. But you can get the train
there.” I saw it coming, but I let him read his punch line. “What time is the
train?” I asked, as if I didn’t know. “It leaves Cork at 6:30,” he said
innocently.

Thinking regretfully of another probability world in which I was waiting
for that very same train in a warm bar in Cork, I turned back to the ferry. For
a long while I could have sworn the little boys were losing ground and I was
expecting them to turn back. I was hoping they would turn back. I was
praying they would turn back. I do hate to see people drowned, especially
anyone as near and dear to me as me. But at last they reached the jetty. One
of them held onto it grimly and looked expectantly at me. “Do you want to
live forever?” I asked myself. Ignoring the small internal voice that answered
“Yes!” I threw one suitcase down into the boat and lifted the other one up
onto it. Then, catching the beat on the way down again like an express
elevator, I lurched in and collapsed among bits of wet rope and rusty bailing
cans. As we got out from the comparative shelter of the jetty I put my feet on
the suitcases to stop them falling overboard and held on to the sides of the
boat with both hands. It wasn’t a very long journey, if you didn’t count the
distance we went up and down, and to my surprise we arrived on the other
side. I’d even managed to keep my head from dipping in the water when the
boat rolled. They asked sixpence for the fare. I reflected that life must be
cheap in these parts and gave them a shilling. I wouldn’t have gone through
that again for a thousand pounds. This is one Irishman who has ceased to
believe in ferries.

I set off along the road to Cobh, determined to try my thumb at
hitchhiking. I was quite pleased with myself for getting a lift from the very
first car that passed, until it turned out to be a taxi. However it got me to
Cobh five minutes before deadline, and the agent even put me on to an hotel
which had room available in the middle of the holiday season. I found out
why. It was an incredible place, even for rural Ireland. In the lounge there
were not only the usual antimacassars, aspidistrae and photographs of very
dead relatives, but also 37 vases... I counted them... about a million other
pieces of highly breakable bric-a-brac, two stopped grandfather clocks, and
an acoustic gramophone with a pre-electric recording of John McCormick
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singing “Silver Threads Among The Gold”. I didn’t play it. It wasn’t that sort
of place. Probably the gramophone had been bought by granduncle Timothy,
the black sheep of the family, in a particularly wild moment: it had only been
played once and half the family had died from the excitement, at the moment
shown by the stopped clocks. Now their portraits glared down at the devilish
contraption.

When she was showing me to my room the old woman who owned the
joint asked me did I drink. Being short of money, I said no thanks. “That’s
good,” she said unexpectedly, “because I draw the line at drink.” She seemed
to draw the line at, and under, almost everything. She came into the lounge
that evening at 10:30, when I was writing a letter to Madeleine, and told me it
was time to go to bed. I’d advise Cobh fandom to look elsewhere when they
decide to hold a convention.

I finished my letter in my bedroom, cheered up by a friendly black kitten
I found in my bed, and who wakened me in the morning by walking gently
over my face. As a substitute for both hot water bottle and alarm clock he did
a wonderful job. Somebody should train hundreds of black kittens and put the
manufacturers out of business.
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4: The Soul of Music Shed
Next afternoon I was in the big Customs shed looking curiously at the other
passengers. It seemed there were other people going to America too. Most of
them seemed to be returning Americans, mainly middle-aged women. By the
expressions on their faces, and some they used in conversation, it seemed that
some of them were a bit disillusioned about Ireland. Looking round, I thought
it was no wonder. It was still raining and the Customs shed was cold and
dreary, with the atmosphere of guilt that always hangs around these places.
Outside was the shabby town of Cobh and the riffraff of souvenir sellers and
tip-hungry porters that infests tourist spots. I began to feel ashamed. After all,
I thought, what has Ireland got that people should come thousands of miles
for. Nothing but rain, ruins and a lot of wet scenery. I resolved I wouldn’t ask
anyone what they’d thought of Ireland so as not to put too great a strain on
their politeness.

And then, suddenly, the old country made a comeback. It was totally
unfair, illogical and unreasonable, but Ireland managed to redeem itself with
one casual thoughtless gesture. A strolling musician with an accordion
unexpectedly appeared in the locked customs shed and began to play “Come
Back To Erin”. The place was suddenly full of music and everything was
changing. It wasn’t just a nondescript shed any more, it was Ireland and we
were all leaving it. Even I felt the sadness of it, and I was going to come
back. Some of the women began to cry quietly and the Customs officials
stopped trying to behave with English efficiency, substituting for brusque
enquiries about dutiable goods, kind words and little jokes in their soft Cork
brogue. If the entire resources of the Irish Tourist Board had been directed to
produce this flood of sentiment they couldn’t have done better... and yet it
was characteristic of the country that it was all done in spite of authority, not
because of it. I asked the musician later how he’d managed to get past the
guards at the door and he said he’d pretended to be drunk. It might not have
been a particularly cunning ruse in any other country, but it worked here.

The tender that was to take us out to the Neptunia was over an hour late
starting and when we got to the rendezvous out at sea the ship wasn’t there. I
was coming to expect this sort of thing. Eventually a speck on the horizon
developed into a big and rather shabby looking ship. We went up the
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gangplank into a couple of hours of utter confusion, caused partly by the fact
that the Company seemed to have sold half the berths in the ship twice over,
and partly by the fact that ship time was two hours behind ours and nobody
had thought to mention it. The result was that the dining rooms were full of
hungry and angry passengers looking for food and non-English-speaking
waiters perplexedly turning them away with shouts of “zu fruh!” Although
the ship was supposed to be Greek it had been built in Holland, registered in
Panama (where apparently you can register anything that isn’t actually sitting
on the sea bed) and was manned almost entirely by Germans. The passengers
were about equal parts German, American, Irish and British.

I was too thrilled to settle down that day and spent the rest of it trying to
find where everything was, principally my cabin. Every time I let it out of my
sight it would nip round to the other side of the ship, but after a while I wore
it down and retired victorious.

Next morning the weather had cleared up and I just wandered around
looking at the sea and thinking. It was the first time for weeks I’d been able
to sit down calmly and think about the trip itself instead of deadlines and
timetables and tickets and passports and money. All that was over now and
here I was, actually on my way to America. It was still incredible, but it
seemed to be happening. Sometimes I felt awed at myself, as if I was
somebody else. Sometimes I felt wonderfully elated. Sometimes I just felt
like jumping overboard. But there’s something very soothing about a world
consisting entirely of sea, day after day. For all you know the land might
have ceased to exist... and anyway it all seems less important in a planet
which is, you realize, mostly water. You look at the Atlantic beneath you
going down for miles and miles and think that it’s been there unchanged for
millions of years before Man, and maybe no one has ever been over that
particular bit before, or ever will be again. I used to go up to the prow of the
ship and watch it plunging through the water, or the other end swinging up
and down across the curved horizon, and feel the way you do on the top of a
high mountain... just you, alone with the planet. It’s an awed, mysterious
feeling, especially at night, but it does something good to the soul.
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5: Heads of Oak Are Our Men
On the third day out we had lifeboat drill, a rite which must have been
designed by airline saboteurs to frighten thoughtful people into travelling by
plane. The idea was that on the code blast from the ship’s siren everyone was
to dash down to their cabin, don their lifejackets and dash up to the place on
the deck indicated by the notice in their cabin. No doubt in the months
following the loss of the Titanic this was taken very seriously, but by now it
had degenerated into a meaningless ritual. In the first place they announced
the drill at breakfast, so that lots of people collected their lifejackets
immediately afterwards and took them along to their deckchairs; then when
the siren went they ambled casually along to their station. If the alarm were to
go in the middle of the night the only route they knew from their cabin to
there would take them halfway round the ship. But the other defect of the
system struck not just at the safety of the passengers but the future of the
human race. Take my example for instance. When the siren blew I went to
my cabin, picked up my lifejacket and went straight to the place in the
corridor where I’d seen a notice with instructions for putting it on, on the way
down observing with tolerant pity the struggles of less intelligent passengers
caught in the web strapping. Quietly conscious of my own superior
intelligence and fitness to live I read keenly through the notice and proceeded
calmly to follow its directions.

I couldn’t get the damned thing on. All around me people were
beginning to emerge from cabins, correctly attired for shipwreck and eying
me curiously as they went past. I was still struggling, knee deep in imaginary
water, when the last of them passed and I was left alone in the doomed ship.
At last I carried the thing up on deck where, shamefacedly studying the
others, I got it on just in time for the Captain’s inspection. I found out later
that the notice referred to an entirely different type of lifejacket from the one
the ship was now supplied with. You see what I mean. Everyone who didn’t
or couldn’t read the notice would have been saved, while the flower of
civilized intelligence, namely me, would have perished miserably. I don’t
think it’s right that the lifeboat rule should be “Women, children and morons
first.”

It wasn’t a bad ship as ships go, though it didn’t go very fast. It had
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about the same cruising speed as a bicycle. I didn’t mind that it was a sort of
ocean dachshund: I loved everything about the voyage and as far as I was
concerned it could go on forever. The food was wonderful... they had
everything on the menu, including eggplant... and the further we went the
warmer it got, so I spent most of the time sunbathing on the boat deck. If my
tan had got any deeper I’d have had to ride on the back of the bus south of St.
Louis. I made several friends – two shopgirls from Brooklyn who’d spent a
month in a farmhouse in County Kerry and were crazy about Ireland, a
Canadian sculptress who’d been hitchhiking in Europe and North Africa, a
sailor from Belfast who was going to join the US Navy, and an English
intellectual going to New York to work for a ballet magazine. The last two
were both after the Canadian girl and carried on a lively feud the whole time.
The intellectual could outtalk the sailor but the latter’s brash proletarian self
confidence was an impervious defence. The only time I saw him successfully
insulted was at the end of the voyage, when we were all packing. The sailor
announced in his usual stentorian voice that he had lost his toothbrush.
“Perhaps,” said the intellectual, “you left it in your mouth?”

The intellectual was also at war with a group of what he persisted in
calling “culture-hungry Americans”... a crowd of Greenwich Village types on
their way back from Paris and as intellectual as they fake them. He was
reinforced by the Canadian girl after one of them worked a classic
“OneUpManship” ploy on her. It was a pretty dark girl who made a full-time
job of being vivacious. She asked the Canadian what she “did” and when told
she sculpted she said, “My dear, I tried that, but it came so easy that I gave it
up.”

They asked me what I did and why I was going to America, the way
people do on board ship, and in a reckless moment I told them I was a pulp
author going to the States on my dollar earnings, which was the nearest I
could get to the truth without a long and complicated explanation involving
fandom, fanzines and Shelby Vick. I defy anyone to explain any of these
phenomena in a voyage lasting only eight days. I affected to regard my
“work” with amused contempt, but they had such an awed respect for anyone
who actually made money by writing that they would stand around asking me
humbly how I thought up plots and so on, and I would give them cynical
dissertations about markets and rights and word rates and everything. It was
fun. Towards the end of the voyage they asked me was anyone meeting me in
New York and I replied, quite truthfully, “Just a few fans.” Haw. I wondered
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sometimes what I’d do if there turned out to be another science fiction fan on
the ship, but it seemed pretty unlikely. Admittedly I’d noticed a young man in
the lounge reading Lovecraft, but that didn’t mean anything.

It did though. I met him again two weeks later in Los Angeles and it
turned out to be Allan Hershey, leading Outlander and past President of the
LASFS.
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6: “My God, the place is
inhabited!”

Time went drifting by, like the sea, until one morning there was a notice on
the bulletin board LANDING IN NEW YORK 5:30 A.M. TOMORROW. I
went up to the sharp end of the boat, as we sailors call it, and kept watch all
afternoon. We weren’t going to sail on past America if I could help it. Round
about four o’clock land appeared on the left, a long low strip like a
cloudbank. And I was the first to see it! I guess maybe the poor old Captain
thought it was a cloudbank, just because it wasn’t marked on the map; we
can’t all have eyesight like mine. Anyhow he didn’t evince any interest until
some more land appeared an hour later in a different place. It didn’t look so
much like a cloudbank and soon it filled the forward horizon and the sea was
dotted with ships converging from all points. As darkness fell we were
gliding very slowly towards the entrance to New York harbour. Straight
ahead was a tiny Statue of Liberty, and on the left the multicoloured
illuminations of Coney Island. All around were the fast moving lights of car
headlamps. Up among the faint stars the lights of downtown Manhattan
shone dimly through the heat haze. The water was oily and very calm. Bits of
garbage sailed majestically past. The ship slowed to a stop and dropped
anchor.

In the sudden silence the American passengers could be heard excitedly
pointing out landmarks and calculating how long it would take them to get
home and what they would have to eat. The British, on the other hand, were
strangely quiet. They stood around as if they were lost. The foreign ship, this
immense foreign country that these people thought of as home, it all made
them for the first time consider the possibility that they might be the strangers
here, the incredible idea that they might be... foreigners. It was all too much
for them.

In the bar that night it came to a head. Every previous night the room
had been taken over either by the Irish with Ceilidhe music or “Come-All-
Yez” or by the Germans with oompah music or yodelling, and the British and
Americans had just sat quietly and watched their antics. But on this last night
the Americans began to sing. They started with Stephen Foster tunes and
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cowboy songs and worked their way enthusiastically along to modern dance
numbers. As far as the British were concerned this was the last straw. A small
group of them in the corner began quietly but defiantly to sing “Loch
Lomond”. This was typically English... there wasn’t a Scot among them.
They were soon joined by reinforcements from London, the North Country,
Wales and all over, and sang Ilkley Moor and Cockles and Mussels and The
Lambeth Walk and The Old Kent Road and all the old songs they could think
of which reminded them of home, all at the top of their voices. Their
repertoire was enlarged by the arrival of contingents from the Empire –
Canada with Alouette and Australia with Waltzing Matilda – and finally two
Frenchmen joined the party. Both the Old World and the New World groups
were now bawling as hard as they could, each trying to drown the other. It
was a glorious row. The Americans began to lose ground, but at the same
time everyone seemed to run out of songs. The battle degenerated into
guerrilla warfare, as now and then someone on either side would start a song
and find nobody knew the words. (There seemed to be a sort of Geneva
Convention that it wasn’t fair to sing the same song twice.) The whole odd
episode would have petered out in a vague but very real antipathy between
the Americans and the others if it hadn’t been for an intervention from a
totally unexpected quarter. One of a group of three West Indian negroes
who’d been sitting unnoticed in the corner began to sing calypso. The whole
room sat entranced for a few seconds and then everyone joined in with a roar
that must have been heard in New York. It was glorious... and at the time it
seemed so right that everyone was suddenly very happy. Even after he had
run out of calypsos the West Indian knew more good songs than anyone, and
somehow they were all songs that everyone could sing.

About one o’clock in the morning, tired but happy, people began to drift
back up on deck. It was incredibly hot and humid, with not a breath of wind
on the oily black water. We couldn’t face going down to our stuffy cabins.
We thought of sleeping on deck, but everything you touched was as damp as
if it had been raining, and nobody felt like going to sleep anyway. We stayed
up all night, leaning on the ship’s rail and talking.

About four o’clock breakfast was being served and the ship was moving
again. We passed the Statue of Liberty almost unnoticed in the morning mist
(except by the English intellectual who was heard asking cynically what it
advertised) and saw the big red sun rise spectacularly behind the Manhattan
skyscrapers.
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At last we docked, and hordes of officials swarmed on board. I got a
letter from Joe Gibson saying he was meeting me and he’d be wearing a blue
suit. Eventually the Immigration people got their screening machinery set up
and started to process the passengers. All the US subjects sailed smugly
through first, and then it was the turn of us aliens. I had a whole deck of
documents in an old Galaxy envelope and every time I came to an official I
would shuffle them and deal him a hand. If I’d won I’d be allowed to go on
to the next table, like a bridge tournament. I’d had some practice in this game
already and at last I won the first prize, a clear view of the gangway. I found
to my shocked surprise that suddenly there was absolutely nothing to stop me
walking ashore. I promptly walked ashore.
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7: “Well, I declare!”
I was twenty yards down the Customs shed before I realized I had stepped
onto American soil without even thinking about it. I was nearly going back to
do the thing properly, with appropriately solemn thoughts and perhaps a few
quotable words, but I was too glad to have got away from those officials to
risk being caught up in the machine again and finding myself on the way
back home. So I just made my way to the sign marked “W”, and waited to be
claimed.

Someone in a blue suit came up and shook my hand. “Joe Gibson?” I
deduced keenly. This was my first utterance on the American continent, and
it was a mistake. It was Dave Kyle. It was true that as I had been told there
was only one pass allowed per passenger for visitors to the shed, and Joe had
got it... but Dave had wangled his way in on a press pass. Joe came along in a
few seconds. After a few minutes chat the two revealed conspiratorially that
Will Sykora and his henchman Calvin Thomas Beck were lurking outside to
meet me. They suggested a cloak and dagger scheme by which they would go
out and wait for me a couple of hundred yards outside the shed, while I
strolled out by myself past Sykora and Beck, who wouldn’t recognise me.

I was thrilled. Nobody could have arranged a more fannish welcome.
Not two minutes in the country and already I was up to my neck in New York
fan feuds. However, I temporized; I had nothing personally against Sykora...
I had never been able to sort out New York fandom anyway... and I rather
wanted to meet such a legendary figure. Besides I knew Shelby had in his
innocence asked Beck to meet me.

Fortunately I didn’t have to commit myself either way, because in a few
minutes the legendary figure himself materialized inside the shed, having
finagled a special pass from the Chief of Police at Hoboken, whom he knew.
He immediately swept the ground from under Kyle and Gibson’s feet by
announcing that his side had a car and was willing to take all of us anywhere
we liked. Being unable to produce a private helicopter at short notice, the
home team had to admit defeat and Kyle retired gracefully to enquire about
plane reservations for me to Chicago. I’d wanted to get there before the
crowd, and of course the boat had been a day late.

By this time I’d been waiting beside my luggage for some time but no
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one seemed to be taking any interest in it. For the first time I looked around
me and about half a mile down the shed there was an enormous and ominous
queue. I set off down to it, and sure enough this was the bottleneck, a mass of
hot and bothered people who had all made the same mistake as me. For some
strange reason passengers were required to report at this checkpoint, and find
and bring a customs official to their baggage. I supposed it was a piece of
unamerican inefficiency designed to make us old world visitors feel at home,
but I’d have been just as happy if they hadn’t bothered. Halfway up the queue
I saw my friends from aboard ship. I joined them casually, trying to look as if
I’d just been stretching my legs. After an anxious minute or two I realized I
had got off with it, but it didn’t seem to be doing me much good. For the first
half hour the queue didn’t move an inch. Then suddenly it happened. We
moved an inch. I began to wonder if I would get out of here in time for South
Gate.

I have to call this a queue, because it was anything but a line. It was in
the form of an enormous wedge, tapering to single file between two tables.
When the pressure got beyond so many tons per square inch, a mangled body
would be projected with great force down between the two tables in front of
the Customs Inspectors, in no fit condition to tell lies about any dutiable
goods he happened to have. Every now and then the mass of angry people at
the back would surge forward, pushing the queue and the tables and the
Customs officials and everything else before them several yards further down
the shed. I calculated that assuming we survived this heat we’d push the
bastards into the Pacific by December.

After each stampede policemen would come along and swear at the
queue and the queue would swear back. Vitriolic remarks were passed about
American efficiency and hospitality and the ancestry of the Customs officials
and damned foreigners and if-you-don’t-like-it-here-why-don’t-you-go-back-
where-you-came-from. (I always say there’s nothing like travel for promoting
international understanding.) Now and again someone would try to dodge
round to the front of the queue and the crowd would roar like an animal and I
would try to look shocked and policemen would come and push us and shout
to us to form fours.

While I was thinking what a pity it was I’d never be able to print some
of the crowd’s replies to that last suggestion, Evelyn Smith found me. She
said she’d got into the shed by claiming to be my mother. (She isn’t really.)
After we’d exchanged greetings I told her to go and sit down: someone had
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better be fit enough to carry me out. Besides policemen kept shouting at her,
thinking she was a queue-breaker. Sykora came along a couple of times in the
next hour, waving encouragingly and asking me if he could get me something
to eat. I couldn’t lift my arms to wave back, but I appreciated the kind
thought and considered asking for an intravenous injection. After a couple of
hours I was seriously thinking of abandoning my luggage altogether, but by
now the Customs officials were in real fear of being lynched and were
speeding things up, and at last I found myself at the front of the queue. I was
really surprised; I’d ceased to believe there was a front to that queue. The
customs examination itself was quite an anticlimax. I wished I had a couple
of atomic bombs or something to make it all worth while. The man rooted
around until he came up with a copy of the Quannish, read bits of it here and
there, gave me a peculiar look, and scrawled a rude word on my case. I
staggered out of the place with my retinue, casting a last guilty look at the
wretches in the queue who’d been there before me and hoping they wouldn’t
still be there when I was coming back.
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8: Staggered Start
Outside, in the fresh clean smog of Hoboken, were Ken Beale, another New
York fan called Marcombe, Mrs Beck and her son Calvin Thomas. The latter
two put themselves at my Beck and Cal, as it were, and offered to drive me
into New York for lunch. I said I’d just as soon have a snack though, and we
stopped off at a diner in the Palisades. I had my first hamburger, closely
followed by my second. As far as I was concerned, the food problem in
America was now solved. I phoned Dave Kyle from there, at noon as
arranged, but the fare turned out to be more than I could afford so I thanked
him and said I would go by bus. Joe Gibson then said he would go this
afternoon too instead of tomorrow, to keep me company. There were a few
hours to spend before the bus left so I phoned H.L. Gold and was invited
down to his apartment. We all set off in the car. On the way Calvin was
stopped for speeding, but Mrs. Beck said she wouldn’t do it again: the
policeman was so taken aback at this that he let us off and went away by
himself to think it over.

At the Greyhound station the party disintegrated. Joe went home to
pack, Sykora went to work, the Becks went home to park their car, and
Evelyn and I made our way to Gold’s apartment. It was a nice place, full of
interesting things like advance copies, manuscripts, galley proofs, beer and
Horace Gold. After an hour or so the Becks arrived, just as we were leaving
for the bus. They said hullo and goodbye to Horace in the same breath and
we all set off again. Cal and Evelyn had a superficially polite argument about
the comparative advantages of taxi and subway, which Cal won after Evelyn
had virtually thrown herself in front of several cabs without avail. There
followed a series of wild dashes from train to train, the monotony of which
was relieved by fighting with the rush hour crowd and controversy about the
correct route. Everyone was solicitous about my welfare in the New York
rush hour, not having seen this particular sheltered flower boarding a tram in
Ballymacarrett on a wet night. Why, here there weren’t even any people
being dragged along behind. We got to the bus station at 5:29, one minute
early, to be greeted by Joe with the news that the bus left at 5:30 Standard
Time, not Daylight Saving, and we had an hour to spare. Feeling like dopes,
we went along to a drugstore. I only wanted something to drink, but Mrs.
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Beck was worried about me and carried on a stout rearguard action aimed at
diverting the party to a proper restaurant. She reluctantly followed the party
into the drugstore still protesting, but, presumably out of consideration for the
owner’s feelings, switched her language to French. I told her I wasn’t hungry
in French either and she settled for bringing me a dish of soup. I must say I
never expected that six hours after landing in America I’d be arguing with a
fan’s mother in French. It’s little surprises like this that make life interesting.

Life was interesting that day. The bus left punctually at 6:30, full of
gasoline and good intentions, but only struggled as far as the next stop before
the spirit ceased to move it. A procession of mechanics, each one cleaner than
the last, had conferences over it until finally one with a tie on made the
decision that we should change buses. From my experience I’d say this sort
of deliberation must be a full time job.

However, I would like to defend the Greyhound Company against an
unfair accusation that has been levelled against them. It has been bruited
about, probably by some brute in the pay of Trailways, that my bus broke
down three times between New York and Chicago. I am happy to say that
this is not true. There may have been three breakdowns, in fact there were,
but they were three different buses. Not once, in all my long and eventful
association with the Greyhound Company, have I known that noble and
generous organization to foist me off with a patched up bus. Every time one
broke down they would simply throw it away and bring on a new one. Their
courage in persisting with this policy in the face of financial ruin was in
keeping with the old bus company motto, “None but the brave deserve the
fare”. I am glad to say that their persistence was finally rewarded: you’ll
hardly believe this, but the last bus, the fourth, did not break down at all. This
remarkable vehicle was whisked away to the Greyhound Laboratories, where
they hope to develop a form of Willis-proof transport.

Joe and I didn’t talk much at first. He’d begun the journey by remarking
that he didn’t like the stuff I wrote and since I couldn’t for the life of me
remember anything at all he had written, a whole field of conversational
gambits was closed. Besides I was too busy getting my first look at America;
things had been moving too fast in New York to look around. I knew I should
get some sleep because I’d had none the night before and I wasn’t expecting
to get much in the next few, but it was all too exciting. I did drop off though
through sheer fatigue, for in the early morning I awoke like a van Vogt hero
to find myself walking along a long tunnel, without the slightest idea of
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where I was or how I got there. It turned out to be an underground
passageway beneath the Pennsylvania turnpike, leading to a diner on the
other side of the road. I had been having a dream in which I’d been walking
along a corridor in the ship and it took several minutes to convince myself the
floor wasn’t rolling and pitching, it was me.
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9: Descent into the Maelstrom
By next afternoon, after the three breakdowns, we were so late that the driver
just didn’t care any more. We must have been a good 200 miles from
Chicago when we passed the first sign advertising the Morrison Hotel, but I
kept expecting it to be round every corner. It wasn’t, and what with the
nervous tension and the heat – the last few buses had had no air-conditioning
– I was a wreck when we did arrive. With one last effort I dragged my
luggage out and looked round the bus station. Lee Hoffman and Bob Tucker
were right in front of me, but for a few seconds I didn’t see them. Maybe I
had never really believed they were real people. Then they suddenly came
into focus: I thought they were just like their photographs, only different.
Better looking, for one thing, and in colour.

I’d been geared up for anything, even Bloch and the 2,000 snakes he’d
suggested for me in Quandry, and it was a relief to find only two. Two
people, I mean... though I learned later that they and Bloch had planned a
fiendish welcome for me at the hotel which hadn’t come off only because of
lack of time. I was to be shown into my room to find Ginny Saari in my bed
and there was to be a knock on the door and the house detective asking had I
a woman in there and when I said no he was to throw another one in and
there were to be jealous husbands and blackmailers and a gun battle with
blank cartridges ending in Tucker being shot and bleeding tomato ketchup all
over the floor. Tucker’s death would have been the give-away of course; I
couldn’t be expected to believe that. At the time I wasn’t too unhappy that all
this fell through. I hadn’t seen Ginny Saari yet.

Tucker took over and whisked us all efficiently to the hotel by cab. Joe
at once went to his room to lie down. I don’t know if it did him any good, but
it made me feel a bit better – to think that I had stood up to the heat and
everything as well as a native of New Mexico. In my own room Lee enrolled
me into the Confederate Army and issued me with a peaked cap hearing the
initials FLEAC. In case there is anyone in fandom I didn’t explain this to at
the Masquerade Ball, it stands for “Fandom’s Leading Expert And Critic”, a
distinction conferred on me in a New Worlds article describing the members
of the International Fantasy Award panel. Vin¢ Clarke has never let me live it
down, though I pointed out to him that I had reviewed a book once and that
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“expert” was obviously just a misprint for “export”. I countered by formally
designating Lee an Honorary Irish Fan and giving her my other harp brooch
brought specially for the occasion. These solemn ceremonies concluded, we
went down with Bea Mahaffey and Bob Tucker to get something to eat.

Over the meal Hoffman and Tucker told me all about how they’d been
waiting for me for three hours and had gone to wait in the railroad station
because it had a much nicer waiting room but I wasn’t there either, and I told
them of my adventures in America so far. Suddenly there was a stunned
silence as everyone realized what an extraordinary thing was happening. We
could understand each other! I was immensely relieved that the dire
prognostications of Vin¢ Clarke turned out to be so unfounded... though a
little regretful that I wouldn’t have an opportunity to deal with mutual
incomprehension the way I’d planned: I’d prepared a little card with nine
concentric circles on it and when they couldn’t understand my accent I was
going to take it out and point to the third one. Still dazed and exhausted, but
very happy, I made three puns; hearing the third and worst, Tucker shook me
solemnly by the hand, saying he was convinced I wasn’t an imposter even if I
didn’t have an Irish accent.

On the elevator back upstairs we were privileged to be the first to
encounter Bellhop #31 – also known, at least to the elevator girl, as
“Loverboy”. He revealed himself to be no ordinary bellhop, but a fan. He was
thrilled to find a science fiction convention being held right under his nose
and declared his intention of attending it even if it meant throwing up his job.
Meanwhile, he said, if there was anything we fellow fans wanted, anything at
all, we were to call on him. Nothing would be too much trouble, and of
course there would be no question of payment. Bea enrolled him as a
Conventioneer right there in the elevator. He was as good as his word, as
many fans found out, but at least one pro, Tucker, had been so calloused by
years of vile huckstering that he had forgotten the innocent sincerity of such
dewy-eyed neofen. At any rate, when Loverboy imported a couple of call-
girls into a poker school room they were shunned until taken over by two
rival pros. It is reported that Tucker’s anguish on learning the true facts was
heartrending. “Of course, they weren’t pretty,” he cried, “but My Ghod, for
free!”

The party that evening consisted of us four – Lee, Bea, Tucker and me –
plus Robert Bloch, Marty Greenberg, Dave Kyle and Evelyn Gold; a nice
number. It kept moving from room to room to keep from getting any bigger,
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on a sort of reversal of the snowball principle. Every now and then somebody
would ring up asking if there was a party there and somebody would answer
“Communist Party Headquarters” while the others talked gutturally about
atom bombs and the NKVD. If the enquirer persisted he’d be told to call in
five minutes and the Party would pick up its drinks and steal away. Thus it
was after midnight before we made another recruit. Tucker greeted him with
a too innocent enquiry as to why he wasn’t writing in ASF these days and I
guessed it was George O. Smith.

About 2 a.m... we were in GOSmith’s room by then... everyone decided
to go out and get something to eat. In the restaurant somebody started to tell
risque jokes and Dave Kyle came solicitously down the table to make sure I
understood the words. At the desk going out someone, probably Bloch,
suggested we send a postcard to Marty Greenberg, whom we’d lost some
time ago. Somebody, probably Bloch, wrote something witty on it and we all
signed it. On the way back to the hotel someone even remembered to mail it.
The fact that they mailed it in a garbage can wasn’t intended as an aspersion
on either Bloch’s literary style or Greenberg’s living habits: it was just that
kind of party. Besides, American Post Office pillar-boxes do rather resemble
their garbage cans, a fact which does a lot to explain some of the fmz you get.

Back in the hotel, about 3 a.m., it suddenly occurred to GOSmith to
wonder if Boucher had arrived yet. A man of action, George called his room.
After just about the time needed to waken a tired man out of a sound sleep,
Boucher answered: and almost immediately, after some gay if onesided
badinage, he hung up again. George just couldn’t understand it. This wasn’t
like Good Old Tony. He must have been cut off. He called the number again,
listened to Good Old Tony for a moment, and then put down the receiver
with an injured look on his face. That bastard Boucher couldn’t do that to
him. We must all go along to his room immediately and kick the door in. Or,
better still, push a strip of film under the door and ignite one end of it. The
sheer beauty of this glorious suggestion moved us almost to tears, but after
some discussion George finally settled for us all cancelling our subscriptions
to F&SF.
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10: Day of Daze
Some time later I went to bed for the first time in three days. I must have got
up again a little later that Friday, but I don’t remember it. In fact the whole
day was a complete blank until I read Gregg Calkins’s report in Oopsla. From
that I see that I was sitting on the floor outside the Convention Committee
suite some time that morning. That’s right. Let’s see, I remember now I was
talking to someone there when I saw Rich Elsberry whom I hadn’t met yet so
I excused myself and ran after him and we had walked once round the hotel
when someone called me into the Convention suite to tell me about some
change in my part of the Programme and since I hadn’t seen the Programme
yet on account of the postal delivery on board ship being so bad it was all one
to me and on the way out again I met Eva Firestone and GMCarr and Ray
Higgs but had been talking to them for only a couple of minutes when
someone called me away to meet Howard Browne who said he knew I didn’t
think much of Amazing but didn’t I think the new Fantastic was all right and
they had printed a quarter million copies of it and he hoped the fans liked it
and he seemed very pleasant and almost deferential and I remembered all the
rude things I’d said about him and was quite taken aback to find he had read
them because I never think of anyone reading my stuff except a few friends
but then someone said Forry Ackerman is here and asking for you so I said
yes I thought Fantastic was the best looking sf mag I’d ever seen without too
much emphasis on the “looking” and went to say hello to Forry whom I was
now meeting for the third time – London, Belfast, Chicago – and we shouted
at each other for a few minutes until Forry said look there’s John W.
Campbell don’t you want to meet him and I thought hell no because ghod
knows he might have read some of the things I wrote about him too and how
could I explain in this madhouse that I was rude to him not because I didn’t
think he was a good editor but because I knew he was but not so good he
could do it without trying so I said no thanks Forry not now but hey you
come and meet Lee Hoffman because it was one of my pet ambitions to
introduce two of America’s all-time top fans to one another so we went
outside and I introduced Forry Ackerman to Lee Hoffman fan historians
please note and we all sat at the end of the corridor outside the suite and
talked just as Gregg says and after a while the place was full of BNFs what
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with Lee & 4e & Tucker & Bloch & Keasler & Calkins & Elsberry and
beyond them was a sea of faces stretching as far as the horizon with McNeil’s
rising like a full moon and we talked for a long time but all I can remember is
Tucker saying that he once advertised autographed copies of the Weinbaum
Memorial Volume for sale and got three replies and Gregg presenting him
with a “Little Gem Dandy Huckster Badge” in pokerwork and I thought the
poker touch was especially appropriate and Bloch had his head in Hoffman’s
lap and somewhere in the distance GMCarr was talking in interlineations
such as

WHOEVER TAKES THAT JOB HAS GOT TO DEDICATE HIS LIFE TO
GOOD OLD N3F

until I had to go into the Committee room again because Ginny Saari wanted
me to write out some facts of interest about myself and I thought she was
Judy May because I didn’t see how anyone as pretty as that could have
existed in fandom without me hearing about them and though of course I
couldn’t refuse her anything I just couldn’t think of anything to put down
except maybe that I had introduced Forry Ackerman to Lee Hoffman and
after puzzling about it for a while I decided I’d wait until I was asked again
and then find out what it was for so I just waited and watched Max Keasler
throwing a one-man exhibition of his serious artwork which seemed just like
his unserious artwork except that the girls were a bit more twisted looking
and I was thrilled to find myself sitting beside Ray Nelson who I think is one
of the few true geniuses in fandom and tried to get him to promise to do me
some cartoons not knowing that this was the wrong approach because Ray
never promises to do cartoons he just does them and what you have to do is
follow him around with a scratchpad and a pencil and put them in front of
him whenever he sits down and hope for the best and you’re liable to get it
because I saw him later turning out masterpieces for Max at the rate of one a
minute which made me jealous since all I’d got was one little cartoon which
I’m beginning to be dreadfully afraid I’ve lost though I kept hoping it would
turn up sometime like the airmailed sock someone sent after me but after a
while Ginny Saari seemed to have disappeared so I went outside again and
everyone had gone and there was nobody in the corridor except GOSmith
who said Dona had told him he needn’t come home if he didn’t get me to
promise to call on them in New York so I said thanks very much I’d love to
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I’d hate to come between a man and his wife and we stayed talking for a
while until Sturgeon drifted past and George started speculating to his face as
to why it had grown a beard and I made a little joke about it and Sturgeon
went on out and closed the door behind him and then came back to say I
heard that it was good and I was pleased because most times people don’t
hear my jokes since I’m inclined to throw them away which is maybe the best
thing to do with them and shortly afterwards I left GOSmith and wandered
downstairs or rather downelevator by myself to the lobby where I fell among
hucksters again more or less the same crowd as last night except that
something new had been added called Jim Webbert only of course I didn’t
know who he was and took him for another vile pro although he kept offering
me cigarettes and exploding his lighter under my nose because I don’t think
he knew who I was either but figured that if I was with the pros I must be
important enough to be offered cigarettes to and it turned out he had a
notebook with all the important people’s preferences in cigarettes and drinks
listed and everyone was amused when Tucker asked had he sexual
preferences listed too and because he had John W. Campbell and George O.
Smith on the same page and it was all very interesting but I figured there
should be a lot of people arriving I wanted to meet so I excused myself on the
grounds that I wanted to see if the Terrace Casino was available for the tape-
recording of Lee’s “Fannius McCainius” Gregg Calkins wanted to make with
the original cast and in the lobby I ran across Lee Hoffman whom I hadn’t
seen since morning and we went down to the Terrace Casino but instead of
fans it was full of peculiar people like accountants or Catholic girls or
something so we went up to the lobby again and met Shelby Vick arriving
and admired his contribution to the art of conversation a red flag with the
word “joke” lettered on it which he proposed to pull out of his pocket and
wave as necessary and when Shelby went to unpack we accompanied Sam
Moskowitz to Wimpy’s Glorified Hamburger where we drank several
chocolate malts and talked about one thing and probably another but the only
thing I can remember is how wonderful chocolate malts were so that I swore
a mighty oath that I would drain Chicago dry of chocolate malt but I had the
job only half finished when we went back to the hotel and roamed around
talking to lots of people but none of them seems to have written a Convention
report yet so I don’t know who they were.
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11: And So to Bedlam
And that’s all I can remember about Friday. Or rather most of Friday and a
good part of Saturday. I do remember though, with horrid vividness, that the
phone rang at 7:30 a.m. Saturday morning. I didn’t think there even was such
a time. It was Dave Ish. He had just arrived, and was full of energy and
enthusiasm and horrible things like that. There should be a law against young
fans arriving at Convention Hotels at impossible times in the morning full of
energy and enthusiasm. I explained that I’d had less than eight hours sleep in
the last five days and the Convention hadn’t even started yet, and that if I got
up at all that day it would probably be tomorrow. I dropped the receiver in
the general area of the rest and relapsed into unconsciousness. I should have
told the operator not to put through any more calls, but at the time such a
brilliant stratagem was quite beyond my powers of thought. The phone began
to ring every ten minutes. After a while I took to answering it “Peter Graham
speaking” and when they asked for me I told them Willis was dead. But no
one believed it but me.

Finally I gave in and got up, almost falling asleep in the shower. I went
downstairs and had four cups of coffee. I met Dave Ish on the way, but
decided to let him live. I met Keasler and Hoffman and we bought a bottle of
Indian ink and took it up to my room. It wasn’t an artists’ drinking party, we
just wanted to make some additions to the Tucker Hotel plan I’d brought with
me. Then we just sat there in a state of suspended animation until it was time
to register for the Convention. We took our places at the end of the line. I had
my convention membership ticket all ready – I’d been careful to pack it
because I’d have had a long way to go back for it – but someone called Lee
and me to the front and registered us before anyone else. The direct
administration of raw egoboo like that can be embarrassing.

At a quarter to three we were in the Convention Hall looking for a table.
I wanted one near the door so that at least I wouldn’t snore right into the PA
system, but someone called us and we were wedged at a crowded table
halfway down the terrace. The Convention was supposed to start at three, but
it wasn’t until 4:15 that Korshak got up and announced that there had been a
delay – some of us had noticed this – and that it had been due to the fact that
Catholic girls had been using the hall. You got the impression that they had
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been doing Nameless Things in it. He promised faithfully that there would be
no further delay. This announcement was punctually followed by ten minutes
delay, during which someone called plaintively for Bea Mahaffey over the
PA system. Many fans who also wanted Bea Mahaffey felt that the PA
system conferred an unfair advantage. After a final desperate entreaty “Does
anyone know where Bea is?” Hamling made a graceful little speech of
welcome and Korshak got up to introduce the guests.

In some ways this was the best turn of the Convention. Korshak’s
eyesight is on a par with his knowledge of present day fandom, and he spent
more time apologizing for the first than displaying the second. After picking
out a few notables in the front row he peered despairingly about the
auditorium, finally being reduced to calling on just anyone whose name he
happened to know. He had announced first that he was going to “jump from
table to table”, a prospect which delighted those among us who felt that an
acrobatic spectacle of this sort was just what the Convention needed and were
looking forward to a review of it in the Burroughs Bulletin. But before he
even started beating on his breast and swinging on the chandelier, Korshak
unaccountably turned vicious, threatening to “strike here and there at
random” and to “hit as many people at the tables as I possibly can”.
Naturally, this terrified the guests and they cowered in the shadows so that he
couldn’t find them. This seemed to infuriate Korshak even more. He knew
they were there all right. He produced the registration lists to prove it, and
revealed blackly that he was going to “shoot up and down the list, picking out
the highspots”.

Cowed, the victims stood up and surrendered. Among the highspots so
picked out were various ornaments of antediluvian fandom whose simulacra
still walk at Conventions, and such luminaries of the future as Harlan Ellison
and Roger Sims. Among the nonentities left to their obscurity were Lee
Hoffman, Max Keasler, Shelby Vick, Henry Burwell, Rich Elsberry,
GMCarr, Eva Firestone and virtually every other fan who had been
hyperactive in the last few years. The only reason I got among the immortals
was that for a good half hour Henry Burwell had been shouting “Walt
Willis!” and passing cards up under Korshak’s nose with “Introduce Walt
Willis!” written on them in block letters. He was on the point of organizing a
fireworks display with my name spelled out in coloured lights when Korshak,
running out of names he remembered from the most recent issue of The Time
Traveller, introduced me. I stood up and brandished a programme, grinning
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foolishly. After a decent interval I sat down again, and noticed to my dismay
that Korshak was still peering helplessly about the auditorium. I looked round
for something to throw at him to attract his attention, but before I could lift
the table he asked again for me to stand up. I stood up, waved programmes
about my head like a helicopter, and was about to start a small fire when he
saw me. I was the only fan introduced twice to that Convention. Sometimes I
think I really must have a split personality.

Korshak at last gave up the struggle and introduced the members of the
Committee who were fortunately just under his nose. Judy May then
introduced the gavel which is to be handed down from convention to
convention, and very nearly broke the line of descent then and there by
hitting the table two terrible blows with it. After a nice little speech about the
present day prestige of science fiction she was presented with a bouquet of
roses slightly bigger than herself and almost as attractive.

After this I’ll bet there were announcements and things, but I was
feeling far too dreadful to pay any attention to them. I decided that if I was
going to last through this Convention I would have to get some sleep, so I
went to bed. This was the most sensible thing I have ever done in my life. I
left instructions for Lee to call me at 9:30 sharp, which she says she did. In
fact she says she rang the number for five minutes without getting any
answer. Alarmed, she called Shelby Vick, who came in from next door to
view the body. He lacked either the heart or the strength to waken me, but he
could see I was breathing so he left me until about 11. I got up and wandered
dopily into Burwell’s room where a girl called Rosen whom I’d never heard
of before came up and called me a chiseller: my morale momentarily
shattered by this unexpected attack on a vulnerable point, I retreated through
the next room and took a glass of whiskey, Lee Hoffman and an elevator up
to the top floor. We looked in at the penthouse party but it was too noisy for
us in our present state so we went on up to the observation tower and sat on
the steps for a long while looking at Chicago and talking.

Eventually we went back to the penthouse party, just in time to be
thrown out along with everyone else. I don’t know what had been going on –
all we’d glimpsed had been Sturgeon playing his guitar and it hadn’t been as
bad as all that – but I gather this was the night all the damage had been done
in the penthouse, because it was the next day that all the rumours started
about Les Cole having flown back to Frisco in an unscheduled huff,
disenchanted with fandom. Actually he stayed on at the hotel, though he
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withdrew from all participation in the official programme. It was said that
there was over $100 worth damage done to The Little Men’s* penthouse that
night, and that at the end of the Convention they were afraid to check out
because they couldn’t pay it: and that the money was raised by other fans in
an impromptu whip-around.

* The San Francisco Bay Area sf fan club The Elves’, Gnomes’ and Little
Men’s Science Fiction, Chowder, and Marching Society. [Ed.]

There was such an immense horde of refugees from the penthouse
waiting for the elevators that Lee suggested we walk down to the 20th Floor
and catch the local. Forry Ackerman and me and some other congenial
maniacs accompanied her, and some time later staggered out onto the 20th
Floor, surprised to find it still there. We went along to the Committee suite
but one look at that amoeba-like mass was enough: we decided we’d prefer a
nice roomy sardine can any day and went out for some chocolate malts. At
least that’s what I had. Then we went back to the Atlanta suite and talked till
some time in the morning.
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12: The Pros Take the Mickey
I got up at ten, feeling fine except for the usual worry about my speech at the
banquet. I went next door to find that Burwell and Vick and Calkins had been
up all night, and looked it. So had Bea Mahaffey, who didn’t. I took some of
their coffee and iced water, which had long since reached the same
temperature, and drafted another speech. Then I had breakfast with Hoffman,
Keasler, Kyle and Calkins and went along to the Fapa meeting. I don’t know
if it was over by then or whether it just never got started, but the only fapans
present were GMCarr, Lee Hoffman, Hal Shapiro, Martin Alger and Walter
Coslet, and there was just some desultory conversation. I think everyone was
subconsciously expecting Burbee and Laney to appear in their midst in a
pillar of fire.

Unpunctually at 1:45 the Convention started again, with the pro-editors’
panel. Boucher said the various magazines were not competitors, and
something else equally genial but not so ridiculous on which I can’t decipher
my notes. I wish these people would speak more legibly. Howard Browne, on
the defensive right from the start, mentioned the letters he’d been getting on
“asbestos paper” and defiantly described Mickey Spillane (currently
disfiguring in Fantastic) as “one of the best science fiction writers in
America” (sic) (me too). Through the general daze induced by this
remarkable appraisal, Browne tried to pass off on us the equally remarkable
argument that if fans didn’t object to sf in the Saturday Evening Post they
had no right to object when sf magazines printed detective stories. (Mr.
Spillane’s career as a science fiction writer had lasted approximately 35
seconds.) This was more or less equivalent to saying that since we didn’t
object to digging our food out of the ground we had no right to protest to the
waiter when we found dirt in our dinner. This glittering target hung
temptingly in the air, but John W. Campbell manfully ignored it in favour of
a few stultifyingly uncontroversial remarks about the various magazines
being complementary to one another. Evelyn Gold promptly livened things
up again by being ingenuously uncomplimentary to ASF. Palmer made a
speech about Other Worlds’s policy. Other Worlds had no policy. He added
however that it had a new associate editor, in the form of Bea Mahaffey. I
could think of few better forms, but doubted if in fact Bea would ever be
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more than a glorified consultant. The man who pays the paper calls the tune.
(Though I must say that Palmer told me later that Bea recently rejected one of
his own stories: he rewrote it and Bea rejected it again, whereupon he sent it
to Howard Browne. I don’t know what Browne did with it... he seems to be at
the end of the line.)

Quinn of If quoted a letter from a fan who panned everything in his mag
unmercifully, and then enclosed a sub. Quinn seemed to think this nullified
the criticism, it having evidently not occurred to him that the fan was
probably a completist.

Next came the questions session, starting off with one that was inspired
only in the sense that it had been cooked up beforehand to start the balls
rolling. It was why were they all in the editing business. Reasons varied from
love of money to marrying Gold, but most of them said they like it too, even
Howard Browne. JWC said it was because he was interested in speculative
thinking and wanted people to help him do it. It was interesting to reflect that
JWC was the only person there who could not only say that sincerely, but be
believed.

A more interesting question was why editors didn’t write more. JWC, at
whom it was obviously aimed, said he had a sort of gentleman’s agreement
with Street & Smith. Apparently he didn’t think it was quite fair to S&S to
write independently while in their employ, and S&S didn’t think it was quite
fair either.

After they had all been coy about their circulation there came a question
which gave everyone their long awaited chance to jump on Howard Browne.
It was “What is the place in science fiction of the impinging fields of
detective fiction etc?” Or, in basic English, “Mickey Spillane? What the
hell?”

Browne came out of his corner fighting. Millions of people read Spillane
and he would help Fantastic to make money. That, he implied, was that.
Evelyn Gold, unsheathing her claws again, apologized for not having been
able to hear what Browne said, though she was sitting right next to him.
Browne, a little redder in the face and speaking a good deal louder, said that
if he was proved wrong he was willing to take his place in the bread line.
Apparently he kneaded the dough. Mines said nothing of importance and
Boucher said that was what he was just going to say. In an improbable
alliance with Browne JWC vouchsafed the opinion that the best source of
new sf readers was from among the detective story readers. Del Rey said
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there were no detective story readers, an excellent point, if true. Browne said
there were no detective story readers because there were no good detective
stories. Del Rey said there were no good detective stories because there were
no detective story readers.

The argument petered out in this morass, it being difficult to say who
had won. In a sense Browne did, because he brought everyone else down to
his level. The whole issue was fought on the assumption that the only
criterion is commercial success, whereas... though it may sound old-
fashioned and olde world... the real point is that anyone who traffics in
perverted trash is doing real harm not only to his associates but to his fellow
men. Dope peddling is also commercially successful.

On the question of reprints Browne was more likeable. He was so
disarmingly frank that one felt pretty sure that neither Mr. Ziff nor Mr. Davis
was within earshot. He said Ziff had made him reprint the Poe stories and all
he could do was pick the shortest ones he could find. “Mr. Ziff,” he said,
“thinks that Mr. Poe is still writing good science fiction.”
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13: Turning Point
After the questions the speakers all stood up amid applause, like the last night
of a musical comedy, and the Convention adjourned for the auction. I didn’t
intend to buy anything, though I thought I might bid for an April ’43 ASF if
one came up, just to perpetuate a fannish tradition. I just wandered around
looking for people I’d missed seeing so far and trying not to get too nervous
about the banquet. I didn’t succeed too well at either. Inexorably the hour
came when I had to mount the platform. Among those present on the scaffold
at this time were de Camp, EE Smith, Clifford Simak and Jack Williamson. I
carried on brief conversations with all of them as we drifted past one another
like ships in the night, driven by the whims of the organizers in their attempts
to arrange us in a less hideous array. Simak and I played several rounds of
musical chairs which I must have won, because I was finally placed next to
Ginny Saari. Or perhaps it was on the theory that no one looking in that
direction would notice me, for I suddenly observed to my slight horror that
everyone else was dressed up while I was still in my sports coat and baggy
flannels. However I’d no other clothes with me so there was nothing to be
done except look as if I was an apostle of dress reform. I just hoped the
Committee’s feelings weren’t hurt.

After some more arranging of thorns among roses the banquet was
served. I stared at the first dish in horror. Was all my work come to naught?
Had I not written a widely disseminated article designed to alert all America
as to my tastes in food? And yet, at this banquet expressly designed in my
honour, what do they serve me? LETTUCE! Oh, the horror of it. I toyed with
the idea of throwing the plate in the faces of the Committee and stalking out,
ignoring their piteous pleas to return. I knew fandom would be behind me.
From LASFS to QSFL fans would breathe to one another in shocked
whispers; “Did you hear what they served Willis at the Chicon?”... “Not
–?”... “Yes, lettuce!” Elsberry would write an Open Letter to Harry B. Moore
thanking him for not having poisoned the guests of honour at the Nolacon.* I
should be a martyr to fandom. Furthermore, I would have got out of making a
speech.

* After the Chicon Elsberry published an open letter to Harry B. Moore
thanking him for not having been guilty of all the things Elsberry thought the
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Chicon people had done wrong. This was the first good word he or anyone else
had had for poor Harry and the Nolacon. No one says anything good about a
Convention till after the next one....

But on the other hand I was sitting next to Ginny Saari. I remained
where I was and toyed idly with the dish. (No, not Ginny Saari.) I poked
viciously at the vile stuff until someone came and took away the mangled
remains. After that they served some food. It was good, but I partook
sparingly, even though I hadn’t eaten since morning. No doubt I was going to
disgrace myself in innumerable ways, but at least I was not going to be sick. I
don’t remember what the food was because I was talking to Ginny Saari, but
I do remember thinking that out there in the darkness everyone must be
commenting on the peculiar way I used my knife and fork. I felt that perhaps
I should rise and make a brief statement to the effect that it wasn’t just that I
didn’t know any better, but that in Europe everyone ate this way and I could
if necessary prove by time and motion study that it involved less muscular
effort, less wear and tear on cutlery, and less delay in the elevation of
nutriment than the American system. But I restrained my impatience to make
a speech.

In due course the banquet ended and the debris was cleared away. Will
F. Jenkins then performed 1952’s Greatest Service To The Cause Of Science
Fiction by remaining absent and leaving Robert Bloch to master the toasts.
He was wonderful. After his opening remarks I felt deep within me the firm
conviction that it was the unanimous feeling of the Convention that all us
other guests should remain silent for the rest of the evening and just let Bloch
talk. I for one was willing, nay eager, to sacrifice my own place on the
programme. But not so Hugo Gernsback. Nothing was going to stop him
reading his speech after he had spent all that money getting it printed and
circulated. He got a tremendous welcome when he stood up. Personally I
thought the ovation was rather to his name as the almost accidental symbol of
science fiction than to Gernsback himself, but Hugo seemed to entertain no
such doubts.

Now Hugo is a nice old boy, no doubt, kind courteous and a thorough
gentleman. He is also the Father of Science Fiction and a respected figure in
the publishing world. Furthermore he stood Forry and me a lunch in Los
Angeles. All these are mighty virtues. Nevertheless it seems to me that the
paper he read was not altogether suitable for the occasion. Its whole point
was that people who foresaw inventions should have a cut of the profits, a
suggestion from which no one would stand more to gain than Hugo
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Gernsback. In fact, if it had been law he would own half the world today and
the rest of it tomorrow. It seemed to me that a World Science Fiction
Convention was hardly the place to air a private brain wave like this,
especially one as odd as the idea that people should be paid just for thinking
up things it would be nice to have. I knew that Hugo felt he was speaking for
all sf writers, but when he was reported in the papers what sort of publicity
would there be? Not something about modern sf, but that Hugo Gernsback
thought of the wheel before the Russians.

However Hugo sat down eventually, to applause not much less
enthusiastic than before. He was followed by Sprague de Camp, who
obviously enjoys making speeches. He was good... a lot funnier than his
humorous novels, which to me always seem to suffer from the slight defect
that they aren’t funny. Someone told me during the Convention that de Camp
has no sense of humour at all but is a very intelligent man and after many
years of observation and experiment has succeeded in isolating the elements
that constitute humour. Retiring to the privacy of his laboratory, de Camp
then combines these elements in new combinations, synthesizing these novels
of his which roll the customers in the aisles. However, his speech seemed to
me genuinely funny: maybe he’s discovered a new formula.

Doc Smith, who obviously doesn’t love making speeches, followed by
explaining how he didn’t expect to have to make this one, and went on to
confess disarmingly that his previous ones had been written down and
learned off beforehand. I loved this part of his talk, especially when he
pointed out that people who can write can very often not speak in public and
shouldn’t be expected to. Me and EESmith, I thought. But he went on to
prove himself a traitor to our cause by making one of the best speeches of the
Convention. Tho he is held in such affection that I think he would have got
nearly as much applause if he’d merely read the Stock Exchange quotations
in a Swahili dialect, as apparently I did at the Loncon.

Simak was next, but I didn’t hear a word because I was on just after him.
This was the moment I’d been dreading for nearly a year and it was all worse
than my vivid imagination had visualized, even after seeing that terrifying
photo of the Terrace Casino in the Convention Booklet, which had haunted
me for months. All these unknown people, the foot-lights, the calibre of the
other speakers, the microphones which were obviously so low that I would
either have to crouch over them like a gorilla or risk them coming to pieces in
my hands when I tried to adjust them. My only comfort was that the
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Committee had gone out of their way to assure me I could be as brief as I
liked and since everything was running late I could take them at their word.

Simak finished and sat down. Bloch introduced me in the most tactful
way possible, with a few choice insults. I drifted to the rostrum. Good old
Gwasdorf scampered forward and adjusted the microphones before the
applause died down. I spoke for a few minutes, trying to remember to talk
slowly and helped by part of my mind listening to a strange voice with a most
peculiar accent coming back over the PA system and waiting for it to go on. I
made three bad jokes which were laughed at and one good one that wasn’t. I
went back to my place and sat down.

Life, it seemed, went on. I had never really thought of it doing that.
While I was getting used to this extraordinary behaviour on the part of life,
Boucher came up from the floor, with a remark that coming to the platform
like this was a Conventionmanship ploy worthy of Bob Shaw. I was delighted
about this allusion and resolved to airmail Bob about it first thing tomorrow.
Boucher finished his witty speech and the banquet was over. Still suffering
from shock I went down into the hall and met Keasler and Hoffman. They
threw their arms around me affectionately and said my speech was wonderful
and they were proud of me. I loved them for that, even if it wasn’t true. They
can have my right arm any time they like, and I’ll even pay the postage. I
loved not only Lee and Max but everyone... the fans, the pros, America, life,
the Convention. The Convention! My Ghod, here was this wonderful thing
going on and I’d wasted half of it worrying about a trifle like a speech. I
declared the Convention open as far as Willis was concerned and went to
change my shirt.
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14: Ball Roles
Soon afterwards the three of us met again in Lee’s room, Max and I
persuading Lee that she must come to the Masquerade Ball in her costume. It
was the most fannish dress ever, consisting of Quandry pages mimeoed on
lengths of silk and sewn together, and embellished with as many ingenious
Hoffmanotions as a contents page of Q. We were overcome with admiration.
Max was so inspired he resolved to come in costume after all. After some
thought he took off his shoes, socks and shirt, rolled up his trouser legs, and
came as a fan from Missouri (which of course he was). I put on my
Confederate cap and we set off for the elevators.

A lot of people had already gathered in the ballroom, and more were
coming every minute. Evelyn Gold was fetching as Galaxy in a stardusted
evening dress and many of the other girls had pretty costumes, but the men
seemed to prefer to be monsters. We roamed around saying hello to people.
Every time we met someone not in costume I would say, “I say, that’s
clever,” and Lee would say “Gad what a terrifying costume,” and Max would
say “Gosh, you look horrible.” And of course if they were in costume we
would ask them why they weren’t. We did this to SJByrne, who was made up
hideously as The Thing, green skin and fangs and all. He caught on quick
and, coming unexpectedly on conservatively attired Forry Ackerman,
screamed and reeled away gibbering with terror. Shortly the punch was
served. This consisted of fruit juice and absolute alcohol, the latter smuggled
across countless State borders by the Little Men, and was compounded under
the expert supervision of George O. Smith whom they had co-opted as
spirituous adviser. There was no provision for washing glasses, but Les Cole
reassured people with “What can you get but syphilis?” After the punch
things livened up and became a little more like my original idea of an
American Convention. A procession of fans was weaving its way conga-like
about the hall singing, to the tune of “John Brown’s Body,” a song with the
refrain “Glory how we hate Ray Bradbury, It’s Eric Frank Russell for me”. A
smaller group was staging some sort of mimed play, surrounded by curious
onlookers. Someone was shooting flying saucers across the room from a
plastic gun. Helicopter beanies were in evidence. The floor was littered with
flashbulbs and spilled punch, through which Max picked his way gingerly. In
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one corner a waterpistol fight was being waged. A real casualty round about
this time was GMCarr, whom we had last seen got up as a woman with three
heads. Apparently she got the middle one caught in an elevator door. We
were sorry to hear this, though Max commented callously:

“I hope the hotel doesn’t sue.”

He always talks in interlineations, like that.
I’d meant to go up to the Atlanta suite at one o’clock, but I got roped in

to judge the costumes, along with Bill Hamling and Shelby Vick. Being
inexperienced in these matters, we took the most logical and least tactful way
of doing it – had the entrants parade before us several times while we rejected
them one by one. Bill Hamling, as the one with most moral courage and
experience in issuing rejections, got the job of pronouncing our sentences,
which he did with great suavity. The main advantage of the procedure we
adopted was that we got several excellent views of Ginny Saari, being the
only people who could really take in the finer points of her costume without
appearing rude. Finally we gave her first prize. I don’t see how any red-
blooded male could have done otherwise, but actually the best costumes there
belonged to two girls who didn’t enter the contest... Lee Hoffman and a girl
from the Little Men’s entourage who caused a minor sensation in a low cut
dress whose neckline plunged on either side of a shockingly lifelike third
breast.

By the time I got up to the Atlanta suite things were very quiet. This
unusual state of affairs was due partly to the house detectives and partly to
Bill Entrekin, who had imported from Georgia a carboy of some liquid that
appears to have been the American equivalent of poteen. It had wrought
havoc. Bob Farnham innocently took one glass and passed out for ten hours.
Some other fans who tried it were never heard from again. Some say it even
made Henry Burwell’s eyebrow twitch. I would however like to deny the
rumour, spread by Tucker, that my esteemed colleague Jim Harmon passed
out in front of the elevators. This is not true. The fact was that he came to in
front of the elevators... while the cortège bearing his body was being
interrogated by the house detectives.

My remembrancer Gregg Calkins says I was talking that night with him,
Elsberry, Shapiro, Briggs, Van Splawn and some other people. This may be
so, but all memory of what passed was blasted from my mind by the stark
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horror of seeing what Max Keasler was drinking – ginger beer mixed with
creme de menthe!
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15: Armageddon
Next morning I was awakened by the phone ringing and Ed Wood telling me
I was due to speak in the panel debate in five minutes and could I hurry on
down. I asked would I have time to shave and he said yes. Greatly daring I
asked would I have time for a cup of coffee and he said yes. After such
consideration I didn’t like to ask could I have time to prepare a speech, which
I’d figured on doing that morning. I had some notes already but they were for
a proposer, not a seconder, and would need altering. Twenty-four hours ago
the prospect of doing this on the spot would have petrified me, but I was a
new man since the banquet. I shaved and had some coffee and strolled into
the hall just in time. Moskowitz introduced us and Evans and Wood led off
while I cut chunks out of my speech* and scribbled smaller ones in. It all
went off OK I suppose, though I was half asleep. So was most of the
audience, so it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. At question was whether
fandom was a constructive force in science fiction, but nobody felt like a
constructive force in anything that morning except maybe the people who
were trying to prove we weren’t. The most interesting part was the question
period, when Jim Harmon got up and made a speech the purport of which
was that Joe Gibson was an imbecile. As if this were a mere procedural error,
Moskowitz told him he must ask a question, not make a speech. Whereupon
Jim, logically enough, asked the panel whether or not it agreed that Joe
Gibson was an imbecile. It seemed to me at the time that this was a much
more interesting topic than the one we had and I’d have liked to ask Jim to
state a case. Maybe Joe could have been found and asked to take the negative
and we could have had a full dress debate on this controversial question.
Unfortunately SaM ruled the matter out of order so I never found out what
had made Jim so eager to divulge his revelation to the world.

* For the original typewritten and hand-corrected speech see The Harp
Speaks below. [Ed.]

The afternoon session began with a book publishers’ panel, it says here.
For all I knew it could have been a troupe of dancing girls, for I was far too
busy talking to all sorts and conditions of people to pay any attention.
However, we all kept quiet when Bloch came on. I just don’t see how it’s
possible to have a good convention without Bloch. I think he should be
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preserved intact for future generations,* immortal like Tucker. The very next
time I have a million dollars I shall rent a hotel and hold a command
convention: Bloch will referee a debate between Bill Temple and Arthur
Clarke, Tubb will handle the auction, and Max Keasler will make occasional
devastating comments over the PA system. And the whole thing will be
filmed with sound so that I won’t have to sit and beat my brains out trying to
remember what people said. I’m afraid I more or less stopped taking notes
after the banquet, I was having so good a time. Of course I can remember a
few things from Bloch’s speech, like how he named Evelyn Gold and Bea
Mahaffey as the editors he’d most like to submit to, and how he talked about
someone being so busy they couldn’t even take a couple of hours off to edit
an anthology, and how he compared the flight of a ship in interstellar space to
a thought flashing through an editor’s head and how he presented a toilet seat
to Judy May and threw a saucer at Willy Ley. But for all I know, John W.
Campbell may have done all those things and more: I just don’t remember. I
know I’m failing in my duty as a conreporter in neglecting this important
speech, and I’m sorry. However, all is not lost. I do happen to have one note
of what Mr. Campbell said and though I can’t quite understand it just now it
must obviously be very significant. Apparently at one point in his address he
made the following statement, as near as I can make out: “Hawming beys ate
hanr levy.” I haven’t seen this remark reported in the press, so perhaps it has
been suppressed in the interests of national security and the FBI are up in
Campbell’s office again. If so, the next generation of fans will hear about it.
Frequently.

* These prophetic words were probably the inspiration of Vernon McCain’s
Society for the Preservation of Robert Bloch.

It’s no wonder I can’t understand what notes I have here, because people
kept stopping by our table and talking. Every few minutes someone would
come along asking had we seen so-and-so and Max would invariably reply,
“Over there,” pointing to the other side of the room. Like Maxwell’s Demon,
Max would in time have had the entire convention up against that wall, but
after Campbell’s speech we went up to the roof and flew paper aeroplanes.
We’d plenty of fanzines with us and were able to follow several interesting
lines of research. One of the most important contributions to aeronautical
design made by Hoffman, Keasler and Willis that afternoon was that photo-
offset aeroplanes fly much better than mimeoed ones: maybe it’s because
their contents are meant to be on a higher plane, or maybe it’s just that they
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fold more readily. Anyhow the theory was proved when a Hoffman Mark IV
photo-offset model flew halfway out over Lake Michigan at an altitude of 38
storeys and then wheeled in an enormous arc over Chicago. Few fanzines can
have had a wider circulation.

Having proved that fandom was a constructive force in science fiction
we went downstairs again because I wanted to see the voting for the next
Convention. I don’t want you to think I’m just a dilettante constructor of
paper aeroplanes, it’s just that I simply had to see this ballot. This was
history, the sort of thing that gets written up at length in The Immortal Storm.
I got out my notebook and determined to miss nothing. (By the way, looking
at this notebook again, I’ve just realized what Campbell actually did say,
because there’s a Keasler comment underneath which referred to it. Campbell
said, “Human beings are human beings.” and Max said, “That’s a broad
statement.”)

There were nine contenders, the first two being New York Kyle and
New York Sykora. Sykora claimed the nomination on behalf of the Queens
Science Fiction League, the New York Science Fiction Society, and the
American Science Fiction Society. Kyle, not to be outdone, claimed it on
behalf of the Eastern Science Fiction Society, the New York Science Fiction
League, the Bronx Science Fiction Club, the Hydra Club, and the New York
Chapter of the Little Monsters of America. The two protagonists stood
panting at each other while behind the scenes their supporters hastily
constituted further fan clubs in case reinforcements were needed.

Round about here I’m afraid I started to get mixed up. Not because there
seemed to be more fan clubs in New York than fans, but because EEEvans
got among them somehow and confused me. Besides, people kept talking to
me while I was trying to sort everything out. These American fans don’t
seem to realize how historic these things are. No reverence, that’s the trouble.
I didn’t catch up with the march of events until it’d got as far as Detroit,
when I was astonished to hear their spokesman declare that they didn’t want
the Convention at all, it was just that they’d got into the habit of bidding for
it. This seemed pretty odd, even for fandom, until he went on to say that his
group was in favour of Frisco and began to speak on its behalf. I was
overcome with awe at this neat trick for getting in extra time for Frisco’s
case, and got my first inkling of the intrigue that was going on behind the
scenes. I got a whole bottleful of inkling almost immediately afterwards
when I was taken aside by Henry Burwell, one of the conspirators for
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Philadelphia. Psychically erecting a small smoke-filled room round us, he
told me confidentially it was all arranged to swing the nomination to
Philadelphia; that most of the other bids were dummies which would be
withdrawn at the critical moment to precipitate a landslide against San
Francisco; and that if I would say a few words in favour of Philadelphia I
would get my fare paid over next year. I refused as politely as I could,
climbed back over the caucuses, and sat down by myself for awhile to
recover.

Somewhere about this time people were asking what facilities the
various cities could offer, interesting mainly for their implied criticisms of the
Morrison Hotel. This was the first public expression of the widespread
disgust for the Morrison Hotel and its house detectives and everything they
didn’t stand for. At one point it seemed clear that Niagara Falls would get the
nomination if only the proposers could promise that the Falls would run rye
for three days. One shocked member of the audience asked if they wanted a
serious constructive convention or a drinking brawl and got the inevitable
answer.

I finally gave up hope of writing a connected account of all this when I
was called onto the stage to supervise the counting of the votes. All I know is
that everything worked out as I’d been tipped off it would and Philadelphia
got the nomination. I thought it was a dirty shame that the Little Men lost it
after they’d put in more honest work than all the other contenders put
together, and I still do. It was all very exciting from the stage and it must
have been hectic in the auditorium. I know that one New York fan had his
ballot paper torn up by others who didn’t agree with his vote and had to fight
his way down to the front for another.

After the result was announced the atmosphere was tense and Judy May
asked me to make a short speech on behalf of world fandom asking everyone
to let bygones be bygones and pull together for the next Convention. I started
to try and work out something that wouldn’t sound too presumptuous but
then she decided it would be better to have the interval first and let tempers
cool down. I took an N3F application blank to write on – they seem to have
had the only exhibit that wasn’t reported stolen – joined the Philcon in the
lobby, and went out for something to eat. Afterwards I turned up in the wings
with about 5,000 words, 4,500 of which were crossed out, and waited
nervously with this clutched in my hot little hand. But either the Committee
had forgotten all about it in the general chaos or had felt that the breach
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between the parties was too deep even for my silver-tongued Irish oratory.
Neither would have surprised me.

Greatly relieved, I went back to my seat and watched the official
programme. There was an electric guitar, accompanied by Ted Sturgeon, and
a ballet. After this there was to have been a play, but it was cancelled by
agreement between the Committee and the Committee. At least the producer
Bill Venable was surprised at the announcement that it had been agreed to
cancel it, but he and Bea Venable sportingly sang a song from it called
“Science fiction is my addiction” which went down well. Like most people in
the rear of the hall I soon gave up trying to follow the Philadelphia Group’s
turn. People were saying that if this had been put on before the voting San
Francisco would have got the nomination, but it would probably have been
OK if everyone behind the third row had been issued with binoculars and a
hearing aid.

Round about this time the winning tickets were drawn in the various
ballots. There seemed to be only three people involved in this: Forry
Ackerman held the hat, Evelyn Gold drew the tickets, and Doc Barrett
collected the prizes. This laboursaving arrangement left everyone else free to
wander about and talk. Doc Smith stopped by and asked me for my
autograph, for his daughters. I was so flabbergasted I forgot to ask for his.
(Not that I collect autographs, but as a matter of courtesy.) Now, I kept
thinking, something has happened that will really impress James White. Next
time he speaks of EESmith in that hushed voice I will mention casually that
he asked me for my autograph at the Chicon.

I can’t remember where the excellent sketch by Garry (World Citizen)
Davis and Harry Harrison fitted into all this. All evening I’d been getting up
from my table to roam around looking for people I’d wanted to meet. Later
on I reported back every few minutes because I’d been told there was going
to be a formal presentation of the scroll of contributors to the Fund, and I
didn’t want anyone to think I was trying to dodge it. When the films started,
however, it began to look as if I was going to get out of making yet another
speech (sometime I must publish a collection of my undelivered speeches)
and I sneaked a look at the scroll, which Bill Entrekin had left with me while
he went looking for someone to present it. This was the first time I’d seen a
list of contributors, and I was shaken to find how many of them I hadn’t met,
or worse still have met without saying a word of acknowledgement. In
desperation I went about peering at chests like a movie talent scout, and was
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shaken again to find that people were leaving all the time. The Convention
was breaking up before my eyes. Somehow I’d imagined it would end with
everyone joining hands and singing Auld Lang Syne, or at least standing
around and saying goodbye. Instead it was just petering out in universal
chaos. Shelby Vick, whom I still thought of as having just got in, had
checked out hours ago. People had even given up looking for Henry Burwell,
a quest which had united the entire convention earlier. With the end of their
ordeal in sight the Committee had gotten out from under and were just
wandering around aimlessly muttering to themselves and seeking pathetically
for assurances that the Convention had been a success. All the time groups of
people were checking out. It was like the breakdown of civilization.
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16: Elevator to the Stars
Finally it dawned on me that the Convention was actually over, that the only
vestige of the official machine still functioning amid the ruins was the film
projector, and that I could take up my scroll and go with a clear conscience. I
didn’t feel like sitting and watching movies, so Lee and Max and I left to
look for a party. We were immediately joined by Ken Beale. The four of us
roamed the hotel for something like an hour, searching for fannish good
cheer. We would amble along disconsolately for a while, someone would
suggest a room, we would go to the elevators, get out at another identical-
looking floor, find another dark and silent room, and resume our trek through
the endless wastes of red carpet. We knew there was a party in the penthouse
but we didn’t think the four of us would get in. Lee suggested throwing a
party off the roof, but Ken Beale wouldn’t co-operate.

Some time after 2 a.m. we were in the main lobby again when Bea
Mahaffey and Henry Burwell came in and called me away for a consultation
about the ballot. I arranged to meet Lee and Max again either at Lee’s room
or in the penthouse – like most people Max and I had checked out of our
rooms that morning to save money – and went out with Bea and Henry to a
night club. We sat in an alcove and drank Tom Collins’s and talked as best
we could while a brassy woman sang at a piano in a niche above the bar and
another one with no clothes on swam around in a glass tank. (Gad, how I’ve
lived.)

After a while I found my way back to the hotel and knocked on Lee’s
door. No answer. I stood for a moment assuring myself that this wasn’t the
wrong room. As a matter of fact I wouldn’t have been too surprised if it had
turned out to be the wrong hotel. I’d been five days in Chicago and I still
hadn’t had time to take a look at the place, except from above. As for the
hotel, the forty-odd floors were so absolutely identical in appearance that my
subconscious was firmly convinced there was only one of them, though with
several million rooms and a system of corridors with infinite connectivity.
All I knew about the layout of the hotel was that if I wandered about praying
to Roscoe for guidance I would eventually find myself at the door I wanted.
Yes, this was the right room all right; I was still sober enough to remember
the number. I was unsober enough however to give the door a couple of
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heavy thumps before I moved off, the way you do when you’re really quite
sure there’s no one there. I had just done this when I saw two house
detectives bearing down on me.

I suddenly realized that my position was delicate. I didn’t know much
about hotel etiquette, but I suspected that the house detectives mightn’t
approve of me battering down the door of a girl’s room at 3 a.m., especially
when I wasn’t registered at the hotel. I began to visualize myself cut off from
fandom and condemned to roam the streets of Chicago till dawn.

I nodded to them casually and asked what time it was, trying to capture
the initiative. When they told me I said tch tch they must have gone out for
something to eat, and set off briskly towards the elevators. But they were
going that way too and fell into step behind me, muttering to themselves. One
of them asked where I came from and I said Ireland. The other asked me what
my room number was. I said “1630,” wishing we weren’t just about to pass it.
As I feared, the worst happened. They stopped dead in front of it. “This can’t
be your room,” one of them declared, “everyone checked out of that suite this
morning.” I hadn’t thought they’d know the Atlanta suite quite as well as
that. I played my last card “Oh really?” I said, producing a key marked 1630.
This was an extra one I’d picked up somewhere and thought I might as well
hold onto until I really left the hotel.

They were shaken, but still waited for me to open the door. I supposed
they were looking for luggage, so I was pleased to see a pair of shoes beside
the bed. I had left them behind because they weren’t mine, and no one else
seemed to have claimed them either. I sat down on the bed and made to
change into them hoping they would fit and not feeling a bit like Cinderella.
“Everyone was supposed to have checked out of these rooms this morning,”
said the obstinate one, “Where’s the rest of your luggage?” “In the car,” I lied
(actually it was in someone else’s room), “I am checking out this morning.”
That confused him for a minute.

“Where are you going?” he asked for lack of something more sleuthlike
to say. “Los Angeles,” I answered. Animal cunning gleamed in his piglike
eyes. “OH!” he exclaimed triumphantly, mentally polishing up his Dick
Tracy badge, “I thought you said you came from Ireland?” You had to give
him credit, he knew Ireland wasn’t in Los Angeles. Maybe not even in
California.

The sheer injustice of being suspected because I was telling the truth for
once infuriated me. “I come from Ireland and I’m going to Los Angeles,” I
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explained with exaggerated patience. “And I don’t see what damned business
it is of yours.” We glared at each other for a few moments and then the
communicating door opened and in walked my guardian angel disguised as
Bill Entrekin. It seems the car had broken down and the Atlanta suite had
checked in again. “Hello Bill,” I said, trying not to look surprised.

The detectives were quite demolished. They’d had a bad time of it the
last few days, they explained apologetically. “We’ve had all sorts of
Conventions here,” said one of them, “but we’ve never come across anything
like these science fiction people.” “I don’t think they’ll get the hotel again,”
added the other naively. “I don’t think they’ll want it again,” I said, holding
the door open for them. I did up my shoes again, picked up the ownerless pair
because Bill thought they belonged to Manly Banister (I carried them 4,000
miles to Kansas City and found they didn’t), and made for the penthouse. The
door was locked. I knocked, but the only result was that someone inside
shouted “Don’t open.” I scribbled a note – “Are Hoffman and Keasler
there?... Walt Willis” – and pushed it under the door. Nothing happened. I
was just going away to look for a phone when the door opened to let some
people out. I went in, picked my note off the floor where it had been lying
unnoticed, dumped the shoes in a corner, and went on into the big room. It
was certainly an exclusive party... just Lee, Max, the Little Menfolk and
some pros – Bixby, Boucher, Byrne, Reynolds, Anderson, Evelyn Gold and
others.

As the night wore on more fans came through the pearly gates, but the
party stayed very close to our ideal – not too many people and all of them
conscious. The only noise seemed to come from the pros round the bar,
where for a while I got caught up in a crowd which seemed to consist mainly
of Mack Reynolds, though one caught glimpses of Tony Boucher, Poul
Anderson and Jerry Bixby roaming around his outskirts. I scored an almost
fatal success with a couple of limericks they hadn’t heard before. “This Willis
is a well,” announced Mack Reynolds reverently. “A well, that’s what he is.”
It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy the present company, but I wanted to get back to
Max and Lee: god knew when us three would ever meet again. But Mack
would have none of it. “Willis is a well,” he insisted to the crowd at the bar.
“We can’t let our well get away,” he pleaded, pressing another drink on me to
make sure I didn’t run dry. Finally I promised to mail him a complete list of
all the limericks I knew and escaped, followed by resentful rumblings of “I
tell you the man was a well. A positive well.”
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I went back to the window-ledge where I’d been sitting between Lee and
Max. We spent the rest of the night there, holding court with various people
who dropped by, including Les and Es Cole, Rich Elsberry, Robert Briggs,
Roger Sims, Tom Quinn and others. Mack Reynolds made occasional sorties
out of the bar to beg for more limericks. I would dredge the resources of my
memory and he would retire again, shaking his head and muttering to no one
in particular, “A well.” Poul Anderson came along wanting to be taught some
Irish drinking songs. I sang him as much as I could remember of “The
Cruiskeen Lawn” and promised to mail him the rest. I had some competition
from SJByrne who was standing in the middle of the room singing excerpts
from Gilbert and Sullivan to a select audience. Tucker was being very quiet
on a sofa in the corner. Max, who had earlier been dancing with Evelyn Gold
in her stocking feet and had so swept her off them as to sell her a subscription
to Opus, was dispensing No-Doze tablets to everyone. He had been living on
them himself for days and was beginning to feel very odd indeed.

Time went by and things got quieter and quieter until we seemed to be
the only ones who were fully awake. As the dawn broke the three of us were
quietly very happy and talked about how wonderful it had all been, and how
much we were going to miss each other and how we must meet again some
time. As for me, I was as happy as I’d ever been in my life. All the tension of
the last few days was over, and to look forward to I had the prospect of four
weeks of seeing America and after that a return to fandom without the worry
and embarrassment that had spoiled it for so long. I had now been just seven
days in America without even having had time to think about it, but now a
feeling of utter exaltation swept over me to realize that here I was sitting
between Lee Hoffman and Max Keasler at the top of a Chicago skyscraper,
watching the sun rise over Lake Michigan. Life can be wonderful. It was one
of those moments that has to be broken while it’s still perfect, and when the
sun was fully up we went down to have breakfast.
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Part II

Illustration by Atom (Arthur Thomson)
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17: Afterthoughts
On the way down from the penthouse we attracted Jim Harmon and Dave Ish,
who accompanied us in prospecting for breakfast. We ended up in some
dump miles away where at this hour the only things laid on the tables were
chairs. These were immediately replaced by the inevitable glasses of iced
chlorine, and the waitress asked for our orders. But for all most of the party
cared about food, they would just as soon have eaten the chairs as anything
else. A continuous supply of coffee was organized instead, the waitresses
virtually arranged like a human chain carrying buckets of water to a fire. You
could see that the manager was speculating whether it might not be more
economical to lay an underground pipeline to our table. I, however, with
consummate callousness and lack of tact, ordered a hearty meal of ham and
eggs and devoured it before the shrinking gaze of the others as if I hadn’t
eaten anything for days. Which, now I come to think of it, was more or less
true. Nevertheless I felt fine. I seemed to have been living through this
Convention in a different direction to everyone else. I’d started as a physical
and mental wreck, and now I was on top of the world, unreal but wonderful,
and so exalted that I wondered whether if that Convention had gone on for
another few days I might not have developed into another form of life
altogether.

Back at the hotel, everyone else went somewhere quiet to collapse and I
went up to the penthouse to collect that pair of shoes. I couldn’t remember
the layout of the place and went quietly about opening doors and peering in.
It had never occurred to me that people actually lived there, and I was quite
taken aback to find myself alone with Es Cole in her bedroom. I explained
that I was only looking for a pair of shoes. Surprisingly now I come to think
of it, Es seemed to accept this as quite natural and helped me look for them.
They were there all right, which was just as well. We talked for a few
minutes and I admired the baby, which the Coles had had to produce in a
final desperate effort to convince Laney that they weren’t 16-year-old twin
brothers, and then I went down to argue with the management about my hotel
bill. They had charged Burwell for two nights when I wasn’t in the Atlanta
suite at all, which was unfair. However confusing that Convention may have
been I’m sure I was never so far gone as to allow myself to be in two rooms
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at once. During lulls in the struggle and after victory I patrolled the hall
saying goodbye to people and trying to avoid people I had already said
goodbye to twice, a nice exercise in both tact and memory training.

The place had just about filled up with people waiting around in
armchairs in whose direction I couldn’t look, when our own little party began
to gather at the main door. It was supposed to consist of the Palmers, the
Ackermans, Bea Mahaffey, SJByrne and myself, but it took a long time for it
to attain the critical mass it needed to go off. A few would gather, wait for a
while, and then some or all of them would decide either that they had
forgotten something or that they should go and look for the rest. During these
periods while everyone was looking for everyone else I would stand there
steadfast and alone, feeling like a landmark, a rallying point, a symbol of
continuity in this shifting chaos, and troubled by an unreasonable conviction
that everyone else had met at the other door and were just about to give me
up.

All other possible permutations having been exhausted, there finally
occurred one in which we were all at the same place at the same time. We
piled into Palmer’s station wagon and set off for lunch at a high class joint
called “The Well Of The Sea”. I thought for a moment that the lights had
fused, but it turned out to be just one of those places where they have
coloured fish swimming about in the walls, coloured waiters swimming about
on the floor, and everything so dark that no one is quite sure which is which.
In all fairness to the management, I don’t think the reason for the
impenetrable gloom was that you shouldn’t see what you were eating. I
examined the food while striking a match to light a cigarette, and it seemed
quite fit for human consumption. I think the real reason is so that the more
tender-hearted waiters won’t have to see your face when you get the check.

After the meal we blinked our way into the daylight again and drove off
to Evanston where we were to leave Bea and where I had my first view of a
promag headquarters. Naturally I had visualized these as great gleaming glass
and concrete skyscrapers. But this one appeared to be just a lock-up shop, and
the milling throngs of personnel I’d expected turned out to be merely three
clerks. No doubt they did their best to mill, but they just weren’t throng
enough. On a sort of balcony at the back was the Mailing Department of
Other Worlds, which seemed to consist of two youths actually putting
magazines into envelopes with their bare hands. No earth-shaking machinery,
no conveyor belts, no flashing lights. I was horrified. Why, I thought
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disillusioned, promags are just fanzines with delusions of grandeur.
Bemused, I looked around to see where Bea and Ray set up type, examined
an advance copy of OW lying on Bea’s desk, and tried to read as much of her
correspondence as I could without actually lifting it up. Then we were
introduced to the staff. A young man at a typewriter turned out to be Chester
F. Geier, and stone deaf.

Just before we left Bea gave me the advance copy of OW and I wished
I’d paid less attention to it and more to the correspondence. (Anyone want an
advance copy of OW for November 1952?) Then we set off for Amherst,
Wisconsin, wherever that was. I tried to find out from the tattered old map of
the USA Eva Firestone had sent me soon after I entered fandom, but at first I
ran into difficulties. It was nearly as bad as in Ireland during the war when all
the signposts were taken down to baffle parachutists and even the old stone
milestones defaced, but eventually I figured out what was wrong. These crazy
Americans, not content with driving on the wrong side of the road, had put all
the signposts on the wrong side too. Not only that, they had stuck them right
down at eye level instead of concealing them decently up in the stratosphere
as we do. Once I got used to these eccentricities I was able to plot our course
pretty well. We seemed to be going in a direction almost diametrically
opposite to Los Angeles, but I thought I’d worry about that tomorrow and lay
back comfortably half asleep and listening to Forry singing Al Jolson songs,
which he does very well. It was all very peaceful. I relaxed for the first time
since the boat docked and began to sort out my impressions....

American fans had been a pleasant surprise. Subconsciously influenced
by the fulminations of Francis Towner Laney, I had been half expecting them
to be brash, rude and unbalanced. Instead I’d found them considerate,
friendly and likeable. The only real exception was the Rosen girl I
mentioned, who apparently went round deliberately trying to make enemies
and a-laney-ate people as a form of self advertisement, and the concern so
many people expressed about her behaviour made a more lasting impression
on me than she did. Even the people whom the American fans had regarded
as obnoxious seemed less so than their British counterparts. Ken Beale, for
instance, was disliked in some quarters – I remembered Hal Shapiro saying to
him “Before I met you, Beale, I hated you without knowing why. Now I’ve
met you, and I know why” – but in retrospect his only unpleasant
characteristic was a certain limpet-like quality, which was inclined to make
you impatient with him. He had to have a house fall on him, and
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occasionally... as in the Shapiro quote above... it did. Jim Harmon, hitherto
almost consistently unpleasant in print, turned out to be cherub-faced and
pleasant. A neofan called Harlan Ellison was thought by some to be a bit
brash and bumptious: certainly he was no shrinking violet... when he arrived
he discovered there was a Roman Catholic Convention in the same hotel and
found his way about by opening doors at random and asking “Are you fans or
Catholics?”... but when you got to know him he was fundamentally sincere
and likeable. He was one of those worried about the impression that might
have been given by Su Rosen and got her activities suppressed in the
Convention Reports.

Of the other people I wasn’t to meet again, I got to know Max Keasler
best and formed a great affection for him. He was not only a likeable
character but a fabulous one. I’d noticed with awe that not only did he talk in
interlineations, but he also spoke with the typos which were his trademark...
persistently, for instance, referring to Laney as “Lanny”. Robert Bloch turned
out to be just as good to listen to as read, except that he had a habit of
throwing away his gags out of the corner of his mouth, and as a person was
one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. So was Tucker, who completely lived
up to expectations, a feat you would have thought impossible after the build-
up Lee Hoffman had given him to me. Gregg Calkins, then a teenager, had
caused a minor sensation by being twice as adult and intelligent as anyone
could have expected, and scored a big personal success. Joe Gibson had had a
sort of knowing veneer which made it difficult to talk naturally with him at
first, but when as during the midnight hours of that long bus trip he stopped
being a character he was interesting and likeable. But this could degenerate
into a mere recital of names. Later, Vin¢ Clarke was to pull my leg because
my letters kept saying that people were “nice”... but it was true.

The Convention itself had been bigger, quieter and less efficient than I’d
expected. In Europe we’re accustomed to think of Americans as 100%
efficient and it was surprising, but not unpleasant, to see they had just the
same sort of mix-ups and breakdowns as London. It made everything seem
more human. The Official Programme had been good, but not as good as I’d
seen the Londoners put on. Offstage the Convention was more respectable
than I’d thought it would be: I’d expected all sorts of vice and hordes of
youngsters running around with beanies and zapguns. As for it being so large,
this had been a surprise for the Convention Committee too, but what struck
me was not the presence of so many non-fans, but the appearance of so many
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fans I’d thought were dead long ago. Apparently in America there is this
ghost fandom which walks only at Conventions. People like Kyle,
Moskowitz, Sykora, Madle, Korshak, Eshbach, Evans and so on, who are
never heard of for 362 days in the year and who if they take any part in
national fandom in that period must do so under assumed names... come
Convention time they spring to life and are seen right in the thick of it,
speechmaking and organising and intriguing and politicking just as if they
were the very core of fandom. Amazing. It’s as if they had been preserved in
great glass tubes in a state of suspended animation from Convention to
Convention. On the first day the Convention committee operate the secret
controls and they stir again to their strange pseudo-life, carrying on just as
they did in The Immortal Storm and ignorant of everything that has happened
since.

One thing people kept suggesting I should find odd, and which I didn’t,
was the alleged fan/pro cleavage. Essentially, there seemed very little more of
it than there was in England, and what difference there was seemed probably
to be due to the fact that there were so many more of each category than in
England: naturally they would tend to form into congenial groups, or if you
aren’t in one, cliques. Equally naturally the group will try to preserve its
identity and there will be outcries from those excluded. Actually I thought a
more notable cleavage was that between the “BNFs” and the ordinary fans.
Unlike England, there was a large number of neofans who looked up to the
BNFs and whom the BNFs tended to look down on; some of them either
hung diffidently around the august BNFs, afraid to introduce themselves, or
fastened onto them determinedly like the little groundhog in Pogo. There was
a nebulous caste system based on a generally accepted notion of fan status,
which had not manifested itself in England.

This in turn seemed to me to derive from the fact that American fans
were more fannish than their English equivalents. A Britisher would go to a
Convention primarily as a person in his own right, not as a fan, and would
regard himself as the equal of anyone there. Normally he would not consider
forcing his company where it was not invited nor conversely would he
withhold it through diffidence. There would be none of this perpetual wooing
by neofan and rejection by BNF that seemed to have become a sort of game
at American Conventions. I noted with interest that in self defence the BNFs
had developed quite elaborate techniques for shaking off unwanted retinue. A
group that wanted to get together would for instance leave the Convention
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Hall independently on a pre-arranged signal and rendezvous in a deserted part
of the hotel. If they still found themselves embarrassed by hangers-on they
would announce that they were going to their rooms to shower or sleep and
make another rendezvous by phone. If after this they still found themselves
encumbered they would in desperation look for what I mentally christened a
Cuckoo Party. This would be a party to which they didn’t want to go
themselves, but where their hangers-on would be accepted. They would drop
in here, mingle with the crowd until their encumbrance was seen to be
absorbed in conversation, and then quietly escape to make a wild dash for the
party they really wanted to go to... and where of course they could only go if
they were unencumbered. It was a breach of the unwritten law to turn up at a
party where one was invited in the company of people who were not, because
thereby you embarrassed your host. This process of separating out used to
take literally hours; sometimes it would never succeed at all, one of the group
having to do a Captain Oates act, accepting exclusion from his friends so that
they could go on alone. It was all very cruel in a sense, but there was no
alternative if every party were not to degenerate into the meaningless noisy
brawl it is the natural tendency of all Convention parties to become; and I
thought it was nice in a way that people would go to all this trouble rather
than resort to open rudeness.

I had found the whole business absolutely nerve-wracking. On the one
hand I wanted to meet as many people as I could. On the other hand I had
special friends here whom I might never see again and whom I wanted to talk
to away from the melee. And on both hands, being a guest and a special kind
of one at that, I wanted more than ever to be pleasant to everyone and not
hurt anyone’s feelings. It seemed to me that if I just let myself drift I’d
probably fail at all three, so I tried to work to a plan. Part of the time I used
the newly-mastered BNF techniques with ruthless efficiency... to have been
half-hearted about it would have been to make the worst of both worlds... and
got together with Lee and Max and such other of our friends as we could
separate away from the mob. The rest of the time I would deliberately leave
them and go off by myself to mingle as thoroughly as I could. At the end of it
I felt as if I’d been walking a tightrope for five days, but I was reasonably
satisfied that I’d made the best possible use of my time.

Looking back on it now after four years, I still think so. In fact in some
ways I seem to have succeeded only too well, because what criticism there
was over my conduct at the Chicon was directed, not at me for being cliquish,
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but at Lee Hoffman and to a lesser degree Tucker and some pros for having
selfishly “monopolized” me. I had evidently been so damned tactful through
all that I was universally regarded as the innocent victim of unscrupulous
monopolists, whereas I knew quite well what I wanted to do and did it. If
anyone was the innocent victim it was Lee, and I’ve felt guilty about it ever
since the publication of the Hoffmanopolist view in Elsberry’s 34-page
(pooh, a mere filler) Chicon Report in Opus 20: Keasler titled it “The Ice-
cream King” (it seems he has every flavour but the one you want... a typically
subtle Keasler comment on the Elsberry attitude) but Elsberry’s original title
had been “Walt Willis, Boy Yo-yo”, and according to it Lee had led me
round the Chicon by her apron strings. However someone, probably Elsberry,
would have been critical no matter what happened: it was a universal
complaint that nobody got talking to half the people they’d wanted to and it
wasn’t likely I’d be the exception.

One other Convention Report that worried me slightly was that of Bob
Tucker, who hung a “Quiet Man” label on me. I admit I didn’t swing from
any chandeliers or throw bottles out of any window, but I did quite a lot of
talking and believe it or not even made quite a few jokes; far be it from me to
quote them, but other people did in various fanmags later. I only mention this
because I hate to think of people who’d contributed to Shelby’s Fund getting
the impression that I didn’t enjoy myself at the Chicon and that their
generosity had been wasted.

However at the time all this was far in the future. Mulling drowsily over
the last five days in the car speeding through the dusk to Amherst, I felt
reasonably well pleased. I had made a lot of friends and as far as I knew no
enemies. I had got over the speech-making hurdles without ignominy. I might
have lost a lot of weight but I hadn’t got sick as I’d feared I might from the
heat and unfamiliar food. No, I hadn’t done too badly... and I’d had a
wonderful time, after the banquet anyway. Relief washed over me in gentle
soothing waves.

Having sorted through my impressions I realized that one was missing
that should have been there. I searched sleepily about my mind for it, but
there was no sign of it. There was no feeling of strangeness. I realized with a
start that I felt quite at home among these Americans, and had done so for
days without noticing it. Apart from worry about speeches and stuff I had felt
more at ease at the Chicon than I had at London. Partly I suppose it was
because they could understand my accent here, and I theirs: and partly
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because I was more of an American fan than an English fan. There might be
other reasons, but they’d involve complex considerations of national
character and hundreds of years of Irish, English and American history.
Whatever the reason was, I felt I was among friends in a way that even the
natural friendliness of Americans couldn’t account for... and I was very
pleased about it.

Round about 11 o’clock that night we finally arrived at the Palmer farm.
We called first at a cottage on the estate where the Palmer children had been
left. The babysitters turned out to be none other than Mr. and Mrs. Shaver. I
was thrilled at being present at this historic first meeting of Palmer, Shaver
and Ackerman, protagonists in the greatest feud in fandom’s history, but
unfortunately none of them seemed willing to live up to their responsibilities.
There were no gauntlets thrown down, no manifestos read, not even any
carefully worded communiqué issued to the fan press. However it seemed we
were to see Shaver again tomorrow. We took the children home to the Palmer
house and had something to eat. Then the Ackermans, Byrne and I tottered
wearily into beds in a cottage the Palmers keep for guests.
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18: Soirée with the Fringe on Tap
After ten hours’ sleep we were all feeling much better, and Byrne heralded
the new day by unveiling to me a monumental pun he’d been working on
since he awoke... or maybe it came to him in a nightmare. Byrne is one of the
most enthusiastic and talented punsters I’d ever come across, but he works by
rules not sanctioned at Oblique House. It is The Law there that a pun must be
morticed into the conversation so that it appears to follow with hideous
inevitability the previous remark; it’s not permissible to trot it out on its own
merits. These conventions are not observed by Byrne, who worships only at
the shrine of complexity. This particular pun was the most complicated one
I’d ever heard. It had layer within layer of meaning like a Chinese box. While
I was working my way down through it gingerly to the lowest stratum of
semantic significance, we were both startled to hear dreadful groans like
those of a soul in torment coming from the Ackermans’ room. Through the
wall we heard Wendy asking anxiously, “What is it, Forry?” “Ohhhh,”
groaned Forry, “I just had the most terrible dream. I dreamed... oh the horror
of it... I dreamed I heard Stu Byrne say –” and he repeated Byrne’s Pun, the
actual words of which have been erased from my memory by the healing
hand of time.

We went for a row on a lake that afternoon, a pretty little place in a
wood. Forry was propping his eyes open with a twig and referred to himself
as “Prop-eye The Sailor Man”. Much later he sent me the original twig for
the Oblique House Museum of Fantiquities. In the evening we met Shaver
again at Palmer’s house and there was a long conversation about the Mystery
and allied subjects. It was fascinating to watch Forry coping with the
situation. On the one hand he regards Shaverism as a few degrees more
repulsive than leprosy. But on the other hand he is one of the most
fundamentally courteous persons I’ve ever met, so it was impossible for him
to convey directly to Shaver just what he thought of his ideas. He tried to
solve the problem by resorting to the Socratic method. He would simply ask
Shaver questions about the caves and the deroes, each going deeper into
detail. Then when he thought he had led Shaver into making a statement that
anyone, even Shaver, could not fail to see was self-evidently ridiculous, he
would just sit there waiting for the utter absurdity of it to sweep through his
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opponent’s consciousness.
Unfortunately this doesn’t work with Shaver. While Forry was sitting

back confidently with a “There you are” expression, Shaver would also be
sitting back, equally confident; happy that he had met so helpfully that
request for information and eager for the next one. It would go something
like this....

Ackerman: What would be the total population of the caves?
Shaver: About 40,000.
Ackerman: You mean all over... I mean under... the world?
Shaver: Yes.
Ackerman: They must be spread pretty thin then?
Shaver: Well, they have small communities.
Ackerman: You mean like towns?
Shaver: Yes.
Ackerman: With cinemas and things?
Shaver: Yes.
Ackerman: They have cinemas?
Shaver: Yes.
Ackerman: How big are they?
Shaver: Pretty small. They hold about 40 or 50 people... er, deroes.
Ackerman: It could hardly be an economical proposition?
Shaver: Well you see they use slave labour. It’s just typical of their

selfish arrogance.
Ackerman (closing in): What movies do they show?
Shaver: The same as up here.
Ackerman (shaken): Where do they get them?
Shaver: Steal them, of course.
(The thought of deroes watching bootlegged double features,

presumably munching bootlegged popcorn, was momentarily too much for
Forry. There was a pause.)

Ackerman: Do they charge for admission?
Shaver: Yes.
Ackerman: What do they use for money?
Shaver: Why, ordinary dollars and cents.
Forry rested his case. I was thinking of underlining the point by asking

why this discrimination against the sterling area, but it was not the sort of
nasty question you could ask. Shaver so obviously believed every word he
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was saying, and was so obviously trying not to force his beliefs on us, that
both Forry and I felt somehow it would be bad manners to harass him. It was
the same when we got to Mantong, the part of the Mystery that’s always
annoyed me most. I don’t know if you remember any of this stuff, but this
Mantong was supposed to be the grand-daddy of all languages, and a list was
published in Amazing of the various “meanings” assigned to each letter in the
alphabet, and examples given of how various English words can have their
meanings deduced from the individual letters. All blithely ignoring the facts
that only a few languages have the same alphabet as ours, that some
languages have no alphabet at all, just pictographs, and that words with the
same meanings have totally different forms in other languages, and vice
versa. In fact the front was so broad it was hard to know just where to attack
it. Besides, Palmer began to intervene, rescuing Shaver from pitfalls by more
bizarre and fanciful explanations than Shaver could have thought of, and
sidetracking the issue by reading the characters of his guest from the letters in
their names. I had just got around to asking for the Mantong derivation of the
word “robot”... it’s of course a synthetic word invented by Čapek only a few
dozen years ago: though I suspected that even if Shaver did fall into the trap
Palmer would get him out by claiming that racial memory led Čapek to
subconsciously formulate the word in accordance with the purest Mantong...
when Wendy intervened. I gave up trying to correct Shaver as he was
assiduously analysing “rowboat” and listened, fascinated. Wendy had been
following the conversation with growing horror. All this was quite new to
her, and at first she’d thought it was a joke, and then that Shaver was an
unfortunate lunatic whom we were all humouring. It had shaken her to see
Byrne sitting carefully on the fence, and occasionally even putting his foot
down on Shaver’s side by treating what he was saying as if it was sense, but
when Palmer intervened on Shaver’s side she just didn’t know what to make
of it. She could contain herself no longer.

“Mr. Palmer,” she burst out, “surely you don’t believe all this rubbish
about malignant entities living under the Earth?”

“No, I don’t,” said Palmer. Wendy looked very relieved. “No,” Palmer
went on fiendishly, “personally I think they live in the stratosphere.”

He went on to advance ideas quite as preposterous as Shaver’s. Wendy
retired from the conflict for a while, baffled. For a long time she sat and
listened to Shaver talking about the Mystery and his persecution by the
deroes and so on. You could see there was one question she desperately
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wanted to ask, but she couldn’t think how to put it. After all it’s not easy in
polite social conversation to suggest that somebody is a lunatic....

“Mr. Shaver,” she finally plunged, “don’t you think it possible that all
these ‘experiences’ of yours and this persecution you think you’ve
undergone, could be more easily explained as some form of... er, mental
illness?”

“No,” said Shaver.
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19: Westward. Ho?
Next morning we were up at 5:30 and Palmer drove the Ackermans and me
into Amherst village to get the bus back to Evanston. The bus that eventually
arrived was the only one in my entire tour which didn’t break down under
me. This was because it had already broken down before it reached me: it
was obviously a highly strung vehicle and had had a nervous breakdown.
During the long wait who should come along but Richard Shaver, driving a
truck and looking in his element. I had a long talk with him and he told me all
about his troubles in spreading the Mystery, how his publishing plant was
mysteriously sabotaged and everything. Now his attitude was that he had
done his best to warn us and he could do no more. I found myself feeling
quite sympathetic: instead of feeling hostile to Shaver on account of his
Mystery, I was beginning to feel friendly to the Mystery on account of
Shaver. He was really a pretty nice guy, just a truckdriver who took the
wrong turning. If science fiction has to be disgraced by crackpots, we could
have worse ones than Dick Shaver.

I couldn’t warm so much to Palmer, for instance, who is a more
intelligent man and should know better. Whether he believes any of the
rubbish he prints or not, he must know it makes the whole sf field stink to
many intelligent people: as for the ridiculous presentation to him at the
Chicon of an Award as “The Son of Science Fiction”, it only proved that
science and fiction aren’t properly married. Personally he seemed an
upsetting little man, too fond of making people uncomfortable, with more of
the traditional misanthropy of the cripple than you would expect from the
gushing bonhomie of his editorials. But he was hospitable and friendly to me
and it’s unfair to write him off with such a superficial judgment: he’s a very
complex character, with many good qualities which show through more
clearly in his editorials than on short acquaintance.

Eventually the bus tottered along. It was almost full, but there were three
seats. It was a source of continual amazement to me how Greyhound buses
never seemed to be either empty or overcrowded. You got the impression that
the Company had found some way of putting surplus passengers into deep
freeze to be popped into buses when required. Or maybe that they employed
hordes of zombies to travel in empty buses to keep up appearances, and to get
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out when real passengers come along. Yes, I think that must be it. Haven’t
you noticed the vacant mindless stares from long distance buses passing
through in the night? Like fish in an aquarium.

Soon we were passing through Oshkosh, which I was thrilled to discover
was a real place, and through Fond du Lac, a name soon to ring through the
world as the home of Dean Grennell, and then into Milwaukee. Here we
found that we’d missed the connection to Evanston, and had to wait for the
next. Forry started on his habitual search of the newsstands, presumably just
in case someone in Milwaukee had started up a new prozine. By now I’d got
over my initial awe at seeing US editions of sf mags just lying around loose
to be picked up by anyone and was looking along the comics for the latest
Pogo when a new thought struck me. Here in Milwaukee should it not be
possible, theoretically at least, to speak to Robert Bloch on the telephone?
Congratulating myself on remembering the name of the advertising agency
where he then worked I looked up the number, studied the directions in the
phone booth, mastered the outlandish equipment, and spoke with Bloch. Yes,
actually and literally. Still dazed by the wonder of it all I incautiously
revealed my destination to the man, with results I wasn’t to know until I
reached Los Angeles.

Rog and Mari Phillips and a De Soto sedan were waiting for us at
Evanston bus station to take us to Los Angeles. As Wendayne had uneasily
suspected, so was one Jim Webbert: he was being given a lift as far as Salt
Lake City. We all stood looking helplessly at the back of the car for a while.
What with the Phillips’s luggage and a small mountain of prozines and
fanzines Webbert had accumulated at the Chicon, there seemed nothing to be
done with our poor belongings but to tie them on with string and let them trail
behind. But Rog was undaunted. He pushed and pulled and swore for several
minutes until most of the contents of the boot shrivelled with fright into a
condition resembling collapsed matter. The front wheels of the car were still
touching the ground, so off we went.

We called first at the Other Worlds Building to pick up Bea and then
went on to Hamling’s house, where we were served with daiquiris. This was
the first time I’d come across a drink that you eat. It consists mainly of
crushed ice and comes wearing a bedsock, presumably so that your delirium
tremens won’t be complicated by frostbite. It is the only drink I know of that
packs its sock outside. Munching my drink, I looked admiringly round the
editorial offices of Imagination. This was more like it. It was a long pleasant
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basement room with a bar and a TV set at one end, shelves of books and a
desk at the other, and in the middle a comfortable couch and Frances
Hamling. Everything for The Rich Full Life. Later on Hamling scribbled on a
piece of paper and handed it to me. I stared at it perplexedly. It looked for all
the world like a cheque for $50. I demurred incoherently, but Bill insisted it
was his contribution to the Fund, with some amiable nonsense about it
coming off his income tax. I thanked him gratefully and accepted it: if I’d
known what that $50 was to mean to me I’d have bowed down and
worshipped him.

About 7 p.m. we finally set off for Los Angeles. There were six in the
car... Forry Ackerman – big, easy-going, gentle, an inveterate punster but
with also a quiet subtle sense of humour that doesn’t come out in his
writings; Wendayne Ackerman – vivacious, impulsive, almost childlike in
some ways; Mari Wolf Phillips – beautiful, intelligent, with a lively sense of
humour and at that time very much in love with Rog in a timid sort of way;
Rog Phillips – big, blunt, a strong man who know his own strength and
suffering horribly from neuralgia; me; and Jim Webbert.

Webbert had been as prominent a feature of the Morrison Hotel as the
house detectives. He had seemed to be trying to run a sort of Room Service
of his own in opposition to the Hotel’s. Wherever two or three pros were
gathered together, there would be Webbert in the midst of them... mixing
drinks, proffering cigarette and information, and generally engaging in his
own peculiar form of fawn activity.

It consisted above all of lighting people’s cigarettes. He was a new type
of fan – a lighterhack. He had one of those trick cigarette cases incorporating
a cigarette lighter – and, for all I know, a shoe polishing set – and this he
would cause to materialize within an inch of your nose the moment a
cigarette touched your lips. Most of the pros had seemed to be unable to
make up their minds how to treat him: the notable exception had been Mack
Reynolds, who had taken the logical attitude that if Webbert wanted to be a
lackey, the thing to do was to let him. So he ordered him about like a dog. It
was “Webbert, fix me a drink.”, “Webbert, cigarette!”, “Webbert, how about
rustling up some women?” Webbert’s resources didn’t extend to this last but
I’m sure he’d have done his best if Bellhop #31 hadn’t already had the
callgirl situation in hand. It was curious that in one hotel there should be a
bellhop with the soul of a fan, and a fan with the soul of a bellhop.

Phillips’s attitude to Webbert was one of gruff reserve. He hated having
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Webbert light his cigarettes, but Webbert was not to be easily thwarted in his
mission in life. A strange form of contest developed. Rog would glance
sidelong at Webbert to make sure he wasn’t looking and then, like a Western
hero on the draw, make a desperate bid to whip out a cigarette and light it
before Webbert could beat him to it. But Webbert was very vigilant and so
quick on the trigger that Rog seldom got the drop on him. Mari and
Wendayne were highly amused at Webbert’s attempts to make himself useful
to Rog. At the diner where we stopped for supper, Webbert followed Rog
closely into the restroom and I overheard the girls speculating lewdly just
how he was going to offer to assist Rog in there.
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20: The Route of all Evils
Shortly after midnight we crossed the Mississippi. Or so I was told – I didn’t
see any showboats or levees. Perhaps because it was pitch dark at the time,
but I still felt the Mississippi belonged in an entirely different part of the
country. However I wasn’t going to argue about geography – I had measles
during North America – and I had other things on my mind. Wendayne had
chosen this point to announce that she couldn’t sleep in the car, and that was
bad news. Not just because motels cost money, but my timetable allowed
only 3 days for getting to Los Angeles: it hadn’t allowed for the two days in
Wisconsin either, so I was already that much behind schedule.

The situation didn’t make me warm to Webbert any more. From the map
it seemed we were going several hundred miles out of our way to leave him
off at Salt Lake City, and him with a bus ticket to the place in his pocket. I
thought of leaving the car and going on to the West Coast by bus, but then I
would miss the Grand Canyon. If in later years I ever became disenchanted
with fandom I’d never forgive myself for passing up the Grand Canyon in
favour of some fan.

As anyone who has ever been faced with the problem will agree, the
strain of choosing between the Grand Canyon and Charles Burbee is very
wearing on the intellect, and the place we stopped that night didn’t raise my
spirits. It was called Tama, Iowa, and consisted of a road stretching to infinity
in either direction, a sleazy motel, a dirty garage and some trashy Indian
souvenirs, all except the road in advanced stages of decay. This was
something new to me. In the States hitherto everything had been polished and
opulent, immaculate and new, a ballad of chromium and glass. But this fly in
the ointment brought home to me the essential difference between the
average Irish, English and American landscapes. In Ireland when a place gets
dilapidated the people continue to live in it undismayed until it falls down or
is burned to the ground in one of our periodic disturbances. Then they move
down the road a bit and build another one. The result is that the country is
littered with ruins ranging in age from 30 to 3,000 years. In England when a
building gets dilapidated they restore it, patching it up here and there from
century to century until it gets to be a sort of architectural anthology. In
America, on the other hand, buildings are never allowed to get dilapidated.
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As soon as they begin to show signs of wear, or even before, they tear them
down and build something bigger.

It’s this restless energy and extravagance that hits the foreigner first.
Shops and diners open all night, lights blazing away wastefully from sunset
to dawn, a whole army of workers staying up all night to cater for people who
don’t want to go to bed. All very startling to anyone from a country where
everything, but everything, closes down well before midnight. It seems
almost eerie. As Bob Shaw put it once when George Charters told him he
went to work at 6 a.m.: “Are there buildings and everything around at that
time?” I wondered what sort of people inhabited this strange nocturnal world.

Next night we stopped at Kearney, Nebraska, and the trip hit a new low.
The motel was short of rooms and I had to share a bed with Webbert. Quite
apart from the fact that my dislike of Webbert was now approaching the
stature of a mania, I am not used to sleeping with men. I was horrorstruck
that perhaps in the middle of the night I might make some amorous advance
to him. Webbert would probably run screaming from the cabin in the
direction of Los Angeles to denounce me to Francis Towner Laney. I wished
I had something – a sword, the State of Nebraska, anything – to put between
us, but all I could do was to get as far away from my bedfellow as I possibly
could.

I only fell out of bed once, and nothing worse happened as far as I know.
Next morning we left Kearney at the crack of 1 p.m. I had been up and about
for hours, looking ready, but it didn’t seem to have much effect. My
impatience abated once Rog got the speedometer needle hovering
comfortably round the 70mph mark. I couldn’t drive a car myself at the time,
so I didn’t mind how fast he went. The only times I got a bit uneasy was at
night, when it was often quite clear to me that we were driving off the road or
into a stone wall, but the road somehow always seemed to dodge round in
front of us again and I regained my simple trust in the driver.

On the rest of that day and during the following night we drove on
through North Platte, Ogallala, Kimball, Cheyenne, Laramie, Rock Springs,
Green River and Ogden. I don’t remember a thing about any of them, but it’s
nice to think I’ve been there; and to be able to say, in an offhand manner,
“Last time I was in Cheyenne.”

Come to think of it, the last time I was in Cheyenne, Forrest J.
Ackerman told me, “This place is noted for its fiction, you know.”

“Is it?” I asked innocently.
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“Sure,” said Forry. “Didn’t you ever hear of Cheyenne’s fiction?”
We passed through a thunderstorm soon afterwards and I fully expected

Forry to be struck by lightning. However he survived, and next day
desecrated the name of Zion, also.

That thunderstorm is one thing I do remember. Ah, to have driven in a
fast car through a thunderstorm in Wyoming! Speeding out of the afternoon
sunshine into unnatural night, the road to Laramie a dwindling streak in a
tunnel, the horizon advancing and receding under the storm clouds, forked
lightning playing over the mesas....

We didn’t stop at a motel that night. Webbert had once expressed the
wish to be home by Sunday morning and though he kept saying it didn’t
matter, everyone else seemed to think it was a hell of a good idea. So we tore
on through the night, Forry and Mari relieving Rog at the wheel. I stayed in
back, watching the United States whiz past and catching up on my sleep.
Webbert stayed in the front seat playing with the car’s cigarette lighter. This
was one of those gadgets on the dashboard that you press in when you want a
cigarette and it pops out again glowing eagerly when you’ve changed your
mind. Webbert, master lighterman, had taken over the control of this device
and kept it in perpetual readiness in case Rog or Mari would attempt to light a
cigarette themselves. You could see that as far as Webbert was concerned it
was the greatest invention since fire. With this he could beat anyone to the
draw.

About four o’clock in the morning, when we were somewhere near
Green River, I awoke to find the car full of smoke and some sort of
commotion going on in the front seat. The car had stopped, the doors were
open, and people were shouting at Webbert and hitting him energetically.
Reluctant to interrupt this noble work I waited until things had quieted down
before asking what was up. It seemed that Webbert had practically burned
himself to death with the cigarette lighter. This seemed to me the
quintessence of poetic justice. Smiling contentedly to myself I went back to
sleep.
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21: Shell Shock
Dawn was breaking over the mountains behind us as we neared Salt Lake
City and the peaks ahead of us, on the far shores of the lake, were glowing
with a highly improbable shade of pink as they rose out of the darkness. It
was very beautiful, but it also gave me another feeling I didn’t recognize at
first. Homesickness. These were the first mountains I’d seen since I left
Ireland: I hadn’t realized I’d been missing them so much.

We’d taken the long way round, through Ogden, so that now we drove
south along a road overlooking the lake. It was now a beautiful translucent
blue in the early morning sun, very different from the parched-looking
mudhole I’d been expecting. I had, I suppose, been thinking of the Dead Sea,
which I always imagine as having decomposing bodies floating on it. Salt
Lake City was unexpectedly beautiful, too. We drove in a complicated search
pattern to find Webbert’s house, so it was one American city I had a good
look at. Usually I found the straight streets and monotonously rectilinear
blocks depressingly uniform, but Salt Lake City’s suburbs were tree-lined
and you could see the mountains from them. In the early morning sun it
seemed cleaner and brighter than you could reasonably expect a large town to
be. There didn’t seem to be that sordid industrial belt you find in large towns
in Europe, all grime and cobblestones – just the prosperous downtown district
and immediately the flowering suburbs. I don’t think I would mind living in
Salt Lake City, even with only one wife.

We deposited a slightly singed and rather chastened Webbert at his
house. The leave-taking took only a few seconds, but at the very end the old
Webbert made a brief final appearance. He told Rog and Mari to be sure and
call him when they were starting out for the Philcon next year, so that they
could give him a lift. They said they would – I think they would have
promised him a lift to the Moon at that moment – and we drove off into the
city.

There seemed to be more extra room in the car now than could possibly
be accounted for by the removal of only one person. Rog drove tranquilly
through the city in the general direction of Los Angeles. I was navigating by
this time, having always had a weakness for maps and having discovered to
my delight that you could get fresh ones at gas stations, and had manoeuvred
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us into the outskirts and onto US Highway 69 leading South before Rog
realized where he was going. He promptly pulled into the kerb and we had
one of those “Of course it’s what you want” arguments. Rog just wanted to
go somewhere and lie down. Mari wanted to do just what Rog wanted, but
she also thought it would be nice to stay the day in Salt Lake City and maybe
have a bathe in the Lake. Forry wanted to get home as soon as possible but
was too polite to say so. Wendayne didn’t care how long the journey took as
long as she saw all the scenery that was to be seen. I was fascinated by the
idea of bathing in water where even I couldn’t sink, but I was even more
anxious to press on to Los Angeles. We were now four days behind my
schedule, and according to the complex calculations I’d been making on the
backs of envelopes, if we lost another I wouldn’t be able to get to Lynn
Haven, Florida, in time for Shelby’s day off work. I was very sorry for Rog
but I’d hate even worse to let down Shelby, but for whom I wouldn’t be here
at all. Looking at the back of the map folder I remarked innocently that US
Highway 69 apparently overlooked vistas of unparalleled magnificence and
moreover led past Bryce Canyon, unsurpassed in scenic grandeur. It suddenly
occurred to Wendayne that she’d miss all this if we stayed here and drove at
night. She threw in her lot with the progressive underground. Rog fought a
bitter rearguard action with a protest that the desert was too hot for driving.
Wendayne pointed out that Forry could drive. Forry agreed, and I pointed out
that US Highway 69 lay in the shade of the mountains. Rog gave in, but said
he would stick it out until he got the car filled up with oil. He had just got a
new engine and the mechanic had implanted a post-hypnotic command that
no oil should be allowed near it but Shell X100. Apparently any other type of
oil would cause the engine to burst into flames or rapidly grind itself into
minute iron filings. We drove South in the direction of Provo looking for an
early-rising gas station.

Poor Rog was in a bad way. He was more like a bear with a sore head
than anyone with two legs should ever have to be, and it was no fault of his.
His neuralgia was getting worse and the drugs he was taking for it were only
making him feel tired instead of killing the pain. Besides, if his iron
constitution hadn’t been rusted by now it would have been a nine days’
wonder. Of these nine days, three had been spent driving nonstop from LA,
three at the Convention, and three driving back. It says much for him that he
was always courteous to us his guests, and the only real sign of the strain he
was under showed itself in diners. It started with coffee. Rog is one of those
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people who maintain that there is no such thing as strong coffee, only weak
people. And he isn’t one of the latter. He has for coffee almost the same
religious respect that some people have for wine. Improperly made (weak)
coffee is not only an insult to him, but an abomination to God and man that
must be denounced. But it wasn’t long before the mild “Take this away and
bring me some coffee” rebuke developed into a gallant one-man crusade to
improve standards generally in American eating-places. At a sleazy joint
somewhere in Nebraska he proclaimed loudly that his hamburger sandwich
was cold, refused to eat it or pay for it when it was warmed up, and finally
declined even to sit in the place, going outside to buy a bag of cookies and eat
them in the car until us less courageous customers had finished. He left
behind him on his journey across the continent a trail of shaken and self-
critical diner proprietors, and if since 1952 anyone has noticed a remarkable
improvement in the cuisine along US Highway 30, they know whom they
have to thank.

At the last place he had started on his reformative work even before the
meal was brought. We had placed our orders and Rog had gone along to the
washroom. Almost immediately he was back, his great bulk looming over the
little diner like an avenging angel. It was obvious that his breath would
suffice to incinerate the coldest hamburger sandwich. He began calling for
the Manager in controlled tones, as if luring the wretch to come out from his
shelter into the open. “What’s wrong?” we asked timidly. “There is no soap
in the washroom,” he ground out. We quailed. This was bad. We were all
cowering in our corners when Wendayne had an idea. Fumbling hurriedly in
her bag she produced a small object and handed it to Rog. It was a tiny cake
of soap labelled “Hotel Morrison”. He sat clutching it in his great hand for a
few moments. Then he rose and stamped back to the washroom without a
word, his rage twice as dreadful now that it had been denied its outlet. As he
disappeared the waitress was seen bringing our order. Forry looked at her and
at Rog’s retreating back; then he put his elbows on the table, placed his palms
together under his chin and looked upwards. “Please, God,” he intoned,
“Please, God, let the coffee be strong.”

Such was the Rog who now set out looking for oil for his car. We drove
only a few miles out of Salt Lake City before we found a gas station open,
but it didn’t have Shell X100. We drove along another few miles and found
another, but it didn’t have any either. Neither did the third, nor the fourth.
The situation was getting serious. We were on the outskirts of civilization and
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the car couldn’t get across the desert without oil. We hadn’t any breakfast yet
either, but food had become secondary. At last we came on another gas
station, obviously the last for hundreds of miles. Rog got out, slammed the
door with an impact that nearly turned the car over, and advanced on the
unsuspecting attendant. If they didn’t have Shell X100 here he was going to
know the reason why.

We could hear the conversation quite clearly....
“Have you got Shell X100?”
“Nope.”
“You know where I could get some?”
The man considered it. “Guess you’d better go on to Arizona... Or

maybe Texas would have it. Sure won’t get any in Utah.”
Rog glowered over the little man like a thunder cloud. “IS UTAH,” he

demanded, “IS UTAH A PART OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
OR IS IT NOT?”

The attendant was undaunted. Instead of scurrying to and fro in Rog’s
shadow he stood his ground. “Utah is a part of the United States,” he re-
assured Rog, “and a durned good one too.”

“My mechanic,” said Rog, “told me I could get Shell X100 anywhere in
the United States.”

“Not in Utah,” said the man complacently.
“Why NOT?”
“Sold their concession to Conoco a couple years back,” said the man

complacently. Rog sagged. He knew now that he was in the grip of million-
dollar commerce, a pawn in the machinations of industrial empires. It was
part of the American Way of Life. He tried another tack....

“Does Conoco make an oil equivalent to Shell X100?”
“Sure,” said the attendant.
“OK,” said Rog, “put some of that in.”
We all breathed again. Such a simple sensible solution. The crisis was at

an end. We looked admiringly at Rog. He looked as if he would have preened
himself if he had had the strength.

“Right,” said the attendant smartly. Then he paused. “Is Shell X100 a
detergent or a non-detergent oil?”

We all looked at Rog again. An awful expression of doubt had come
over his face.

“I... I don’t know,” he said. “Does it matter?”
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The attendant looked shocked. “Can’t mix a detergent with a non-
detergent oil, you know,” he said, like a Southern Senator referring to
miscegenation,

Rog rallied desperately. “I can find out,” he said. He got back in the car,
made a U-turn, and drove back towards Salt Lake City. All the gas stations
were open by now, but not one of them knew whether Shell X100 was a
detergent or a non-detergent oil.

By now I had met nearly as many Utah gas station attendants as I had
American fans. The fans could not possibly have known less about Shell
X100.

At about the twentieth place, Rog decided to telephone to the Conoco
agents in Salt Lake City, but there was no reply. Their office wasn’t open yet.
As he came out the attendant said speculatively, “Of course, I could always
drain your sump and refill with a fresh oil altogether.”

We looked at him, awed. But of course, this was obviously the solution.
“Do that,” said Rog.
Sighing happily we began to look around for a place to eat.
The attendant came out from under the hood. “Have to fit a new filter,”

he said.
“OK,” said Rog without hesitation. “Fit one.” I believe he’d have bought

a whole new car if it had been suggested to him.
“I haven’t got that type of filter in stock,” said the man. “Better try up

the road.”
Without another word we piled into the car again, made another U-turn

and set along the same stretch of road for the third time... this time looking
for a De Soto filter Mark IV. We had passed dozens of gas stations all
bulging with spare parts, and one of them was bound to have the one we
wanted.

None of them did. It seemed that the De Soto people had on one
occasion devoted their entire resources to making this one unique filter,
arranged for it to be installed in Rog’s car, and then broken the dies, burned
the blueprints, and shot all the technicians responsible.

Rog was no longer speaking to anyone. His eyes fixed glassily on some
point in the desert where he was probably seeing mirages of Shell X100
signs, he drove from gas station to gas station. At each one he would get out,
say the ritual words to the attendant... many of them old friends by now... and
get back in the car almost without waiting for the ritual reply.
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We were getting further and further into the desert and had begun to lose
hope altogether when we came to the one garage which had still been closed
during our previous incarnations. A lantern-jawed young man with horn-
rimmed spectacles came out with a cup of coffee in his hand. It looked like
strong coffee and Rog regarded him with approval. He asked about The
Filter.

“Sorry,” said the young man regretfully. We felt nevertheless that he had
nearly had one. He inspired confidence. Rog explained our dreadful plight.

The young man sprouted a halo and wings. “No need to drain your
sump,” he said in god-like tones, “I can put in an oil that’ll mix with either a
detergent or a non-detergent.”

We barely restrained ourselves from getting out of the car and kissing
the hem of his coveralls.

“You... you can?” said Rog, awed.
“Sure,” came the confident reply.
“And it won’t do the engine any harm?”
“None at all,” said He kindly.
We backed away from His presence and went to have breakfast.
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22: Male, Female an’ Utah
About ten o’clock, having filled up with breakfast and oil, we at last
continued along US 69. Forry was driving, Rog having lapsed into
unconsciousness in the back seat once he’d made certain that the engine
believed what the man had said about the new oil.

The road led South through Provo, Spanish Fork, Bunnison, Axtell,
Salina, Aurora, Sigurd, Central, Elsinore (just a hamlet), Cove and Sevier.
There were mountains on our left, great gray rounded things like sleeping
elephants. Further away they were a deep blue, just like in Donegal. I used to
think that colour was due to the heather, but I doubt if there’s much heather
in Utah.

On the right of the road was the desert and salt flats and beyond that
more mountains. As we went on the valley narrowed until we had hills on
that side of the road too. One of them was The Big Rock Candy Mountain, a
hill of yellow striated rock fully fitted out as a tourist attraction. I calculated
that at the present rate of exploitation it would easily last another 500 years,
becoming then presumably the Small Stone Candy Mound. Although we
were getting into wooded country it was still very warm and a mountain
stream we passed affected us like Martians. Forry stopped the car just past
the bridge and we all trooped through the trees to the water. We sat on the
bank and dipped our feet in. I took mine out indignantly at once: with all this
heat about I’d thought even a mountain stream would have been tepid, but it
was freezing. I might just as well have been in Ireland. I counted my toes to
make sure they were all still there and put my shoes on again. I was startled
to see that Mari and Wendayne didn’t think it was too cold at all. In fact they
were so determined to bathe that they were prepared to dispense with bathing
suits. They held up newspapers and started to undress behind them.

As a gentleman of the old school I shall not reveal what I saw. I shall
only remark that seldom have I seen a newspaper give more inadequate
coverage to such an interesting event.

After a while I thought it might be more tactful to retire from the scene
and explore the woods. I felt quite daring venturing into the wilds like this
unarmed, because there were undoubtedly all sorts of alien perils like snakes
and poison ivy, not to mention bears, pumas and Red Indians. However as it
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turned out the most dangerous phenomenon I encountered was a piece of
barbed wire; and the strangest... well, I had accidentally (that’s my story, no
matter what Freud says ) wandered down to the river again and got an eyeful
of some attractive scenery that wasn’t in the guide books: I was hastily
retreating into the primaeval forest when I saw just ahead of me something
even more startling – a wild piano!

My eyes fixed on this extraordinary natural phenomenon, and no doubt
still a bit glazed, I hurried forward and ran into a piece of barbed wire
stretched between two trees at eye level. Well, my eye level anyway, because
I got a barb in my eyeball. After I’d reassured myself that I’d still be able to
read 3D comics I continued stalking the wild piano. I ran it to earth on a large
piece of concrete, at the other side of which was a sort of fire-place. All was
now disappointingly clear: this was a place for the native rite known as a
barbecue; the piano had been put there by human agency, and was not a
mutant plant formation like Williamson’s spaceship trees in Dragon’s Island.
It was astonishing enough to me though, that pianos could be left out in the
open like this. If they’d done it in Ireland it would after three days have been
only fit for growing mushrooms in. But this one was working, because I tried
it with my complete repertoire of pianoforte solos. I venture to say there are
few fans who have played the theme from the second movement of Dvorak’s
New World symphony on one finger with one eye on a piano in a forest in
the wilds of Utah. Gad, how I’ve lived.

Eventually we got in the car again and set off through Marysvale,
Junction, Circleville and Panguitch. (Don’t let all these names make you feel
inferior about your memory – I’m reading them off a map and I don’t
remember a thing about any of them.) A few miles after Panguitch we turned
off to see Bryce Canyon. (Also of course Red Canyon which is on the way
and was pretty impressive but you don’t have to pay to see it so it can’t be up
to much.) Forry was still driving and I was able to admire for the first time
his technique for doing National Parks with the minimum of delay. He would
drive very fast straight for the far end of the thing, whizzing past
noticeboards proclaiming PANORAMIC VIEW, INSPIRATION POINT,
SUNSET POINT, RAINBOW POINT and so on. Whenever Wendayne
caught a glimpse of one of these she would cry out for the car to be stopped,
but Forry would point out we could take all these in on the way back.... By
which time the noticeboard was far behind. And of course the view from the
far end was the most comprehensive of all – in this case 9105 ft, which was
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the highest I had ever been, not counting the last night of the Convention –
and as we whizzed back past the noticeboards Forry would point out we’d
already seen all this.

Even so, it was three hours before we got back onto the main road. It
had been very impressive, I had seen some chipmunks, and my eye had
stopped bleeding. We went on thru Hatch, Long Valley Junction and Alton to
spend the night in a little place called Kanab, two miles from the Arizona
border. We arrived here comparatively early, about 9 p.m. I suppose, and for
the first time I’d an opportunity to walk around one of those small American
towns I’d found so attractive passing through. Kanab wasn’t as nice as some
I’d seen, being a bit straggly and short on trees, but it still had some of the
things I now think of as being characteristic of America – warm evenings
susurrating with neon signs and crickets, and tiny precious pieces of grass
being perpetually sprinkled.

One thing that did distinguish Kanab was dogs. They quite outnumbered
the people. The next morning Mari and Wendayne and I were sitting round
the car waiting to set off again when one of them came along and began to
make up to us, nuzzling our knees and wagging its tail. Mari and I stroked it,
but Wendayne spoke crossly to it. “Go away, dog,” she said, adding
explanatorily to us, “I don’t like stray dogs.” The animal shrank away, but
after a few minutes sidled round the car again tentatively. “Hello, dog,” I
said, “you like stray people?” Mari looked at me and we both looked at
Wendayne. She grinned, and reverted to her usual self: so much so in fact
that when Forry and Rog came along a few minutes later she was such
friends with the dog she wanted to take it with us. But Forry affected to
believe she was joking and we set off for the Grand Canyon without it.
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23: Salad, Jackson!
You would almost think that the Grand Canyon had been specially designed
as a National Park. You’d expect that a thing of this size, which Nature had
just left carelessly lying around in the open, would be pretty hard to conceal
from casual passers-by. But no. It’s not until you get within a few yards of
the edge that it bursts on you.

In front of you, the next instalment of normality is ten miles away. In
between is not just a deep cleft, as I’d always imagined, but a whole different
world, a wild jumble of alien geography. It takes a while to realize how
fantastic it is, because at first there’s nothing to compare it to. In the Canyon
itself, for instance, are mile-high mountain ranges which look so near you
feel you could almost jump down on their peaks. It’s not until you convince
yourself how wide and deep the thing actually is, and how far away is the
other side and the blue mountains far beyond that, that you feel really awed.

The trouble was that this took me about three months, and by that time I
was too far away to come back for another look. This was my twelfth day in
America, and every one of them had been so full of new impressions that I
was suffering from a sort of intellectual numbness, an anaesthesia of the
sensibilities, that was to last for weeks after I got home. I stood there on the
rim of the Grand Canyon, telling myself that here was a majestic
phenomenon of awe-inspiring grandeur, but all my subconscious would reply
was “Ah, yes, the Grand Canyon. A very big hole in the ground.” I went
conscientiously from spectacle to spectacle, trying hard to be impressed, but
my case was hopeless. Despairingly I realized the only thing to do was try
and remember as much of it as I could so I could appreciate it later. Now I
marvel quite often at the Grand Canyon in the 3D viewer I got there and am
quite awed by it and by the fact that I was there, whereas neither seemed at
all extraordinary at the time.

We spent a couple of hours walking from one promontory to another.
Once it started to rain, and everyone was duly astonished. Even me, because I
hadn’t seen any rain since mid-Atlantic and had almost forgotten there was
such a thing. I thought of writing to the Fortean Society about it – “Look,
water is falling from the sky!” – but they explained it was just a gesture to
make me feel at home.
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Eventually we tore ourselves away and retraced our tyremarks through
Jacob Lake, Fredonia and Kanab onto the road for California again and
through Zion National Park. This latter was a new look in canyons, because
the road goes right along the side and down into the canyon floor through a
mile-long tunnel. Every now and then there’s a window cut in the tunnel wall
to look through and in one place where they’ve been careless they’ve patched
the broken bit up with concrete carefully camouflaged to look like canyon
from the other side. It’s a tremendous engineering feat and it made me think
ruefully about Irish tourist attractions, which usually have nothing more in
the line of display than a battered signpost and a muddy lane.

It was at Zion that the adherents of terrestrial scenery had finally to
admit defeat by Forry Ackerman. Repeatedly in the last two days they’d been
drawing his attention to peculiar rock formations, odd colours, startling
vegetation. “There,” they would say, “isn’t that fantastic?” But Forry refused
to admit that they were in any way noteworthy. He looked contemptuously
down his nose at them as if to say, “Poo. Mere terrestrial stuff.” He implied
that these things, even the outré formations of Zion, where the very earth had
raised itself up and writhed to impress him, were very commonplace
compared to even the lunar landscape. His attitude seemed to be that these
canyon things were a sneaky attempt by the National Parks Service to divert
the attention of the American public from the wonders waiting to be seen on
the other planets. They were, in that sense, anti-science fictional, and he
would have nothing to do with them. I felt sorry for the National Parks people
after all the trouble they’d been to, but they shouldn’t have allied themselves
to the “See Terra First” party.

The sun set soon after we left Zion, and darkness followed with
disturbing haste. It was still very warm though as we started to cross the
desert, even going very fast with all the car windows open. It was the first
time I’d ever felt a warm draft. There was nothing to see but the stars, and I
was startled to see the Plough almost below the horizon. We must have been
in nearly the latitude of North Africa. After some hours fast driving there was
a glow in the sky ahead like dawn. It was the lights of Las Vegas, for we
seemed to emerge straight from the billboards into a forest of blinding neon
signs all jumping and swirling like a fireworks display where everything has
gone off at once. We went into a den of gilded vice called “The Golden
Nugget”, on the theory that food was cheap in gambling saloons because the
owners wanted to lure patrons to the gaming tables. It works too, because I
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was lured there myself. It was an enormous room with fruit machines or one-
armed bandits all round the walls, and in the middle poker, faro and roulette
tables all covered with neat piles of silver dollars. It seems this is the
elephants’ graveyard of silver dollars; I never saw one anywhere else. They
make fine chips. I put 25¢ in a fruit machine just to say I had gambled in Las
Vegas (I lost, heavily... all 25¢) and went back to the eating annex. I had
tomato juice, minestrone, roast turkey with cranberry sauce, sherbet and
coffee all for $2.00, which I suppose was fairly cheap for the States, even
counting my gambling losses. I suppose I could say I broke even in Las
Vegas.

Forry, on the other hand, felt he would just like a little salad, and
ordered the one on the menu.

This was a mistake.
First, they brought a big sort of vase thing all full of long thin vegetables

like celery for us all, including Forry, to nibble at while we were waiting.
Then they brought each of us, including Forry, bowls full of crushed ice and
carrots, scallions, celery, radishes, asparagus, olives and other miscellaneous
vegetation. Finally they brought Forry’s main dish, The Salad. They trundled
it along on a trolley and heaved it onto the table. Forry looked at it aghast. It
was on an enormous glass plate, some 18" in diameter. From this there
towered upwards a pyramid of tier after tier of vegetables. It was like a sort of
Monument of Market Gardening: every vegetable I have ever seen was
represented in force, along with about fifty I never even heard of. It must
have taken hours to design, let alone construct, and I’m sure it was reinforced
internally with steel girders. It wasn’t so much a dish as the sort of thing you
would expect to find being towed along in a carnival procession, embellished
with young women in flowing draperies and representing The Spirit of
Vegetables or something. Forry, already surrounded by as much green
grocery as a rabbit in heaven, cowered away from the monstrous edifice.
“What,” he said weakly, “no neon sign?” He was right, we saw, it did call for
a neon sign. If anyone ever invents luminous celery, I suggest he get in touch
with the Golden Nugget.

Forry managed to eat some of the outworks of the thing without it
falling on him and we went into the hot air again and into the darkness of the
Mojave desert. Dawn broke as we reached Pasadena... and I began to realize I
was subconsciously disappointed. I hadn’t seen the Pacific Ocean. I know it
was silly, but ever since I’d thought about going to America I’d had such a
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clear mental picture of going through a high steep pass in the Rockies and
seeing spread out before me the green plains of California and in the distance
the blue Pacific. But no, we arrived in Los Angeles without seeing anything
more startling than an all-night store called The Farmers’ Market selling
orange juice at 10¢ a glass – with free refills. I proceeded to try to drink them
out of business... I’d never had enough orange juice in my life... while
Wendayne bought groceries and Rog a copy of Amazing. There was a
reader’s letter in it praising one of his stories and he read it twice and then
decided he still had to have it to keep. Pro authors apparently like egoboo as
well as fans.

We got to Forry’s house about 8 a.m. The most unusual thing about the
outside of it is a life-size figure of Marlene Dietrich in cardboard propped up
in the porch. She was obviously cut out to be a receptionist. Rog and Mari
went off home and the rest of us staggered to our beds. Mine was the couch
Wendayne used for her dianetic auditing.
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24: Los Angeles, Tuesday
We got up again about noon and had breakfast, while Forry opened his mail
and I helped him read it. Then he started making phone calls while I browsed
around. (He has three rooms and two garages full of science fiction.) (The car
stands in the driveway.) Apparently he was inviting people to a party
tomorrow, either to meet me or for me to meet them. Every now and then I
could hear him spell out my name for one of the latter category.

Also staying in the Ackermansion at this time was Alan Hershey, the
young man reading Lovecraft on the Neptunia, with his wife. In the evening
we all went out for dinner at a Chinese restaurant. I’d never had Chinese food
before and thought it was wonderful, but I still haven’t got over the shock of
hearing Forry order four dinners and five plates. Apparently one Chinese
dinner is more than enough for one person, and this eminently sensible
solution avoids waste of their food and our money. I can’t help thinking that
we Europeans haven’t got our restaurant managers properly trained.

Then we went back to the house and talked until far into the night. Forry
showed me some of his curiosa... rare books and magazines, collections of
promag covers illustrating plagiarism through the ages, original artwork,
interesting letters... and finally, gramophone records. I heard Forry’s first
speech (he sounded nearly as nervous as I was) and the actual voice of
Claude Degler himself speaking at the convention.
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25: The Outsider, and Authors
Next afternoon Forry took me for a little drive in the car and I had my first
look at Los Angeles. At least I assume it was Los Angeles and not half a
dozen suburbs: it seems a curiously difficult town to pin down. It appears to
consist of a group of what town planners call “conurbations”, each one ten
minutes fast driving from any other. There is, it seems, no street corner at
which one can pause and say, “Lo, the heart of this thriving metropolis.” It
appears to be the ultimate in an American trend – the first Drive-In City. I
gathered there was seme system of public transport, but nobody seemed to
use it. You got the impression that the few remaining local buses and trolley-
cars were wandering around hopelessly looking for pedestrians.

We wound up at Morris Scott Dollens’s studio, a wild jumble of
projectors, cameras, amplifiers and papier-mache models. Dollens played us
his new film, a photomontage of shots of space, stars and naked human
figures right in there straining fit to bust, encouraged by a poetic
commentary. Dollens had done a great deal by camera tracking to
compensate for the lifelessness of his subjects, but not enough.

Later that afternoon, back at Forry’s house, van Vogt arrived. He
explained that since he wouldn’t be able to make it to the party that night,
he’d popped along in the afternoon to say hello to me. I thought this was very
nice of him, and the more I saw of him the more I liked him. He was tall,
quiet, gentle, dark and wore glasses, and altogether reminded me very
strongly of James White. I avoided the subject of dianetics – I knew I’d be a
hero to fandom if I converted him back from it, but honest fellows I just
didn’t have the time – and just said how sorry his admirers were that he
hadn’t been writing sf lately. (He was, and is, my favourite ex-author.) He
said, rather guiltily I thought, that he was working on two or three shorts and
revamping the Ezwal series for book publication. Forry, always thoughtful,
provided me with four of his books which he represented to Van I had
brought all the way from Ireland, and the good man pulled out his pen and
wrote messages in each one. What impressed me even more was that the
messages were all different. I wouldn’t have a clue what to write if someone
presented me with one book to inscribe, never mind four.

Later that evening there was the party, thirty or so people milling about
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the big front room being plied with fruit juices by the teetotal Ackermans.
Many of them I’d never heard of: of those I had the only names I can
remember are Bradbury, Rory Faulkner, Ford McCormick, Walt Liebscher,
Healy, Clifton and Apostolides. Rory Faulkner alone was worth coming
2,000 miles to meet. I had quite a long conversation with Bradbury too, partly
about – of all things – Westerns. He had a theory that sf and the Western both
represented the frontier story, dealing with human beings engaged in a
struggle with an inimical environment. The only difference was that the
Western was set in a mythical past and the sf story in a mythical future. All sf
needed to capture the public imagination was acceptance of its locale, just as
the equally unreal “West” has been accepted. Bradbury was young, friendly,
enthusiastic, talkative and looked a bit like a boxer. He may give the
impression of being a little pleased with himself, but then he has a great deal
to be pleased about, and there was nothing bumptious about him. I liked him
very much.

Eventually all the guests staggered home, full to the gills with fruit juice
and good talk. In the course of the evening Forry had had an unexpected
phone call from Roy Squires; he wanted to warn Forry that the person staying
with him was not Walt Willis at all, but a Bowery bum Willis had paid to
take his place while he drank all the trip money in a New York bar. This
information he had had in strict confidence straight from Robert Bloch.
Forry, bursting with suppressed laughter, assured Squires that I was the same
person he’d met in London and Squires rang off indignantly to take the
matter up with his impeachable source.
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26: Busy Day in L.A.
Next morning Forry had gone to try and arrange a visit to a film studio,
Wendayne had gone shopping, and I was alone in the house. I was mooning
about happily when the doorbell rang. I opened the door and a little man
came in, claiming to be Sherwood Springer. I told him Forry was out, I was
minding the house, and my name was Walt Willis, a visitor from Ireland.
Without any greater provocation Springer at once hauled off and said
something to me in Irish. It so happens that I do not understand Irish, my
mastery of the language being limited to eight words, so I do not know what
he said. All I am sure of is that he didn’t count up to five or wish me a
hundred thousand welcomes. Coldly I informed him of my linguistic
limitations, concealing as best I could my loss of face at being unable to
speak my own country’s tongue as well as an American. But next time I
come to America I shall be ready for Springer. I will mount a counter-
offensive. I shall learn off a few idiomatic phrases in Sioux or Cherokee and
confound the man.

Forry came back about noon, discussed with Springer some tv show
they have been about to spring on an astonished public daily for the past four
years, and Springer left with another phrase in Irish which again left me
speechless. Shortly afterwards Hugo Gernsback phoned. This was an event in
the Ackerman life comparable to receiving a posthumous manuscript from
H.G. Wells direct via Ouija board, complete with agent’s authorization. Forry
projected this sentiment down the telephone with such sincerity that
Gernsback condescended to eat lunch with us and said he’d be along in ten
minutes. Forry went around happily selecting things to show him, while I
went quietly into his den and hid some of the lewder pinups. I knew that
Gernsback published a sex magazine... in fact he probably invented sex... but
I felt his interest in it would be more serious and constructive than Forry’s.

Soon Hugo arrived, with Mrs. Hugo. I thought no more or less of him
than I had in Chicago, but his wife endeared herself to me immediately by
remarking, “Ah yes, you’re the young fellow who made such a nice speech at
Chicago.” A lady of remarkable discernment, or at least tact, and far too good
for Gernsback. Hugo was taken on the Ten Minute Tour of the Ackerman
collection, and was so enthralled as to suspend from time to time his
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dissertation on his own affairs. After this we all piled into Forry’s car and
went off to a posh eating place in Beverley Hills known as The Tail Of The
Cock, one of those places you wouldn’t be allowed into in England unless
you had a title and talked like John Brunner. It’s one of the refreshing things
about America that you can go anywhere, if you have the money.

Gernsback was quite at home there. He had several kinds of alcoholic
beverages with his meal and ordered the waiters about like King Farouk. He
is fond of The Good Life. Conversation was uneventful until the end of the
meal, consisting mainly of respectful enquiries from Wendayne and Forry
about the Gernsback Life and Works and pontifical replies by Himself. This
cosy atmosphere was however abruptly dissipated over the coffee, when by
some evil chance the conversation drifted slowly and fatefully round to
dianetics. This was a loaded subject because Wendayne was of course a
dianetic auditor in her own right and Forry believed in it too, inasmuch as he
believes in anything but science fiction. I expected Gernsback would be cool
to dianetics... after all, he didn’t invent it... but I didn’t expect him to put his
foot in it quite so deeply.

“I cannot understand,” said Gernsback severely, taking an expensive
cigar out of an aluminium time capsule and cutting the end off it with a
specially constructed machine that would have gladdened the heart of Jim
Webbert, “I cannot understand how a man with the intelligence of John
Campbell can allow himself to be associated with such fraudulent nonsense
as dianetics.”

There was a dreadful silence, and a cloud of expensive cigar smoke
rolled across the battlefield. Behind his smokescreen Gernsback lolled back,
oblivious of the effect of his words. Wendayne vibrated quietly, rapidly
developing schizophrenia as she awaited a lead from Forry. Forry was
equally torn between reverence for his guest and loyalty to his wife. The
silence dragged on. Into it the still oblivious Hugo dropped a few more
derogatory references to dianetics. They lay there smouldering. The
atmosphere was so charged with tension I momentarily expected the smoke
clouds to be split by lightning. Finally Mrs. Gernsback gracefully changed
the subject and we all set off for Gernsback’s hotel.

On the way Hugo wanted to see the tar pits. There was no place to park
near them, so Forry drove round and round the block while Hugo made his
tour of inspection. The tar pits are small ponds of black oily stuff from which
every now and then a huge bubble rises in slow motion, leaving an ephemeral
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crater. It seems that well preserved prehistoric monsters have been found here
and statues of them are dotted about. Once it has been broken to you that
these are not the original monsters themselves there is not much to see; the
little park has the seedy look of a vacant lot and the statues are crude... as
admittedly the monsters may have been too. However the whole scene was
slightly reminiscent of a Paul back cover, and Gernsback seemed satisfied.
We hailed Forry at the end of his sixth lap and got into the car again.

Gernsback was staying at the big Ambassador Hotel, where he had, of
course, a suite. I wondered if the hotel accepted payment on the same basis as
his authors. Among the other distinguished guests was Adlai Stevenson, then
campaigning for the Presidency, and the lobby was full of hard-faced
politicians, journalists and policemen. We passed rows of rooms, expecting to
see smoke pouring out of the keyholes, and arrived at the Gernsback suite. He
gave Wendayne and me access to an enormous box of chocolates and the
latest issue of Sexology (the chocolates were pretty good) while he discussed
business with Forry, and then we said goodbye to him and trooped out of the
hotel again.

Near the carpark the hotel had provided a sort of adults’ sandpit, an
enclosure got up as an unreasonable facsimile of an Hawaiian beach where
the more prosperous citizens can sprawl about in bathing suits. Among the
business tycoons and politicians who should we see but Ray Bradbury,
looking quite at home. He came over to us beaming broadly, wearing a pair
of blue bathing trunks and a coat of reddish suntan and looking more like a
boxer than ever, and talked to us through the wire netting... which I take it
was there to prevent the less prosperous citizens throwing foodstuffs to, or at,
the denizens of the enclosure. Bradbury explained that his contract with the
movie company for whom he was then working required him to produce two
pages of script per day. It was his practice, he said, to write four pages every
other day, which took him about half an hour (knowing Bradbury dialogue I
can well believe this), and spend the rest of the time in luxurious idleness. I
formed the firm opinion that if ever there was a sensitive poet who could
survive among business men it was Ray Bradbury; I almost felt sorry for the
film industry.

That night, being Thursday, was the LASFS meeting. The LASFS
clubroom is a big room on the ground floor of an apartment house. At least it
had been a big room, but evidently the feeling was that a much smaller place
would be adequate for the club’s activities after I had been there: a wall was
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being erected across the middle, and all the sensitive fannish faces, some
thirty or forty of them, were congregated at one end. I looked around them
and recognized Rick Sneary. Since Forry had been buttonholed the minute
we entered the room I struck off on my own. I talked to Rick and Len Moffatt
for a while, mostly about the Convention – they were very curious about it
and I found it piquant to be telling US fans about their own Convention – but
after a while I thought I’d better circulate a bit. The trouble was there were no
nameplates here and it’s awkward to go up to strangers saying brightly “I’m
Walt Willis.” You’re always afraid of the answer “Who?”, or even “So
what?” So before very long I found myself back at the door again, looking
speculatively round the room and trying to cudgel my brain into total recall of
a photo I’d once seen in an old fanzine of the entire LASFS membership.

A young sailor who had just come in spoke to me.
“Glad you could make it,” he said.
“Thanks,” I said, “so am I.”
“This your first time here?”
“Oh, yes.”
“I thought you’d get here sooner or later.”
“I’d always wanted to see this place,” I said, “but of course I never

thought I’d actually be here.”
“Oh,” he said, “I knew you’d make it some time or other. I hope you

come again, often.”
“I’d like to,” I said, “but it doesn’t seem very likely.”
“Why,” he asked. “Have you come far?”
“Yes,” I said, startled, and finally realizing it was a case of mistaken

identity. “Quite a bit.”
“Oh,” he said, “You live out of town then?”
“Yes,” I said, “Well outside.”
“Oh,” he said, “I’d seen you around town in the bookshops and I figured

you lived in LA. I hope you think it’s worth the journey?”
“Oh, yes,” I said, “Very much so.”
“Of course,” he warned me, “This isn’t an ordinary club night. There’s

some foreign fan or other coming to talk to us. It’ll probably be pretty dull.”
“I expect so,” I said.
“Guy named Willis, I think,” he went on. “You’d hardly have heard of

him.”
“The name’s familiar,” I said loyally.
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“If you like I’ll introduce you afterwards,” he said kindly.
“Gee thanks,” I said.
“Come again soon,” he continued, “and I’ll introduce you to Ackerman

and the other famous fans here. I’ve some fanzines I could lend you too, if
you want to know more about fandom. Anything you want to know, just ask
me.”

But before this fascinating conversation could go any further Jim Wilson
called the meeting to order and I went to my place beside Forry and sat down.
After an easy little talk about the Chicon Forry introduced me. The
conversation with the sailor had been the first intimation I’d had that I was
supposed to be a sort of guest of honour here and expected to make a speech
– I’d assumed I was just going to a LASFS meeting like an ordinary fan and
would have nothing to do but drink it all in – but after the Chicon banquet
nothing could seem so terrifying. I went to the front and sat on the table,
swinging my legs, made a short speech and answered questions for a while. It
went off all right I thought. Afterwards there were a hectic series of
conversations with various people – Walt Liebscher, Rory Faulkner and lots
of others – but alas, no insurgents. I hadn’t really expected Burbee or Laney
to show up, even with false beards, but I’d thought perhaps Rotsler might.
But no; it began to look as if I might leave Los Angeles without meeting
them at all, which seemed rather like touring Borneo without seeing a
headhunter. I hadn’t felt like asking Forry, because it would have been rather
like asking for a letter of introduction from the relative of a shrunken head. I
put my problem confidentially to Rick Sneary, who immediately understood:
he undertook to arrange an Outlander meeting in neutral territory on Saturday
and invite Burbee.

After I had asked to see the historic LASFS mimeograph and it had been
duly unveiled for me, a party of us went along to a deified soda fountain
called The Melody Lane. We all sat down at a long table and I was passed an
acre of cardboard purporting to be a menu. I started at the North West corner
and began reading my way into the interior. Seeing the dazed look on my
face Forry exhorted me to live dangerously and made a few bizarre
suggestions, none of which I had ever even heard of. At random, I plumped
for a hot nut fudge sundae.

Friends, I should like to warn you all here and now about the hot nut
fudge sundae served in The Melody Lane, Los Angeles. It’s a wonder that the
LASFS, the Insurgents and the Outlanders do not parade before this
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restaurant in shifts, or some other striking garment, bearing placards
inscribed BEWARE THE HOT NUT FUDGE SUNDAE!! The fact that this
was no ordinary hot nut fudge sundae but a hot nut fudge sundae of
transcendental malevolence was brought home to me when I realized it was
making me feel ill even before I saw it. The miasmic aura of the thing (say,
this is pretty high-class writing, isn’t it? First transcendental malevolence and
now miasmic aura) extruded round me from the catacombs of The Melody
Lane where it was even now being awakened to its hideous pseudo-life. Cold
shivers ran up and down my back as I realized it was crawling to me from the
vaults. By the time it reached me I knew the best I could hope for was that I
could get home to South Sherbourne Drive before I was physically sick in the
presence of the elite of West Coast fandom. The sheer horror of that thought,
of being ever afterwards known in Los Angeles fan circles as the guy who
was sick in The Melody Lane as van Couvering is known for having walked
through a glass door, made me summon up my last reserves. Calling on
Roscoe for aid I struggled desperately against the hypnotic lure of that hot nut
fudge sundae. Ghod knows what would have happened if I had succumbed
and actually tasted the thing, but I finally overcame it. Driving a sharp spoon
through its heart I staggered out into the night. It had been a grim fight but I
had won. I should be known in Los Angeles as nothing worse than a guy who
bought hot nut fudge sundaes just to look at. (They might think I belonged to
a Sundae Observance Society.)
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27: Foot and Drink
Next morning was largely wasted trying to book a plane passage to Kansas
City. I had to go by plane to get to Florida for Shelby’s day off work, and
thanks to Bill Hamling I had the money. Naturally the first agent we tried was
the one who called himself “The Flying Irishman”, whose real name I think
was Flaherty. At any rate his motto should have been “Flaherty will get you
nowhere”. The others weren’t hopeful either, but one called “The Bon Ton”
promised to call us back.

Meanwhile we set out for the Pacific Ocean. This ranked up with the
Insurgents on my private list of the sights of the West Coast and since as far
as I knew it had never carried on a vendetta against Forry, I expressed a wish
to see it. I had quite a clear picture of what it would be like. There would be
this spectacular cliff road and beside it a beautiful golden strand, deserted
except for an occasional beautiful film star committing suicide or playing
immersion heaters with Burt Lancaster. You can imagine my surprise then
when after a drive of about half an hour... I’d always thought Los Angeles
was on the coast... we pulled up at a sort of funfair. Hot dog stands, ice cream
vendors, shooting galleries, the lot. One of the sideshows turned out to be the
Pacific Ocean. It had a concession of a few square yards of rather dirty sand,
and looked depressingly like the Atlantic. I valiantly tried to feel like stout
Cortez, silent upon a hot dog stand in Darien (I am now equally valiantly
trying not to attempt a joke about a Peke) and sat down at the water’s edge to
take off my shoes and socks.

It was my intention to wade out a short distance, thinking appropriately
solemn thoughts... such that I had now reached the furthermost point of my
journey westwards, and this was the turning point... and feeling as poetic as I
could in bare feet with my trousers rolled up, I stalked rapidly into the Pacific
Ocean. Only to slow down abruptly with an aching sense of injustice. It was
COLD. My Ghod, the Pacific cold! It was intolerable. However I suppressed
my indignation and continued on to where the water got deep. I paused,
savouring the solemnity of the occasion. Here I was in the Pacific Ocean –
My romantic reflections were shattered by a shout from Forry. I looked
round. He pointed. I looked down. There, sailing past in line ahead at a good
fifteen knots, were my only pair of shoes in 7,000 miles. With a strangled cry
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I leaped after them, letting go my rolled-up trousers legs, which immediately
fell down into the water. I overtook my shoes halfway to Hawaii and
struggled back to dry land. I regret to have to tell you that Forrest J.
Ackerman, a fine man in many ways, failed to show the quiet sympathy
which would have been appropriate at this tragic moment. He was rolling on
the sand, laughing. And as I trudged up to him he said, “A slow boot to
China!”

I wrung out my trousers, put on my shoes and squelched hack to the hot
dog stand for a chocolate malt to restore my faith in life. Feeling hungry after
the afternoon’s surf sports, I also ordered a hamburger. Then I took my shoes
off again and began to drip quietly onto the floor. I realized the hamburger
man was speaking to me.

“What?” I said.
“With?” asked the man.
“With,” I said, Whatever it was, it was evidently free and I wasn’t going

to pass it up.
“With onions?” asked the man.
“With everything,” I said recklessly. Forry looked at me.
“Everything?” asked the man, with an air of incredulous hope.
“Everything,” I said. I was beginning to have vague premonitions, but

since I didn’t know what he was going to put in, I didn’t know what to tell
him to leave out.

A wild gleam came into the fellow’s eye, and he momentarily
disappeared in a blur of motion. He was leaping about his booth like a mad
thing, collecting samples of every organic substance within a radius of ten
feet and piling them onto the foundation stone of my hamburger. I stared
aghast. Obviously this man had dedicated his life to thinking up things which
could be incorporated in a hamburger. I could see him waking in the middle
of the night with a wild cry of glee and noting down the name of some edible
Peruvian root he had overlooked. But then as the years went by his simple
faith in his mission in life must have been disturbed: was it, he must have
asked himself during the long frustrating years of preparing commonplace
six-ply hamburgers, was it all worth while? Would his genius ever be
recognized? And then at last I had come along, his soul mate, the Perfect
Customer, the Man Who Wanted Everything. This was his destiny, the
culmination of his career.

The hamburger rose to the sky like an edible Tower of Babel, an
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awesome monument to the ambition and ingenuity of Man. And still it grew,
tier after tier, higher and higher. Until finally the human whirlwind subsided
and looked around distractedly at his depleted shelves. I kicked my shoes out
of his reach. After a few more moments of meditation he sighed and
delicately added the roof to the hamburger, like a great artist signing his
masterpiece. He stepped back and gazed up at it, tears of pride in his eyes.

Cowering in the shade of the edifice, I looked helplessly at Forry. He
pretended he wasn’t with me and went to make a phone call. Looking round
the hamburger I could see the fierce eyes of its creator fixed on me. I nibbled
guiltily at the fringes of the thing for a while and then desperately lifted it in
both hands and began to gnaw at it. A shower of mustard, onions, beetroot,
pickles, lettuce and countless other foodstuffs began to descend over me and
the immediate neighbourhood. I hoped Forry was warning the Fortean
Society.

After some time I had absorbed, either internally or externally, enough
of The Hamburger to give me courage to make a break for it. I stole guiltily
away, resolving to make a will leaving the remains to the United Nations
Famine Relief Fund. I met Forry coming back from his phone call with a
downcast face. He had called home to see if there was any word about a
projected visit to a film studio tomorrow and had been given instead a
message from the Bon Ton Travel Agency that the only flight they could
offer left tonight. We called in on the way home and I paid out $67.91 for the
ticket, and then called Rick Sneary to wish him a sad goodbye and ask him to
apologize for me to the Outlanders and Burbee.

In the evening Forry took me out for a last drive. I saw Hollywood
Boulevard and Sunset Boulevard and everything, including Grauman’s
Chinese Theatre where they have the impressions in cement of such
anatomical characteristics as Joe E. Brown’s mouth and Durante’s nose: I
noted that for some reason Jane Russell was represented by her feet.

I know I didn’t see much of California, but what I saw was a bit
disappointing. I’d been thinking of it as a green and golden paradise, and
hadn’t realized it was largely reclaimed desert. The surrounding hills were
unexpectedly barren and ugly, and the houses among them looked from the
distance like matchboxes scattered among uncompleted excavations. Los
Angeles had some fine streets and buildings, but seemed too diffuse to have
an integrated personality, and the most lasting impression I took away with
me was a cafe sign advertising “The Original Rain On The Roof”. The notion
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of simulating the sound of rain as an attraction seemed to me quite startling.
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28: High Jinx
The plane left at midnight and we were at the airport in good time for me to
take out an insurance policy. This was the first place I’d seen where you
could literally “take out” a policy... out of a slot machine. It wasn’t that I was
particularly nervous – it was my first flight, but I was reasonably convinced
that aeroplanes were practical, even if they do have all that air to push against
– it’s just that it seemed such a bargain. $5,000 for 25¢ – I wish I could get
paid that much to go on living.

I said mournful goodbyes to Forry and Wendayne at the entrance to the
tunnel to the planes and came to the surface again in the middle of the
airfield, surrounded by lights and propellors. I got into the plane and took the
first window seat I could get, realizing too late it was over a wing. It was too
late to change: even the seat beside me was now occupied, by a young man in
US Air Force uniform. I took a dislike to him when the pretty little hostess
was delivering her set speech, all about how Transworld Airlines had
selflessly dedicated themselves to the happiness and safety of each one of us
personally. The poor thing was obviously new to the job and spoke her lines
haltingly. But she’d almost finished when the airman beside me shouted,
“Speak up babe, we can’t hear you”. The girl broke off, blushed, tried to start
again and retreated in confusion back to the pilot’s cabin. The airman turned
to me guffawing. I gave him a distant look... I can be awfully British if I try...
and started to read through the little library TWA had installed in front of my
seat. The first item was a booklet about the Constellation aircraft, how perfect
it was and how it’s always being improved and everything. I’d just come to
the bit about how it has 134,000 separate parts, not counting nuts, bolts and
rivets, and was thinking they’d have done better not to mention this at all
because obviously when anything has 134,000 bits to fall off, not counting
nuts, bolts and rivets, it’s practically a foregone conclusion that several of
them will – when I realized the airman had put down his comic book and was
speaking to me.

“This is a Constellation?” he said, looking at the notice in front of him
which said CONSTELLATION. They couldn’t hide much from him.

“Yes,” I said.
“Death traps,” he said.
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I wondered if there was something about me to indicate that I’d never
flown before.

“Death traps,” he repeated mournfully. “Never known anyone to walk
away from one yet.” He looked speculatively at the door as if he was going to
make a break for it, and then grasped my arm and pointed to the exhausts on
the wing, which had just started to smoke gently. “If those start to glow red,”
he said, “we’re done for. That’s the fuel tanks there just below.”

I shrugged and went on reading. The airman lapsed into a gloomy
stupor. After a few minutes the engines revved up with a deafening roar and
we started to move. We tore thru the darkness for what seemed like miles, the
engines going faster all the time. It was very exciting. Both the exhausts were
glowing bright red like a blast furnace. I waited for the airman to notice this
phenomenon.

The engines made a last desperate effort and lifted the plane into the air.
We had been travelling for several miles at an altitude of six inches when the
airman looked out of the window again. He let out a strangled cry. “You see
them! The exhausts!” I nodded serenely. I really didn’t care very much. After
all that had happened to me in the last few weeks, being killed in an aircraft
accident seemed almost trivial. I reflected comfortably that I was insured for
$5,000 and went on reading.

Not so the airman. He called loudly for the air-hostess and directed her
attention to the exhausts. “They shouldn’t be like that,” he appealed.

“It’s all right,” she repeated. She would have said the same thing if the
aeroplane had been hurtling vertically downwards in flames with both wings
torn off and the undercarriage retracted. The airman realized this. “Tell
somebody!” he urged.

“Yes, yes,” she humoured him, and moved on with her tray of barley
sugar. Nothing more happened. Exhausts glowing cheerily, the plane sped
through the night. The airman sat tensed on the edge of his seat. After a while
the pilot published a mimeographed fanzine containing the news that we were
cruising at 30,000 feet at 360mph and nearing our first stop, Phoenix,
Arizona. The airman seized the hostess’s arm as she was distributing the
mailing. “Did you tell him about the exhausts?” he pleaded. “It’s all right,”
she said, and went on handing out the oneshot. The airman sank back
hopelessly.

Shortly afterwards there was a loud thump and a funny squeaking noise.
The airman shot up in his seat as if an ejector cartridge had gone off beneath
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it. Quivering like a violin string, he grasped my arm. “What’s that? What’s
that?” he implored. I put my book aside and listened. “I expect,” I said
thoughtfully, “it’s the flow of hydraulic fluid to the actuating cylinders of the
landing gear.” Surreptitiously substituting a copy of Astounding for the
booklet “Questions and Answers about the Constellation” (Question 6:
WHAT CAUSES THE THUMP AND SQUEAKING NOISES A FEW
MINUTES BEFORE LANDING?) I pretended to go on reading.

He was quiet after this until he got off at Amarillo, Texas. I stepped out
of the plane too, just to say I had been in Texas and found him examining
suspiciously some Chinese hieroglyphics on the nose of the aircraft. “What’s
those?” he was asking.

“It’s Chinese writing,” said the air-hostess.
“Commies, huh?” he glowered. “That’s not so good, is it?”
The pilot happened to be standing behind him and explained in a few

withering words that the aircraft’s name commemorated service against the
Japanese in China during the War. After he had finished the airman slunk
away and was swallowed in the darkness of the Texas night. An unsavoury
morsel.

Soon after Amarillo the dawn began rising to meet us. I’d been
disappointed that I wasn’t seeing anything on my first plane flight, but this
sunrise made up for everything. At first you could see just the tops of the
highest trees and buildings picked out of the darkness below and then, very
rapidly, you were flying over a strange surrealist landscape of long shadows
and glowing prominences. Then the colours began to be filled in. In front it
was already another hot Midwest day, behind there was still a wall of
darkness. About 9 a.m. we were nearing Kansas City and you could see for
hundreds of miles in the vast empty sky. Straight in front of us there was
what looked like a column of smoke. The air hostess said there was a storm
ahead and we were detouring round it. We turned sharply – how sharply I
didn’t realize until I found I was looking straight down to the ground through
the window across the aisle – circled round Kansas City and landed.
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29: Sex and Insects
Hell is probably a place like Kansas City, a wilderness of dust, dirt and ugly
people. In the whole two days I was there I saw scarcely one pretty girl or
pleasant looking man. The way to Manly’s [Manly Banister’s] house was a
half hour crawl in a tram, during which loudspeakers droned advertisements
at their captive audience. You would think any self respecting citizenry
would have torn them out by their roots. Half the journey lay through a
squalid negro quarter and the rest in a seedy residential suburb, all flyblown
shops and cracked pavements and weeds. Even Manly’s house seemed to be
contaminated by the prevailing decrepitude – when he was showing me his
printing plant in the cellar I noticed that the foundations were propped up
with jacks. A horrifying sight to a European, who when he says “safe as
houses” is thinking of solid masonry and finds the American custom of
treating them like Erector sets quite disconcerting. The final touch of malaise
was provided when Manly warned me not to sit on the grass in the garden.
Apparently there are things called chiggers which bore into your skin and lay
eggs. What sort of a place is it when a man can’t sit on the grass of his own
planet?

I liked the Banisters and Marjorie Houston, of course, but somehow I
never felt quite at ease. When I got back home I learned that a break-up had
been impending and had only been postponed on account of my visit; Manly
later married Nekromantikon contributor Marjorie Houston and went to live
in Oregon. I may have sensed this at the time but at least part of my
uneasiness was a feeling of restlessness caused by too much travelling and
too much still to be done, and a sense of guilt at being mentally unable to co-
operate on the oneshot Manly had wanted to produce. We spent the two days
talking, going back and forth on that nightmare tram-ride, and watching
television. This was the first I’d seen of US television and I was fascinated. I
was impressed by Sid Caesar, whose name I’d remembered from a brief but
brilliant appearance in a film years ago, and less so by asymmetrical captions,
multiple sponsors, female wrestling and the Philip Morris commercial... in
that order. And I thought with nearly twice the number of lines as the British
standard the picture quality might have been better.

Henry Burwell, always a great one for organizing, called me long
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distance the day I arrived with a complicated scheme for meeting me en route
and driving me to Atlanta. But after working it all out I called him back and
said I’d have to go to Lynn Haven first to be in time for Shelby’s day off. So
at 1:15 a.m. on Monday morning there I was in Kansas City bus station
starting to make my own way to Florida and tasting the first excitement of
long distance bus travel... the announcements of buses leaving for faraway
places like Seattle, Mexico City and New Orleans, and the feeling you could
walk on to any of them, the way the PA system started to call your name the
moment you wandered away, the scurry of people, the daringness of
travelling so far in a strange country and being about so late.

I got a ticket to St. Louis first. I knew Max Keasler was starting college
there on Monday morning and I meant to stop off and surprise him. The bus
had only a token breakdown, a mere gesture, and we rolled into bustling St.
Louis at 9 a.m. I called the University but they disclaimed all knowledge of
Max, so I decided to try and make my way to his Fraternity house. Eventually
I found my way onto a streetcar captained by a surly motorman who was
evidently set on putting down the passenger traffic. He was impatient with
me because I didn’t at first understand the principle of his little glass-topped
box. It was the first time I’d encountered one of these gadgets and I wanted to
make sure of my change before I let it devour my precious 50¢ piece. He was
already contemptuous of me because I hadn’t realized that in a country like
this where the street numbers are nearly as long as the phone numbers, it’s no
use saying just the street you want without the number of the house. After
this I was afraid to ask if this Waterman Boulevard we were trundling along
was the same as Waterman Street in case he would throw a fit, and by the
time I risked it we were past Max’s number. I trudged back and found it to be
a neat white semidetached villa. I rang the bell several times, but there was
nobody home. What with all the exploring I’d been doing I was feeling quite
adventurous, so after a few minutes I opened the door and walked in, and
went skulking around looking for fannish type mail or some other spoor of
Max. But there was nothing, not even an interlineation. Eventually I brought
my case in and washed and shaved. I was still feeling like a burglar, but at
least I needn’t look so much like one.

Then I went back out on the porch and sat in a deckchair for an hour or
so. Eventually a student came along. He knew of Max, but nothing since last
term. I talked with him for a while about literature and politics and stuff like
that there but I was getting hungry so I just left a message for Max and
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caught another streetcar in the other direction and sat on till I saw something
that looked familiar. After having some lunch I went looking for some
excitement to pass the time until the bus left. This was the first time I’d really
been loose in America by myself and I enjoyed the sensation of freedom.
Unfortunately the nearest thing I could find to big-city sophistication was a
little “Adults Only” cinema advertising a bill about sex education, marihuana
and burlesque. The first two were of a disgustingly high moral tone and dull
enough for a Sunday school concert, but the “Queens of Burlesque” were
better value... though I doubt if what we saw was really worth about ten cents
per pubic inch.

Feeling depressingly undepraved I went and caught the bus for
Memphis, Tennessee. It left on time and actually covered about 100 miles
before it broke down. There was another delay at Memphis and soon after I
got on to the bus for Birmingham, Alabama, I went to sleep. At 3:45 I woke
to find there had been another breakdown and that we were all being herded
into a squalid diner in a place called New Albany, Mississippi. It had the
loudest jukebox ever made, no doubt to drown the mutterings from
discontented patrons. It didn’t have a record of silence so I drifted outside
again into the warm night... only to find myself in the middle of a sort of air
display. The night was full of great insects crashing all around and making
forced landings on my head. Dozens of them lay twitching on the sidewalk. I
felt like joining them, but rallied and braved the jukebox again and, cowering
in the opposite corner, finished the letter to Madeleine I’d started during the
last breakdown.

After a couple of miserable hours a replacement bus came along and
took us as far as Birmingham. I’d missed my connection, but after a while I
got one which landed me in a small town called Dothan at 6 p.m., with 2½
hours to wait for the connection to Panama City. I telegrammed Shelby,
explored the town thoroughly – both streets – and then sat wearily in the bus
station.

By the time we got to the swamp country of Florida it was dark again,
but I could see sinister foliage rushing up in the headlamps and town names
with “Bayou” in them. This was exciting because for weeks I’d been haunted
by a Vaughn Monroe record on all the diner jukeboxes called, I think,
“Jumbalayo” which kept repeating “by the bayou” and it seemed a strange
exotic kind of thing, whatever it was. Shortly before ten Shelby flagged down
the bus and I got off. The driver refused to surrender my luggage because it
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was booked through to Panama City, so I left it with him and walked with
Shelby along some dirt roads to his house, a wooden bungalow.

I didn’t think I was going to like this country: it seemed no place for
anyone with a phobia about insects. The big flying ones (locusts?) in New
Albany had been bad enough, but Lynn Haven seemed to be a sort of small
game preserve. Not only were there clouds of flies everywhere, but I’d hardly
got indoors when an impossibly large cockroach thing marched majestically
across the floor as if it owned the house. For all I know it did – it looked large
enough to have built it. I stared at it in utter horror as it tramped past. If
Shelby and his mother had moved a muscle I’d have been standing on a chair
gibbering, but they seemed so unconcerned I just sat there hoping it wouldn’t
turn on us. After a supper of pork chops Shelby and I talked for a while but
I’d been travelling for 48 hours so I called it two days and went to bed, about
4 a.m. I searched the room to make sure there weren’t any insects bigger than
myself and collapsed in the unaccustomed luxury of a bed.
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30: A Beakerful of the Warm
South

Next morning we went down to Panama City to collect my luggage, which I
hadn’t seen since I checked it in at St. Louis the day before yesterday. I was
so amazed to find it had actually arrived that it seemed only a slight
additional mystery that it should turn up at the Trailways Office. We also
called at the grocery store where Shelby worked, and then set off for the
beach. All this journeying was done in Shelby’s van, a vehicle of quite
spectacular decrepitude beside which Ken Bulmer’s notorious one would
have looked streamlined. It did about ten miles to the gallon – of water, that
is, Shelby stopping every few miles to borrow a bucket and pour it in, vividly
reminding me of Frank Reade And His Steam Car. None of the meters on the
dash worked, if indeed there was anything for them to record, and neither did
the self starter. Every time we stopped Shelby had to get out and give the
engine an intravenous injection to restore animation. Because of some other
obscure defect he had to drive with the lights on, so that oncoming cars kept
flashing their headlamps at us as if blinking in astonishment... as well they
might, for we must have looked like nothing so much as a pile of scrap iron
collecting itself and reporting to the junkyard to give itself up.

Eventually we rattled down to the beach, which proclaimed itself on a
huge placard to be “THE FINEST BATHING BEACH IN THE WORLD!”
On first impressions I doubted this... the strand was narrow and shelved
steeply, and was backed by rows of scruffy sand dunes and bungalows
interspersed with hot dog stands, and the sand was white instead of the
approved golden brown. However the water was clear and green. We
changed... me into my sexy Swedish fishnet trunks that Madeleine got cheap
because no one in Belfast would wear them... and went in. Ah, that water. It
was warm – not the warm that those hearty come-in-the-water’s-lovely
people lie themselves even bluer in the face about, but actually warm. I’d
ceased to believe there was such a thing nearer than Venus. It was wonderful.
I wallowed about in it voluptuously for hours, washing away the frustrations
of a lifetime and bitter memories of shuddering plunges and frantic rushing
about in hopeless attempts to avert death from exposure. So this was the
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perfidious Gulf Stream that was supposed to warm the coasts of Ireland. I
forgave it everything.

About two o’clock Shelby complained he was suffering from sunburn
and hunger so we retreated into the shade of a hot dog stand and had
hamburgers. A thermometer there said the temperature was 90°. Then, while
Shelby cowered under a handkerchief, I resumed my amphibian existence,
glorying in the sun and water. I found an old plank of flotsam and played out
in the surf, ecstatically happy. But about six Shelby said we should go home
so I let myself be reluctantly enticed out of the water and we drove home in
our bathing suits. This was the life for me – I’d always suspected I was
naturally native to a warm climate. And no, I didn’t get sunburn or sunstroke.
Just Shelby.

We spent the rest of the evening at the house of Joe and Johnny Green,
then “poetry editors” of Confusion. Johnny was Joe’s pretty young wife and a
good cook, but also a mutterer in the anti-Hoffman underground. It seemed
that the Greens had tried to run a small convention in Lynn Haven and Lee
hadn’t come. Neither, apparently, had anyone else but Lee having failed in
the role of Judas Ram was inevitably cast as scapegoat. The Greens were nice
people, if a trifle egocentric, and I was sorry when it came half eleven and I
had to leave to get the bus for Atlanta. I’d thought of staying another day and
going to the beach by myself, but it had been so wonderful there today I
didn’t want to risk spoiling it. I was happy to have that wonderful golden
afternoon glowing in my memory all by itself.

I don’t remember much about the bus ride to Atlanta, except standing in
a square in Tallahassee at 2 a.m.; that seemed a wonderful thing because
Tallahassee has always been to me one of those fabulous places like
Samarkand or Mandalay. Henry Burwell met me in his car at Atlanta about
ten that morning and drove me to his home, a pleasant new white house in a
prosperous suburb. Burwell was dark and very tall and thin, with a nervous
excitable temperament heavily disguised by his Southern drawl, and was one
of those people who throw too much into fandom and are correspondingly
disappointed when their bread returns after many days looking pretty crumby.
The Chicon had, it proved later, been the climactic point of his fan career: he
had spent hundreds of dollars on hospitality, lost a tape recorder and a play
for Bea Mahaffey, got himself deeply involved in fannish political intrigue,
passed out after a terrific binge and generally lived. Now came the morning
after, while at the same time his publishing progress had ground to a halt in a
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cul de sac with the purchase of a printing plant... the kiss of death for fan
publishers. Anyway Henry produced only one fanzine afterwards, a mimeoed
oneshot about the Chicon, and then left fandom in as fell a swoop as he
entered it. He sold his entire collection in one go, including absentmindedly
the cream of my own fmz collection, and was never heard from again.
Among Henry’s collection, incidentally, was the original of the Other Worlds
cover for October 1952, which had a curious history. It was a touched up
colour photograph of a girl naked from the waist up, wearing only a
conventional spaceship, representing “The Naked Goddess” and bearing a
startling resemblance to Bea Mahaffey. Burwell bought it at the auction and,
examining it later, found that the spaceship was painted on a separate sheet of
paper and gummed on. He promptly peeled it off and there were the salient
points of the young lady’s anatomy, revealed to have been augmented by a
couple of deft but unfinished brush strokes.

On the second day Henry took his family and me on a drive to a local
landmark called Stone Mountain, a huge heap of granite about 1600 feet
high. On one face some slab-happy sculptor has started to carve a
Confederate memorial, presumably Stonewall Jackson and other of the
boulder spirits of the South. It isn’t finished yet – apparently the sculptor has
knocked off to chisel some more money out of the local population – but
what there is is quite impressive. It seems that in the ear of one of the figures
there is room for six men to sit abreast. It’s the sort of thing that some
Europeans affect to regard as vulgar, but I don’t see that it’s essentially
different from cutting white horses in the Sussex Downs. And for sheer
flamboyance, why I know a man here who set out one day with a bag of
acorns to plant his initials in oak trees right across the Castlereagh Hills in
letters two miles high. Anyhow it’s not as if this Stone Mountain thing was
particularly beautiful as a mountain – it’s just a sort of Doesn’tmatterhorn
and obviously only good for carving things on.

And, of course, for looking at the view from the top. I could understand
Henry wanting to do that, but he surprised me nonetheless. Even after what
I’d seen of the reluctance of Americans to get out of their cars for anything, I
still wasn’t expecting him to announce his intention of driving to the summit.
Maybe it doesn’t sound all that unusual, so perhaps I had better explain that
there is no road up this mountain. And by no road I mean no lane, path, track
or other aid to vehicular progress. The only thing that made the project even
conceivable was that the mountain was composed of slabs of granite and the
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overall gradient couldn’t have been more than one in three. Henry sighted at
the distant peak along the hood, changed down a couple of gears, and up we
went. We all held on grimly as the car lurched from side to side and bounced
about like a ball. Henry, flushed and snarling, clawed madly at the wheel,
swerving first one way and then the other to preserve his momentum and
keep us from overturning. It was a subtle exercise in driving technique,
because from time to time the car would balance momentarily on a ridge,
swing slowly round until one or other of the back wheels regained contact
with the ground, and then shoot off abruptly in some unexpected direction.
We careened up like this for about a thousand feet, by which time the grating
of the car chassis on rock outcroppings and the agonized whine of the wheels
as they were parted from the ground must have started to get on Henry’s
nerves. It was making me wince, and it wasn’t my car. Henry reluctantly
abandoned it, carefully explaining to me that he knew the feat was possible
because when he was younger he had driven up an old Ford and crashed it off
the very summit. I believed him – it was just the sort of thing he would have
done to pass the time.

We finished the ascent on old-fashioned feet and returned to the long-
suffering car for another wild chariot ride down the mountain. On the way
home the gas station attendant presented him with a set of drinking glasses:
not, apparently, in recognition of his services to mountaineering techniques,
but just because it was the gas station’s birthday. I don’t think we Europeans
have any of our business firms properly trained.

That evening we called at Ian Macauley’s house and I inspected his fan
den. Everything was sorted and filed with a fanatical neatness more like a
business efficiency exhibition than the sort of fan room I’m accustomed to. I
couldn’t imagine Ian ever writing to anyone as someone once did to me,
apologizing for their handwriting but they’d mislaid their typewriter.
However in spite of this unnatural trait, Ian proved a very pleasant person to
meet, quiet-spoken and friendly. He was also at the ASFO meeting next day
at Burwell’s house, where I was given an honorary ASFO membership card
valid for 100 years (I think they might have given me a life membership),
along with Carson Jacks, Jerry Burge and other agreeable Southerners,
including Paul Cox from way out of town. It was a very pleasant day, except
for a few minutes when I allowed myself to get involved in an argument
about politics from which I’d difficulty extricating myself, and for another
rumbling from the anti-Hoffman underground. This time the indictments
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were that Lee had spoken slightingly of the Atlanta fanzine and Kay
Burwell’s bathroom. The latter was obviously some silly misunderstanding,
but you know what fans are – anyone who would criticize their fanzine would
stoop to anything. However we all parted on the best of terms, a large party
coming down to the station to see me off on the 10:45 train for Savannah.
What with all the talk I’d had nothing to eat since lunch but a couple of
sandwiches, but I bought a few candy bars from the Negro attendant and tried
to get some sleep.
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31: “Darling, it’s playing our
noise!”

Trains as well as planes seemed to be immune from whatever virus I carried
and we arrived in Savannah station on time, 8 a.m. Lee was waiting for me.
I’d brought a beat-up copy of Slant all the way from Belfast for this occasion,
in case she meant to re-enact her part in the imaginary account of it she’d
written way back when neither of us conceived of my actually visiting
Savannah. But as it turned out we were too pleased to see each other again to
think about fannish nonsense for a while. Later, sitting in Lee’s room at 101
Wagner, with evidences of Quandry all around, I heaved a mental sigh of
relief and contentment. I was, in a sense, home. It was pouring rain now and
we spent a restful day finishing up an issue of Quandry, the first of the four
issues Lee was to publish that October. I was press-ganged into composing a
piece on the stencil and stapled parts of my thumb to several completed
copies with a vicious little instrument she had called, only too appropriately,
a “hand stapler”. Ah well, I always say an editor should put part of himself in
his fanzine. Then I wrote a letter to Madeleine and we ventured out during a
lull in the rain to mail it. On the way I found I’d forgotten to put the return
address so I began looking along the sidewalk in case someone happened to
have dropped a pencil. Lee asked me what I was looking for and I said
wayside pencils. “You’re in the wrong state for that,” she said. Innocently I
asked what state I should be in. “Pennsylvania,” she said....

Charles Wells called that afternoon, and concealed any astonishment he
may have felt to find us talking about symbolic logic; so did we. I’d been
curious about Wells, because I knew he was the visitor Burwell had
inveighed against in a letter in a recent issue of McCain’s Review. At Atlanta
he told me that what had annoyed him was that Wells had abruptly expressed
horror at the smell of his hair oil and stalked away holding his nose. Meeting
Wells, I could understand how he might have peeved a Suthun gentleman like
Burwell: he had a sort of artificial poise, an exaggerated self-possession that
could easily be misconstrued as affectation or arrogance, instead of the shield
it obviously was. Instead of the engagingly muddle-headed little fan you
might expect Wells to be from his writings, he turned out to be very tall,
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formally dressed and with at first a stilted, almost haughty manner. This
facade melted away rapidly and he proved intelligent and likeable: we had an
enjoyable afternoon talking and finishing the Quandry mailing.

Next morning it looked as if the rain might have stopped and we went
into Savannah, calling first at the Hoffman radio shop. While we were there
we heard the strangest of noises in the street and went outside to investigate.
There was a big crowd in the distance, but it looked too far away to be the
source. However, after a while a couple of elephants emerged from it. The
noise became earsplitting, and finally the cause of it was to be seen – a
strange and wonderful machine like a disembowelled steamroller, all pipes
and boilers and valves. Jets of steam hissed terrifyingly from the top like
volcanic eruptions and a great cloud of vapour roiled continuously round its
base, half concealing it from view. In the midst of all this sat an intrepid
human being fighting for mastery, the struggle producing a noise which bore
a distant relationship to music, but transcending it as sheet lightning
transcends a taper. It was the first time Lee or I had ever encountered a steam
calliope and we were quite bowled over. We followed the wonderful thing
devoutly for some distance, until it came on to rain again. I was not surprised;
rain was the least effect you could fear from a noise like that. It sounded more
like the end of the world. We took refuge in the Savannah Museum and sat
talking amid a reconstruction of an early American kitchen... which looked
just like a contemporary kitchen in rural Ireland. We inaugurated there and
then a vast field of steam calliope mythology, part of which appeared later as
correspondence between the Fort Mudge Steam Calliope Company and the
Bulmer Aqueous Vapour Company.

In the afternoon the weather cleared again and we walked along the river
through old Savannah, with its old stone mills and quays. In the evening we
went to the pictures. Lee left the choice to me so I picked Paleface with Bob
Hope, because I knew James White would go to see it when it came to
Belfast. Sure enough, six months later this long term planning was to pay off.
James, who had had a habit of saying, “I saw that in Paris, with French
subtitles,” asked me if I was going to see Paleface. “No,” I said, “I saw it in
Savannah with Lee Hoffman.”
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32: We Go Pogo
Next day we went to the Okefenokee Swamp. We got up at 5 a.m., snatched a
hurried breakfast, and stole out of the house like an eloping couple. We made
it to the station on an early bus just in time for the train, and some three hours
later got off at the small town of Waycross. Now all we had to do was find
our way to the swamp, a few miles further South. Unfortunately there seemed
to be a conspiracy among the inhabitants of Waycross to keep the existence
of the swamp a secret. The stationmaster knew nothing and said the Chamber
of Commerce was six miles away, and the waitress at the cafe where we went
for lunch had apparently only heard rumours about some swamp hereabouts.
When we came out of the cafe we found the Chamber of Commerce just
across the street but all they could do... exhausted no doubt from having
moved their office six miles in half an hour... was refer us to the bus station.
They in turn seemed to regard the routes of their buses as highly confidential
and it was as much as they would do to let us inspect their timetable, a highly
complex affair covered with cabalistic signs. We puzzled over this vainly for
a while and then I thought the hell with it and went out and phoned for a taxi.

Obviously it was no fault of the National Parks people that the location
of their swamp wasn’t better known. The sole trouble really was that America
just does not cater for non-motorists. Just outside Waycross there started a
series of enormous coloured billboards, proclaiming OKEFENOKEE
SWAMP NATIONAL PARK 7 MILES, OKEFENOKEE SWAMP
NATIONAL PARK 6 MILES, OKEFENOKEE SWAMP NATIONAL
PARK 5 MILES... and so on, just like a spaceship take-off. By the time we’d
got to OKEFENOKEE SWAMP NATIONAL PARK ½ MILE,
OKEFENOKEE SWAMP NATIONAL PARK ¼ MILE and OKEFENOKEE
SWAMP NATIONAL PARK 100 YARDS we were quite tensed up. Finally,
there was one which just said triumphantly OKEFENOKEE SWAMP
NATIONAL PARK with an arrow: we turned sharp left, paid our dollars at
the gate lodge and sped along the drive. Lee said that if we’d gone straight on
there’d have been another notice reading OKEFENOKEE SWAMP
NATIONAL PARK – AW HECK, YOU MISSED IT. After a mile or so we
came to a big log cabin. I paid off the taxi (thanks Bill Hamling) and we went
in. The place was crammed with souvenirs, postcards, photograph albums,
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transfers, fossils and countless other souvenirs of the swamp: but the most
startling phenomenon was something that wasn’t there at all. Among all this
huge collection of swampiana there was not a single reference or allusion of
any sort to Pogo. Apparently these people had never heard of Walt Kelly, or
were boycotting him. Indignantly, we signed the visitors’ book “Lee
Hoffman, Savannah: Walter Willis, Belfast: Horrors Greeley, Fort Mudge”
and passed through. We immediately found ourselves in a sort of miniature
zoo. The possum’s cage was empty, but there were plenty of alligators –
some quite big ones, about a yard long, just lying around loose on the banks
of the water. The really big ones were all in a sort of concrete tank, dozens of
them all lying on top of one another sleeping. Or at least trying to sleep.
Every now and then one of them would get restive and twitch slightly,
disturbing the one on top of him who would twitch a bit more, disturbing the
one on top of him who would slither off irritably, bumping into two or three
more who would writhe about angrily, infuriating everyone within range. A
sort of chain reaction would build up like this, accompanied by a horrible dry
rustling sound getting louder and louder. The twitching and slithering would
spread to every side of the tank and back again to start a new and angrier
reaction, until there seemed no reason why the whole seething mass of
alligators shouldn’t boil up over the sides of the tank. However after a few
minutes of this a new equilibrium would gradually be established: the rustling
sound would dwindle to a whisper and all movement would be stilled,
leaving just a tankful of layers of deadlocking alligators and the same
dreadful smell. It was fascinating, in a horrible sort of way. They did look a
bit like embittered Alberts*, and the raccoon and the porcupine and the turtle
looked vaguely familiar too, so that you almost expected them to say
something funny.

* The alligator character in Walt Kelly’s celebrated 1948-1978 cartoon strips
about Pogo the possum and his “swamp critter” friends. [Ed.]

After this we joined a party in a flat-bottomed aluminium boat and we
were rowed some distance into the swamp, along a narrow waterway. The
guide had never heard of Walt Kelly either, apparently; all he had in his head
was Hollywood movies. We’d be gliding through some eerily beautiful
backwater and come on a skull on a post sticking up out of the water: the
guide would announce that this was where they shot such and such a scene in
such and such a movie. However, he couldn’t spoil the swamp. I’d been
expecting it to be dank and clammy and sinister, but it wasn’t. It was bright
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and clean and colourful, and very beautiful. There were no mosquitoes or
unpleasant smells, just dark calm water and cypress trees and peace. There
were great floating islands that looked for all the world like dry land, but
shivered as the boat went past, and long mysterious inlets full of water lilies
stretching far into the swamp like tunnels. No doubt it was really a very
dangerous and deadly place, but on this sunny autumn day it looked just as
kind and happy as Walt Kelly’s world.

Eventually the guide even ran out of B movies and took us back to the
landing stage. Lee and I wanted to see more of the swamp – this was her first
visit too – so we took the boardwalk which has been built through part of it
and which leads to a big observation tower from where you can see the parts
of the swamp where nobody goes. On the way back we dipped half a dozen
postcards in swamp water and I filled a Coca-Cola bottle to take home...
wondering how I would explain it to the Customs.

Back at the log cabin we hitched a lift in the Park Superintendent’s car
as far as the gate lodge, where I phoned Waycross for a taxi. While we were
waiting we had sodas and buns at a little cafe across the road, not without
some confusion because I didn’t know they called all aerated waters soda
here. When we’d finished there was still no sign of a taxi so I called again.
They didn’t know what had happened to the last one, but said they’d send
another. While we were waiting for the second taxi we were engaged in
conversation by the garrulous gatekeeper, who turned out to be one of those
professional Characters in which Georgia seems to abound. With his
countryman’s keen eye and ear he deduced from my accent that I was a
Canadian and from Lee and I being together that we were an engaged couple.
After half an hour there was still no taxi, so I called another firm. Their’s
arrived in about ten minutes and we got into it quickly lest two more should
turn up now that the dam had burst. “Fort Mudge,” I told the driver.

I should explain that Bob Tucker had found a map of Georgia on which
Fort Mudge, well known to Pogo lovers as the terminus of the Denver,
Seattle and Fort Mudge Railroad, was actually marked. We were resolved to
visit the town and mail our postcards from there. But there appeared to be
some confusion. The driver, a young Negro, was turning round with a
puzzled expression. “Where is it?” he asked, “About five miles along this
road,” I said, “You can’t miss it.” He shook his head perplexedly, obviously
thinking that he had lived in this country all his life and here were foreigners
giving him directions. However he drove on willingly enough. After what the
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speedometer claimed to have been eight miles we had passed no sign of
human habitation but a wooden hut, so I told the driver to turn round and we
went back more slowly, looking for hidden sideroads. When we came to the
wooden hut again Lee and I got out to ask for directions. It turned out to be a
tiny shop, specializing in chewing gum and Coca-Cola. At least that was the
entire stock. An elderly man greeted us as if we were the first customers he
had seen for years, which we probably were. “Can you direct us to Fort
Mudge?” I asked.

“This is Fort Mudge,” said the old man.
“Is this all there is of it?” I asked.
“Yes,” he admitted.
“No post office,” I said.
“No,” he said.
“Any postcards?” asked Lee optimistically.
“No,” said the old man.
We looked disconsolately round for something, anything, that would be

specifically Fort Mudgean, but there was still nothing but Coca-Cola and
Beechnut chewing gum, both imported products. In desperation we bought
two sticks of chewing gum. I kept this cherished souvenir for years until one
day my little daughter Carol found it and, not realizing its profound
significance, ate it as if it was an ordinary piece of chewing gum. However in
1955 Lee and Ken and Pamela Bulmer went back to Fort Mudge and bought
me another piece to replace it.

Dazed by the sudden rush of business, the old man followed us outside,
visions of fantastic commercial success no doubt flooding through his mind.
Imagine it, strangers from foreign parts seeking out his shop in taxis to buy
chewing gum. He shook hands with us at the taxi door. “You’re a fine young
couple,” he maundered, “a fine young couple. I hope you’ll be very happy.”
Half an hour ago one of these Characters had had us engaged, now this one
had us on our honeymoon. We thanked him solemnly and went back to
Waycross, where I paid off the taxi. (Thanks again, Bill.) The driver stood
looking after us in a most peculiar way.

We mailed our postcards and strolled about the town until the train came
and then, tired but happy, dozed while it sped through the night to Savannah.
It had been a wonderful day.

We spent the next one quietly talking, looking through old Pogos,
listening to wire recordings and collaborating on a travelogue about Fort
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Mudge for the third October issue of Quandry. In the evening we went for a
walk along the dirt roads and swung on the swings in a dark and deserted
children’s playground. On the way back Lee asked if I’d mind being
exhibited to some neighbours who’d wanted to see the real live visitor from
Ireland. Conscious of my shortcomings in this respect I put on a thick Dublin
brogue for their benefit. They seemed satisfied.

Next afternoon I caught the bus for New York. As Lee and I were
waiting at the departure platform, yet another Character accosted us.
Surrounding us in a cloud of alcoholic goodwill, he shook us both fervently
by the hands. Then, patting Lee paternally on the shoulder he told her not to
fret. I was going away to serve my country. Then he sympathized with me for
having to leave my pretty young wife for the hardships of military service,
added a few brief notes about his own experiences, shook hands with me
again and reeled away, turning every now and then to wave to us.

Before this State-wide conspiracy could provide us with ready made
children the bus arrived. I got in, waved a last sad goodbye to Lee, and as the
bus swept through the streets of the town tried to settle down for the last long
journey to New York.
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33: Latitudes and Attitudes
All too soon it got dark again and I thought ruefully to myself that I wasn’t
seeing much of America. I’d been deliberately doing most of my travelling
by night so I could meet friends during the day, and in the eight days between
Los Angeles and Savannah I’d spent only four nights in bed. My impressions
of the return journey across the continent had therefore been of a night-time
America that must be as strange to many Americans as it was to me... all
night diners with bright lights, loud jukeboxes and silent drowsy people, bus
stations with whitefaced hurrying travellers, and outside in the warm night
deserted towns basking in the glow of wasted neon. And between them
endless miles of anonymous roads with urgent traffic signs flashing
continuously up out of the darkness... so that even today I cannot see a main
road at night without a twinge of nostalgia. Nowadays all those diners, bus
stations and roads are just a composite blur, but a few oddities stuck in my
mind. The way roads advertise against one another for traffic, sometimes
impersonating legitimate traffic directions; the series of advance
advertisements for motels, one of which started 1,000 miles away; the odd
notices, like NIGHT CRAWLERS (I never found out what that was) and the
even more provocative ones on the backs of trucks, some of which strike the
foreigner as illustrating peculiar vagaries of American thought – like DRIVE
CAREFULLY, LIFE IN AMERICA IS WORTH LIVING, or, even more
questionable, HIRE THE HANDICAPPED – IT’S GOOD BUSINESS; the
speed and competence of American motorists, weaving in and out like
bobbins; the goodness and cleanliness of the food and service in the average
diner; the cute little cartons of cream you got for your coffee; the big casters
you got your sugar in, so you had to learn to measure your sugar not in lumps
or spoonfuls, but in milliseconds; not being able to send a telegram from a
Post Office; free book matches, and conversely the slightly shocking practice
of commercial slot machines selling three 3¢ stamps for 10¢.

I had caught a glimpse of cotton pickers in a field in South Carolina
before night fell, but this was the nearest I’d seen to the South of the mint
julep tradition. What I had seen of the country outside the big towns I hadn’t
cared for much. To me it had meant seedy little towns – I’d never realized
that “the wrong side of the tracks” had such a literal meaning, that these
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places were built after the railroad – filled with sullen Negroes and thin-
lipped white men in blue shirts who would obviously lynch you sooner than
look at you. At first I’d kept absentmindedly going to “Colored Only” ticket
desks and diner sections and being brusquely redirected, as often as not by
Negroes, and it had begun to get on my nerves. But the dreadful thing was
that after a while I found myself starting to get used to it, accepting it as
normal and proper. The fact of Negroes being confined to separate and
invariably inferior facilities inevitably made your subconscious associate
them with inferiority. At the same time your intelligence realized that they
weren’t inferior, or that if they were it was the fault of your race. It’s not
humanly possible to live with this contradiction without resolving it one way
or the other, and since one instinctively tries to justify oneself and to
rationalize whatever is in one’s own interest you tend to think of the Negroes
as really inferior and yourself entitled to your aristocratic privileges: and not
only that, but to blame the Negroes for your mental discomfort and resent
their very existence. On the way to Atlanta, for instance, the bus had left
several groups of Negroes standing by the side of the road because the back
seats were full, though there was plenty of room at the front. Eventually it
stopped to let a white on, and a coloured woman with two little children
followed. She and the children had to stand all the way to Atlanta, though
there were still seats at the front. Now everyone in the bus must have known
there was something basically wrong about this, but since nobody would do
anything about it, all us whites had to choose between despising ourselves
and resenting the coloured woman, and presumably she had to make a similar
choice with regard to the whites. This sort of thing must be happening several
times a day to everyone everywhere segregation exists, and it seemed to me
that the atmosphere of guilt and resentment in that bus pervaded the whole
South. I was glad to get back to the fresh air of the North.

It was daylight again when we passed through Washington and its fine
buildings, and I wished I could have stopped off and seen some of the
notables of the city, like Eney and Jacobs and Briggs, but I had to be in New
York before the end of office hours on Friday. The Steamship Company’s
book of instructions had been firm that no one was allowed to leave America
without a clearance from the Bureau of Internal Revenue, and my boat left on
Monday morning. We sped on efficiently through Baltimore and Philadelphia
and finally entered the outskirts of New York shortly after noon. I began to
feel quite relieved. There had been no breakdown so far and we were nearly
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there. As if the same thought had struck the bus, it turned sharp left and
began to make a detour round a huge airfield. New York seemed to be quite
near – across the airfield there was a smoke haze and a suggestion of
towering buildings. The bus continued to skirt round the vast empty plain
now accompanied by a significant grinding noise from the back axle. When it
had got as far from civilization as it could in the vicinity of New York, it
broke down. The driver got out, glared at the back wheels and set off along
the long empty road. After he had dwindled away in the distance we sat
watching the planes landing and taking off for a long time, while the smoke
haze darkened on the promised land.

Time passed and eventually our driver came tearing along in another bus
and took us round the rest of the airfield and into New York at a furious
speed. At the bus station I leaped out and ran for the nearest phone. It was
5:35 p.m. Mercifully, some dedicated servant of the public remained at his
post in the Bureau of Internal Revenue: he listened sympathetically and told
me it’d probably be all right if I explained everything to the Inspector at the
docks on Monday morning. Relieved, I hung up and started looking for
Evelyn Smith, to whom I’d sent a telegram from Philadelphia. There was no
sign of her. I called her home, but there was no answer. There seemed
nothing to do but wait and I hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast, so I
went to the lunch counter and had two hot dogs and coffee. I was just
finishing my second hot dog when an uneasy thought struck me. This wasn’t
like the bus station I had set out from five weeks ago. In fact it was a
different bus station altogether. With a pang of self-reproach I remembered
there had been another bus station in New York, the one where we’d had our
first breakdown. This must be the Pennsylvania one, or whatever they called
it, and poor sweet noble Evelyn must still be patiently waiting for me at the
real terminal. All my luggage must be there too, but I should have my map of
New York in my pocket. Yes. Gulping my coffee, I consulted it. Thirty
seconds later I was running along 34th St., trotting along Eighth Avenue,
tottering past Madison Square Garden, and staggering breathless into the
Capitol Greyhound Station. Evelyn wasn’t there, and I knew what had
happened. The devoted creature had waited for hours, met my belated bus,
found me not on it and gone home worrying helplessly about me... and all the
time I had been guzzling hot dogs and coffee. What a slob I was. I rushed to
the phone and called her number again. She was in. I had got about halfway
through my contrite explanation when I realized she was apologizing to me.
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Her mother had been taken ill and she hadn’t been able to get down to meet
me at all. All taken aback I arranged to see her tomorrow and took down
complicated instructions for getting to George O. Smith’s flat by subway, and
hung up dazedly.
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34: Night Out in New York
It was early yet to inflict myself on the GOSmiths, so having collected my
luggage I stowed it away in a couple of slot-machine lockers and went
outside to explore. And was thrilled to find myself on Broadway. Excited, I
wandered along as far as Times Square and paused happily, gazing at all the
flashing signs and hurrying people and marvelling at it all. Here I was, Walter
Willis, in the heart of New York! Looking around at all the famous names, I
suddenly remembered the New Yorker. As a devoted if occasional reader of
that magazine I had for years been accustomed to poring wistfully over the
“Goings On About Town” page: now, by Ghod, here I was and now was my
chance. I found a newsstand and bought a copy of the current issue. Standing
at the corner of Times Square and Broadway I opened my New Yorker and
turned to the “Goings On About Town”. It was one of the great moments of
my life.

But as I came to the end of the list a disconcerting realization came over
me. There was nowhere I wanted to go. Now, when it came to the point, I
seemed to be too tired to work up enough enthusiasm for any particular show
to seek out the theatre and try to book a seat, and it seemed absurd to go and
see a film, however rare, that I might catch in London or even Belfast.
Besides I was too excited to feel like just sitting somewhere passively for
three hours. And yet it seemed such a waste to be in New York and not go
somewhere. But where? Unsettled, I wandered irresolutely along 42nd Street
and back again along the other side, feeling vaguely cheated. It was all still
wonderful though, and I told myself it would actually he a waste of time to
go and sit in some theatre and miss all this. But when I had myself quite
convinced on this point, and the nervous tension of indecision had relaxed, I
suddenly found I was much more tired than I’d thought. I had to go
somewhere and sit down. But it was too late for the theatres now. Dissatisfied
with myself I stole guiltily into a little cartoon cinema and saw Gerald
McBoing-Boing.

It was very good, but I hoped it never came to Belfast. Afterwards I
collected one of my suitcases from the bus station and ventured into the
sordid catacombs of the New York subway, where, as in so many places in
America, you’re not allowed to smoke. (No wonder that statue offers you a
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light as you enter the country – it may be your last chance.) When I got to the
turnstile at the end of the tunnel I found I hadn’t got a dime for the slot. There
was a man sitting in a sort of sentry box reading a pulp magazine with a sign
above him saying “No change given for anything more than a dollar”. I asked
him if he would change a two-dollar bill. (Put this down to a national
characteristic, not to my being unable to read.) He didn’t even deign to
answer, just went on reading his pulp as if I didn’t exist. I was relieved to
notice it was a Western. “You read that crazy Roy Rogers stuff?” I muttered,
and lugged my suitcase back along the tunnel.

Coming to a newsstand I bought the smallest paper I could find, a copy
of Keyhole. The newsvendor grinned understandingly at my $2 bill and said,
“You don’t have to buy anything – I’ll give you change.” And they say New
Yorkers are rude.

Eventually I emerged from the subway at the right station, but promptly
lost my way in the suburbs of Queens and had to ask directions from several
passers-by before I arrived at GOSmith’s flat, soon after ten. They seemed
pleased to see me and assumed I was staying until the boat left, which was a
relief. I had invitations from Dave Kyle, Will Sykora and Calvin Thomas
Beck, but I didn’t want to get involved in feuds again. I was grateful for the
Smiths’ offer but puzzled why they had made it, because I’d never had any
previous contact with them. The mystery was solved very soon after we
started talking. Apparently Dona had got hold of an old Slant where I’d
published a mock letter to John W. Campbell, her former husband, from his
publishers. It was actually about the competition from Galaxy, but as a
sideways allusion to the current gossip it was signed “Yours truly, Street and
(if you’ll pardon the expression) Smith”. This had tickled Dona so much
she’d told George to invite me to stay with them so she could find out if I’d
meant what she thought I meant. Three nights board and lodging for one gag!
If I could get regular rates like that I could give up work.

We talked until about 3 a.m., and next morning Evelyn Smith called as
we were having a late breakfast. We went downtown and bought some
libidinous lingerie for Madeleine, some toys for Carol and stereoscopic reels
of the places I’d been to. After lunch in Greenwich Village (which was just
like Belfast) Evelyn went to hospital – to visit her mother – and I went
happily roaming about by myself, looking at secondhand portable typers and
at the view from Rockefeller Center. Somebody asked me the way to Times
Square and I told him. In the evening I met Evelyn again at one of the two
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stone lions that flank the entrance to the New York Public Library (which
was obviously designed that way to force people to make jokes about reading
between the lions) and we went to a Hydra Club meeting.

It was in a dingy basement room, more like a Communist cell than a
literary salon. Everyone was drinking canned beer and listening to one
Jerome Stanton holding forth from a strategic position in front of the
fireplace and beside the beer. Among the people I talked to later were Cyril
Kornbluth, Lester del Rey (who had an advance copy of Space with a Chicon
report in it, scooping all the fanzines), Robert W. Lowndes, Harry Harrison,
“J.J. Coupling” and others. I’m sure that with all these active minds countless
brilliant things were said, but all I can remember is an impression that these
people should publish a monthly guide of Who’s Living With Whom for the
benefit of confused visitors, and that they were all much more like Europeans
than any Americans I’d met so far. They seemed to lack that fundamental
innocence which seems to characterize Americans generally. I had liked the
average American, but conversation with him seemed to be on a simpler basis
than with Europeans. When Europeans talk there is I think a silent and
complex interreaction beneath the surface: each person is thinking not only of
what he is actually saying but of the way he is saying it and its possible
repercussions on other people and their opinion of him. Whereas Americans
tend to be more straightforward, saying what they mean and taking what you
say at its face value. In practice it works out that Americans seem tactless and
Europeans touchy. I suppose the basic reason is the absence in America of
class distinctions, national boundaries, divided loyalties and wide variations
in cultural background: in a sense the American is much more anonymous
than the European. One reason I thought this might be true was that the
American simplicity didn’t seem so evident among fans. I suppose in a way
fandom is a European-type culture, with its class distinctions and traditions
and so many intensely individualistic characters and groups that social
intercourse tends to be semantically loaded in the European manner.
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35: Farewell, Columbia
Next day Evelyn took me to Radio City Music Hall and Lindy’s restaurant on
Broadway which I was thrilled to discover was Runyon’s “Mindy’s” and
where we had some wonderful stuff called pastrami. I always say you haven’t
seen the real America until you’ve seen New York. Later we went to Horace
Gold’s apartment, where Evelyn Gold cooked us a fine dinner, and then we
went on to Willy Ley’s place for a party which lasted till early morning.. This
was my last day in America, and I wish I could remember more about it.
Looking back on the whole trip, that’s the sort of thing that gives me a sense
of loss, an uneasy knowledge that bits of this wonderful experience are
constantly slipping away, eroded by time. I don’t even know how much I’ve
lost. Of course I have a few vivid memories – chocolate malts, the Grand
Canyon, orange juice, the Okefenokee Swamp, hamburgers, the Gulf of
Mexico, pastrami, the Rocky Mountains, fried chicken, the New York skyline
– subtle nuances like that in the American scene which the less perceptive
tourist might have passed unnoticed, but I had traversed 30 of the 48 states:
surely I should have quite a gallery of clear mental pictures, a collection of
photographic stills from this five-week travelogue. Instead the pictures have
run into one another; the colours are there, but the details are blurred into a
sort of impressionist smudge. I can for instance evoke vividly a small
American town... tree-lined streets, young people in summer clothes, pleasant
houses, sprinklers on fenceless lawns, bright drugstores offering strange
delectable concoctions, an atmosphere of prosperous tranquillity, and above
all a nostalgic memory of warm evenings susurrating with the chirping of
crickets and the crepitation of neon signs, symbolically indistinguishable
from one another. Symbolic because those sounds seem to me to represent
how the American small town combines the virtues of two ways of life, the
pleasures of civilization and the peacefulness of the countryside, in a
synthesis that makes it seem to me the most pleasant place to live in that’s yet
appeared on this planet. And yet I know this small town I’m thinking of may
not exist at all; it’s a composite impression, like the one I have of America
itself. Every now and then I find myself thinking nostalgically about America
and wishing I lived there... until I ask myself, just where? What I seem to
want turns out to be a small University town in the Rockies on the shore of
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the Gulf of Mexico, within easy reach of New York. I suspect it may be
difficult to find. I don’t want to jump to hasty conclusions after a mere 8,000
miles travelling about the country, but at times I was really coming to suspect
the place was a lot bigger than it looked on the school atlas. You travel all
day and night at 60mph and next morning find yourself still in the same state,
that of bewilderment. I have a feeling that it would give me agoraphobia to
live in it, if that’s the opposite of claustrophobia, and a feeling of insecurity.
Americans sometimes say that Europe is “finished”, but America struck me
vividly as unfinished... like an immensely vast building lot.

Then of course there are the Americans. The place is full of them. Why,
there are more Americans in America than there are in Europe. (Nicer ones,
too.) The average European newspaper reader subconsciously thinks of them
as either gangsters, crazy teenagers or dollar-mad business men, but I didn’t
seem to meet any of those, just ordinary nice people like everywhere else
(except that they weren’t terrified by US foreign policy). They didn’t even
look like the Americans we see over here, who seem to belong to a special
race of bland round-faced people with loud voices, fawn overcoats and wide
hats. The Americans in America are individuals – friendly, unassuming and
very nice to know.

Embarkation next morning was from 9 to 11, and we left soon after 9 –
GOSmith, Evelyn and me. We called first at the bus station for the rest of my
luggage and then took a taxi for the train to Hoboken. We had gone about
200 yards when something happened that surprised everybody but me. The
taxi broke down.

We left the driver scratching his head over it, hailed another, and
eventually arrived at the docks. We even found the right pier in time. I said
goodbye to Evelyn and George and told them to go on home because the ship
– it was the Neptunia again of course – might not sail for hours, if at all. I
went through the bureaucrat lines (there was no trace of the Inland Revenue
man), dumped my suitcases in my cabin, homed to my old secluded corner of
the boat deck, and collapsed. Thank God, it was all over. For all I knew there
were hordes of fans down there on the quay on the opposite side of the ship,
but it was highly improbable, and anyway I didn’t feel up to shouting and
waving at anyone. I had had enough. The last five weeks had been tough
going for an introvert; now all I wanted to do was hide in a quiet corner and
snarl at anyone who came near. I had had enough of meeting strange people
and trying to be bright and pleasant. I just wanted to relax and be my usual

138



obnoxious self. I stayed in my sunny cave on the boat deck all through the
distant fuss of departure, looking idly at the 3D reels I’d bought in Macy’s
the day before yesterday until the ship began to move. I watched as the docks
and then the skyscrapers drifted dreamily away; very soon the harbour and
finally the coastline itself was lost in the mists, and there was nothing but the
sea. For all its size and importance America faded away very quickly.
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36: EpiTaff
It was mildly pleasant to be an experienced passenger among all these
novices and know where everything was on the ship, but it didn’t make up for
the lost magic of the first trip. There was nothing new to discover, and even
the food seemed commonplace now. The weather got rapidly colder and after
the first day there was no more sunbathing, just grey skies and spray. I spent
the first three days reading steadily through the ship’s library and spoke to
nobody, luxuriating in the sensation of not having to go anywhere or meet
anyone. Then I began to recover slightly and take notice of the other
passengers. The ship was only a quarter full this time and most of them were
Germans, who seemed an ugly and unpleasant lot. I made friends with a
young Jewish couple on their way to a kibbutz in Israel and played table
tennis on the promenade deck. Table tennis is quite a different game on a
rolling deck in mid-Atlantic. In the evenings there were films in the dining
room, the roof of which was far too low for it. However I saw the top half of
some excellent movies and realized for the first time how much more I was
going to enjoy American movies now... looking for places I recognized and
even enjoying B movies more because they’re not shot on studio sets and in
night scenes you can hear the crickets behind the dialogue.

On the eighth morning the sea was blue and calm again and there on the
left were the Scilly Isles glowing in the sun. It was cold and damp again
when we reached Southampton, but the reminder of sunshine had been
enough. It brought back the long days of sunbathing on the outward voyage
and Florida and Okefenokee and those warm American nights and the friends
I’d made, none of which I was ever likely to see again. As the tender chugged
away over the choppy sea to Southampton and I had a last view of the
Neptunia with the crew all waving goodbye I felt an unexpected surge of
affection for the old ship that had taken me to all this. Here now was
Southampton and the British winter and it was all over. The last link was
being broken and it was unexpectedly painful.

The anaesthesia was wearing off, but it was months before I recovered
completely. I had seen enough new places and strange people to last me for a
long time and I was completely exhausted, mentally as well as physically.
With nervous strain and lack of sleep and irregular and inadequate meals I’d
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lost a great deal of weight, and next spring I went down with pneumonia. But
it was all worth it. Now I had something to remember for the rest of my life. I
shouldn’t have to grow old with the feeling that I’d done nothing exceptional
with my life. I had been to America, seen the Pacific and the Grand Canyon
and bathed in Florida, and I’d done it all through writing articles in fanzines.
It might not be an awfully big thing, but it was exceptional, something that
not everybody did: at least no one had ever done it before. And now, maybe,
somebody could do it again, and fandom would become a more exciting
place on account of that wildcat scheme of Shelby’s. I hoped so, for the sake
of the generous fans who had helped me to come over. For myself it had all
been wonderful. I feel that this report should have started –

“Once upon a time....”
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The Harp Speaks
Taken from Walt’s original typescript, with handwritten
corrections and additions, for the debate on fandom described at
the beginning of Chapter 15. [Ed.]

I hope you don’t mind me looking at my notes. You see, I figure there had
better be someone here who knows what I’m saying, even if it’s only me.

I gather I’m supposed to convince you all that fandom is still a force in
science fiction. Well, to begin with, I’m sure you’ll all agree that fandom is a
force. A force is a thing that moves objects from one place to another, and by
ghod it moved me. No, what the other side are going to argue, I suppose, is
that fandom uses its force in the wrong way. That it spends too much time
talking and writing about fandom itself instead of about science fiction. In
other words, that it doesn’t take science fiction seriously enough.

Well, of course there is a trend that way, and it has been going on for a
long time. By a curious coincidence I happen to have with me an extract from
a magazine called... er... Amazing Stories, Vol.1 No. [blank], dated [blank] in
which our guest of honour wrote the following momentous words.

“One of our great surprises since we started publishing Amazing
Stories is the tremendous amount of mail we receive from – shall
we call them ‘Scientifiction Fans’? – who seem to be pretty well
orientated in this sort of literature.”*

* From Hugo Gernsback’s editorial in Amazing, Vol.1 No.3, dated June 1926.
[Ed.]

That is the book of Genesis of science fiction fandom. Fandom was
created and named. Now in the beginning was Forrest J Ackerman. And the
Lord looked at Forrest J Ackerman and saw that he was good. And he divided
him into two parts, the light and the serious. The serious he called Sam
Moskowitz, and the light he called Bob Tucker. And ever since then these
two people have, for me at least, symbolized the two aspects of fandom.

Now I don’t think anyone will disagree that the serious side of fandom is
still a very powerful force. Serious constructive fans write scholarly reviews
of immense help to authors – or at least immense interest, because pro
authors like egoboo too – they dig up rare works for anthologists (some of
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which would have been better left buried), they give inexperienced editors
useful information and advice (whether they ask for it or not), they publish
checklists. They do a hundred and one things to help the pros and improve
the standard of science fiction. Take even in the last few months such worthy
efforts as the Don Day Checklist, the Ray Bradbury Review, the Journal of
Science Fiction, and Fantastic Worlds. And in Europe the International
Fantasy Award and Ken Slater’s Operation Fantast. But if these serious
constructive fans have a fault it is that they cannot see that there is a place for
the lighter side of fandom too. They used to criticize Bob Tucker for not
taking science fiction seriously enough, and they are criticizing his successors
today for the very same thing. Way back in 1939, to quote from The
Immortal Storm, Sam Moskowitz “realized that when people laugh at
something they would no longer take it seriously.” Well I don’t think that’s
true. People laugh at birth and death – in fact I believe there are even people
who make jokes about sex (not among us today I trust) – but they can take
these things seriously enough when the time comes. In fact maybe a sense of
humour makes them all the better able to cope with the grim realities of life...
like birth, death and serious constructive fans.

Well, of course the critics of Bob Tucker were proved wrong when he
showed he was able to be serious and constructive with the best of them, and
even to create some excellent science fiction himself. And those critics have
been wrong all along the line. Way back in 1938 a group of what the
Rhodomagnetic Digest would call “cultist” fans ware turning out in England
a magazine very similar to Quandry today. And it was those same people –
Ted Carnell, Walter Gillings, Arthur Clarke, and Bill Temple – who put
English professional science fiction on the map. And the dyed-in-the-wool
cultist fans of today are carrying on in the same tradition. You can see their
names all over the contents pages of British prozines. Ted Tubb, John Aiken,
Vince Clarke, Ken Bulmer, James White, Peter Ridley, and Alan Hunter.
And there’s a group of even younger fans behind this new Scottish prozine
Nebula. Teenage fans like Matt Elder and John Brunner, the latter
Astounding’s youngest author. These are all members of the “cultist” fandom
which is not supposed to be doing anything for science fiction, every one of
them a subscriber to Quandry.

In America the age of the average fan is less, but I’m willing to bet that
some of the young Quandry-type fans here today will be big names in
tomorrow’s science fiction. I’ll bet that history will repeat itself, and that
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some of the serious-minded fans who are criticizing Max J. Youngfan for
ignoring science fiction will wake up to find themselves reviewing Max’s
new novel and wondering how he left them behind so fast.

The truth is that it’s the fannish side of fandom, the so-called “non-
constructive” side, that is the more creative one. The young creative writer in
fandom will prefer writing parodies and imaginary convention reports and
fannish mythology to writing about what other people are writing. Just in the
same way that it’s the fannish side of fandom that still attracts writers like
Robert Bloch and Bob Tucker, whom you might call fandom’s deathless
pros. [PAUSE] All imaginative writers prefer writing about people – or even
fans – than about things.

And it’s better training for an imaginative writer, which is maybe why
so often a promising new author pops up suddenly from the ranks of the
lighthearted fans while the solemn ones are still discussing the work of his
predecessor. It’s not so much that he couldn’t write long sober articles about
the distinction between science fiction and fantasy and which it is that Ray
Bradbury writes and so on. It’s just that he’s exhausted these subjects as
topics of conversation. There’s just so much can be said about them and most
of it has already been said. Several times. Once he’s sat through it all once
the brighter fan rapidly leaves the serious constructive stage and emerges on
the other side looking for something that gives him more scope. He’s apt to
find it in the fascinating world of fandom itself, with its wacky mythologies
and fantastic legends and its constantly changing population of interesting
people with engaging senses of humour.

It’s a world that annoys some people who don’t like things they don’t
understand. They feel they’re being left out of a private joke. Well of course
in a way fandom is a huge private joke. You find the same sort of thing in
any group of people with a common interest. There are national jokes and
regional jokes and office jokes and family jokes. Even engaged couples have
their own little jokes between themselves, with a jargon of their own for the
things that interest them. There’s nothing wrong with it. And it makes no
more sense to criticize the little world of fandom for being cultish and for
using its own jargon. Personally I think fandom is a good joke, in that sense,
and I wouldn’t have it changed for anything. The most surprising and
wonderful things have happened to me since I came into it.

Finally I’d like to say this. I’ve tried to prove that fandom is a
constructive force in science fiction because that’s what I was asked to do.
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And I do think that it does act as a sort of training ground for young writers. I
believe it is important not so much for what it does but what it is. But what I
don’t see is that it needs to justify its existence as something that helps to sell
science fiction, any more than anything that gives pleasure to people needs to
be defended because it doesn’t do something else. Why, you might as well
criticize people singing in their bath because it doesn’t increase the sale of
gramophone records!
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Chicon Postscript
I suppose anyone who has got this far must be still looking for his own name.
Well, look, I remember you all very well, but if I’d stopped to talk about
everyone I met this thing would really have got out of hand. This is just as
much as I could remember of what happened; I’ll have to sort out my
impressions of everybody and everything somewhere else. I would like to say
that I liked everyone I expected to like and a lot I didn’t, and that I had a
wonderful time. Even if I had been as “quiet” as Tucker makes out, which I
wasn’t, it would have only been because I was so fascinated by what was
going on that I didn’t want to interrupt it. I can hear myself talk any time.

The joke about the grunch and eggplant on line six of the sixteenth
stencil belongs to Bob Shaw.

Quandry #27/28, December 1952

The above note appeared immediately after the end of what is now
Chapter 16 (“It was one of those moments that has to be broken
while it’s still perfect, and when the sun was fully up we went down
to have breakfast.”) and was not included in the collected The
Harp Stateside. Neither was Bob Shaw’s gag – “Before it had been
decided which came first, the grunch or the eggplant, the argument
concluded.” – originally summing up the pro-editors’ panel in
Chapter 14 and replaced with the more serious “The argument
petered out in this morass...” [Ed.]
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Bloch vs Willis
Willis in America
by Robert Bloch

Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939...
The atomic bomb fell on Hiroshima on August 5, 1945...
Walter Willis arrived in Chicago on August 28, 1952...
I was not present at the first two catastrophes. But I saw the third. And

in the interests of fair play, for the benefit of future generations (if any) I’m
forwarding this account by a bloodshot eye-witness.

Others can no doubt furnish a full (or censored, if needs be) account of
Willis’s actual brush with the immigration authorities in New York, and his
post-Chicago adventures in Los Angeles (see Francis Laney’s monograph:
Let’s Separate the Men from the Boys) and his return to oblivion, or Belfast.

But Willis in Chicago... let’s wander down Memory Lane, you and I,
and mind you, be careful, the street-cleaners haven’t been around here for a
long time....

I arrived at the Morrison in the early afternoon. The Morrison, for the
benefit of our English cousins, is a large pub surrounded by 42 storeys of
rooms.

After checking in at the pub, I fell in with Messrs Kyle and Greenberg,
two gnomes from the press of the same name, and Evelyn Gold, the gal
portion of Galaxy. They were on a similar errand... checking the pub to see if
Willis had arrived.

The bartender hadn’t seen him. So we spent several hours visiting all the
neighbouring pubs... with the same result. Obviously, Willis had not yet
come to town. Dinner was poured, and after munching down a bloater,
somebody suggested checking on the whereabouts of Max Keasler. It was the
cool scientific logic of the assembled pros which brought this inevitable
daisy-chain of thought. The game was afoot. The plan of action, as we
sketched out on the back of an old chambermaid we had lying around,
resulted in the following conclusions:

(a). Where Keasler is, can Shelby Vick be far behind?
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(b). Shelby Vick must be close to Bob Tucker.
(c). Bob Tucker certainly is near to Lee Hoffman.
(d). Look under the bed, and there is Willis.

Well, to make a long story cleaner, that’s precisely the way it worked out.
Inside of ten minutes we were hauling the recumbent form of Walter Willis
out from under the bed, where he had been reading a copy of I Go Degler.

My first impression of him consisted of a bobbing glimpse of curly, sun-
bleached hair (we had just been introduced, and he was kissing my hand). His
face, wreathed in ecstatic fervour, bore a striking resemblance to that of Fritz
Leiber – although I didn’t strike it very hard; just enough to make him stop
that incessant hand-kissing.

The entire group, augmented by a fan named Beatrice Mahaffey,
ascended the lift to my room on the 32nd floor for the ritual ceremony of Pro-
Convention... dropping the first bag of water out the window. Willis seemed
a bit battered by his recent charabanc trip, but he kept gurgling (his lips
tightly pressed around the neck of the bottle) that his first impressions of
fandom, like his trousers, were ripping. In an effort to play the genial host, I
produced a second bottle for the use of other members of the group, and we
sprawled around and drifted into one of those pleasant discussions which
make Conventions so memorable – that is to say, we made derogatory
remarks about everyone we could think of who was not present.

For the first time Willis displayed his remarkable wit, and if common
decency did not preclude it, I’d love to include some of his funnier and more
obscene comments about Harris, White, Shaw, Clarke and some of the other
“——— —— ———”, as he put it.

All of these drolleries, mind you, were delivered with a perfectly straight
face, and while he was apparently absorbed in another full-time occupation.
(He was knitting a sweater – the one Lee Hoffman was wearing at the time.)

At half-past nine or thereabouts... somewhere between the scotch and
the bourbon, as I recall... the room opposite mine was occupied by George O.
Smith, a little-known pro. Smith is a rather shabby specimen of huckster;
loud, opinionated, given to exhibitionism (in an effort to impress onlookers,
he will even go so far as to drink out of a glass) and I was of a bit of a mind
to conceal our presence from him. But Smith, whatever his other defects, is a
keen physicist and.student of electronics; and his sharp ears detected the
tinkle of ice.

In three seconds flat (that’s his characteristic position) he was pounding
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on the door and within three minutes he had moved the gathering across the
hotel to his suite.

I must say that my fears were unjustified. Willis took the introduction
very well and behaved just as he was expected to behave – fawned,
stammered, asked Smith for his autograph, told him how much he liked the
Grey Lensman series and his Averoigne stories in Weird Tales. The rest of
the evening was pleasant but uneventful: Smith had an early morning
appointment and left for it just in time.

As I recall, Willis eventually went down to sleep in the lobby, as was his
nightly custom. (The bar closed at 2:30 a.m.)

I don’t know what happened to Walt on Friday. I don’t even know what
happened to Friday. He might have been in the hands of Tucker and
Company – fans were arriving, and he probably was collecting autographs.
Certainly he got a great many of the latter – by Monday night his body was
completely covered with signatures, Many people commented favourably on
his distinguished appearance; he looked like Bradbury’s Illustrated Man,,
unless you bothered to read between the lines. How this particular gag
occurred to him I’ll never know, but it’s typical of the man. Who else would
be able to boast of sitting on “John W. Campbell, Jr.” for three days? [It was
a difficult autograph to get – S&S don’t allow Campbell to write much these
days – but I got it in the end. – WAW]

Oh yes... Friday evening we all had fish-and-chips at the local hostile-ry,
and then just plain chips in Smith’s room. Chips and cards, that is.

Saturday the Convention started, and from that point on things are vague
in my mind. I know Willis was introduced, Willis was on a panel, Willis was
witty and profound by turns. All these reports were faithfully delivered to me
in the bar.

Somewhere in through those days I dashed across the street with Mack
Reynolds and Evelyn Gold to get a malted milk. There sat Willis, Hoffman
and Keasler (who by this time were so insufferably inseparable that they were
generally known as the Unholy Trinity) and it is to my credit that I persuaded
Walt to drink a malted milk by convincing him that it was a glass of stout
with an unusually foamy head on it.

But during the Convention Sessions proper (or improper, as the case
may be) Willis was completely surrounded by massed fandom; brandishing
his fountain-pen like a shillelagh and tossing off impromptu mots as fast as he
could surreptitiously read them off his cuff.
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My next contact with WAW was Sunday night at the banquet. Both of
us occupied the speakers’ table and it was my duty, in my incapacity as
toastmaster, to introduce him. He delivered a positive gem of a speech on
“Explorations of Space”, accompanied by slides showing Bonestell
illustrations. The whole thing was masterly and came as a complete surprise
to all of us. It was one of the highlights of a Convention which was already
well-lit.

He capped the climax later in the evening by attending the Masquerade
Ball with his skin tinted a sensational shade of green – the inadvertent result,
I learned later, of swallowing an entire ounce of the liquor being served in the
Georgia fans’ room.

I saw Willis a number of times Monday – as a matter of fact, it was
impossible to miss him, since every time one passed through the lobby he
was lying there. Monday night the San Francisco group threw a party and it
spattered all over everybody. Willis had been propped up near one of the
penthouse windows and I was finally able, at long last, to get in a few
cherished moments of private conversation.

This is one of my most cherished memories... this midnight interlude
with the true Willis. Soft-spoken, gentle, almost dreamy... he seemed a bit
abstracted, true, but so sincere. I’ll always remember the way he held my
hand and called me “Madeleine”. (Of course, some churlish fans claim he
was merely so inebriated he didn’t know what he was doing. This I refuse to
believe. I happen to know that he was in full possession of his faculties, and
sensibly held my hand in order to keep from falling out of the window.)

Tuesday I bade farewell to him, in the lobby. The stretcher paused long
enough for me to gaze down at him and say goodbye. It was a touching
farewell – he touched me for five bucks – and then (I’ll always remember the
date) on September 2nd, 1952, Willis was off.

It’s my guess that he still is.

February 1953

Bloch Exposed
by Walt Willis

There are a few minor inaccuracies in the foregoing account which I would
like to correct. In the first place I had no trouble at all with the Immigration
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Authorities. In fact as soon as I told them I was going to meet Robert Bloch
they were more than sympathetic. I was presented on the spot with the
Congressional Medal of Honour and escorted to the bus station by massed
bands playing slow music. Thousands of people stood weeping as the bus
moved off. The driver was deeply moved, and the bus itself broke down
several times.

On arrival at Chicago I found the Convention Committee broken-
hearted. Even the Convention Hall was in tiers. It seemed that even after all
their trouble Bloch had found out where the Convention was being hold. I
should perhaps explain to English fans that the reason why the American
Convention is held in a different town every year is that they are trying to
evade Bloch. But despite all their efforts to shake him off he seems to be
always able to nose out where the Convention is being held. Every year he
turns up end behaves so outrageously that they are seldom able to hold a
convention there again. But this time they had for once managed to double
back on their tracks and after a mere ten years or so were holding another
convention in Chicago. They had great hopes of foiling Bloch this time, for
who could have expected that they would have been able to hold another
convention there so soon? Apparently the intervening acquaintanceship with
such comparatively pleasant citizens as Al Capone had lulled the people of
Chicago into a false sense of security. Everything seemed set for a beautifully
Blochless convention.

But the Committee could not leave well enough alone. To make
absolutely sure that Bloch wouldn’t be there they had printed for him alone a
special set of convention literature giving the venue of the Convention as
Tuktoyuktuk, North West Territory, and sent him a free railroad ticket to the
nearest trading post with a promise of free igloo accommodation and an
undertaking that there would be free ice in his room. A brilliant scheme,
admittedly, but they had overlooked one essential point – Bloch cannot read!

This may come as a surprise to some of my readers, but a moment’s
thought will show them that if Bloch could read he would have to have read
all his own stories. Obviously this is beyond human endurance. Actually
Bloch dictates his stories to relays of robot stenographers and himself wears
earplugs so that he doesn’t know what he’s saying.

Arriving at the railroad station, Bloch looked around for someone to
read his ticket for him and tell him where it was for. Properly, he was so
ashamed of his ignorance that he looked cowed and sheepish. So cowed and
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sheepish, in fact, that before he could explain his real identity he was loaded
onto a cattle truck and consigned to the Chicago stockyards. He was just
being driven to the slaughter-house with the others when he was noticed by a
sharp-eyed and conscientious Pure Food Inspector.

While the authorities were making up their minds what to do with him,
Bloch was assisted by some of his pen-friends to escape and found himself in
the streets of Chicago. He had learned nothing from his narrow escape from
being canned and, attracted by the smell of liquor, sneaked into the Morrison
Hotel. The Convention Committee recovered manfully from the shock. They
realized it was too late to move the convention to another hotel and
determined to make the best of a bad job. They started by introducing him to
me in the hope that my refined and cultured personality would have some
ennobling effect on the man.

I admit to kissing his hand at first, but that was only because of my
fervent admiration for the great Edgar Allan Poe. Bloch had been exhibited to
me as “one of the collaborators on ‘The Lighthouse’ in the current Fantastic”
and, knowing that Poe had been dead for over a century, I was misled by
Bloch’s appearance into thinking this was he. When it was explained to me
that Poe was still spinning around quietly in his grave and that the figure
before me was merely the result of the sort of life Bloch leads, I immediately
pushed his hand away from my mouth. Not, however, before I had lost three
of the gold fillings in my back teeth.

The party that evening kept moving from room to room, but no matter
how silently we would tiptoe out Bloch would hear and follow us, crawling
out from under the bed where he had been immersed in the works of Poe and
looking up the hard words in Chamber’s Dictionary. In despair we called in
the well-known electronics expert George O. Smith to construct a Bloch
Proximity Fuse, and the next time Bloch appeared the whole party went off.
Unfortunately Bloch followed us to the restaurant we had gone off to, and
started drawing on his fund of wisecracks. By the end of the meal, however,
he had filled up all the blank space in his copy of Joe Miller’s Gagbook and
began looking for something else to scribble on. He stole a postcard from the
restaurant and half-filled it with a witty inscription... or rather filled the whole
postcard with an inscription... addressed to Marty Greenberg. On the way
back to the hotel he mailed it – in a garbage can. A natural enough error in
his condition, and one for which the people who were carrying him were
partly to blame. They should have moved away from the garbage can
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immediately they had made sure it was impossible to force Bloch through the
slot.

At the reception desk in the hotel where we all stopped to wring Bloch
out into a cuspidor, he noticed a stack of postcards which the clerk had not
had time to hide. Learning that they were free, he seized a handful of them
and began inscribing them with scurrilous messages to Madeleine, exhorting
everyone else to do likewise. Having completed a dozen himself he looked
around for somewhere to mail them. There being no garbage can available he
gave them to Max Keasler.

The party then returned to George O. Smith’s room, where drinking
continued. I was rather disgusted at all this intemperance and did my best to
set an example to the others by confining myself to a sort of American
lemonade I had discovered called “Bourbon”. But it was of no avail. The
imbibing of intoxicants continued, and soon the entire party began to get
blurred and fuzzy round the edges. I decided to leave them on this account,
especially as everyone else was going to bed.

During the first part of the Convention Bloch seemed to be doing his
best to redeem himself by tidying up the Convention Hall – removing
cigarette butts, half-empty glasses etc – and generally did an excellent job of
cleaning the carpet. In fact at times it looked as if he was doing his best to
replace it, but people gradually learned to avoid walking on him after he had
bitten them a few times. The girls learned even sooner.

The Convention Committee were very pleased at this improvement in
Bloch’s behaviour, which they ascribed to my manly and clean-living
example. We were thus all.the more hurt and disappointed when on the
evening of the banquet Bloch poisoned Will F. Jenkins and usurped his place
as toastmaster. The banquet was, of course, completely ruined. Bloch seized
the opportunity to spoil the entire solemn ceremony with facetious remarks
and to make it an occasion for unseemly hilarity. Not only did he make a
laughing-stock of himself, but he contrived to make us proper guests of
honour sound dull and inept. And in my own case he added insult to injury by
publicly alleging that I was not Walter Willis at all, but an imposter with a
Brooklyn accent. This was not the only time he spread this foul slander.
While I was staying with Forry Ackerman in Los Angeles he wrote a grave
letter to Phil Rasch warning him that there was an imposter in town passing
himself off as me, a Bowery layabout whom I had hired to take my place. He
solemnly advised Rasch to expose him. Rasch telephoned Forry Ackerman at
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once with this serious news, and Forry had the greatest difficulty convincing
him of my bona fides.

Not content with his undignified display at the banquet, Bloch turned up
at the fancy dress ball and almost succeeded in walking away with the first
prize for the most horrifying disguise, before it was discovered he was not
wearing any make-up at all. Frustrated in this unscrupulous ruse, he forced
his way onto the stage the following afternoon and made a final dreadful
exhibition of himself – tossing a box of tacks onto the stage, throwing
crockery at our distinguished guest Willy Ley, and hurling insults at
everyone. The fact that the tacks were largely responsible for the spirited
performance of the dancers in the ballet which followed is no credit to Bloch.
Nor is it any excuse that the seat he presented to Chairman Judy May was the
only one in his room.

Some people have tried to excuse this unseemly exhibition on the
grounds that it was amusing and clever. That may be so, though I am bound
to say it is not the sort of thing that we serious constructive fans expect of the
professional authors whom we are accustomed to look up to with such
respect and veneration. In any case I think it well to reveal at this point an
item of information in my possession which will quench any spark.of
sympathy that may remain for Bloch. I will reveal that this speech of Bloch’s,
which has been so widely reported, was not written by him at all, but was
stolen from another speaker. Bloch waylaid his victim in the bar, drugged
him with a rare poison imported from the South, and stole not only his
manuscript but all his props – including the whiskey bottle, the brass tacks,
the scissors, the saucer, and the toilet seat. The result of this was that Bloch
was able to deliver a speech which has since attained the high honour of
being reprinted in Harlan Ellison’s SFbulletin, while his unfortunate victim, a
Mr John W. Campbell, had to fall back on some hastily scribbled remarks
about “The Place of Science Fiction in the Cultural Pattern”.

One final word. However low an opinion one may have of a person or
writer one must remember that they could, after all, be worse. That is why I
would like to deny the rumour that Bloch is Micky Spillane. Serious charges
like this should not be made on superficial evidence and I hope those who
started this rumour will be properly ashamed of themselves to hear that, so
shocked was he at the widespread credence given to this rumour, Mr Spillane
has ceased writing and has withdrawn from public life.

Hyphen #3, February 1953
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The Harp in Savannah
I used to like Lee Hoffman. But now, having lured me down to Savannah
with a promise that she’d show me the swamp, she’s forced me at the point of
a stylus to sit down in cold blood and write something. I protest. I’ve only got
one pair of pants with me and I can’t afford to get them all covered with
plasma. But if I don’t I guess the plasma will be entirely mine, so I’ll just
give my first impressions of America.

1. America is very big. I thought this when I’d got as far as Chicago and
then I learned there was some more of it behind the stockyards. This is quite
true. It is called Los Angeles. The main peculiarity of Los Angeles – no
matter what Laney says – is that every part of it is exactly twenty minutes fast
driving from any other part.

2. American fans are just like British fans, only more so.
3. American conventions are just like a Hoffman Conreport. The reason

they are different from British conventions is that they are held in railroad
stations.

4. There are at American conventions approximately ten times as many
people as it is possible to talk to. I figure I left behind 47 unfinished
conversations and about tne same number that never got started, and yet I
spent practically every minute I was conscious – not to mention many when I
was not – peering at people’s cards to see if they were somebody I knew.

5. The Morrison Hotel house detectives are the lowest form of low life.
They prowl the hotel spoiling peoples’ innocent pleasures and looking so
sinister I was afraid we were all going to be murdered in other people’s beds.

Quandry #23, October 1952
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Home Again
I came home from my US trip to find that half of you good people didn’t
know I’d been away, and the rest had written anyway. I’m sorry I haven’t
replied to your letter or acknowledged your subscription or appeared in
answer to your writ, or whatever it was, but for the last six months I’ve either
been getting ready to go over to America, been over in America, or been
getting over America. And believe me it’s a hard place to get over. People
keep asking me what I thought of it. Well, that’s a good question: I wish
someone would hurry up and tell me a good answer. There were some things
I liked a lot. Malted milk, the Okefenokee Swamp, orange juice, the Gulf of
Mexico, hamburgers, the Rocky Mountains, pastrami, the Grand Canyon,
fried chicken, the New York skyline – subtle nuances like that in the
American scene which the less perceptive tourist might pass unnoticed. And
of course Americans. The place is full of them. Why, do you realize there are
more Americans in America than there are in Britain? (Nicer ones, too.) One
especially nice thing about Americans is that they understand English, a feat
which the English themselves have never been able to master yet in my
experience of them.

And to the other question that people ask, yes, I would like to live there,
just as soon as I can find a small university town in the Rocky Mountains just
outside New York with the climate of Florida. I am now inclined to believe,
however, that there may be some difficulty about this. I don’t want to jump to
any hasty conclusions about the place after a mere 8,000 miles of travelling
about in it, but towards the end I was really coming to suspect that it’s a lot
bigger than it looks in the atlas. You drive for two whole days at 60mph, and
on the third find yourself still in the same state – that of bewilderment. The
place has got out of hand and something should be done about it. If the
United Nations won’t take action America should contract out of it.

The only other really damning thing I noticed about the country is that
they have a chain of grocery stores called the “Piggly Wiggly”. There are a
few other faults – you can’t smoke anywhere... the Statue of Liberty offers
you a light as you go in, because it may be your last chance... and they look
under the bed every night for the Politburo – but nothing else with the stark
horror of that “Piggly Wiggly”. The people are just like people everywhere
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else, except that they’re not terrified of American foreign policy, which is to
say they’re pretty nice. What really did impress me was the American small
town, which seemed to me the nearest thing to the ideal place to live in that
has appeared so far on this planet. Pleasant houses, tree-lined streets, young
people in summer clothes, and warm evenings filled with the crepitation of
crickets and of neon signs – symbolically indistinguishable in sound.

Slant #7, Winter 1952-1953
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Original Appearances
Walt Willis’s long-running column “The Harp That Once or Twice” changed
its name to “The Harp Stateside” for its final appearance in Quandry as listed
below. Its reincarnation in Oopsla! usually covered several topics including a
regular trip report section headed “The Harp Stateside”. Walt’s “Plinth”
column in Confusion underwent title changes as below. There is no “Plinth”
in Confusion #14 (February 1953) but I have been unable to check issue #13.

Main Report

“The Harp Stateside” – Quandry #27/28, December 1952, edited by Lee
Hoffmann.
“The Prying Fan” – Slant #7, Winter 1952-1953, edited by Walt Willis.
Confusion #12, November 1953, edited by Shelby Vick.
“From Plinth to Lower Fascia” – Confusion #15, May 1953, edited by
Shelby Vick.
“Willis in America” – Confusion #16, February 1954, edited by Shelby
Vick.
Oopsla! #13, May 1954, edited by Gregg Calkins.
Oopsla! #14, September 1954, edited by Gregg Calkins.
Oopsla! #15, October 1954, edited by Gregg Calkins.
Oopsla! #16, undated but late 1954, edited by Gregg Calkins.
Oopsla! #17, May 1955, edited by Gregg Calkins.
Oopsla! #18, July 1955, edited by Gregg Calkins.
Oopsla! #19, November 1955, edited by Gregg Calkins.

Appendix

“The Harp Speaks” – from Rob Hansen and Fanac.org.
“Chicon Postscript” – Quandry #27/28, December 1952, edited by Lee
Hoffmann.
“Bloch vs Willis” – “Willis in America” by Robert Bloch and “Bloch
Exposed” by Walt Willis both appeared in Hyphen #3, February 1953,
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edited by Walt Willis and Chuck Harris.
“The Harp in Savannah” – untitled in Quandry #23, October 1952,
edited by Lee Hoffmann.
“Home Again” – from “The Prying Fan” in Slant #7, Winter 1952-1953,
edited by Walt Willis.

Source material can be found online at Fanac.org as follows:

Confusion
The Harp Stateside (1957)
Hyphen
Oopsla!
Quandry
Slant
Warhoon

The End

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