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Introduction
David Langford
The overall scope of Slow Pint Glass can be easily defined as fanwriting by
Bob Shaw – other than the many times reprinted The Enchanted Duplicator
(1954, with Walt Willis) – not already collected in our ebooks The Serious
Scientific Talks (November 2019) and The Full Glass Bushel (July 2020).
Ask Mummy to draw the pretty Venn diagram for you.
As Rob Jackson noted in his introduction to the previous ebook in this
series, The Full Glass Bushel, Bob Shaw never wrote a formal autobiography
but provided the makings of one in all the gently comic reminiscences that he
published as fanzine articles found in that collection. There are many more
such snippets from personal life in this new compilation, Slow Pint Glass,
building up a larger – perhaps even 3-D – picture of this much-loved author
and fan. (Or maybe that should read “fan and author”.) Appreciative readers
can have fun connecting the dots. Sometimes an aside in one piece is
illuminated by another: for example, a mysterious reference in the “Quotes
and Nuggets” section to working on comic strips for an editor in Copenhagen
is explained at length in “Mickey Mouse Works”.
Most of the humorists for which Bob shows admiration in the articles
that follow – Patrick Campbell, Stephen Leacock, S.J. Perelman, James
Thurber, Mark Twain – cultivated an air of bemusement at the vagaries of the
weird world we live in. This was an attitude that Bob himself could always
carry off brilliantly. What other writer, struggling with deadlines, would find
himself fatally distracted by a noisy invasion of hot air balloons? Or be a
fascinated eye-witness on the utterly memorable night when Brian Aldiss
broke the bed? Or, in a perfectly ordinary visit to the loo at an SF convention,
become entangled in the embarrassing toils of the Penis Fly Trap? See “The
Writer’s Year”, “Once Upon a Tyne” and “Wetfoot in the Head”
respectively.
Besides the many autobiographical fragments, there are excursions into
other fanwriting genres. “The Fansmanship Lectures” and their much later
follow-up “The Two-Year Warning” are creative pastiche, re-imagining the
fiendish one-upping ploys of Stephen Potter’s Gamesmanship and
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Lifemanship for the world of fandom. There is some fan-fiction, in the old
sense of fiction about fans that elaborates on their mythic personas, including
a couple of contributions to the shared world of John Berry’s Goon Defective
Agency which rise above the general unfunniness (at least according to me)
of that milieu. Several appreciations of fellow fans and authors combine
admiration and even love with leg-pulling. For a change of pace there’s a
handful of straight SF reviews – some written for Foundation: The Review of
Science Fiction in its earlier and livelier years before the pall of academia
descended – and these reveal much about Bob’s personal tastes in SF and
feelings about how the genre works. Not to mention a Thoggish ability to
pinpoint bad writing: I for one, ever since reading a particular review here,
have restrained myself from writing sound effects like Stomp. Stomp. Stomp.
Clop-loppetty-clop. Further selections include letters, recipes, genial silliness,
and the entire content of Bob’s only solo fanzine, the 1990 Perspex Parrot –
which reads very like one of the finer multi-subject “Glass Bushel” columns.
Several of the 1950s articles and stories collected here are steeped in the
mythos of contemporary Irish Fandom, of which Bob was a key member: that
is, one of the Wheels of IF. His introduction to James White’s “The Exorcists
of IF” (a tour de force of seriocomic fanwriting first published in 1975)
includes a nostalgic potted history of IF and its Wheels, and with great
magnanimity doesn’t even mention that James’s classic tale of a fannish
haunting had been anticipated – with the same house plagued by the same
spirits – in Bob’s own “A Chance of a Ghost” from 1957.
For an author increasingly under pressure to come up with entertaining
fanzine pieces, Bob was surprisingly good at avoiding repetition – though in
the later Serious Scientific Talks he made a virtue of recycling terrible old
gags and puns for audiences that craved to hear them again and again, as with
the Monty Python Parrot Sketch. The tale of how Bob became a hockey
reporter in “By a Specious Correspondent” reappears with variations in
“BoShcon Non-Speech”; but as Dr Johnson very nearly put it, in a free-for-all
audience Q&A session a man is not upon oath. Bob could hardly avoid
reworking his solitary James Blish anecdote from “Allies in Sunderland” for
a command performance at a Blish memorial evening (“Beer”); and it was
only while preparing this ebook that I noticed that our man had managed to
oblige yet another demanding editor by lifting a few paragraphs from
“Bicycle to Betelgeuse” (1974) and surrounding them with a new framework
as “What Is Science Fiction? My View” (1979)*. But such instances are
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relatively rare. Despite a weakness for certain favourite set-pieces like the
proper way to cook chips (delectably greasy, soggy and pale greenishyellow), Bob usually worked hard, perhaps too hard, to give the fans
something new. The demand never let up. Fandom can sometimes be
thoughtlessly cruel.
* A piece that had to be made very short to fit into a tiny slot in the singlesheet Science Fiction Book Club News.

An interesting example of drastic reworking is the development of
“BoSh Tosh IV” into “BoSh of Arabia” in accordance with the theory of
fanzine articles put forward in “A Funny Thing Happened to Me on My Way
to the Typewriter”. After cutting a mass of well-written but tangential
travelogue material – the atmospheric Bahrain nightscape, the extreme
temperature and humidity – Bob restructured the incidents around the double
theme of Skyvan planes (bringing in a new and chuckle-worthy anecdote)
and the faraway “rock which belongs to John Berry”, which becomes the
opening teaser rather than appearing only near the end. Thematic
rearrangement of the earlier chronological telling allows “BoSh of Arabia” to
end with a wry fannish tagline rather than the first version’s report of a grim
aftermath (here downplayed and relocated as an earlier aside). It’s instructive
to compare these two pieces.
In Slow Pint Glass a few clarifying footnotes have been inserted, always
signed [Ed.]. Other footnotes were part of the original article or were inserted
by the relevant fanzine editor, as indicated. Back in the mimeo fanzine days
when everything was typed on to stencils, the emphasised words and any
book, film and fanzine titles might be underlined or (because underlining was
a bother and slowed the typist) written ALL IN CAPITALS. These capitals
have generally been changed to italics along with all the underlining, but they
seem such a part of the flavour of the first two “Fansmanship Lectures” in
Walt Willis’s Slant – heroically published in letterpress, with underlines not
possible and apparently no italic font – that they’ve been left as they were. A
foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.
Here then is a huge cornucopia of fannish writing, not always for
fanzines but always written for love rather than profit, by the late great Bob
Shaw. In one of the pieces you will find below, he jokily suggested his own
appropriate memorial:
Perhaps (paraphrasing Hancock in “The Blood Donor”) a simple
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little plaque saying: “He wroteth for others that others might be
uplifted.”
David Langford, 2020
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The 1950s

Bob Shaw illustration from Slant 6,
Winter 1951/1952
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The Fansmanship Lectures I
Fansmanship is the art of convincing other fans that you are a much bigger
fan than they; and as a branch of S. Potter’s “Lifemanship” it will help to
relieve fandom of some of that disgustingly genuine good fellowship of
which there is at present far too much.
For students aspiring to BNFmanship one of the ploys useful for
asserting your supremacy in local fan groups is PENAMEMANSHIP. All
that is needed is a knowledge of pseudonyms, but this, when wielded by an
expert fansman, becomes a pleasure to watch. The inexperienced fan may
easily be made to feel awkward thus:
Neofan: “I really enjoyed that story of Padgett’s!”
Fansman (shooting him a curious, mildly surprised glance): “Yes,
Kuttner IS rather good.”
While one master fansman once broke up a meeting of his local fan
group with the ploy now known as “Holly’s Gambit” – i.e., playing an SF
author’s work which had NOTHING WHATEVER TO DO WITH SF. “Ah,
yes, The Problem of Pain – brilliant!” An equally strong feeling of distrust
can be induced by the inimitable Bloggs among even third year fans by
unearthing a once-used pen name and employing it in subtle attack thus:
(Heinlein has been discussed) Bloggs, reverently, “Ah, yes, JOHN
RIVERSIDE!” He has obviously read an entire series of stories which the
group is too ignorant to have discovered.
The more advanced student may then proceed to LETTERSMANSHIP.
This does NOT consist merely of ignoring all letters from fans less important
than yourself. The true fansman answers all such letters, but in such a way
that the victim will NEVER WRITE TO HIM AGAIN – lettersmanship at its
best. Standard ploys include misspelling his name, inordinate delay, and
mention of piles of unanswered letters. If these are of no avail, S. Brolly
recommends, in addition of course to affecting total ignorance of previous
correspondence, not only quoting a reference number and addressing the
writer as “Dear Sir”, but marking your letter SIGNED IN ABSENCE.
An allied field is ZINEMANSHIP – convincing the other fan that his
mag is so much wasted paper. With a neat mag it is usual to remark tolerantly
that it must take (i.e., waste) a lot of time. With others, saying wanly “Of
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course, appearance isn’t everything” is usually enough to suggest that the
contents aren’t up to much either. (Note: For postal play fansman R. Ostler
advises (a) regretting that you have not had the time (i.e., inclination) to
actually READ the mag yet, or (b) singling out for praise the most
insignificant filler, preferably something quoted from ANOTHER FANZINE.
– w.a.w.)
In future lectures I hope to discuss other aspects of fansmanship,
including EDITORSMANSHIP, SUBSCRIBERSMANSHIP,
REVIEWMANSHIP, COLUMNCRAFT, FEUDWORK, and BNFmanship
itself, with various ploys, including the deadly Indirect Glance Ploy, Teehee
Play, the Great Big Man Gambit, Infant Prodigy Play, and counterploys such
as Dimworthy’s Defence.
Spring 1951
“w.a.w.” was the editor, Walter A. Willis. [Ed.]
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I Remember
(No.1 in a series of personal reminiscences by fans.)
Among all the hazy, star-dusted trails I have travelled in the pages of science
fiction, perhaps the one mapped out by Clifford D. Simak’s City series is the
most thought provoking....
When “Aesop”, the last in a series of seven stories, opened, Jenkins the
robot was seven thousand years old and the human race as we know it had
almost vanished. But the Simak universe had not changed. The SIMAK
universe, in which the evenings are all long and pleasant and the breezes
whisper softly in the forest. The tiny creatures that live in the forest are
stirring in their nests, and always the stars are not very far away. “The rocker
creaked and the wind raced in the eaves and a window rattled. The fireplace
talked with its sooty throat, talked of other days and other folks, of other
winds that blew from out the west.” This dreamy, peaceful cosmos reminded
me irresistibly of the famous Wind in the Willows, and called up a feeling not
very often associated with science fiction – nostalgia.
Yes! It was nice to sit and muse about the new Man, travelling hand in
hand with all the other animals down the road of life. Man changed and made
more kindly by seven thousand years of Jenkins’s careful conditioning. But
yet...?
The shadow, the horrible formless thing that sucked the life from
unlucky frightened animals, had to come. For as I read on, it was becoming
obvious that things were not right. Perhaps I should have been horrified when
as the Webster came face to face with the thing, the seven thousand years of
peace and gentleness sloughed off him in a flash. I should have been
horrified, but my only emotion was a quiet thrill of joy.
“The shadow backed away – backed away in a sudden pool of fear that
lapped against its brain – fear and horror at the flaming hatred that beat at it
from the thing that walked towards it... the man was almost on it, walking
straight and upright – a man with puny body and ridiculous fists – and
courage.”
I suppose the reason I felt good is that I too am a man and therefore
afflicted with the same complaint – “cussedness”. Man has to do it the hard
way, the tough way. The trouble is that we are proud of it.
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It seems that man has a very nasty, vicious way of dealing with anything
that stands in his path. Maybe some day we will get over it, but somehow – I
don’t think so.
Spring 1951
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The Moon Will Be Hell
A Convention Report
After the introduction, in which one heard so many names that one forgot the
few that one already knew, the first item of the Convention proper was a few
speeches to get everyone into an amiable frame of mind. Walter Gillings got
up and attacked Bill Temple. Forry Ackerman got up and attacked D.R.
Smith. D.R. Smith’s deputy got up and attacked Forry Ackerman. Bill
Temple got up and attacked Walter Gillings. When the debacle was over
some of the younger fans had to be carried out and revived. About four hours
after the proceedings had started, Willis, Bulmer and Clarke arrived with the
programme which let us know what we had been doing all morning. Further
proof of the axiom that British Fans have no money was evident at the
auction which was cheerfully manhandled by Ted Tubb. The first Wonder
Quarterly went for fifty bob, which was the most extravagant buy of the day.
In the buffet I received a cup of lukewarm tea which didn’t even look warm (I
don’t like lukewarm tea), two sandwiches with tinned salmon in them (I think
tinned salmon is a cod), one sandwich with cheese (I was cheesed off with it),
and one flaky jam tart (I’m not very stuck on jam tarts). I didn’t like the
buffet very much.
A shortened, abridged, reduced version of excerpts from part of the film
The Lost World was shown to a few members of the audience. The rest, being
more than ten feet from the “screen”, had no idea what was happening. When
the lights were doused (about fifteen minutes after the film started) the fen
with books etc. on display were seen anxiously edging closer to their
collections. And very wise too! Ego Clarke looked after the musical
accompaniment. I saw a very touching piece of spooning on the screen to the
resounding strains of what sounded like the “Entry of the Gladiators”. When
Ego caught on, he switched records just in time for us to see a death struggle
between two prehistoric monsters accompanied by some tender, romantically
lilting music. It was great! After it was all over a bespectacled young chap
got up and, after saying they had been let down, asked if anyone had a 9.5mm
projector with him. Strangely enough – nobody had! That was one thing I
noticed about the Convention – nobody had any 9.5mm projectors with them.
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Sunday
I was so weak after the previous day’s session that I was unable to crawl out
of the mattress until nearly lunchtime. The first item which I was able to take
an active interest in was the International Discussion. The overseas guests
were asked to speak about the state of SF in their countries. Walt Willis got
up to say a few words – and did just that. When he sat down (about 30
seconds after he got up) nobody would believe it was over. Then there was
wild cheering. It was voted the best speech of the day. Next came the
presentation of the International Fantasy Award. Forry Ackerman accepted it
on behalf of Willy Ley and Chesley Bonestell for The Conquest of Space.
Forry is a big, handsome, obviously American Chap with an easy smile and a
musical voice. The Convention would have been rather lost without him – as
well as just being there he lent some very funny short films, donated some
marvellous gifts to the auction, made some great speeches, and in general
gave things a lift. Thank you, Forry!
After the second auction and second buffet, which I dodged, we saw
Forry’s films and a technicolor one lent by Ego Clarke, on which he
commented as it was being run. It was a tremendous film from the fan’s point
of view. I’ll always remember the shot in which the V2 keels over while
taking off and blows itself to smithereens. Ego, too, is a very good talker with
a great enthusiasm for his subject (especially when it’s himself) and an
impressive fund of knowledge. I felt very annoyed when the finale came –
things had just begun to warm up and I was just preparing to revenge myself
on my postal enemies.
A certain young lady from Bradford actually had the cheek to win the
Bonestell picture for which there was a raffle – I wanted it!... van Vogt’s own
annotated first-edition copy of Weapon Makers went for £4/5/-... a lot of
faneds were annoyed when they found that Lee Jacobs had annexed Bill
Temple’s “Onion Drive” yarn for the USA... somebody on the Convention
Committee was wearing his friend’s new shirt... it is rumoured that Ego
Clarke plans to hold the next Convention at the bottom of Copernicus... see
you at the Mooncon. ’Bye!
Summer 1951
The event was Festivention, the 1951 UK national SF convention
held in London on 11-13 May (Whitsun rather than Easter).
19

Forrest J Ackerman was one of the guests of honour. [Ed.]
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The Fansmanship Lectures II
It is, I think, only fitting that I should commence this, the second of my
lectures, by presenting a few notes on the startling new field that has set
Fansmen everywhere talking. I would even make so bold as to say we
oldsters are beginning to look to our laurels in some apprehension at the
prowess of the youngsters who are adapting themselves to this rather
revolutionary new field, which I have tentatively titled:
CONVENTIONMANSHIP. To the older Fansman who has become set
in his ways and tends to become panic-stricken in this field, I would say that
Conventionmanship is, after all, only Fansmanship on a very much larger
scale. If he keeps his head and remembers his Fansmanship basics he can
proceed calmly ahead and emerge triumphantly as the most feared, disliked
and even AVOIDED fan present.
The first and most important basic is to establish superiority and if
possible a feeling of awkwardness and unease in all present. The following
ploy was developed, as every Fansman knows, by the immortal Bloggs.
Before a convention he would visit the locale and carefully draw up a plan of
the hall on which he would mark the position of all the loose floorboards.
With this thoroughly memorised he would show up an hour after the
proceedings had started, and then walk boldly in, being careful to WALK ON
ALL THE LOOSE BOARDS. The resultant sequence of eerie squeaks and
groans not only made everybody notice him and unsettled the speaker, but it
formed an indirect criticism of the hall and thus of the Convention
Committee. All this and not a word spoken yet! It is when we consider the
perfection of ploys such as this that we realise the years of painstaking
research that Fansman Bloggs must have put into his work.
I still remember the feeling of reverent awe he inspired in me when he
was buttonholed by a fan who remarked proudly, “I have nearly come 200
miles to attend.” I thought for a horrible moment that Bloggs was beaten, but
he merely remarked, with an indescribably amused and PITYING expression,
“Dear me, such keenness! And I have barely come five miles! I do feel sorry
for you, old man.” The effect was devastating. The sheer brilliance of the
ploy is only fully appreciated when one recalls the fact that Bloggs had come
over 300 miles himself!
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I have before me a note from Fansman W. Willis in which he suggests a
variant of Bloggs’s ploy for use by fansmen who have not been able to
familiarise themselves with the flooring of the hall. The Fansman’s arrival
should be delayed until he has been introduced to the audience and his
absence discovered, and should if at all possible coincide with the belated
distribution of the Official Programme. The implication is of course that the
Fansman is a POWER BEHIND THE SCENES, and the Convention has not
really started until he makes his appearance. Willis also states authoritatively
that several ploys in ANTI-BNFMANSHIP are readily adaptable to
Conventionmanship.
BNF: I want you to meet Mr Ackerman.
FANSMAN: (enthusiastically) Not HENRY Ackerman!
BNF: (shaken) No... Forrest.
FANSMAN: Oh.
I will now return to the more prosaic branches of my subject and deal with
Gubbins’s Gambit. It is in this that many young fansmen receive their
greatest setbacks. Setbacks which, I regret to say, could have been avoided by
a few weeks of careful groundwork. Remember the words of the inimitable
Dimworthy, which so brilliantly illustrate the amazing subtlety of his
methods. He said:
“I NEVER forget my groundwork.”
Gubbins’s Gambit is sometimes known as the Ultimate Gambit because
of the tremendous risk involved, but this is offset by the amount of unease it
can produce. Here is the basic method as outlined by Gubbins, before he
passed on from this world to stand before the Supreme Fansman and
contribute to the Great Fanzine.
After the local group has picked on an author it dislikes intensely and
torn him to shreds, agreeing unanimously that he is the worst writer of all
time, the Fansman selects a pen name which HE KNOWS THE GROUP
HAS SUSPECTED OF BEING THE SAME AUTHOR and says loudly,
“There will never be another to touch XXXX.” Properly done, this will cause
hours of endless secret worry among the more sensitive fans, lest it SHOULD
be the same one. I cannot, for obvious reasons, stress too heavily the
importance of making sure that the group has no definite information on the
author.
SUBSCRIBERMANSHIP is a much neglected branch of Fansmanship,
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because most Fansmen feel that publishing a fanzine leaves them open to
dangerous attacks from Zinesmen. The basic ploy is to purchase a large
number of postal orders made out to oneself and send them with stamped
self-addressed envelopes to famous authors. The recipient will, of course,
jump at the chance of getting something for nothing, even a fanzine. He will
just drop the s.a.e. back into the mail. In this way it is possible to build up
quite an impressive list of “paid” subscribers.
Several authors have written to me in desperation, asking how they can
avoid having their names mooted in fan publications without doing the
unthinkable by refusing to use the postal order. For their benefit I have
developed the following counterploy in PROAUTHORMANSHIP – this
department consists, it may be noted, almost entirely of counterploys –
which, as you can see, is extremely simple but yet effective, I might even say
devastating.
All the author has to do is to consult previous numbers of the fanzine in
question to see what books the editor is trying to sell. He can then return the
P.O. requesting BOOKS TO THE VALUE THEREOF! Yes, I think
devastating is the word to describe this ploy.
I had hoped to be able to present final data on the now famous Deadly
Indirect Glance Ploy, but I regret to say that controversy is still raging on this
topic. The basic method is – when examining a rival fanzine – never to look
squarely at it, but HOLD IT AT AN ANGLE TO THE LINE OF SIGHT!
This will lend an incredibly casual and uninterested air to your examination.
It has, however, so far been impossible to determine whether an angle of 30
or 45 degrees produces the best results. Fansmen are almost equally divided
on this subject, with a small reactionary group in favour of holding the page
PARALLEL to the line of sight! These last, I am happy to say, are almost
universally ignored.
I hope that the marvellous and intricate techniques of ploy and
counterploy, among which the greatest fansman must always be on his guard,
are beginning to make themselves clear to the young Fansman. It is this
limitless scope of measure and countermeasure that makes Fansmanship the
greatest of all games.
Ed. Note: Professor Shaw and myself are indebted to local fan K. Winn
for a particularly complex variation on the Deadly Indirect Glance Ploy. Mr
Winn, whose work is distinguished by its intricate beauty, feels that the
Indirect Glance Ploy is even more Deadly when accompanied by subtle
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subsidiary ploys thus. (The Fansman is being shown a page of proof,
preferably either the LAST page or the FIRST page of the coming issue.)
NEOFAN (proudly): “What do you think of THAT?”
(It is very important that the greater part of the following ploy be
executed with an impassive countenance and in UTTER SILENCE. The
Fansman picks up the proof and studies it intently for some 45 or 50 seconds.
If it is an illustration he should at least once TURN IT UPSIDE DOWN.
Then and only then, is the Deadly Indirect Glance employed. At this stage it
is permissible to utter the first sound, a barely audible intake of breath. In the
resultant tension the fansman holds the page at arm’s length, rubs it
tentatively between finger and thumb, and drops it onto the table from a
height of approximately four inches.)
FANSMAN: “Good paper.”
Winter 1951/1952
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1961
Extrapolated by Bob Shaw
Convention time again! I could hardly believe it. I closed the Slant head
offices for a month, and took my sub-editor James White and handyman Walt
Willis and set out for London. I found it hard to believe that it was ten years
since I had come that way – back in the days when Walt was Ireland’s
number one fan, or at least claimed he was.
We checked in safely at the Hotel Royal and I and James made our way
to the convention Hall while Walt carried our bags up and unpacked. He
seemed a bit surly about this but James and I gave him a few clips on the ear.
We spent some time circulating among our friends, renewing old
acquaintances. I congratulated Derek Pickles on the appearance of
Phantasmagoria 4 which had come out the week before. He told me
confidentially that Sir Alan Hunter, R.A., considered ten years too large a gap
between the issues of even an irregular magazine. But, he continued, the fact
that he was able to save postage by waiting for an OF mailing that covered all
his subscribers made up for any slight delay.
The proceedings opened when the chairman Ted Carnell (editor of New
Worlds, aSF, Galaxy, SF Yearly and many other magazines) introduced
everyone to the overseas visitors, and said he understood that the Convention
Memory Booklet was available already. This occasioned some surprise
amongst those unfamiliar with the speed and efficiency of the London Circle,
until they realised that the booklet was of the 1951 convention.
I wish I had time for full commentary on the Convention but as it is I
can only outline the highlights. One of these, of course, was the disclosure of
the results of Dave Cohen’s poll as to which magazine offered the greatest
number of words per page. I’ll never forget the tenseness of the atmosphere
as Dave (who had organised a special trip to London for those Mancunians
who were not in his club so that they could see the repeat performance of the
Festival of Britain which he organised in connection with this convention and
the others taking place under his ægis) stood up on the platform. There was a
dead silence interrupted only by drowsy bursts of machine gunfire from
outside as the Heinlein’s Own Fans held off a bunch of dianeticians. Then he
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announced the results – Phantasmagoria HAD WON BY THE
NARROWEST OF MARGINS!
Professor Arthur C. Clarke was bullied into conquering his inferiority
complex long enough to give a short account of how the BIS spaceship flew
over London and disintegrated the offices of Picture Post.
Mike Tealby went berserk on hearing a strange humming noise that
climbed the scale to inaudibility. It proved to be FJA still having language
trouble.
I’m sorry that my contract with Slant Publications Inc does not allow me
to tell you in detail of all the items of interest. How James White got blind
drunk in the bar and kept assaulting girl fans, swearing foully the while. And
how when locked up he carved his way to freedom with a linocutter. And
how Walt was laughed at for saying James wasn’t always like that. But read
about it in my first three Slants for next month. Cheerio from Ireland’s No. 1
fan and James White and, last and least, Walt Willis.
Winter 1951/1952
Walt Willis remarked in the credits for this issue: “I am not
responsible for opinions expressed by our worthy contributors, or
by Bob Shaw – particularly the Cohenvention Report above. James
is not responsible for ‘The Aphrodite Project’ [a very mildly
salacious piece by Carl Lawrence and A. Bertram Chandler – Ed.],
inserted over his madly struggling body. Bob Shaw is not
responsible.”
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The Fansmanship Lectures III
In my third lecture, now that I have covered the basic groundwork of
Fansmanship, I am going to present a detailed account of the famous clash
between Fansmen N. Hall and P. Jordan. In order to help the student follow
the more subtle ploys and counterploys I will insert notes of explanation
where necessary – although, if you have been practising your ploys
diligently, this should not – ahem! – be very often.
This battle, which most Fansmen regard as being one of the most
brilliant ever, opened with a letter from Jordan to Hall as follows:
Dear Norman,
I am sending you a copy of my zine Star Ship. I don’t expect a
fan of your stature to subscribe, of course, but if you would
consider sending me an article sometime I would consider myself
more than repaid....
N. Hall, who was at this time working hard for his Grey Fansman Badge,
decided to employ a gambit. Since he had never heard of Jordan having
entered the Legion of Fansmen, he thought it was safe enough and actually
subscribed to Star Ship. (I hope it has been obvious to even Fansmen novices
that Jordan was hoping to bring off a ploy in Zinesmanship by putting Hall
under an obligation by presenting him with free copies. This meant that Hall
was almost bound to contribute material.)
Jordan, receiving the subscription, was so taken aback by the ruthless
parrying of his ploy that he foolishly sent Hall a plain, unguarded request for
material.
Dear Norman,
Thank you very much for the P.O. Star Ship is very hard up
for good material at the moment – I wonder if you would care to
send me something...?
At first Hall was tempted to cut Jordan to ribbons, but then he suspected that
if he did so Jordan might publish both the letters and work the PoorStruggling-Faned-and-Big-Bad-BNF Ploy on him. (It later turned out that this
suspicion was unfounded.) He decided to employ a camouflage of humour!
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This was the letter that rocked the already shaken Jordan to his foundations:
Dear Peter,
I agree – you are hard up for good material at the moment. In
response to your request I am enclosing a sample of the pattern for
my new sports coat. This is very good material....
Shattered and bewildered by these crushing blows, Jordan realised that his
only hope lay in Fansmanship. He availed himself to a copy of W. Willis’s
masterly treatise “Everyman A Fansman” and began to study furiously. He
was at first appalled to see the stupidity of his mistakes so clearly shown up,
but with astonishing perception he soon decided that the only reply open to
him was that known as “The Prolificsman Ploy”. (I myself prefer to call this
The Profuseman Ploy.) Accordingly, inside the next week Hall received three
letters and two postcards full of friendliness and fannish good cheer. It must
go on record that Hall later admitted quite freely that he was shaken. As he
pointed out, Jordan was at a great advantage on this tack on account of the
fact that he had freshly entered the Legion of Fansmen while Hall, who was
an old member, was naturally quite incapable of such philanthropic
behaviour.
As the days went by and the flood of effusive good nature from Jordan
poured through his letterbox, Hall racked his brain desperately. He knew full
well that such a weapon as this terrible amiability in the hands of an
experienced Fansman would have demolished him entirely, but he relied on
Jordan’s naivete: he sent the following....
Dear Peter,
Thank you for all the letters, etc. – it must give you great
pleasure to get writing to a fan of my stature. I have all your stuff
stored in the attic and some day soon I am going to try and get
reading some of it....
Another year in the Legion of Fansmen and Jordan would have known that he
had Hall worried but (as Hall had hoped) he lost his head and sent Hall the
following letter in an unstamped envelope:
Dear Normin,
I hope...
With a sigh of relief Hall seized on the deliberate misspelling of his name,
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pointing out that anyone who had ever studied history (i.e., gone to school)
would know how to spell “Norman” properly. He capped his victory by
answering the no-stamp ploy with “...and to help you in your poor financial
state I am enclosing several postage stamps and a stock of envelopes for use
in your correspondence.”
Needless to say, no more was heard from Jordan, and Hall sat back
secure in the knowledge that yet another name had been added to the list of
fans in whom the name N. Hall inspired feelings of fear and dislike.
Winter 1952/1953
Many years later, the great tradition of Fansmanship was
continued in The Two-Year Warning below. [Ed.]
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An Inexpensive Fanzine Printing
Press

An Almost Inestimable Service to Mechanically Minded
Fans, by Two Serious and Constructive Types: Bob
Shaw & Vince Clarke
There is no reason today why fans should put up with old-fashioned ugly
duplicating machines, when anyone with ordinary skill and any sort of shop
equipment can build an inexpensive printing press using materials that can be
found in the home.
For the particular model that we have in mind and which we have found
to give very satisfactory results, all that is needed is an old bicycle, 23 ft. of
12 SWG wire, soot, and the ability to devote a few evenings to the interesting
construction work.
Construction of the Base
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Take the bicycle (Fig. 1.) and saw off the front forks (a) just below the crown
(b), remove the front wheel, and weld the forks to the rim as at Fig. 2.
Drill a 9/16ths. hole in strut (bx) at position shown in Fig. 2, and mount
the bicycle in the frame by means of the front spindle. The front brakes
should be attached by wire or strong string to the front of the base, so that a
slight pressure on the brake lever will draw the front of the machine down.
NOTE: The paper will travel over the base, so make sure it is free from
oil and dirt and the supports (the former front forks) are wide enough to allow
the paper to pass through between them.

Printing
Remove the back tyre, leaving the inner tube in position, and with a sharp
knife carve your letters, figures, etc. out of the rubber. These are then
attached to the inner tube in the various orders desired by means of rubber
solution.
The circumference of the inner tube will be roughly 78 inches, all of
which except for about 6 can be used for typesetting. As a fanzine with pages
6 ft. in width would be awkward to handle, the printer should mark out
sections about 9" long (8" in width plus 2 half-inch margins), repeat the type
layout in each section, and then will be able to print 8 pages in one revolution
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of the wheel... a real timesaver.
To commence printing, the operator seats himself in the saddle and,
pulling on the front brake, lifts the back (printing) wheel clear of the platen.
He then begins to pedal slowly, inking the type, while an assistant at the head
of the machine feeds a blank sheet of paper in the direction shown by the
arrow in Fig. 2. The operator then gently releases the front brake, and the
printing wheel is lowered onto the paper. The revolution of the wheel will
then draw the paper through, and if the pressure is correct will print it at the
same time. The operator can alter the pressure when needed by shifting his
position in the saddle. When the paper has passed through, the printing wheel
is raised and the process is repeated.
Ink and Inking Pad

A fine inking pad can be made from a cycling cape. Cut three 8" by 3" strips
from the middle, glue them together into a triple-thickness strip with tyre
solution, and stick on the underside of the back mudguard. A useful hint here
is to drill holes through the mudguard so that the pad can be inked from the
top. The pad should be about 0.095" from the type surface, and the back
brake is so adjusted that it will cause the pad to contact the type before the
brakeblocks reach the rim of the wheel.

The ink can easily be made from bicycle oil and soot. If no easy source of the
latter is available, burn the pedal blocks, if they are made of rubber, and hold
your hand in the smoke. You will soon find a deposit of soot on your palm.
The right dilution must be found by experiment, but it must be thin enough to
flow through your oilcan.
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Coloured inks are rather harder to obtain, but if your bicycle has varicoloured enamel, scrapings from this dissolved in one of the stronger acids...
sulphuric or fluoric... will suffice if used with care. Do not overink... a little
goes a long way.
Drying the Copy
If the bicycle has a dynamo attachment, disconnect the lamps and sell them.
With the money buy some thin gauge wire... about 23 ft. of 12 SWG should
do... and arrange it in a spiral over the tray receiving the finished copy... the
latter can be made from a dozen spokes soldered into a framework. Connect
the wire to the dynamo points, and you will have a first-class heating element
which will dry your prints immediately they fall into the tray, thus avoiding
offset.

Stapling
With a little ingenuity an efficient stapling machine for your completed
magazine can be made from the bicycle bell. The various types and methods
of construction are too numerous to be described here, but with the aid of a
small arc welding outfit, a lathe, and a power grinder, the mechanically
minded fan can easily convert any make of bell. Don’t forget that the
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standard upon which the staples slide should be within the limits X plus or
minus 0.0002", where X is the distance between the staple chisel points.

Paper and Paper Cutting

Paper in the 6 ft. long lengths required can be easily obtained from your local
paper-mill, and in this connection it might be cheaper to obtain it in 1/2 cwt
rolls and mount it in front of the Cycloprinter. The printing operation can
then be practically continuous.
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Whatever method is used, it will be necessary to cut the printed paper into
separate pages. For fans who do not happen to have a paper guillotine the
following tip will be useful. Remove the inner tube from the printing wheel,
and grind one edge of the wheel rim to a sharp knife edge. Take about 0.25"
from the other edge, and you will then have a rotary guillotine, powered by
pedalling, which will cut through .25" of paper in one operation. Exercise
great care when replacing the inner tube on the wheel, and keep a small bottle
of iodine and a bandage in the type-case (saddle-bag) as it is useful to know
where these articles are in case of emergency. In the event of urgency, a
serviceable bandage can be improvised by sewing together the fragments of
cloth to be found adhering to the patches in the puncture repair outfit.

The Platen
... is made from the floorboards of the room. Just cut a square out of the
carpet and the floorboards will be found underneath. Smooth down with
sandpaper and dust with French chalk, both of which may be found in the
puncture repair outfit.
NOTE: The Cycloprinter will now find that he has a spare duplicator on
his hands, but no means of easy transport. The authors are working to remedy
this and hope in the near future to publish an article on “How to Turn Your
Duplicator into a Bicycle”.
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Crud and Punishment
If you have been reading The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction
lately, you will doubtless have noted a couple of trends making themselves
apparent. Because they don’t want to remain orphans, you might say. If you
do, please leave this fanzine down because this article is intended for a rather
better type of person.
The first of these aforementioned trends is that to sell a yarn to the
MoF&SF, you must, at one time or another, have occupied about seventythree jobs. One can imagine a little scene in the editorial office, perhaps
something like this....
BOUCHER: I say, Mac! Here’s a yarn for you. It’s just right for length.
It’s by a budding author, Joe Magnolium, and it has action galore while still
retaining that cerebral quality that our readers love. It has sex appeal,
poignancy, drama, scope, tension, atmosphere; all exquisitely written into a
beautifully-rounded, punchy, up-to-the-minute masterpiece.
McCOMAS (Dashing across the office): Oh, you’re a lucky old thing!
You find all the good ones now. Quick, send him a cheque while I book a
spot in an anthology for it.
BOUCHER (Picking up Magnolium’s letter): OK. What’s his address?
Lessee now... mmmm... mmmm... OH MY GOD!
McCOMAS (In alarm): Wassup? Having read that far, are you caught in
the most foolproof and deadly trap ever conceived by man?
BOUCHER (Hollowly): He says here he has been a tea-taster for British
Railways since the age of three and a half.
McCOMAS: Oh, no! (Then, hopefully) Maybe he was in seventy-two
other jobs before that?
BOUCHER (Brightening, then subsiding again): No, I’m afraid not;
they’ve raised the school-leaving age over there, you know. Looks like we’ll
have to reject it.
McCOMAS (Growing indignant): Such a cheek! A one-job man sending
us a story. What a nerve! Why, what could we write about in the blurb? Send
it back at once. (He spitefully empties his fountain pen onto Magnolium’s
manuscript and throws it into the “Rejected” tray.)
The second trend is slightly less discernible. Has anybody else noticed
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that more and more of the Old Masters, the long-dead Chopins of the writing
field, are beginning to appear in the MoF&SF’s pages? What with Dickens
and Defoe and who knows how many others, we might soon open our
favourite mag to find that old Fyodor was not so Dostoevsky!* Maybe a little
yarn with the same title as this article...?
* Lousy pun stolen from Dick Bentley in Take It from Here.

In the town of Petersburg in the year 1883, January, an observer, observing in
R— Prospect, in the district of Newztownardski, might have observed a
young student of a rather impoverished and feverish appearance proceeding,
haltingly, in the direction of V— Prospect. The young man, Usyur Deedeetea
Anavnoitch, paused to watch a young woman of rather feverish and
impoverished appearance violently striking her drunken husband, a middleaged man of rather impoverished and feverish appearance, about the face.
I must stop her, thought Usyur, shuddering violently in the manner of
one who has recently awoken from an exhausted sleep in a draughty garret.
Then he reconsidered; why should I, who have recently awoken from an
exhausted sleep in a draughty garret, interfere? Tomorrow she will get drunk
and he will set about her – it is futile to bother with these people. Taking
from his pocket the hundred kopeks sent to him by his grandmother, who
lived in the poorhouse on L— Prospect in the district of Rainskyhamv, he
selected twenty kopeks, pressed them into the young woman’s hand and
hurried away.
On reaching the corner of H— Prospect, Usyur was surprised to
encounter Sonia Wildotz, a young woman of rather feverish and
impoverished appearance, who had been forced onto the streets to support her
drunken father and mother and ten consumptive brothers and sisters. Looking
at her, Usyur felt a strong urge to tell her of the thing he was about to do, but
he sublimated it by dropping onto his knees and kissing her feet.
“Please don’t,” she begged him, gently wiggling her hobnailed boots.
“Very well,” said Usyur through a mouthful of broken teeth. “I will
come to see you later. Perhaps. I don’t know.” He pressed forty kopeks into
her hand and continued on his way. He stopped outside the house of
Robbsya, the moneylender, and fingered the axe hidden inside his coat,
shuddering as he did so. Several times he passed his hand over his brow and
muttered, “This is an awful thing I purpose doing!”
Summoning his resolution, he went up the stairs and along the landing,
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where two painters were working. Usyur pressed thirty kopeks into the
painters’ hands and climbed up the next flight of stairs to where Robbsya
lived. He knocked loudly on the door and in a few seconds the door opened
and a voice inquired his business. The old woman is cautious, thought Usyur.
He held out his hand with a little parcel in it and said, “I purpose borrowing
money – I have a pledge.”
The old woman inspected it and said, “I’ll have to clean it up before
putting it in my safe.”
Usyur inspected the pledge. “Moisture?” he said. “Yes”, replied
Robbsya. “I must. Come in.”
Inside the cramped, smelly room, Usyur took the axe from inside his
coat and approached the old woman who was crouched over her safe. Her
greasy hair was parted on the left, he noticed, and the sight of it infuriated
him. Bringing the axe down with all his strength, he parted her hair on the
proper side, then hit her twelve more times in barbarous fury, snarling
“Netouchka! Netouchka!”* all the while. To Usyur’s horror, instead of
falling lifeless at his feet, the old crone stood up grinning, and below the
lacerated scalp he could see a silver gleam of metal as though the human
flesh and hair was but a mask covering the round, steel head of a robot.
Dropping the axe, he staggered back, clutching his throat in fear. “Ughhh...
ughhh...” he choked, before he realised that he was holding his throat too
tightly. “What are you?” he gasped.
* Free translation: “A bit more off the top, Sir?”

“I thought you would want to know that,” smirked Robbsya. “Don’t ask
me how I know – it’s just a gift.”
“Answer me,” pleaded Usyur. “What are you?”
“I forget,” confessed Robbsya. “I’m either Presbyterian, vegetarian or
Soprano.” Seeing the look of anguish on Usyur’s face, she continued, “I’m an
indestructible robot who travelled from the future in a time machine.”
“I don’t believe you,” challenged Usyur. “Where is your machine?”
“In here,” replied Robbsya, opening a little door. “You stand in this little
hollow plinth, which contains liquid in order to make proper electrical
contact, and you pull this chain. In a second a mighty flow of energy has
swept you down the drain, er, I mean the train of the centuries.”
“Faced by this mighty machine, I am forced to believe you,” said Usyur
in awe. “But why are you here?”
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“Well, it’s like this,” said Robbsya conversationally. “In another
hundred years or so Russia is going to be in a bit of a mess – the wrong
people at the top, you know. Bad business.” Lowering her voice, Robbsya
whispered, “It’ll be a nest of Commies! Things are going to get so bad due to
the demands of the state upon the individual that the s-f fans are going to
revolt in order to get more fanning time. Good socio-psychological stuff this
– do for aSF any day. Anyway the fans will need money in order to be
successful in turning Russia into a happy fanarchy – so we in the future
decided to help them. You see, just about this time, there is a veritable rash
of moneylender killings by young students – so a few years back we replaced
them by robots – of which I am one. Now there will be enough of them there
to finance the fans when they revolt.”
“You mean,” asked Usyur incredulously and joyfully, “that there are no
more old moneylenders about – just robots – and I can go back to my studies,
and sleep with Sonia and drink vodka, without having to wander around,
feverishly, with an axe in my pocket?”
“Yes,” replied Robbsya simply.
“Oh goody, goody!” cried Usyur. He pressed ten kopeks into Robbsya’s
hand and ran down the stairs lightheartedly, singing at the top of his voice,
“It’s cheerier and beerier in Siberia.”
September 1954
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The Modern Mariner
Not so long ago I saw at one of the local cinemas one of those horrible travel
talks which bore the beautifully subtle title, “Over the Seas to Belfast”. It was
a swindle from start to finish, not because it was about a trip to Finland but
because it was about Belfast alone. There were about three shots of the city
hall and the rest of the time was taken up with views of the homely faces of
the Royal Family on their last visit. (I realise that the Royal Family does not
merely live in a home but it would have been too much to say, “Views of the
palsy faces of the Royal Family.”) What I am getting at is that the makers of
the film completely omitted the “over the seas” part. Now this is likely to
give people the impression that crossing the Irish Sea is a simple affair,
which would be a very bad thing. Hence this article.
Before any fan lightly undertakes to nip over and see the sights of
Ireland, let him read this account of one crossing that I made and take
precautions accordingly.
I boarded the boat at Liverpool. I won’t give the name of the craft
because I don’t want to get sued and because it is probably sunk by this time,
but mostly because I can’t remember it. As I usually do on these occasions I
wandered up to the prow and stood gazing out across the greasy water trying
to think some important thoughts concerned with quitting one country and
setting out on the high seas with nothing to guide my ship but the stars and
the maps and the radio and radar and half a dozen lighthouses and the line of
empty beer bottles that I had left on my last crossing. Having failed to think
of anything cosmic and tired rapidly of a sombre line of sooty warehouses
absorbing the fine drizzle, I went below. I decided to turn in early so I went
up to the place where the British Railway men had dumped all the luggage.
My case was not there.
I searched through all the stuff again, then went and got a steward type
and told him what had happened. He came back with me and he looked
through all the stuff. While he was doing this I was watching a pile of cases
that belonged to a group of men in ATC uniforms. One of the cases in the
centre of their pile had little leather corner pieces on it just like mine had.
When I asked if they might have made a mistake they glowered up at me and
shook their little bullet heads angrily. Then the steward type came up to me
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again – he had it all worked out. My case must have been shoved in with the
first class luggage. We went right through the ship to the other end and
searched around for half an hour and decided it was not there either. When
this became apparent the steward guessed that it must have been stolen and
he disappeared. I went back up on deck in a bad temper and prowled around
the luggage belonging to the ATC men.
They watched me with open hostility. After some minutes I spotted on
the case that looked like mine a white sticker exactly like the one that had
been put on it in London. I went over to the heap and was intercepted by
three of the men who wanted to know what I wanted. “I want to examine that
case,” I exclaimed in a loud voice which made several people turn round
curiously. I hauled the case out, set it down flat, predicted that inside it there
were green pyjamas, flung open the lid, displayed the pyjamas to an
appreciative audience, gave the ATC a dirty look, elbowed them out of the
way and went downstairs to my room. I felt tough.
Just in case anybody should think that the ship was out in the middle of
the Irish Sea by this time I should mention that it was still sitting at the jetty.
Nobody seemed to know the reason for the delay.
I found that I was sharing a room with a neat little man who, from the
expert way he went through washing and changing, had obviously made this
trip many, many times. He got into his bunk, said goodnight and went to
sleep immediately. I lay and read for some time waiting for the engines to
start up. The boat was due to sail at nine and about midnight we were still
sitting there. I got into such a rage that I couldn’t concentrate on the book so I
threw it down and tried to sleep. I couldn’t. I lay and watched a dirty mark on
the concrete of the jetty, waiting for it to slip away behind us as we moved
off. I watched that mark all night.
At six that morning I dressed and went up on deck to see if I could find
out the trouble. I was told that the ship was fogbound. I looked around at the
fog, all of which if crammed into one room would not have come up to
convention standards, then I cursed British Railways long and bitterly and
went back to my room. I lay on top of my bunk for a while and tried to read.
It was half six and the boat was due in Belfast at half seven.
At seven the neat methodical little man bounded cheerily out of his bunk
and began to shave himself. “Where are we?” he said when he noticed my
bloodshot eyes peering at him from the top bunk. “Bangor? Holywood?
Queens?”
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“Liverpool,” I replied surlily.
“Liverpool!” he gasped.
“Liverpool,” I assured him. “We’ve been sitting here the whole night.”
“Jasusker-ist!” he said strickenly. He finished shaving and went out. At
half seven the engines started to throb, the dirty mark moved away from my
porthole and some girls next door woke up. I lay listening to them talking for
a while. The main topic of conversation was the smoothness of the crossing
(“You wouldn’t have known the boat was moving.”) and the advantages of
being a good sailor (“I slept like a top but then I come from a seafaring
family.”). The girls dressed and then I heard their happy babbling interrupted
by the door of their room opening. It was the ship’s nurse-cum-stewardess.
“Doawn’t bother rushin’,” she said with a rich brogue. “The boawt
hasn’t moawved yet. Yer in Liverpool still.” There was a dead silence next
door after she went out. I wandered round all day as the boat chugged slowly
across the Irish Sea. The most exciting thing that happened was that we
passed the Isle of Man. I looked it over but didn’t even see one of the cats. At
four in the afternoon we were told to go down to the canteen where we were
given a plate of unclassifiable soup, a cup of strong tea and two sandwiches
of dry bread and corned beef.
It was with the warmest feeling of patriotism that I have ever
experienced that I saw the shores of Belfast Lough appear on each side of the
ship. We steamed up the Lough for some time and then the news that Ireland
was in sight got around and a crowd formed on the upper decks to observe
this phenomenon. As it happened I was standing next to an elderly gentleman
who regarded every new aspect of the coastline with a sort of dewy-eyed
reverent wonder. After some time he noticed me watching him and explained
that he had sailed away from Belfast as a boy, out into the world to seek his
fortune, and he had had some rough times and seen a lot of the world but at
last he had made good and was sailing back to the land of his birth for a
holiday amid the almost forgotten scenes of his boyhood. All of this sounded
somewhat familiar to me but it was obvious that he was in earnest so I
refrained from whistling any of the pseudo-Irish songs he had just synopsised
and made understanding little noises. We stood there in the gathering dusk,
watching.
“Tell me,” he said presently. “I have practically forgotten this part of the
world. What is the name of that place?” He was pointing at a cluster of lights
on the south coast. Now I know the Down coast pretty well from the land, but
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from the sea places look different. I knew the town was either Donaghadee or
Bangor but I couldn’t decide which. The place he was pointing out looked far
too bright and large to be Donaghadee so I told him it was Bangor, the last
town before we reached Belfast itself.
He stared at it in awe. “What do you know?” he whispered fervently.
“Bangor! I went there when I was only a kid. Just think of it. Bangor. This is
a big moment for me. Gee, Bangor!” I too smiled out at the lights with a sort
of proprietary pride; after all, I was the one who had focused his reminiscings
for him. Then the boat moved round a spur of land and I saw on the bay
coastline thus revealed a really brilliant grouping of coloured lights. I was
horrified. This could only be Bangor and the first place must have been
Donaghadee after all. The elderly gentleman had not noticed the new place
yet – he was still staring back at Donaghadee and muttering emotionally,
“Bangor! My, my! After all these years I’m looking at Bangor where I used
to go as a kid. It sure does these old eyes good to see Bangor again.” I tiptoed
away from him but the going was slow through the crowd and he noticed the
new convocation of lights before I was away.
“Where’s that?” he said to a man who had moved in beside him. The
man told him that it was Bangor. Giggling nervously I scuttled away through
the crowd but the elderly gentleman managed to give me one sorrowful,
reproachful look before I escaped. It was obvious that I had made a complete
mess of the awakening of his joyful memories of boyhood. I had spoiled his
homecoming. I felt miserable about it until the boat docked at seven – nearly
twelve hours late. I was all right then because my fiancée was there to meet
me, but I shudder to think of the first impression a stranger would get of
Ireland if he landed on his own after a day like that. Therefore, if any of you
are thinking of making the trip to the Auld Sod make sure you have your
wife, fiancée or, at least, girlfriend go on ahead by plane and wait at the dock
for you. Or better still, go by plane yourself.
Winter 1955/1956
The epic fogbound voyage is also described, though rather
differently, in the Glass Bushel column “Two Years Before the
Potato Hatch” (Hyphen, March 1959), collected in The Full Glass
Bushel. [Ed.]
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Wholly Berry
After reading his series, The Belfasters, the readers of Grue must surely be
consumed with curiosity about John Berry. His smoothness of narrative, his
vast insight into fannish nature, his humour, his sympathetic handling of
human weakness, his beautiful imagery; all hint at a fine, noble personality
crouched behind that prolific typewriter. I like to think that I know John
Berry better than most – better, even, than the man from the finance company
– so here are some inadequate reflections upon a person too great to be
captured by the pen alone. Yes, many who wrote about him have been heard
to say they thought Berry had escaped from the pen.
Appearance
The first time I saw John striding up the Willis garden path I thought he had
forgotten to duck at the gate and had carried the top off the arched hedge.
When he got closer I realised he was sporting a moustache which made
Stalin’s look like a few extra-long nostril hairs. Infrared photographs have
shown that behind his moustache is a pleasant, cheerful face and John is a
neat dresser, as is shown by the tidy way he wraps his laces round the bottom
of his boots to keep the soles from flapping. He has an athletic build and
looks the picture of a strong, fast, all-round ghoodminton player. He has
bendy hair on his head.
The Horticulturalist
At the back of John’s house is a plot of ground known in the district as the
Garden of Knockeden. To assist him in his various feuds with neighbours
John decided to build a sort of rampart all round it. He began with a bottom
course of old perambulators and covered these with so much soil that his
garden is several feet lower than all the others. The whole surface of the
garden is covered with tangled grass, orange peel, old spades and rakes, tin
cans and torn newspapers. Why, then, you ask, have I called him a
horticulturalist? Well you see, John is so proud of his garden’s fannish
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disorder that I suspect it is cleverly made on a rolled carpet system. I think
that when the fans go home he rolls the whole thing up, exposing a crewcut
lawn and geometrical flowerbeds.
The Guardian of the Law
In his chosen work John is gravitating further and further along the ladder of
success. Several years ago he was stationed in a little place called
Randalstown. He remained in obscurity for a while; then, in a hectic chase
across the turf piles, he apprehended a notorious international rear-lamp
offender. This got him promoted to work in Belfast – from bounding the peat
to pounding the beat.
Once established in Belfast he busted a local gang who were buying
chocolate on their mothers’ charge accounts and selling it on the black
market. This got him posted to the fingerprint department. He is doing well
there, too. A short time ago he told me confidentially that he had uncovered a
huge nest of known criminals hiding out in a big grey building on the
Crumlin Road. Due to the fact that the windows were so heavily barred and
the doors armoured he was unable to get in to make an arrest, but he is
working on it. I confidently predict he will be in there some day.
The Ghoodminton Tactician
In spite of the fact that he is the most energetic member of Irish Fandom John
prefers to win his games by craft and stealth. His favourite ploy is based on
the Galaxy story about the natives whose method of war was to dash up to the
enemy and cut their own throats. When you serve or return the shuttlecock to
John he shouts unintelligible phrases at the top of his voice, bounds into the
air, collides with something and skins his elbow, lands flat on his back, hits
his head on the floor, trips his partner, scrabbles for the shuttlecock, loses his
bat, heads the shuttlecock back across the net and looks at you trustingly. If
you hit it back you know you will start the whole performance over again.
After a while you just let the shuttlecock fall at your feet. It’s easier.
He is always inventing new kinds of bats. Once he turned up with one
which had a photo of Marilyn Monroe on it. John held it in opponents’ faces
at crucial moments but he lost more points than he gained. He kept falling
46

into trances at the wrong times, and several times he lost points because his
eyeballs were bulging into the wrong court.
Fanwriter
John’s widespread writings will speak for themselves more eloquently and at
greater length than I possibly could. Suffice to say that his ability to faithfully
portray the minute details of life puts him in the same class with historians
like Pliny the Elder, Gibbon, Munchausen and Grimm.
Hobbyist
Into his hobbies John pours that same energy with which he applies himself
to writing and ghoodminton. One time he was interested in model airplanes
and he made so many that his house looks as though it had been hit by a
swarm of robot locusts. Some of the rooms are so full of models hung from
the ceiling that it is hard to see from one side to the other.
Even this was not enough to absorb his enthusiasm. Down through the
years, emitting phrases like “Brilliant!” and “Suffering catfish!” and
“Crikey!”, he has ardently pursued such varied interests as raising poultry,
judo, budgies and shove ha’penny. John is a keen student of strange folk
customs, being fascinated by such things as Greenland hospitality, bundling,
syneisaktism and hand-fasting. He adores Marilyn Monroe, too.
He has even invented original pursuits of his own like diving off the
wardrobe onto his bed and exploring the wilds of Carryduff. In spite of all
this he is very modest about his boundless enthusiasm and drive – he
attributes it all to home-grown watercress.
In General
John, I should have mentioned this before, has a beautiful wife and a little
boy and an even littler girl. They are a very nice family and John is as
friendly a chap as you could meet. In fact, no less a person than the governor
of Crumlin Gaol has described him as the person he would most like to
number among his acquaintances.
April 1956
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Goon Abroad This Year?
THE STORY YOU ARE ABOUT TO READ IS TRUE. ONLY THE FACTS HAVE BEEN
CHANGED TO PROTECT THE INNOCENT.

Chapter One
My thoughts were grim that foggy night in January 1956 when my ship began
to apply the brakes as it edged slowly towards Canada, nearing port. I had
heard somebody saying you could see a place called Newfanland from the
deck but when I went above there was nothing visible but cold, swirling
vapour. I leaned on the rail of the bleak, deserted promenade deck, staring
blindly outwards as I finished a cigarette.
My mind went back to the night that Bleary handed me this
assignment....
“I want you to go into the wild, woolly west,” he told me, carefully casual.
“Why,” I said. “I like this cold weather. I don’t need no wide woolly
vest.”
“Shaddap,” he shouted, jumping up in his overstuffed chair – a homemade effort with a back in the shape of Marilyn Monroe.
“Oh, I get it, Goon. You want me to adopt a disguise. Well, it won’t
work. I once went to an orphanage, picked up a coupla kids and said to the
dame, ‘I want to adopt deseguys’, but...”
“SHADDAP!” he screamed. His breath sent the thousands of model
aeroplanes hanging from the ceiling swinging and spinning, bumping off his
cluttered story files and wall photos, so that he seemed to be sitting in a
snowstorm.
I waited until I glimpsed his face through the swarm, and said, “Take it
easy, Goon. You’ve been jumpy for weeks, now. What’s the matter? Tell the
BoSher.”
He calmed down, then went to a cabinet and took out a bulky file of
papers and dumped them on the desk in front of me. They seemed covered
with complex inscriptions, like: 8.3.55.JB&JW10-GC&WAW21.
“What’s this?” I snapped. “Looks like ghoodminton scores.”
“It is,” he snapped. “That is a complete record of every game I ever
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played. As you know, I’ve hit a losing streak lately – in fact, I have been
losing time after time. It got me down, BoSher... I knew I was playing OK,
but I just couldn’t win. So I turned the records over to Joey,” he nodded
towards his budgie, “and he analysed them. He came up with one very
interesting fact.”
“Is that so?” I gasped, impressed. I glanced admiringly at Joey who was
sleeping in his cage, which was one of those wire dressmaker’s dummies...
shaped like Marilyn Monroe. “What was it?”
“Well,” the Goon whispered, “as you know, my style of play is tough. I
jump around a lot, and throw my feet around. Rough stuff.”
“Yes,” I nodded, fingering the lump behind my ear where the Goon had
kicked me during one of his trick services.
“Well, due to the fact that I have been kicking people about the head and
face it has become a sort of custom to put me on the same side as James. He
is so tall I couldn’t reach his head – even iffen I tried,” he added hastily.
“Go on,” I said, curiously, poking my tongue into the gap in my grinders
where the Goon’s elbow had hit me in a fast rally. “What did Joey find?”
“Simply this,” said the Goon dramatically. “In every game in which
James plays against George Charters, George’s side always wins.”
I was astounded. At first, I couldn’t believe it, and then, thinking back, I
saw it was true. George was no mean player, he was cunning; it was George
who invented the deadly alternating vertebral chop which, when properly
applied, had been known to leave a human spine looking like an eccentric
camshaft. But it wasn’t in the cards that his side should always beat a side
with James on it. James was too good for that.
“Brilliant work, Goon,” I said, “worthy of the head of the Bleary Eyes.
There is something queer going on.”
The Goon smirked with pride for a moment, then sobered up.
“You’ve said it. Lose, lose, lose. I tell you it can’t go on. That’s why I
want you to go to western Canada. You see, I began to check back on James
and George to see if something could have given George a hold over James. I
had to give up on George right away... nobody could check on his past.
There’s just too much of it. The other trail comes to a dead end, because
James was not born in Northern Ireland. He comes from Canada.”
I whistled. “So he does. You want me to go there and turn in a complete
report on him?”
“You mean you’ll go? Great. Suffering Catfish. BoSher, that’s
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brilliant....”
“At a price,” I snarled, irritably brushing away an attacking squadron of
dive bombers which had been launched by the Goon’s sudden capering
around the desk. “What’s in it for me?”
He stopped travelling about on an invisible pogo stick, a business-like
gleam appeared in his beady eyes and his moustache took on a crafty slant.
He opened a drawer in his desk and took something out of it. “How about
this?”
“I’ll take it,” I yelled joyfully. “It’s just what I’ve always wanted. Oh
Goon. I’ll wear it always.”
“Wear it?” he said.
“Yes. Isn’t it a badge... an emblem of the Bleary Eyes?”
“No,” he cried indignantly, “it’s a fried egg with a sprinkling of tomato
ketchup.”
“The deal’s off. Look at the size of it. I’d be afraid to smell it in case it
flew up my nostrils. Besides... I know Chuck... I’d feel like a cannibal.”
At the mention of Harris, the budgie gave a faint squawk and threw
itself off the large front balcony of its cage, but the Goon didn’t seem to
notice.
“All right,” he gritted miserably. “You win. I’ll give you the two dozen
bottles of beer, the bottle of sherry and two glasses of whiskey I... er... saved
from James’s wedding reception.”
So here I was, staring out into the fog, and feeling uneasy, wondering would
this be my last mission, wondering what the near future held, but mostly
wondering would Bleary be able to restrain himself from drinking my fee. I
couldn’t remember if he liked fee or coffee. I flicked my cigarette end over
the rail, wishing that I was off the ship where there wouldn’t be any cheap
cigarettes.
I don’t smoke.
Chapter Two
Four days later. My train shuddered to a halt at Calgary in the heart of the
golden west. I stood at the head of the steps for a moment scanning the snow
covered landscape and the milling crowds, searching for something that
would give me a clue. This was the fourth city I had tried, but Canada is a big
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country and I had yet to find a trace of White. Four days now I had been
following that line, travelling fast, straining, striving....
I finally caught up with the train ten miles from Calgary... what a run.
As I came down the steps the crowds began to shout and wave at me. I
smiled. So word had got round that a member of the G.D.A. was in Canada. I
gave the people a steady look which was intended to express my gratitude for
the welcome and my determination to do my job. As I stepped off the train
the shouting grew even louder, the arms waved faster. “Too kind, too kind,” I
murmured and disappeared into ten feet of snow. Luckily I was wearing my
G.D.A. felt hat, the brim of which acted as a sort of hilt and so prevented me
being lost for ever. I dangled there until they sent for a snow plough from the
station building, and brought me in. After a quick rundown with an electric
fire I felt OK again and I set out to scan the city.
By the time I had had a few square meals it was getting dark and I
decided just to give the place a once-over before getting a place to sleep.
Somehow, I felt that this was the city.
In the growing darkness I wandered about admiring the skyscrapers until
I realised that I was lost. Trying to find my way back to the station I
wandered down a narrow street and saw dimly in the darkness the outlines of
a number of tents in a vacant lot between two buildings. It was an Indian
reservation.
There didn’t seem to be anybody about. They must all be inside
watching T.V., I decided when I noticed the “H” Aerial on top of each teepee.
Cautiously I tiptoed into the reservation determined to steal something I
could keep as a souvenir. My stealthy entrance was somewhat spoiled by the
fact that I trod on a sleeping dog which ran around the tents yelling in a very
moranic manner. I turned and ran, tripped over a guy rope, winded myself
and realised that I was trapped. There was only one way to escape from the
Indians who were dashing out of the front porches of their teepees. I shinned
up a totem pole.
It was strange being up there in the darkness whilst the Indians and dogs
milled around below, wondering what was up. I was too smart for them all.
Gleefully I whipped out my water pistol, fired a burst downwards and was
rewarded by a yelp of anguish from one of the dogs and the sound of
somebody saying “Ugh. Take that Fido.” I grabbed the top of the totem pole
and leaned out to get a better shot and then...
Domm da domm domm.
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Right on top of the pole was a little propellor.
Astounded, I groped around the carved wood at the head of the pole and
felt the likeness of a beanie. Beneath it was the shape of a high forehead,
glasses and a familiar face with lines of asceticism, or maybe ulcers round the
mouth.
It was a carving of James White.
Chapter Three
I was so astonished that I fell off the pole into the crowd of Indians who
grabbed me and marched me into the nearest tent. The Jackie Gleason Show
was still on TV so they made me stand in the dark till it was over. What do
you know? I whispered to myself... James an Indian. A Blackfoot Indian, too,
which was why he had changed his name to White when he left them... a
cover up.
It suddenly dawned on me that although I had found out a lot I was no
nearer to solving the Goon’s problem. Why was James hiding in Ireland
under a new identity? What connection could this have with George? And
ghoodminton? I realised I would have to be tough and brave and smart, I
realised I was in dire peril, I realised I should have let somebody else handle
this job.
The lights went on, and I found myself in a large spacious tent with an
open fireplace and lots of closet space. Facing me were several fierce-looking
Indians and in one dark corner sat an attractive squaw. Deciding to brazen it
out I stared hard at her, and at the very old squaw sitting next to her.
“My orders were to search every Nanook and granny,” I shrieked,
doubling with laughter.
The Indians turned several shades paler.
“Him make pun too,” one of them whispered. “Ugh.”
“Ugh, ugh.” another replied.
“Ugh, ugh, ugh,” I responded. The natives respect a man who has taken
the trouble to learn their own language. The one who seemed to be the chief
stepped up to me and grabbed my lapels.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“Shan’t tell, so there,” I snapped.
“All right, bucketface,” he said, releasing me. “If you won’t talk we use
dreaded Blackfoot secret weapon on you. This weapon the secret of my tribe
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for three hundred years. Top security. You will talk.”
He clapped his hands and the others pushed me into a chair and set me
facing the door of the next room. I heard sounds of preparation behind the
door, and I got scared. All this for a few bottles of beer, I moaned, and not
even a pie thrown in.
The chief stood in front of me, his face a twisted bronze mask of hatred.
“Talk,” he thundered.
“No,” I gulped. Suddenly I noticed his socks. They were of bright blue
wool and had huge red and white diamond shapes all round them. I had seen
socks like that before. Somewhere.
“Wait,” I shouted. “Where did you get those socks?”
The chief simpered.
“Like them?” he asked, doing a little pirouette. “Given to me a long time
ago by great Indian scout and wild west explorer Gopher George Charters.”
Domm da domm domm.
My heart leapt. What was this? George Charters a pioneer of the wild
west. This was getting more and more interesting... so that was why George
loved Westerns so much and how he knew so much about cowboys and so
forth. Another piece of the puzzle had fallen into place and I got so involved
in figuring out this new angle that I forgot all about the secret weapon.
The door facing me swung open and I saw a little Indian holding
something under his arm. It was a sort of bladder from which led a single
tube pointing straight at me – the whole thing looked like a set of hotrod
bagpipes. The Indian squeezed with his elbow and a stream of soap bubbles
shot out and enveloped me.
At first I could have laughed out loud. James had used a variation of the
same weapon at one of his parties the time he shot bubbles at the Goon from
his vacuum cleaner.* I was beginning to see daylight.
* This goes a little way to prove the authenticity of my story in Alpha
published early in 1956, which most people took to be pure fantasy. J.B. [John
Berry]

Then the danger of my situation hit me. The bubbles kept bursting in my
eyes and going up my nose and down my collar. It was horrible. I wouldn’t
be able to take much more of this without cracking up. My admiration for the
Goon increased as I remembered how he had gone through this and laughed it
off. So this is the end, I whispered, death by bubbles. My grand Finlay.
Suddenly the bubbles ceased.
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“Darn this water,” I heard the little Indian mutter, “it’s as hard as iron –
can’t get a decent lather at all.”
The others gathered round him talking sympathetically about chapped
hands, fluoridisation and the new TIDE. I got out of the chair, sneaked out of
the tent and tiptoed away from the Indians. My stealthy exit was somewhat
spoiled by the fact that I trod on a sleeping dog which ran around yelping in a
most moranic manner.
I ran out of the reservation, across the street and into a large gloomy
building on the other side. I figured they would never think of looking for me
in a museum.
I’m smart.
Chapter Four
Safe in the darkness of the museum I had time to consider the significance of
some of the things I had uncovered. Apparently James had at one time been a
member of the Blackfoot tribe and he had left them or had been thrown out.
Probably the latter, I thought, as I remembered the hostile reaction to my pun
– what would they not do when they heard one of James’s jokes?
All right. So far, so good. Now George must have known about James’s
past because he had been in the locality and knew all about the Indians and
because that could be the only thing to give him a hold over James. What
hold?
The secret weapon.
That was it. The bubble projector was a much treasured secret of the
Blackfeet and James had revealed it at his party so that he could get the
egoboo of claiming it his invention. The Blackfeet would not like that. The
Blackfeet would be furious. Eureka. George had got James on his own,
revealed his identity as Gopher George Charters and threatened to tittle-tattle
to the tribe unless James always let him win at ghoodminton. I had it all. For
a moment I felt great, then I remembered the Goon had sent me to find
something he could employ to break George’s hold. None of the things I had
discovered could be used as a lever and the Goon was quite capable of
refusing to pay off unless he was able to start winning again. I broke into a
sweat.
What could I dig up about George?
Click.
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I heard a stealthy noise in the darkness, near me. I was not alone. Too
late it occurred to me that it was strange for the museum to be open at this
time of night and no caretaker about. Somebody, perhaps dangerous
criminals, had sneaked into the museum and I had unknowingly walked into
the middle of them. The blood rushed out of my face so fast that four hundred
corpuscles were killed in the panic.
I dropped to my knees and crawled away to what I thought was the place
the door should be. I crawled for a long time before I realised I was lost.
Then I heard another noise behind me. Applying the G.D.A. maxim “He who
frights and runs away lives to run away another day”, I bounded away quietly
and swiftly and coolly. I bumped into one or two things, of course.
When I had run myself out I looked back and saw in the faint moonlight
from the ceiling that I had passed through a number of glass cases, scrambled
all the eggs in the natural history section, disintegrated eleven suits of amour,
overturned a Patagonian war canoe, knocked the stuffing out of an Ethiopian
orang-utan, powdered twelve shelves of ancient pottery, collapsed a dinosaur
skeleton, made two tyrannosaurus wrecks, forged through three showcases of
coins and indecently exposed Queen Victoria and Oliver Cromwell.
Somehow, in spite of all my caution, they knew where I was and came
running after me, sinister, half-seen shapes. I looked wildly round me for a
place to hide. There was a nearby alcove marked ANCIENT
MESOPOTAMIA. I ran into it and hid behind a big piece of carved rock and
crouched there while my pursuers came up and tiptoed round the place
looking for me. They whispered to each other in a foreign language.
The rock that hid me had a card on it which said “The Stele of King
Hammurabi” and as I had nothing else to do I began to study the figures
chiselled on it. There was the king himself lying on a big bed effort, probably
suffering from a code in the head, and lots of queer-looking servants who
were offering him trays of fruit and so forth. They were all wearing funny
little skull caps, and one of them...
DOMM DA DOMM DOMM
...had a little propellor on top.
I looked closer at this one. He had a broad cheery face, horn rimmed
glasses and a big grin. It was George Charters.
I was so flabbergasted I rose to my feet and staggered away from the
stone. George in ancient Sumer and Akkad? Five thousand years before
Christ? I knew he was incredibly old... but not that much. How did he do it?
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Next thing I knew all the little men with foreign voices and swarthy
skins had surrounded me and pinned my arms to my sides. I knew they were
dangerous because they hadn’t even used safety pins. They were all wearing
funny little caps like the men in the carving. They pushed me back over to the
Stele of King Hammurabi and one of them put his finger squarely on the
carving of George.
“Something startled you,” he said in English. “Do you by any chance
know somebody like this man?”
I thought for a moment.
“No, why?” I said. I’m smart.
“He has stolen something that belonged to my people seven thousand
years ago. It is our inherited task to find him and return it. We have tracked
him this far but we lost the trail. Are you sure you don’t know him?”
“Cone to think of it,” I said, my brain working like electricity, making
me DC, “I did see a fellow like that the other week when I was up at the
North Pole on holiday. Charters you call him. He spends all his time up there
visiting Eskimos. I don’t know why. He keeps saying he just loves that old
Northern hospitality.”
“That sounds like him,” the little men shouted. They all turned and ran
out of the museum, probably on their way to Cook’s. I’m a brilliant liar.
Next morning I phoned the Goon and told the operator to reverse the
charges. A few moments later I heard his moustache-filtered voice.
“Thank you operator, and reverse the charges, please. Hello, BoSher.”
“Hello, Goon,” I said. “Operator, reverse the charges.”
“Anything to report? I was hammered again last night, I can’t take this
much longer. And operator... reverse the charges.”
I told him all that had happened and finished up with the dope about
George having stolen the secret of longevity from Sumer and Akkad and how
this could be used to break his hold on James. Then I told the operator to
reverse the charges to the Goon.
“Brilliant work, BoSh,” he told me. “You’ve earned your fee. The
Bleary eyes are proud of you. When you send in your report what are you
going to call it? Reverse the charges, operator.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe just ‘An Excerpt from the G.D.A.
Files’.”
“A what from our files?”
“Excerpt.”
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“WHAT?”
“Excerpt. EXCERPT,” I shouted.
“Do you hear that, operator?” the Goon yelled. “He accepts the charges.
Suffering Catfish. I’m brilliant. Honestly I am. What a mind. Suff...”
I hung up on him.
October 1956
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The Top of the Turnip
An English fan named Peter Ridley, who attended the same art classes as I
when I was working in London, once wrote a fannish column on how
difficult it was to think of what to write in a fannish column. At the time this
greatly impressed me because at that period I was still under the impression
that a column in a fanzine should be full of stuff about different magazines,
latest films on SF, fannish esoterica and so on. In those days every column I
produced was the result of much feverish brain searching and scrounging for
pertinent news items. Then I too got tired....
I had noticed that a number of daring writers were turning out articles
which never even mentioned science fiction. I decided to become the first
columnist who never even mentioned fandom. I began to write stuff about
anything that had occurred to me, and in spite of my misgivings, nobody
kicked. I felt I was in.
Then I ran up against the next snag, which was that people had begun to
expect a certain type of nonfandom nonsense from me. I began to get lots of
ideas for sercon articles and fact articles but I couldn’t use them because
(with the help of people like Willis, Clarke and Berry) the BoSh character
had been created. He was running amok in fandom; larger than life,
perpetually hungry, industrious in his efforts to avoid work, preoccupied with
the trivia of existence that other people didn’t even notice, and accompanied
by a retinue of rust-covered relics which served him in lieu of a typewriter,
bicycle etc. Now I am not saying that this character is completely the Jekyll
to my Hyde or that I dislike him, but he imposed limitations on me.
People would say, “BoSh can’t write serious articles – he writes about
insects and bicycles and fireworks and others of that ilk. This stuff does not
fit in with his personality.”
This is not scientifically accurate. I say scientifically because it is as the
result of careful observation that I hereby announce my latest theory. It is: No
matter what a person does, he does it in a way which fits in with his
personality.
Take a simple little act like setting a coal fire and getting it going.
Nothing to it, you might say, especially if you are a Canadian or American
who might never have done such a thing. Put in paper, sticks and coal and set
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fire to it – what could be more straightforward? Hah!
An office in Belfast in which I used to work had a large fireplace, and
there was a chap next to me named McSweeney who fancied himself as a
firelighter. Not content with the normal crisscross pattern of sticks, he tried
for several months to convert me to his “McSweeney conical system”, as he
called it. He used to put a good-sized heap of paper in the centre of the grate
and stack the sticks around it, all leaning in towards the top to form a cone
shape. On top of the cone he put a large piece of coal and then worked up
from the bottom with smaller pieces. The end result was a thing like a
miniature volcano. McSweeney argued that this system forced the wood to
burn better as the rising flames followed the direction of the wood.
This is quite correct, but I never saw a fire set by the McSweeney
conical system ever last more than ten minutes. The snag was that the sticks
burned too well and were all reduced to black ash before the coal had begun
to warm up. Right up to the time he left for South Africa McSweeney was
experimenting with ways to slow down the combustion in his arrangement,
but I don’t think he ever achieved anything.
Then there was Parker who favoured the random pile system. He threw
everything into the grate without trying to assist the process of combustion at
all, the whole lot jumbled up in a most untidy fashion. He argued that if a
house of brick and mortar can burn to the ground, then you don’t need to help
timber and coal. This system worked about fifty per cent of the time, and I
think Parker only stuck to it because of the gambling streak in him.
One of the most unusual methods of ignition was practised by Albert,
who was the aged cleaner in the office I mentioned. He used to set a very
large fire using one of the most popular systems – loosely rolled paper, a grid
of sticks and cinders from the previous fire mixed with the coal. When he had
the fire set he would drench it with petrol and retreat to the other side of the
office and throw lit matches at it. The fire usually ignited with a thunderous
sooty explosion after a dozen or so throws, and Albert, cackling with senile
glee, would scuttle round the office gathering up burning pieces of wood and
coal and putting them back in the grate. I don’t recommend this method.
I know people who wait until the sticks are burning away before they
put on coal, some who disdain to use sticks and light with tightly wadded
paper, others who don’t feel happy unless they make a very weak initial blaze
then swell it with a forced draught made by putting newspapers across the
fireplace. My own favourite system is to put in the paper in such a way that
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there is a tiny flue right up the middle of it. Properly done, this method is
infallible.
One chap called Kane didn’t enjoy lighting a fire unless he was able to
deliver a little lecture while doing so. He felt that it gave the whole thing a
more professional touch. “Funny thing about fires,” he used to say, “but most
people seem to think that they use three separate ingredients. Lamentable
fallacy. It shows they don’t have a feeling for fires. Of course you only use
wood. The timber of Earth’s ancient jungles compressed into coal, the mighty
forest giant from across the world crushed down into flimsy sheets, and...
ah... the homely stick. Such delightful fascination burning merrily in our
cheery fireplaces....” And so, babbling away about how he would soon
release heat that the sun had caressed the world with when man was young,
he would set his fire. Pretty good he was too, a bit inclined to skimp on the
sticks, but quite reliable and very scornful of those who used sugar or oil on a
failing blaze.
These few examples from my files will serve to show that my theory
must be true. If a person can’t set a fire without expressing his personality,
when he puts hundreds of words together his true self must shine through.
This article is proof that I too can write stuff which doesn’t deal with silly
little things like insects and bicycles and fireworks.
Huh? Fireworks! Wait a minute. Don’t go away. I want to explain about
my sercon talents. Don’t run off.... Come back. Come back, Shane. Come
back....
November 1956
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A Chance of a Ghost
Winter came early in the year 2113 – a long succession of cold, sad months
in which the chill rain swooped in windy shapes down deserted streets and
gurgled mournfully in the gutters. Goon Bleary VI, head of the G.D.A.,
walked slowly towards his home; trenchcoat buttoned tight, hat pulled down
against the hopeless drizzle. He was whistling a low, sad tune, which reached
no other ears but his own.
Overhead the dark evening sky was occasionally disturbed by the
whisper of commuting copters, but the Goon preferred to walk. The G.D.A.
was not far from the Bleary ancestral home, anyway. Reaching his house, he
opened the front door and stood in the hallway removing his outer garments.
Before him, lined along the wall, were the familiar portraits of the
preceding heads of the G.D.A. They were remarkably alike – strong, athleticlooking men with keen, penetrating eyes and luxurious moustaches. The
Goon hung up his coat and went down the hall into the living room, stopping
for a minute at the painting of Goon Bleary the First which was in the darkest
part of the hall where it could hardly be seen.
This was the Goon’s favourite ancestor. All the others were grim
determined men but Goon 1st was different. There was a cheery twinkle to
his eyes and under his moustache lurked the hint of a grin. His clothes were
slightly dishevelled and in his right hand he held a square of battered
cardboard.
Goon VI had often pondered on the meaning of that incongruous piece
of cardboard. It was a pity that the beginnings of the G.D.A. were shrouded
in mystery. So many years had gone by. Years in which the G.D.A. had
become the world’s foremost detective agency, fighting crime in all its many
forms, and always headed by a Bleary. A fine tradition and one which every
member of the Bleary line was expected to carry on.
In his living room the Goon sat down before a glowing coal fire which
differed from a twentieth century coal fire only in that it never needed
tending. He pressed a button on the arm of the chair and a bottle of beer and a
glass were levitated up from the basement store. Goon poured the beer and
sat staring into the fire, and the cold rain pattered on the windows.
An hour later the Goon was aroused from his lonely reverie by the robot
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butler’s announcement that he had a visitor. He went out to the hall where he
saw a small, neat man with large ears and sleek black hair, turning off his
field force umbrella. The small man was looking surprisedly at the Goon’s
dripping trenchcoat and hat.
“The traditional G.D.A. outfit,” the Goon explained, going forward,
“I’m Goon Bleary.”
“How do you do?” the small man replied and the Goon saw that he was
pale and nervous. “I’m Aub Long.”
“Indeed. I would have said you were fairly well rounded. Get it? Hee
hee hee. What a smashin’ pu–” The Goon stopped, inwardly angry at himself.
Why did he sometimes get these uncontrollable impulses to make weird puns
and then praise them extravagantly? “What’s your trouble, Mr Long?”
“It’s my house. It’s haunted; do you handle cases like that?”
“Oh yes,” said the Goon. “The more unusual the case is, the better.
Where is the house?”
“The address is 170 Upnards Road.”
“170 Upnards Road,” the Goon echoed faintly. “170, Upnards Road.”
“What’s the matter, Mr Bleary?” Long said anxiously. “You seem quite
pale.”
“I don’t know,” said the Goon. “Am I pale? For a moment, I seemed
to... it’s nothing. Let’s go.” He grabbed his trenchcoat.
“Right now?” Long queried.
“Why not. This is a lonely house. I hate it. Tell me about your ghosts.”
As they flew in Aub Long’s copter, Long explained that he could not get
any tenant to remain in his house more than a few days. They all claimed
they had heard ghosts in the attic – screams, shouts, bangs, horrible cries,
moans. Probably the ghostly re-enactment of a terrible murder.
“Don’t worry,” the Goon explained. “Until a few years ago ghosts were
not accepted, but with the definite proof of psychic phenomena great steps
were made in these things. Exorcising, for instance. I have in my pocket a
little machine which sets up vibrations which either destroys spectres or
renders this ‘continuum’ absolutely untenable for them. When I use this
machine these ghosts will vanish for ever.” He gazed sadly down through the
whirling mists to where the lights of the Upnards Road were rising slowly to
meet them.
The tiny copter landed in the front garden of 170. The Goon got out and
stood surveying the house and lawn, narrowing his eyes against the wind62

borne rain.
“What is that?” he asked, pointing to a jumble of vaguely seen bars on
top of a short pedestal.
“It is a genuine twentieth century bicycle. I had it put there as a curio. It
was found out at the back of the house.”
“Really?” the Goon replied. He poked the thing with his fingers and it
sagged slightly. “Hard to believe that it could have become so rusted in 150
years or less.” He smiled a little as he tried to imagine the sort of person it
would have been who actually rode on that piece of metal.
They went into the house and stood in the dark, empty hall. The Goon
took off his hat and flipped it towards the stairs where it landed on top of the
newel post.
“Why did you do that, Mr Bleary? We will be here only for a few
seconds, won’t we? Are you sure you feel all right?”
“I don’t know,” the Goon said faintly, retrieving his hat. “Listen. I heard
something.”
They listened. From upstairs came strange sounds, growing gradually
louder and louder – bangs, cries, weird laughter, screams.
“It is they,” screamed Long. “It’s the ghosts. What a horrible sound.
Quickly, Mr Bleary, use the machine.”
Moving like a man in a trance, the Goon removed the exorciser from his
pocket. For a moment his fingers hovered above the activator switch, then he
withdrew them. “I’m going up there to see them,” he said slowly.
Long caught his arm. “Are you mad? You can’t go up there. Who knows
what would happen to you?” The sounds floating down the stairs grew even
louder.
The Goon’s eyes were shining with an unnatural brightness as he
brushed off Long’s hand. “I don’t care. All my life I have been lonely. I’ve
been searching, searching, searching. Looking for... something. I’m not a
Master Detective at heart. I need something else and I’m going up those
stairs.”
He started up the stairs and the sounds grew thunderous from above.
With a desperate cry Long threw himself forward, caught the exorciser
and turned its switch.
All at once the sounds ceased. The house was silent.
The Goon stood stock still on the third step, his face buried in his hands.
He swayed like that for some time then turned and walked slowly, tiredly
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down to the hall.
Outside the house, Long said timorously, “I guess we’ve both been
under a strain. I’ll fly you straight back.”
The Goon gazed at him for a second.
“No thanks. I’ll walk.”
He pulled his hat down over his eyes and walked away into the night.
Long glimpsed him once as his copter rose in the sky; and the Goon looked
very small and lonely as the rain and clouds closed over and hid him from
view.
1957
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I Refuse to Budgie
I have a sense of justice. This is a commodity that a person is usually better
without especially if, as in my case, it seeks justice in places where such an
abstraction is notoriously scarce – the animal and insect worlds, for instance.
One day, in the office where I last worked, I was horrified to see some of the
apprentices catching flies and throwing them onto the web of a particularly
obnoxious spider which I had seen slinking around the back window. It was
one of the dreaded back window spiders.
I went over to the offenders and explained that I liked neither spiders nor
flies but that it was unfair to both species to indulge in such an unnatural
sport and, besides, it might upset the ecological balance of the whole of north
Belfast.
They didn’t care. They went on supplying the spider for the remainder
of the lunch hour. My sense of justice and I seethed quietly at my board for a
couple of hours, and then, when I could no longer endure the intermittent
buzzing sounds from the little cave in the window frame, I lurched to my feet
and searched for a weapon. By luck I saw the perfect tool of destruction.
I think I must have looked quietly magnificent in my anger as I seized
that bottle of wart remover (I have a little colourless wart which lives on acid)
and emptied it into the spider’s “burrow”. The buzzing noises stopped.
So you see I really do have a sense of justice. That is why I am glad
some people think that budgerigars can talk. As a child I felt very bad when I
heard about snakes and cats hypnotising little birds. It didn’t seem fair to me.
Consequently, I was pleased to discover in my researches into the psychology
of the budgiephile that some birds, namely budgies, have the ability to
mesmerise people. True, the only humans who succumb to this hypnosis are
the solid, simple, superstitious types, the kind who once played a prominent
role at witch burnings and werewolf hunts, but, all in all, it is quite a feat for
an animated pipe cleaner.
One of the most striking things about the talking budgerigar myth is the
budgiephile’s pathetic eagerness to believe his bird can talk and his fanatical
disregard of any proof to the contrary. The pattern of a neurosis is obvious
here – a neurosis which is probably based on the budgiephile’s inability to
grow up and face the adult world. Here is what happens....
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As a little child, the budgiephile is happy. The world is a big, happy,
wonderful place with fairy glens just over the green green hills, and all that
the distant prospect of growing up holds is the unlimited opportunity to buy
ice cream and pop. Then as he gets older things begin to go wrong. He goes
running after gold at the rainbow’s end and falls in the muck. He sees
Mamma kissing Santa Claus and is forced to the conclusion that Santa Claus
is only Daddy half full of sherry or that Mamma is being unfaithful to daddy.
When a few years of this have gone by the budgiephile is in a pretty bad
way. His happy magic world of childhood is gone, the Yellow Brick Road to
Oz has been pounded to pieces by the march of time. Life is a bleak, grey
plateau. Then one day somebody says to him, “Come and hear my budgie
talk.”
The budgiephile looks down at the cute, bright little bird and thinks,
“Ah, little storybook creature – if only you were gifted with the power to talk
the magic would not be gone from the world altogether.” He longs
desperately to hear it speak. He needs to hear it speak. The stage is set.
The budgerigar (probably demanding to be put in the same cage as a
budgerigarette) emits a few assorted cheeps and the budgiephile’s mind
performs a minor miracle. “I heard it,” he screams. “It said, ‘Close the door,
close the door.’” He is oblivious to the fact that the owner of the bird is
explaining proudly to a friend that it said, “Make some tea, make some tea.”
The owner of the bird in turn is oblivious to the fact that his mother has
interpreted the bird’s outburst as “Poor little Peter, poor little Peter” to her
sister. I will return to this point later.
The buph dashes out and buys a bird which will be his closest confidant
and severest critic for the rest of his life. He knows budgies can talk.
There is a reason for the budgie having been selected for this strange
role in human affairs. Unlike other winged creatures of a comparable size it is
quite incapable of producing that semi-melodious series of chirps which we
commonly associate with birds. The best it can manage with the scant vocal
equipment given to it by a capricious Nature is a selection of throaty gargles
and tea-kettle whistles. To be quite fair, the budgie can ring a large number of
changes using only these two basic sounds.
The sounds which come to the budgie throat with the greatest of ease are
a thin clear whistle followed by a sort of grunt. It goes roughly, “pheeee-tuh”.
This is why most budgies are called Peter, a name which has been handed
down from generation to generation of buphs. I have come across brands of
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philosophy which say that because a chair looks big to a cat and the same
chair looks small to a man the chair cannot have any objective size. That the
concept of size is meaningless. This is a perfect reversal of logic because if
the chair looked small to both man and cat then the concept of size would be
meaningless. The fact that the man looks down and the cat looks up at the
chair demonstrates that it has an objective size, real and uncompromising. I
mentioned this because it shows us that we should not be scornful of the buph
when he performs a similar feat of illogic.
He gets his bird and names it Peter because they are all called Peter
because that name resembles a sound that all budgies often make. Then the
bird makes that sound and the buph goes around in a paroxysm of wonder,
respect and admiration, chanting, “Did you hear it? It can say its own name.”
The buph, in his profound belief in the world, seems to feel that, to
ensure that his budgie will never be lost or stray, kindly Providence has
equipped it with the ability to tell its name to the policeman who finds it. If
there was a Christian name like Woof, dog fanciers would probably do the
same thing.
There is the matter of the variation in interpretation. The little scene I
detailed a few paragraphs back contained not one whit of exaggeration. I
have been present at almost identical affairs. When, true to my code, I
pointed out to the assembled buphs that they were all hearing different things
in the one sound I was greeted by the usual reaction familiar to anyone who
has ever tried to tell a fanatic something he doesn’t want to believe – a
dulling of the eyes as the psyche retreats from the awareness which has
suddenly become so offensive, the blankly smiling period in which the
psyche is communing with deep down memories of happy hours talking to
budgerigars, then the frantic renewal of awareness and the sliding off onto
another topic.
On another occasion I suggested to an assembly of buphs that they
should submit to a little test I thought up to see if they really could make
sense from a bird. They were to wait until the budgie was in a particularly
garrulous mood at which time I would supply the owner with a flash lamp
and all the others with notebooks. The owner was to listen to the bird and
every time it uttered some thought worthy of immortalising flash the lamp.
This was to be the signal for the others to write down what the bird had said.
At the end of the test I would collect all the books and compare them. If they
all agreed or nearly agreed I would admit I was wrong. I might even have
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collected the complete sayings of the bird in question and published it in a
limited edition under some title like The Meditations or something equally
suitable.
They all reacted as I had expected, finishing up with a debate the result
of which was a unanimous decision that there was something seriously wrong
with my powers of comprehension. They felt sorry for me. It was a pity of
me.
I hope that this little dissertation makes clear to all those who may be
interested my stand on the question of whether or not budgies can talk. I was
asked to write a proper treatise on the subject the other day. I did consider
something on the lines of my forthcoming work on the housefly for which I
am gathering notes (some headings: Low Altitude Flies, The Discovery of
Fly Necrophiles, Forced Evolution of the Intelligent High Speed Fly, and The
Fly By Night) but I decided against it.
There is nothing interesting about budgies. It is the people who own
them that are amusing.
June 1957
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Greener on the Other Side
Two Letters to Oopsla!
Fred Smith informs us that Britons live in slums and near-slums; and not just
ordinary slums either, but horribly overcrowded slums. Now, there are two
possible explanations for someone to have written this remark: (a) all that the
writer has seen of his own country is slums, or (b) he has an incredibly
sloppy style of writing in which the intention to say “A percentage of the
population of Great Britain lives in overcrowded, poor districts” could give
birth to the thing which I have just quoted.
From my own experience I am prepared to rule out the first alternative.
Let us be kind and say that Fred was merely over-excited by contemplation of
life in Sweden and that (a) does not apply. Passing on to (b) I feel that it is
only fair to consider what Fred intended to say rather than what he did say.
The first, and perhaps the only, comment that springs to mind is, “So what?”
We all know that some people in Britain live in poor districts – we also know
that the same applies to Canada and America and India and any other country
that we can remember. Is this news? Anyhow, having discovered the obvious,
Fred does not mess around; he is going to do something! He considers
emigration. He admires Sweden very much so he decides that he should
emigrate to America. Perhaps he feels that Sweden is like an oil painting and
that to appreciate it better he should move a bit further away? He admires
Sweden for staying out of the brawls of this century so he decides he would
like America which (luckily for the Western World) gets into every or nearly
every brawl going.
Prolonged contact with all kinds of immigrants here has made me
sensitive to the peculiar reasons they give for travelling to the other side of
the world. Nobody ever comes out and says he had a feeling for Canada and
thought he could be happy here. It is always some trivial thing like being able
to run a new car. One fellow I met here and whom I had previously thought
to be fairly intelligent told me it was because he could not stand the cold
bathrooms back there. Another one gave as a principal reason the fact that
back home he had to call his boss “mister” but here he can call the boss by
his Christian name.
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September 1957
[And in the next-but-one issue:]
Interesting letter col. I note that in his reply to me Boyd Raeburn talks
about the higher standard of living, a phrase which is rapidly becoming
meaningless to me – perhaps because it is so similar to the current advertising
catch phrase of “better living”. Everything they make these days is for better
living – but what does better living mean? Am I to believe that a kettle with
vapour control, or a fridge which I can open with my toe, or a car seat which
remembers my favourite driving position, is going to improve my existence?
Let us say that I am walking towards a fridge with my arms so full of
provisions that I cannot manipulate the door handle. All right, I turn round,
set some of the stuff on a table, then open the fridge and transfer the goods
into it. Had I been able to open the door with my toe the operation might have
been over half a minute sooner. Has a half minute of my life been wasted? I
don’t think so – I was still thinking, seeing, feeling, moving and getting
exercise; and, if I was really perceptive that day, learning that it is better to
carry only what I can handle, because if I was so loaded down that I could not
open a simple fridge what would I have done if a wasp had landed on my
nose or if I had tripped? Conversely, with a toe-touch door would I have gone
around the rest of that day doing everything thirty seconds in advance? What
would I do with that short span of time snatched from the maw of eternity –
watch TV?
But that’s getting away from Boyd. I didn’t mean that those people who
gave the answers I mentioned were not justified in emigrating. No doubt if
they settle down in a new country and live their lives there they do have
reasons which are basic and important to them. What I was commenting on is
that they don’t seem to know what these reasons are. I was only saying that
their answers to my questions were silly. Just the other day I found a beauty
in this series. In a British magazine a woman said that she would not live in
England because it did not have the splendour of Niagara or the grandeur of
the Canadian Rockies. Ignoring the fact that it is further from Vancouver
(where the lady lives) to Niagara than it is from England to Canada, did she
really leave everything she knew etc etc so that she could be near,
comparatively speaking, to the Rockies? I don’t know if the Rockies are even
visible from Vancouver but I am tempted to imagine a little scene like this:
Man (coming in from work): Gee, I worked hard today. What’s for
supper?
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Woman (rising from chair at window through which can be seen some
tips of mountains beyond the neighbouring buildings): I’m sorry dear. I
didn’t get down to the store today ’cause I hurt my toe as I was opening the
fridge. My arms were overloaded and a can of sauerkraut dropped on my foot
just as it was pressing the toe-bar.
Man: But I’m hungry!
Woman (smiling): Don’t worry, dear. After all, we still have the
Rockies. Just pull up a chair and look at them until you’re satisfied.
Man (after two hours of contemplation): You’re quite right, darling.
Dear me, I think I’ve had too much. Are there any peppermints left? Alkaseltzers? Salt? Anything at all?
July 1958
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None But the Loony Heart
On first contemplating the task of penning a few prefatory words to this
collection I was slightly dismayed. What could I say about John Berry that
had not already been said? Was there even one fannish hearth upon which the
exuberant spirit of the Goon, made almost more tangible by the more than
250 stories he has written, was not a familiar and detailed figure?
And there, like a researcher in an SF story who, while sorting through
some prosaic and unimportant statistics such as the incidence of mumps
amongst male kangaroos, discovers a vital, world-shaking truth, I discerned a
strange fact. The truth is that nothing at all has been written about John
Berry. All the articles and stories that have appeared, even those which
contain no mention of the name, have been about the Goon! The mythical
Goon Bleary, head of the G.D.A., worshipper of Monroe and Mansfield,
master bungler and misuser of English, has filled fanzine after fanzine. But
what of John Berry? Nothing!
The sinister aspect of this discovery did not escape me.
Why is this man amongst us? What is the reason for this impenetrable
screen of misdirection and subterfuge with which he surrounds himself? Is he
a member of that “other fandom” which Walt Willis discovered so long ago?
Even I, knowing John Berry better than most people in fandom, can only
glimpse the real man lurking behind the ridiculous cardboard cutout figure of
the Goon. For instance, there is his pose of being semi-illiterate – yet he has
written over 250 stories for dozens of fanzines. Not only that, but he is the
man who has discovered the scientific use of exaggeration. The way BlearyBerry has worked it out is this: the experience of the reader is only a pale
shadow of the experience that the writer has during the described event.
Therefore, if the writer e.g. picks up an object weighing twenty pounds he
will be very much aware of its heaviness, but to the reader, reclining in his
armchair, twenty pounds does not seem very much – so he fails to appreciate
the reality behind the words.
Understanding this fully, Berry-Bleary would never dream of making
the bald statement “I lifted the old typer which weighed about twenty
pounds.” Instead, he would say, “Gathering all my strength I heaved until my
braces were snapping and managed to raise the typer, which weighed about
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half a ton, an inch or two clear of the ground.”
In one sense the latter statement is incorrect, but a person reading it
clearly understands that the writer felt a heavy weight and so, in a broader
sense, it is a better description of what actually happened.
Yes, there is more to Berry-Bleary than actually meets the eyes. Going
to visit him does nothing to penetrate the disguise. The first time I went up to
Campbell Park Avenue (October 1958) I wondered if I would find out
anything more about John Berry. A windy night was blowing on Belfast, the
unfamiliar-seeming moon was racing through tatters of clouds and I could
feel rain approaching as I neared the Goon’s house. More than ever I noticed
that strange effect upon which many fannish chroniclers have commented...
as you near the home of a BNF the fabric of reality seems to alter slightly and
you see all sorts of queer things that would not exist in the normal continuum.
In this case the streets had twisted themselves into some grotesque pattern
which could never have come off an engineer’s blueprint. I lost myself
several times before I finally spotted the house.
I never lose myself but on this night I did. Only the increasing strength
of the waves of fannish thought issuing from the brain of Berry-Bleary and
calling out along the dark avenues guided me to his home. As I went up the
path a thought came to me. I had been away for years, the Bleary-Berry could
not have any idea I was calling, it was a terrible night into the bargain – here
was my chance to surprise John Berry without his disguise! My opportunity
to see the real Berry, unobscured by Bleary.
Repressing my excitement I tiptoed up to the front room window – the
front room, that bulwark of suburbia’s respectability, the cornerstone of
conformity, the place where Berry would have to drop Bleary – and peered
in.
My trick had failed!
Instead of an orthodox front room filled with ordinary furniture and
containing, perhaps, John Berry entertaining a few respectable friends from
the local angling club, instead of all this I saw the Goon. There he was, large
as life, moustache drooping as in Atom illustrations, sitting at a ridiculous
travesty of a desk constructed from old tea-chests and planks. He was
pounding away at the BoSh typewriter which looked nothing like it did when
I sold it to him. The room was devoid of any other furniture, the floor had no
covering except for fanzines and several Anita Ekberg appreciation
magazines. Nothing could have been more Goonish.
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Needless to say, when I knocked at the door and made him aware of my
presence he became more like the Goon than ever – even gave me a massive
iron statuette of an ancient soldier. Several hours later I went away half
convinced that he must be like that all the time, that there is no John Berry
under the Bleary exterior.
From my vantage point here in the north of England I realise, again, that
there must be a John Berry.
I suggest that you study the contents of this slim volume very carefully.
You may not solve the mystery of Berry-Bleary, or Bleary-Berry, but at
least you will have a good laugh.
December 1958
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Filthy Looker
Wallowing in the footsteps of the founder of the Berry Press I like to present
articles that are factual in nature, and it is with great pleasure that I lay before
you and fandom the account of years of painstaking research. I hope that the
result of my labours may be that no fan will ever have to work again and thus
be free to devote his time and energy to the production of fanzines.
Strange as it may seem to the mind of one accustomed to the daily grind,
there is a large fortune to be had simply for the taking. There is no need to
work. All you have to do is go out and pick the stuff up off the street!
The astute fan will at this point sigh wistfully and at the same time snort
with derision. When he has recovered from the resultant fit of coughing he
will argue that he has been on the streets all his life and never got a bean out
of it. There is a secret, of course. The Rosicrucians have a secret, Charles
Atlas has a secret – the Filthy Lookers have a secret.
Before I reveal this boon to fandom, let me digress for a moment to
show that I was not exaggerating when I spoke of the fortune to be found. In
one two-year period I found currency no less than five times, together with
numerous items of silver and copper coinage. A very low estimate of this
income would be ten dollars, or five dollars a year. This was in a city of
200,000 people and, as I was working during the whole period a generous
guess would allow that I had been able to cover one percent of the city streets
for one percent of the available time in any day. This means that I tapped one
thousandth of that city’s lost money and netted five dollars in one year;
therefore the total cash that must have been lying around is 5,000 dollars. As
the population was a fifth of a million we can reckon that each year for every
million people, 25,000 dollars get dropped onto the ground and left there for
the beady-eyed fan. If we count on 250,000,000 people in Britain, Canada
and the States we get a grand total of one and a quarter million dollars a year
available to fandom. Sufficient, I should think, to keep us in the manner to
which we have been accustomed. If we band together, give up our jobs and
organise ourselves, we should be able to get most of this loot.
Now for the secret.
Damon Knight once advanced the theory in a story that finding cash was
a matter of keeping the eyes in focus all the time. This has something to do
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with it, of course, but the main thing, quite seriously, is to make a pact with
the nameless deity who guides one to lost money....
It all started one day when I was setting out for a long walk and spotted
a penny lying on the ground . A measly penny, you may say. That’s what I
said. I walked on past it and continued with my stroll, too proud to bother
with a single copper coin. Half an hour later the rain came on and I decided to
return by bus. When I brought out my money I found that I was almost broke
– in fact, I had one penny less than the minimum bus fare and I had to trudge
home in the rain. Then and there I vowed that I would never pass by a coin
again, no matter how small, no matter how many people were watching, no
matter how much trouble it was. The Ghod of the Filthy Lookers heard me
and the deal was on.
Money began to turn up everywhere, even in places where it had no
right to be. There was the time when I found a brand new pound note in the
used ticket box in a bus, for instance, and even stranger cases. Just one
example to show the devious ways in which the Filthy Looker deity works.
One morning in work there was a round black piece of metal kicking about
on the floor and the office idiot, on seeing it, dropped it into my overcoat
pocket. Going home on the bus I handed a two shilling piece to the
conductor, received a ticket and one and ninepence change. To my horror the
conductor missed his bag when he dropped the coin in it, and it landed on the
set beside me, wrong side up, and revealed as the small black piece of metal.
The conductor was angry. He made me hand over a bona fide threepenny
piece and it was not until I was home and relating the event to an astonished
family circle that I found that the conductor had forgotten to take back the
one and nine change. Thus I was three and ninepence better off, which at the
age of fifteen meant quite a lot.
From time to time I was tested to see if I was still true to my vows.
Twice I had to dig money out of the ice with a pen knife, once in Calgary in
the centre of a frozen street, once in an ice rink where inconsiderate
speedsters almost severed my fingers. Often when I was about to pick up an
offering somebody would come up and stand on it, forcing me to scrabble
under their feet. A favourite place was right below the seat next to me in the
bus which meant that I often had to miss my stop to get at it, or snatch and
run before dozens of curious eyes. But I remained true and the money kept
turning up, in single coins, in notes, sometimes in little piles, sometimes
twice in one day.
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To tell the truth, I grew accustomed to it. I began to take this talent for
granted and gradually I forgot about the little deity who was looking out for
me.
Then one day I passed up a sixpence, merely because a woman in a
restaurant had her foot on it. There were no flashes of lightning or
thunderclaps, but the supply was turned off from that moment on. Life went
on pretty much as usual until I realised what had happened. After that things
seemed pretty gloomy – no more little unexpected finds, no more bonuses in
the pay packet of life. When I could take it no longer I made the vows all
over again and next day I found a ha’penny.
Not much, but it reassured me and I’ll never be unfaithful again.
So if I’m seen at some convention crawling along under the speakers’
table at the banquet or worse – please try to understand.
May 1959
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The 1960s

Bob Shaw cover illustration (from an idea by Walt Willis) for
Hyphen 36, February 1965
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Lesion of the Damned
(Title by [John] Berry, over Shaw’s dead body.)
Until recently any observant woman who was seductively caressing my skin
would, had she been able to keep calm, have discovered a tiny lesion on the
front edge of my right armpit.
It wasn’t much of a thing – a tiny blob of skin about the size of a plain
pin head – but I was quite fond of it. I spent many happy hours, whilst
reading in bed, banging it about with my finger tips like a miniature
punchball. We had come through a lot together, my lesion and I, so you can
imagine how I felt when it began, very suddenly, to hurt me.
I think I must have accidentally crushed or scraped it, but one morning I
found that it had turned bright red and was so painful that I couldn’t touch it.
Being a Stoic I can endure pain, and so I went round for a day or two with my
right arm dangling clear of my side, like a Fast Gun. The lesion didn’t get
better and, in fact, it got so bad that I was unable to sleep properly for
accidentally pressing it when I moved in bed.
Finally I made my decision – the forces of modern medical science had
to be brought to bear.
In work I approached the Chief Draughtsman and explained the
situation.
“Sounds bad,” he said. “Let me see it.”
“Are you squeamish ?” I asked. “It isn’t exactly – pretty.”
“Just give me a quick flash of it,” he replied.
So I opened my shirt and bared my armpit where the lesion was glowing
like a microscopic Christmas Tree decoration....
I could still hear him laughing as I left for the doctor’s. How insensitive
and brutal can you be ? Laughing was bad enough, but actually trying to flick
it off with his finger?
This happened during my stay in Canada and, on my way down town, it
suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t know any reliable doctors in Calgary.
But my arm was so painful that I decided not to be fussy. I looked up the
yellow pages of a phone book and selected the first physician I saw – a Dr
Adams.
Dr Adams was a small brown man with long white hair and the face of a
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fanatic. He looked rather surprised to see me and ushered me into the
consulting room. I explained my case.
“Take off your shirt,” he said when I’d finished. I did so, and was
relieved to find he wasn’t going to laugh. “Mmmm. Very interesting. A skin
lesion.”
I felt a ray of comfort – he knew what it was.
“That’s right,” I said, encouraged. “Do you get many cases like this?”
“Not many,” he replied matter-of-factly. “I don’t get much time for my
private practice these days – you see, I’m the City of Calgary Coroner. But
don’t worry – I’ll soon whip that off for you. Report to the Holy Cross
Hospital at ten on Wednesday morning.” There was a pleased, eager look on
his face.
Going down the stairs from his office I felt slightly ill. There was
something about Dr Adams’s eyes and the gleeful way he said “whip it
off”.... There was no telling what he would do, after a long succession of
corpses, on finding warm living flesh beneath his knife. My warm living
flesh.
Back at the office the news that my lesion was going to be removed by
the City Coroner caused a gale of moronic laughter. People just haven’t got
any feelings.
I fretted for a couple of days, and then there was a dramatic new
development. The lesion turned jet black and ceased hurting me.
For the first time in a week I had a good night’s sleep, and in the
morning I pulled off my pyjama jacket to see what was new. There was
nothing there – the lesion had dropped off and hadn’t even left a mark to
show where it had been. I was delighted. I scrabbled around in the bedclothes
for a while and found the little hard black ball and put it in an envelope.
When Wednesday came round I decided to go along to the hospital
anyway. Dr Adams seemed quite a decent chap after all, and he had shown
proper respect for my case. No doubt he would like to have the tiny black
blob for further study.
We were busy in the office and the Chief gave me permission with great
reluctance. He warned me to be back in half an hour. I went to the hospital,
enquired as to the section given over to Dr Adams and went up.
Reaching the right door I took out the envelope and went in. It was a
small room containing a couple of chairs, a table, a stretcher on wheels and a
large competent-looking nurse.
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“My name’s Shaw,” I began, holding out the envelope.
She brushed it aside. “Dr Adams told me you were coming. Take off
your clothes and lie down on the stretcher.”
“You don’t understand. It’s all right now. I don’t need...”
“You must do as you’re told, Mr Shaw, or we can’t help you.”
I explained it all again, but I could see that I wasn’t getting through and
just then a male nurse came in. He too insisted that I strip off and get onto the
stretcher.
Finally I gave in. They were going to look really stupid when Dr Adams
showed up and told them to let me up again. I undressed, got onto the
stretcher and lay there clutching my precious envelope and looking forward
to seeing the nurses’ faces. An hour went by and nothing happened. At times
the nurses went out and left me alone and I began to picture myself being
found and wheeled away to the wrong place and being cut up.
At last the phone rang. The woman nurse answered it then told me, “Dr
Adams has been out on a job and will soon be here.”
I didn’t like the way she said “on a job” and not “on a case”. It
suggested all kinds of things, and none of them pleasant, and, besides, I had
been away from the office for hours. I might be missed.
At last Dr Adams arrived. I would have been glad to see him had I not
known he was just back from a “job”. I waved the envelope feebly and
explained what had happened. I could have wept with relief when I saw he
was listening intently and understood all I said.
“Fell off? Mmmmmm. Interesting!”
“Yes, isn’t it?” I chatted gaily, sitting up.
He pushed me down again, gently but firmly.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, suddenly panic-stricken.
“We must sample the surrounding tissue to make sure everything is all
right. Can’t take chances with these things, you know.” His eyes had an
intent light in them.
At his signal the two nurses seized me, shot anaesthetic into my shoulder
and held me down while Dr Adams, humming cheerily all the while, cut a
diced slice of flesh out of my armpit. When he’d finished he put it into a
bottle, dropped my little black ball in after it and told me I could go home.
It was lovely to feel fresh air again. I began heading for the office when,
suddenly, the anaesthetic wore off my shoulder. The pain was so fierce that I
went home and spent two days in bed with a completely paralysed arm. To
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crown it all, when I did go back to work everyone thought the whole business
was hilariously funny. They all laughed their heads off – all except the Chief
Draughtsman. He hardly spoke to me for days, and once he even hit me on
the back of the head with his T-square.
About two weeks later I got a letter from Dr Adams telling me that the
tissue sample he had taken proved to be completely normal and I had nothing
to worry about. Somehow, it didn’t make me feel any better.
January 1961
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Where There’s a Willis There’s a
Waysgoose
When I was a youth of but four summers my one ambition was to be a great
tragedian. I was not as precocious as that opening sentence might lead you to
believe, of course – due to the peculiar nature of our Irish climate, people of
but four summers generally work out to be eighteen or nineteen years old.
Anyway, it was my wont to go around writing grim, brooding pieces full of
futility and people who murmured, “Nichevo,” as they went down to needless
deaths.
It was pretty powerful stuff, but I believed in it; as far as I was
concerned, that was the way to write. Then I met Walt Willis.
Nowadays I wouldn’t even dream of having a character say “Nichevo,”
unless there was another one standing by with a carefully thought out pun to
slap in. As there aren’t any puns on “Nichevo” I don’t even write farcical
tragedies any more. Such was the effect of Walt Willis upon my life.
One sometimes gets the impression when talking to him that here is a
fellow who has developed a little religion of his own. The basic idea in this
Code is that anything which makes people laugh is good. He goes around
quietly being very religious: making up puns and jokes, devising or studying
new forms of humour, issuing Scriptures in the form of articles or complete
fanzines.
Walt began my conversion within a few minutes of our first meeting
while proudly showing me a copy of Slant. “One reviewer said it was a
must,” Walt said ruefully. “I looked ‘must’ up in a dictionary and it said ‘a
bad smell’.”
You don’t need to be subjected to that sort of thing for very long before
you begin to think that way yourself. And once you think that way you
cannot cease the process. You’re hooked. If that’s the case, somebody might
object, it’s a wonder that the Willis Creed didn’t spread throughout the whole
of fandom.
Personally, I think it did.
The average fanzine of about 1948 or before was, if I remember it
correctly, a fairly serious effort with much space devoted to discussions on
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the value and purpose of SF, science articles, promag reviews, potted
biographies of SF artists, and, occasionally, a really hot item about rocketry
in Germany during the Twenties.
With the coming of the tremendously popular Slant and then Hyphen, a
gradual change took place in fanzines. The humour zine became the norm for
fan publications, and I don’t think it is an exaggeration to say that this was
almost entirely due to the influence of the Willis Creed. In 1952, while I was
resident in London, none other than Vin¢ Clarke, who is probably fandom’s
most learned commentator, said sombrely, concerning the New Look in
fanzines, “Willis has a lot to answer for.”
Years have gone by since then and many bridges have fallen into the
water, and neofans note that the Willis typewriter has not been so active as of
yore. But Walt still dispenses his personal Koran (in this case the “a” is
silent) quietly, at home with a few close friends.
I quoted from my very first conversation with him – here is a choice
extract from the very latest, about three days ago:
Me: Can you give me a word beginning with “C” which means “hot”?
Walt: For a crossword?
Me: No. The plumbers who put in the water supply in my house have
put two taps marked “C” in the kitchen. I want to think of the hot tap as being
initialled “C” for...
Walt: Caliente is Spanish for hot.
Me: That’s great. I can tell people I got that tap especially imported from
Spain at great expense.
Walt (thoughtfully): You could also say that the water is coming from
the Spanish Main.
Need I say any more?
January 1961
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Purple Writers of the Sage
Every now and then I take one of my mad fits and decide that I must learn to
play the harmonica or become a judo expert or something else equally
improbable. It never works out, probably because I have absolutely no trace
of will power or determination – qualities of mind essential to carrying out
the months and months of study and practice which are the necessary prelude
to being able to rip off a faultless rendering of “O Sole Mio” on the mouth
organ, or disarm an attacking thug with a deft flick of the right patella.
Having no will power isn’t so bad, in a way. People who do possess it
have to spend years of their lives becoming concert pianists or taking degrees
in order to get the same sense of achievement that I derive from getting up
early enough to allow time for cleaning my shoes before going to work. I
could go through life quite happily, winning obscure little victories every
day, were it not for the fact that the thing I admire most in a person is honestto-goodness will power. This is what leads to my mad fits. There are times
when, having given up all projects in despair, I undergo a long period of
inactivity, becoming more and more restless until, completely forgetting my
inability to produce a sustained effort for more than about thirty minutes, I
send away for a Correspondence Course or start outlining my first novel.
The results of these resurgencies are uniformly depressing, but one of
them led, while I was living in Canada, to the adventure of:

Purple Writers of the Sage
For weeks I had been spending my evenings doing nothing but stare out
through the window at the prairies and the sagebrush. I think it was called
sagebrush, although to me it looked downright silly. Anyway, one of the Mad
Fits came on – I decided to join the local literary circle and become a keen
Writer’s Workshop type, perhaps even learning to write poetry. Accordingly,
having explained the situation to Sadie, who accepted it with an air of gentle
tolerance, I set off in the direction of the headquarters of the Calgary Literary
Group. It was one of those perfect evenings in the summer – the sort in which
Chesterton and one or two other writers loved to portray a group of characters
journeying through a suddenly romantic suburbia – where the sky doesn’t get
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dark, but just changes colour from light blue through a dozen shades of green
to dark blue. The air was warm but fresh, and I felt good.
After twenty minutes’ walk, during which I smoked a pipeful of Three
Nuns, I arrived at Coate House. This was a large brown stone building which
had once been a classy residence “set in spacious grounds” and was now
devoted to the arts – a fate which became horribly apparent as soon as I
entered the hall. It was full of girls with long straight hair and young men in
brushed wool sweaters and bulky sandals, all of whom were rushing around
with armfuls of fishing net, driftwood and painted cardboard fish.
A tired-looking janitor explained that there was some kind of a dance
arranged for the following evening and it had been decided to give it a marine
motif. I got the impression that this man felt that Coate House was not what
she used to be. When asked about the literary group he directed me to a room
on the upper floor. I went up and found it empty except for eight or nine
statuettes of Buddha made of white china, each of which had circular brown
nipples surrounded by rings of orange dots representing the ducts of the
areolar glands. Quite suddenly I realised I didn’t want to be a keen Writer’s
Workshop type after all.
I headed towards the door but was thwarted by the sudden arrival of a
small perky-looking woman who bore a slight but unmistakable resemblance
to Bugs Bunny.
“Ah,” she said brightly, “a new member – just in time to lend a hand
with the furniture, will you?”
I nodded unhappily. It turned out that all the massive armchairs ranged
round the walls had to be moved in to form a cosy circle. While I was doing
the work I learned that her name was Thelma, that the “rest of the gang”
would be along in a few minutes and that she had a brand new story to read
out for general criticism.
“Oh,” I said, wiping away the perspiration, “what sort of stuff do you
write?”
A superior look flitted across her pointed features.
“I specialise in science fiction. Not many people go in for it, you know –
it’s too technical for them. One must put so much research into one’s science
– people just aren’t prepared to put the work into it.”
“I don’t think I’ve read any of...”
“Oh, I haven’t had anything published yet. But Horace Gold – he’s the
editor of one of the big magazines – says that my work is steadily
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improving.” The superior look passed over her face again and I realised that
dropping Horace’s name had been a big moment for her. I opened my mouth
to say something about my own handful of published stories, but not soon
enough.
“I think that my latest story is going to sell. I hope I get time to read it
all. Dave McKee is bringing up a science fiction novel he has just finished
and he’ll want to read some of it, but it’s not very good. He’s an architect
from Belfast.”
“You don’t mean Belfast, Northern Ireland, do you?” I laughed.
“Sure do,” Thelma said, “that’s where he comes from.”
A queer feeling of unreality began to steal over me. Again I tried to tell
her something about myself – with an air of desperation this time in case she
would tell me she was corresponding with Walt Willis, when I knew that the
only other fan in Calgary was Georgina Ellis – apart from myself. But
Thelma was too quick for me and got off with a few remarks about the other
two members of the group who were working on a fantasy and Thelma didn’t
like the fantasy because it was so non-technical.
Just then a bunch of people arrived, I was introduced all round and the
session started then under the chairmanship of a girl called Joan. Dave
McKee was a tall greying individual with hardly any trace of an Irish accent
and a huge manuscript balanced on his knees. The couple working on the
fantasy had MSS also, and Thelma was poised with her stuff – it looked like
being quite a struggle for first place and I sat back to watch.
When Joan opened the reading session a rank outsider, in the form of a
bespectacled female school teacher, beat the field with a lengthy poem called
“Saskatoon Don Juan”, which was a masterpiece of suppressed eroticism. It
droned on for about twenty minutes during which Dave McKee and Thelma
became more and more restless. At last the poem ended and the others took it
in turn to say a few words of comment. Dave McKee had not heard a word
during the reading and he seemed genuinely surprised when he discovered all
faces in the circle awaiting his verdict. He cleared his throat several times and
we all went tense.
“I had to go away to the other end of the town on business before I came
here tonight,” Dave remarked conversationally. “I thought I’d never make it.”
Taking full advantage of the stunned silence he opened his MS at the first
page and began to read. While I had to admire Dave’s gamesmanship I didn’t
think much of his novel – on the first page an Asian spy was caught
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smuggling an atom bomb into a transpolar jet, brought to the USA, permitted
to escape by his woman captor who had fallen in love with him, and
disappeared with copies of the West’s defence plans.
Thelma interrupted him so many times to point out non-technicalities
that he gave up in disgust after about six pages and gave her her chance.
Thelma’s story made Vargo Statten read like Hemingway. It was full of
beautiful Venusian girls with green-tipped breasts and handsome red-haired
Terran space pilots who together pulled off enough scientific impossibilities
to start Ian McAulay shooting rockets full of DDT to the Moon. I endured
them until we reached a whopper in which the Earth spaceship was returning
home (but with the peculiarly pigmented girls still visible on the televiewers)
and, just before it landed, the following piece of dialogue took place:
“Our speed is down to 400 miles per hour, Captain,” Cliff said.
“That’s well below the speed of sound.”
“OK, Cliff. We have to break the sound barrier when landing
just as we do when taking off. Increase speed to five hundred miles
per hour, going through the sound barrier, then land at Terraport.”
I coughed to attract Thelma’s attention, then politely asked her what the last
bit was about.
Thelma gave me a pitying smile, glanced round the circle to make sure
they were all watching how she was going to deal with this non-technical
newcomer, then patiently explained that a landing spaceship would have to
crash the sound barrier just as surely as would one taking off. And how else
could it do this except by almost stopping and then breaking the sound
barrier. Having thus blinded me with science she rustled her MS impatiently
and opened her mouth to read on; but a mood of obstinacy had crept over me.
“The sound barrier,” I pointed out, “occurs at roughly 700 miles per
hour. If the spaceship had slowed to 400 it must have already crashed the
sound barrier from the other side and therefore would not have to speed up
again to do it.” I considered this to be a gentle and reasonable explanation
and it drew a murmur of approval from the others in the room, but its effect
on Thelma was electrifying. To my horror she throw her MS down and came
running round the curved line of chairs, her face working with rage. I
cowered back in my seat, cursing the impulse that had led me to contradict
this unpredictable little monster.
“Listen, Buster,” Thelma shouted, poking me in the chest. “Have you
88

ever read Arthur C. Clarke’s books on space flight?”
Her Bugs Bunny upper lip twirled in triumph and the rest of the circle
gave me pitying glances – I got the impression they too had, in their time,
fallen upon this mighty rhetorical weapon.
I was still in a near-panic but I managed a semblance of a cool smile,
crossed my legs comfortably and said, “Most of them – old Arthur often
discussed his work with me. That was before he deserted the gang and went
off to Ceylon, of course. We missed old Arthur, you know.”
The ring of faces lit up in joyous wonderment. Thelma staggered back,
her mouth working silently.
I felt like a louse. I had spoken to Arthur about a dozen or so times at the
White Horse and, for all I could remember, we probably had discussed his
stuff, but Thelma should have won. Only a fantastic set of circumstances had
armed me with a superior weapon, but the other members of the literary
group didn’t care. All at once I was bundled downstairs for coffee and
biscuits, and Thelma was left wandering around tugging people’s sleeves and
saying, “He knows Arthur C. Clarke. He knows Arthur C. Clarke.”
But there was one more weird coincidence coming up to finish off the
night. Over coffee Dave J. McKee decided that if nobody was prepared to
discuss good SF we would talk about the more interesting aspects of
architecture. He explained to all and sundry that if you cut yourself on a
broken fluorescent light tube you would get poisoned. Five minutes later
somebody upstairs let something fall with a terrific thud and a fluorescent
light tube directly above Dave’s chair disengaged from its clips and fell. He
would have been a poisoned head sufferer but for the fact that one of the
people decorating the place for the dance had hung a fishing net between two
pillars on each side of his position.
He looked up at the tube swinging gently in the net a few inches above
his head, a look of intense weariness passed over his face and he got up and
left. Except for Thelma, who tried to explain to him that I knew Arthur C.
Clarke, nobody noticed him go.
A few moments later I made a similar exit....
July 1961
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Dragnit
Back in the old days there was a well-proven recipe for making fanzines: all
you needed was a review of Destination Moon, a discussion on Dianetics,
and a news flash to the effect that Ed Noble was getting married. But now
that we’ve all become older and more blasé the game is to protest at great
length about the corniness of science fiction. Why, only the other day I heard
a formerly keen reader attack the latest Fantastic for a solid hour – in fact, he
was so nearly dancing with rage that you might have said he was lipping the
trite Fantastic.
Of course, it’s good that fans have this highly-developed critical faculty,
but we must try to be more positive in our approach. We should show the pro
writers how to wrest fresh new themes from the hard facts of scientific
progress. Just to start the ball rolling I will demonstrate how a recent news
story (about the ultra-sensitive mobile equipment for detecting unlicensed TV
sets now operating in Belfast) can be used for a hard-hitting human drama. I
give you...

DRAGNIT
Among the serried ranks of traffic in Belfast’s busy Milk Street a sleek black
Fordson van was moving easily through the lines. At the wheel was Clint
Kinnison, Ulster’s ace spotter, wearing the grey whipcord of the profession.
Across his back was the Spotters’ emblem: a red hand of Ulster cupped at a
huge magenta ear, over the phrase Canis moribundum regurgitans licentious
– “Die, dog, or cough up the licence.”
“This new engine they’ve put in the van is running well,” Clint
remarked. “What size is it, anyway?”
“I don’t know,” his pretty assistant Maggie McVickers said. “It’s a new
Italian engine. It was tested by a thousand top Italian drivers and they all
agreed it was perfect.”
“Then it must be a thousand si-si engine,” Clint replied. “I’ll open the
bonnet and show it to you afterwards.”
“You mean – you’re going to take me to your litre?”
“Not bad, Maggie,” Clint said, “but remember you’re the straight man
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around here.”
Maggie nodded and took a deep breath, revealing her unsuitability for
that role. “What’s this new mission we’re going out on?”
“Well, it’s been discovered that a gang of TV licence forgers is
operating in the town. The chief has made up a list of suspected viewers who
are connected with some kind of home printing business. We’ve to check
them out. The first one is called Willis – we’re on our way to his place now.”
“In that case,” Maggie said, “I’d better warm up our expensive, highlysensitive mobile equipment which is so acute that it can not only tell whether
a TV set is on in a house but which channel is being watched, and even what
corner of the room the set is in. Pardon me for spouting so much hot air,
Clint, but that bit was all plot.”
“You like your air in plots, do you?” Clint smiled. “It suits you. Here we
are – 170, Upper Newtownards Road – it’s a big house and the signal will
probably be faint coming through all that brickwork. Better give the
equipment full boost, maximum sensitivity.”
“Okay, Clint.” Maggie switched on the mass of electronics in the rear of
the van and immediately several indicator needles wrapped themselves
around their stop pins, sparks showered from half a dozen black boxes and
the van filled with smoke.
“Ruined!” Maggie screamed. “The equipment’s all ruined! That was the
strongest signal we have ever received. There are only four people in that
house, and two of those are children, but they must have sets going on every
floor. Talk about the effluent society!”
“You mean affluent, don’t you?” Clint snapped. “On second thoughts
maybe in this case you’re right. Anyway, the fiends have ruined £20,000
worth of detection gear. We’ll have to go back for a new lot – the chief isn’t
going to like this.”
As the black van sped back down the road, inside number 170 Walt
Willis said to Madeleine, “I’ll keep trying for the golf on Scottish Television
this set, you watch out for Hancock on Ulster Television on yours, tell Carol
to keep tuned in for the tennis scores on BBC in her bedroom, and send word
up to Bryan in the attic to give us a shout when the science fiction serial starts
on Telefis Eirann –”
“There,” said Clint Kinnison, tightening down the last nut, the new
equipment installed. “Now we’ll try the second name on our list.”
“Do you think this fellow Shaw will be tough?” Maggie asked.
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“Nah!” Clint replied confidently. “If he tries anything we’ll soon have
his teeth chattering with this.” He patted his holstered cavity resonator and
the black van roared off towards the Castlereagh Hills. After half an hour of
steady climbing the engine was beginning to labour in the rarefied air and the
scenery had grown bleak and forbidding, with rocks jutting up in the roadway
and masses of vegetation looming on each side.
“I don’t like this,” Maggie said nervously. “Do you think he’ll have a
watch-dog?”
“I’m not worried if he has – most watch-dogs are quite harmless. They
shoo off more than they can bite, in fact. Get it? Hee, hee, hee!”
“I still don’t like this. We must be nearly at Shaw’s house, but did you
ever see so much grass? The van’s beginning to stick in it, Clint – do you
think you could lean out and cut it with something as we go along?”
Clint shook his head. “No mower for me, thanks – I’m driving. Hee,
hee, hee! Never worry – there’s a small mound of dust and stones. I’ll drive
up on top of it and see where we are.” He spun the steering wheel deftly and
the van swung towards the mound, which – too late – revealed itself to be a
large, unwashed Triumph saloon. There was a loud clang as the two vehicles
collided, followed by a series of tinkling noises as £20,000 worth of delicate
electronic equipment fell to pieces in the back of the van. In the dim
unnatural light that filtered down through the overhanging weeds Clint and
Maggie stared at each other aghast.
“Oh, look,” Maggie tittered, “your face has gone all puke coloured!”
“You mean puce, don’t you?” Clint snapped. “On second thoughts –
maybe in this case you’re right. The chief definitely won’t like this, you
know. There’s only one more set of equipment left.” He jerked the van into
reverse gear savagely and it trundled backwards down the hill out of sight.
Inside number 26 Sadie Shaw said to Bob, “It’s high time you cut our
grass, Fatso. I thought I heard a bang at the front door a moment ago, but the
weeds might get the children if I open it.” Shaw only sipped his beer.
“We’re not going to take any chances with this White character,” Clint
explained as they buzzed along the Upper Falls Road. “This is the third set of
equipment today, and at £20,000 a time that comes to... how much?”
“Work it out yourself,” Maggie said. “Doing sums gives me a
headache.”
“Me too – it’s called the aftermath. Anyway, the chief says we’re sacked
if anything goes wrong this time, so we’ll go really carefully up to White’s
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house, tune in on him and prove that he has a set, then we’ll burst in and ask
for his licence. If it’s forged...” Clint patted his cavity resonator grimly. He
made a tall, powerful figure in his grey uniform, the severity of which was
relieved only by the Lens strapped to his left wrist. The Lens, which shone
with a strange glow in the afternoon sunlight, was never removed from
Clint’s wrist. When he raised it to his eye and peered into its flickering depths
– he could tell the time by his wrist-watch! His trouble was that he was nearly
blind, but too conceited to wear glasses.
“We’re nearly at Riverdale Gardens now,” Maggie said. “God, these
roads are nearly as bad as at Shaw’s place! Just look at all that mud and muck
– it’s like something the drovers in Rawhide would have to plough through.”
“Yeah,” Clint agreed, “those guys have a hard time. Personally, I just
wouldn’t put up with it. If they asked me to work in those conditions I’d say,
‘No mire for me, thanks – I’m droving.’”
“Here we are now, Clint.” Maggie expertly clicked all the right switches
and the equipment emitted a faint hum as it warmed up. A puzzled look
spread over her face as she adjusted her earphones. “I thought we were
getting a signal, but it’s so faint I can’t be sure. Even a nine-inch set gives a
bigger signal. It’s really strange.”
“We’ve got to get the goods on this guy,” Clint said. “Try harder! Give
the detector power!” He leaned over and twirled knobs.
“Careful!” Maggie worried. “Careful! The equipment isn’t made for
picking up signals as faint as this seems to be.”
“A man’s gotta do what he’s gotta do.” Clint threw a variable resistance
to the end of its slot; the equipment made a loud moaning sound and
suddenly sagged to the floor with little puffs of smoke issuing from its
insides.
“You fool!” Maggie screamed. “You’ve done it again.”
Clint went white. “What will the chief say when I ask for more
equipment?”
“I know,” Maggie snarled. “He’ll say, ‘No more for you, thanks –
you’re drivelling.’” Seizing his cavity resonator she started banging him
round the head with it, and they disappeared from view in the general
direction of Ballymaguigan.
Inside number 10 a smile of satisfaction spread over James White’s face
as he sat in his attic staring happily at the sine wave he had just brought in on
his ex-WD 1½" diameter oscilloscope.
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April 1963

Afterword
I was sitting in my office trying to enjoy some music on Radio 2 and thinking
how bland most of today’s pop groups are – I mean, I’ve never been grabbed
by the Dooleys, have you? Suddenly it occurred to me that I had promised
myself that I would send Eric the Bent one of my old articles. The trouble is,
I thought, I don’t think there’s anything around here that hasn’t already been
printed and reprinted in recent years. Nevertheless I poked around in the
bottom drawer of my filing cabinet, where I keep old fanzines, and came up
with a copy of The Scarr #1 by George Charters, dated 1963. (That’s the date
of the fanzine, of course. Nobody in Irish fandom knows what year George is
dated, because we weren’t able to read the Hittite script on his birth
certificate.)
Glancing through that fanzine was a weird experience, because in it I
found [this piece], the writing of which I had no memory whatsoever! None
at all! It was like a message from an alternate time stream, except that after a
while I began to remember the little bits of IF history upon which the article
was based. Walt Willis, having a talent for radio construction, was able to
repair TV sets, and he had a number of them functioning around his house in
the days when the box was not all that common. I had an old razor-edged
Triumph saloon which was not so much in need of cleaning as weeding; there
was moss growing on it in places. And Jim White once bought an ex-WD
oscilloscope, because he preferred looking at sine curves while the rest of us
were happy with the Tiller girls.
It all goes to show that it’s worth while to keep a diary. You think you
can remember your life, but you can’t, and every day another little bit of your
past slips away into oblivion. The thing that gripes me is that I have let 18
years go by in which I could have been using the pun about the watchdog.
What a waste! But perhaps all is not lost. The man next door has a useless
slob of a hound which he fondly believes can frighten off intruders – I think
I’ll go down and engage him in conversation....
1982
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A Funny Thing Happened to Me
on My Way to the Typewriter
I was going to give this article the brash subtitle of “How to Write Funny
Articles”, but changed my mind, partly because it might have seemed
presumptuous but mainly because I’m still not sure how to go about it even
after thirteen years of fanzine writing experience. The best I can offer is a few
notes on the difficulties involved.
After every issue of Hyphen I get the chance to read the letters of
comment and can judge the success of various styles, formats, subjects,
approaches, etc., and out of this wealth of experimental data several basic
facts have emerged. The first rule (if you can have rules in this context) is
that, just as in any other form of writing, it is not sufficient merely to have a
plot. You must also have a theme. Why this should be I don’t know. You can
write a piece full of loose ends, poor grammar, “personalised” spelling – and
as long as it has a theme it will go down all right; but you can also write a
neat, polished, technically flawless piece – and if it has no theme it simply
won’t come off.
Now, to my mind, the theme/plot relationship is a subtle sort of a thing,
and I consider it monstrously unfair that Nature has constructed billions of
people in such a way that they are quite happy with “I done” and “you was”,
and yet are able to detect the absence of theme. Nine times out of ten they
can’t pinpoint the source of their dissatisfaction, but they have it just the
same. In practice, this means that you can’t make a really successful 2,000word funny article out of four little anecdotes each good for 500 words
simply by writing them all down one after the other. You have to find a
connecting thread which exposes an underlying unity in the experiences. I’m
being a little pompous now, but the point I’m trying to make is that the fact
that the events all took place on, say, the same coach trip, is not good enough
to form a good connecting thread.
For example, one of my most successful fanzine articles was an account
of a holiday I spent at Portrush with the Boys’ Brigade.* I wrote all the little
incidents of that holiday out in chronological order, depending on the B.B.
holiday to provide the theme, but when I read it over it all seemed flat and
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useless. About six months later I went back to the article and realised the
most important single truth about the whole experience was that by adult
standards I should have been completely miserable during that holiday, and
yet as a boy I had loved it. I then wrote a paragraph to go before the title, in
which I stated the theme clearly; next I slanted the accounts of all the
incidents to bring them into line, and finished by emphasising my point in the
last paragraph. The finished piece was, on one level, still just a collection of
anecdotes, but in another it was an expression of my observation that children
have a tremendous capacity for being happy regardless of circumstances.
After appearing in Hyphen that article was reprinted in one of Guy
Terwilliger’s “best of the year” anthologies.
* “Rush Report re Portrush”, collected in the earlier TAFF ebook The Full
Glass Bushel by Bob Shaw. [Ed.]

Enjoyable convention reports might seem to belie the rule, but they are
reports, and, besides, the best of them are those in which the writer’s
personality and outlook pervade the whole account. It is quite a few years
since I read Walt Willis’s report of his first trip to the States, so I have
forgotten most of the incidents described, but what I do remember is his
“message” that no matter how far away a fan may live, when you meet him
he can be just like an old friend.
Another difficulty is that humour is a gregarious thing and yet you are
always alone when you write. I often find that when I’m at a party jokes
spring into my mind at the rate of two or three a minute, but when I’m on my
own, trying to write an article, my joke-producing centres are completely
numb. One way round this is to make notes of various funnies that occur
when you are in company and dig them out later on. I have tried it once or
twice but I’m not methodical enough, so I usually fall back on a device
known as the Spoonerism or “mechanical pun”. All you have to do is keep
transposing the initial letters of key words in any familiar phrases which crop
up in the article. Sooner or later a phrase which still makes sense with the
initials transposed will crop up and you can make a joke out of it, often by
assuming the role of an ingenuous person who has partially forgotten the
original phrase and believes that his twisted version is true. For example, you
can solemnly claim that Yiddish is widely spoken in Northern Italy and quote
as your authority the well-known saying – “There’s many a Jew word spoken
in Trieste”.
Apparently other people have noticed this thing about gregarious
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humour and the difficulties of writing alone, and have decided to get round it
by writing fanzines in groups at parties. But the laws of Nature aren’t that
easily fooled – and a one-shot of this nature is invariably worse than any of
its authors could do locked up on his own in an attic.
Probably the most solidly useful piece of information I have gleaned is
that if you want to be funny it is no use writing about events which seemed
funny to you when they happened. It hardly ever comes off and you end up
by saying, “Of course, you’d need to have been there.” The safest bet is to
recall your most tragic, humiliating and frustrating experiences and you’ll
find people will laugh or at least look slightly less miserable than before.
Looking back over what I’ve just written I’m really glad I didn’t call it
“How To Write Funny Articles”. In fact, seeing how little I know about it, I’d
be glad if any readers would send me a few tips.
January 1964

97

Take Me to Your Leader
For a long time after I practically gave up reading science fiction I tried to
interest in myself in other kinds of fiction, but without success. There was,
for instance, all that James Bond stuff, which was entertaining enough in its
own way except that I couldn’t get used to identifying the characters by the
brand of drinks and type of armaments they used. There was always the hero
(with his Luger in one hand and a lager in the other) who rescued the heroine
(who had her gun in one hand and a gin in the other) from the villain (who
had his 12-bore in one hand and 12 beers in the other).
Anyway, I finally discovered the perfect substitute for science fiction. It
was newspapers! Until then I had thought of newspapers as being dull,
unimaginative efforts, but in fact they possess all the ingredients that good SF
should have. Good writing, humour, new concepts, sex – it’s all there. The
first three ingredients I mentioned are well displayed in this cutting from a
recent issue of the Daily Herald in which James Cameron sends up Rab
Butler in a truly science fictional manner:
Mr Butler stands erect on the launching-pad, steaming slightly,
awaiting the countdown. All his systems are go. The umbilicus
linking him to reality is about to be severed.
Encapsulated within his nose cone are the secrets of the
impending international miracle. Mr Butler, the Foreign Minister, is
off into orbit to change the world.
But Mr Butler has been the repository of many odd and
makeshift jobs in his time, and most he has nobly done.
But the one on which he is about to be spaceborne, according
to the premier, is something so momentous, so apocalyptic in its
terms of reference, that it might almost be mistaken for a Tory
gimmick.
The Prime Minister is charging Mr Butler with “perhaps the
biggest diplomatic operation there has been of all time. His aim is
nothing less than to reverse the thinking and action of men
throughout the ages.”
Or how’s this for an example of sexy material! – and not merely childish
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straightforward stuff but with undertones of “psych”, strange perversions, and
sinister organisations lurking behind innocent fronts:
Malone Golf Club, Dunmurry, Belfast, requires Youth as Barman
(or Barmaid), live in, attractive conditions – Phone Secretary
612758 or 612695.
That came from the Belfast Telegraph – a paper which goes into thousands of
innocent homes, and yet they could hardly have been more open about it.
“Attractive conditions”, indeed!
But perhaps the best newspaper items are those in which you don’t need
to actually read the small print of a story, because it is all summed up in the
heading. Anybody who has ever seen a Flash Gordon film will be familiar
with creatures like the Clay Men, the Tree Men, the Cat Men and so on. They
were all pretty exciting but lost most of their impact due to the fact that they
operated so far away – on the Planet Mongo and places like that. In
comparison, just think of the horrific scenes conjured up by the following
heading from an issue of the Belfast Newsletter:
APPLE MEN ATTACK BOARD OF TRADE
See what I mean! Flash Gordon just doesn’t count against stuff like that.
Another thing about newspaper headings is that they tend to be much more
frank and earthy than most SF magazines. One of my favourite examples of
fearless reporting (which was actually discovered by Walt Willis) appeared in
the Newsletter last year. It goes:
PEER BUYS TWO COMMODES
April 1964
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Discourse on Metaphysics
When I went to live in Canada for a few years I was very interested to
discover that their lavatories were different to ours.
This was brought home to me most forcibly, and almost disastrously, in
Montreal. I had been drinking a fair amount on the train, possibly due to the
fact that there were posters everywhere urging me to “Drink Canada Dry”,
and I just can’t resist a challenge like that. Anyway, while we were eating in
a Montreal restaurant I realised that Canada was winning and I went along to
the lavatory in somewhat of a hurry.
Once I had closed the door I searched around its edge for the familiar
shoot-bolt which is traditional door furniture in the British Isles. There wasn’t
one! Just as I was about to send for the manager I noticed a small button
projecting from the centre of the doorknob, and, being a trained engineer,
deduced that this was some kind of locking device. (This was my
introduction to the combined doorknob and lock which is standard
throughout the North American continent – and a fine how-do-you-do it
was.) I pressed the little button, heard a satisfying click and thought to myself
that the door would now be locked.
Then, as I was about to proceed, I got another thought – how did I know
the door was locked? This was an unfamiliar land where lumberjacks,
Eskimos and Mounties might burst in on me at any moment; it wasn’t Ireland
where the worst that could burst in on me would be gypsies, special police
and Gaelic dancers. I went back to the door, gave the knob a tentative twist
and the door opened easily and immediately!
A moment’s reflection in the comfort of the armchair will show readers
of this magazine that the door lock has to work that way, otherwise once you
had pressed the little button you would be locked in forever. But in the stress
of the moment I didn’t appreciate this point and stood there for ages, hopping
from one foot to the other, clicking and twisting at the lock, snarling
obscenities at it and wishing I was back in Belfast. Finally I had to give in
and carry out my original mission in an extremely alarmed and apprehensive
state of mind.
I still feel that the simple shoot-bolt which you can see to be positively
locked is the best job for lavatory doors. A parallel example to the above is
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the way in which the American and Canadian public have taken to flying
more readily than we have – they don’t mind entrusting their safety to the
proper functioning of intricate machinery. The growth of North American
aviation into a multi-billion dollar industry was probably brought about by
the fact that the people over there were conditioned for it by their lavatory
doorknobs.
Another big difference was in the attitude of Canadian business firms to
employees’ toilet facilities. The aircraft manufacturing firm I now work for
operates a sort of caste system both in lavatories and canteens. There are
separate facilities for each grade of staff and nobody would ever dare to use
one allocated to a more senior grade. It is a bit sad in a way because you can
get used to using seeing certain faces around the toilet, but if any of them get
promoted they vanish from your ken as though they had suddenly died. There
is nothing to stop them continuing to use the old place, but they vanish just
the same. In very rare cases, if a man does really well and reaches
management level and is therefore above the rat race, he will occasionally
reappear in his old lavatory. Nobody ever speaks during these strangely eerie
visitations.
In Canada it is all different. The structural engineering firm I worked for
out there provided only one toilet for all grades of staff, thereby enjoying the
twin benefits of democracy and a greatly reduced plumbing bill. In that one
little room senior executives might chat with junior clerks; in fact it was in
there that I had my only conversation with the tycoon-type who owned the
firm and all its branches. It wasn’t really a conversation, now that I recall it.
He had gone to the lavatory and forgotten to lock the door, or else the little
button hadn’t worked (!), and I charged in about three minutes later. The
tycoon said only two words to me, but he delivered them with such loudness
and sheer force that I began to understand how he had managed to batter his
way up into the millionaire class.
Perhaps using lavatories with faulty doors had taught him to speak like
that in the first place. It could easily be that all these domineering, aggressive
transatlantic giants of industry were made that way by their lavatory
doorknobs....
Let’s face it – we in the United Kingdom will have to do something
drastic if we are ever to regain our former proud position among the leading
industrial and technological nations of the world. I suggest lavatories with
revolving doors.
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Slobland Revisited
One morning in work last winter I realised everything looked depressing, and
had been that way for days. It was nothing to do with the appearance of the
surroundings because British industrial areas are permanently drab, and, in
fact, one wouldn’t expect them to look any other way – there is nothing more
astonishing or unreal-looking than a large industrial structure seen in brilliant
sunshine on a blue summer’s day. This greyness was coming from inside me
and it was there because my defences seemed to be failing in some way.
All Britons have these defences to a degree, especially those whose most
impressionable years – say, from eight to eighteen – were spent in the
bleakness of the war and the even more exquisitely refined misery of the
immediate post-war period. They have the knack of looking at urban
wastelands like a gardener who sees flowers but not the bare soil beneath,
being aware only of the pubs, the confectioners and tobacconists, the clean
red buses and so on. As a fanatical science fiction reader with an over-active
imagination I grew up in a Belfast which is like nobody else’s Belfast and is
certainly far removed from the city as it really stands. Even today I don’t
move through the same streets that strangers see.
But on this particular winter morning everything was grim-looking, and
I had no idea what could be done about it. I didn’t want to work or play, eat
or drink, read or write, love or hate – a walk on the sands of a Pacific atoll
might have been all right, but then it might not. I sat for a while staring at the
papers on the desk, then my eyes focused on the top one of a pile of glossy
publicity photographs for which I was supposed to write captions. It was a
new in-flight shot of the company’s big freighter aircraft flying low over
Belfast. The camera had been pointing slightly downwards, and behind the
aeroplane was spread one of the regions of the city best known to me since
childhood.
Half-heartedly I began picking out landmarks and identifying streets.
There was the Newtownards Road, there was the first pub in which I ever had
a drink, there was the library in Templemore Avenue. Above the library was
a street running off the Avenue to the right which I knew was Madrid Street,
my favourite short-cut to the Albert Bridge. I followed its length among the
grainy rooftops and got a minute but icy shock. Unbelievably, there was no
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sign of the Albert Bridge at the end of the street. It vanished into haze but the
great hump of the bridge should have been unmistakable at the far end.
Considering the matter over a pipe of Ogden’s Rich Brown I was forced
to an inescapable conclusion – the street I had so confidently labelled as
Madrid Street was really some other street. But my memory said this was
impossible. I had walked, cycled and driven up Templemore Avenue
thousands of times, had gone to the library in it, had attended evening classes
in it, had gone to the swimming baths in it. I would have bet large sums of
money that only one street ran off it to the right, and that was Madrid Street.
In fact, I had complained bitterly about the one short-cut to the bridge being
blocked when Madrid Street had recently been made one-way.
With a strange feeling of unreality I picked up the internal telephone and
made a few calls to people in the firm who knew the area. I told each of them
to imagine he was walking up Templemore Avenue from the Newtownards
Road and asked him how many streets he could see on the right. The answer
was, one. And its name? Madrid Street. One of these men had actually lived
right in Templemore Avenue for some years, and I began to feel a kind of
uneasy excitement. Could there be an invisible street? Not really invisible, of
course, but unseeable in the sense of the postman in Chesterton’s story about
the invisible murderer. Could there be an accidental pattern of architecture or
topography which somehow erased itself from one’s memory cells? If so,
then this invisible street could lead anywhere, perhaps into some unknown
romance-land hidden behind the familiar like a secret garden.
I don’t want this account to stray into fantasy, so it must be explained
that the new turn of thought was only a little mental exercise of the sort that
any keen reader of Unknown might do. All the same, the concept triggered
off an upheaval somewhere in my memory and I began to think of my
Slobland dreams. When asleep I often get very vivid, detailed dreams, some
of which can form a connected series even though they happen months apart.
In the Slobland series I dreamt that you could go to the end of Belfast’s
Corporation Street and turn right, although in reality this would bring you
into the waters of Belfast Lough, to reach a strange low-lying district. This
dream place was a dark landscape composed largely of black cinders,
railway-lines and marsh, but there was a village there and some dim little
shops. The people who lived in the village were small, poor and surly
towards strangers. They were conscious of being different from the city
dwellers and never left their own district, but after a few dreams I began to
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like the place and the people and they slowly began to welcome me.
That series of dreams stopped years ago without anything conclusive
happening, but I used to waken up from them half convinced that in
Corporation Street there might be a tricky turning which would take me to
Slobland if only I could spot it. Now here I was sitting in work, on a most
undreamlike winter’s morning, with indisputable evidence that such elusive,
self-effacing byways really do exist. Here was a similar turning which I
would never have known about had it not been accidentally recorded by an
airborne camera.
At lunchtime I went down to the car after a quick sandwich, drove along
the Newtownards Road and turned up Templemore Avenue. The street was
there – right where I would previously have sworn there was no opening –
and it was called Beechfield Street. I drove up it, following all its angles and
turns, and of course it didn’t lead to a Slobland or a secret garden, but just
travelling along it gave me a weird, dreamlike enjoyment – a sense of
breaking all the rules. It went roughly parallel to Madrid Street and
terminated a few hundred yards from the Bridge in another unnoticed,
unremembered corner. This meant my lunch hour hadn’t been entirely
wasted, because I now had a new short-cut to replace Madrid Street.
This account was written about next-to-nothing, and it proves nothing,
but in work that afternoon I realised everything had stopped being grey.
Helen Keller once said, “Not the senses I have but what I can do with them is
my kingdom.” I wonder, did she say in fourteen words what I have just tried
to say in a thousand. Or was she talking about something else?
June 1965
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Air on a Harp String
Did you ever spin a globe of the world, pick out the spot in which you were
born and feel astonished that it had to be in that particular place?
I do this quite often, even though I realise the feelings of astonishment
are philosophically invalid. Some of my friends combine an interest in
astronomy with a belief in some form of theism, and they tell me I too would
be a believer if I was aware of the incredible precision with which things like
the earth’s mean temperature, orbital position, etc., are arranged to suit
human life. Long ago I got tired of trying to clear up their confusion between
cause and effect, and content myself with heavily sarcastic – and, I think,
incomprehensible – remarks about all the trillions of not-people who are
continually not-wondering about being not-born.
All the same, when I look at the globe I wonder why Bob Shaw had to
be born in Northern Ireland, and not in some more statistically probable place
like China or the States. Einstein once wrote that he got on to the relativity
business because he couldn’t credit the idea that the physical system in which
we live is different from other systems. It was this simple, child-like
approach – rather than sheer brain power – which made Einstein so great;
and, for all I know, I might be even more simple and child-like than he was.
So what do I get if I apply the relativity principle?
I find that I was born in China, and in the States, and in Peru, and – in
fact – everywhere and at every time. I am everybody at once, but because my
other selves were brought up on rice or popcorn instead of spuds, and have
different names and circumstances, they don’t know they are me. Which gets
me back where I started, or reasonably close to it.
Leaving philosophy aside, it is a strange thing to open your eyes on the
world and discover you are Irish. One of the most disturbing discoveries I
made was that the Irish are liked in just about every country of the world.
When I meet people from other countries their general reaction on learning
I’m from Ireland is one of immediate warmth and friendliness. This makes
me feel good, but strangely guilty. I don’t know if the guilt is personal,
knowing my own shortcomings as I do; or if it is national, knowing the
feelings of my compatriots as I do.
If the defects in the national character were the traditional
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Hollywood/Barry Fitzgerald traits everything would be all right, but we
aren’t a race of hard-drinking, fist-fighting, twinkly-eyed, big-hearted liars.
The most common attributes of the Irish are caution and meanness. This
shows itself in all kinds of statistics, e.g., out of all regions in the UK people
in Ulster spend the lowest proportion of their pay packets on buying houses.
Anybody who isn’t interested in statistics can see us in characteristic action if
he is prepared to spend a little time in the departure lounges at London
Airport.
When passengers for Paris or Frankfurt or Rome are requested by the
P.A. system to board their planes you will notice little knots of people rising
gracefully to their feet and drifting gently towards the appropriate gates. It is
all so calm, pleasant and civilised.
But, every now and again, it is the turn of the Belfast flight – and all one
hears is, “Would passengers for Belf...”
The rest is lost in the frantic, clawing scramble as the Irish rush to get
aboard, regardless of the fact that their places are booked and waiting for
them. And all the pushing and shoving is of no avail, because another group –
the super-Irish – have already quietly made their way to the gate and formed
a queue at it, getting in first, playing it safer than safe. While passengers for
all other destinations lounge in comfortable chairs, sipping drinks as they
wait, this little line of smug, smirking, anxious, triumphant faces watches
them from the draughty discomfort of Gate 6.
A very small example, that, but one that is truly indicative of the
national character, assuming such a thing exists. I know lots of people who
run thriving, lucrative businesses, yet go to work on the bus and lunch off
mugs of tea and lettuce sandwiches carried from home; who paint their
houses with five-year enamel every year; who cross the city and stand in line
to save two pennies on the price of sausages.
The snag is that, while I despise these attitudes, I can detect traces of
them in my own character. And every time I do something extravagant or
reckless the subconscious alarm bells ring and the old feelings of guilt are
aroused. I can ignore them, but they are always there – reminders that I had to
be born in the land of the potato famine, the gombeen man and 10%
unemployment.
Did you ever spin a globe of the world...?
May 1967
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The Cosy Universe
Looking back on it, I have great difficulty in finding any logical justification
for the fanatical, semi-mystical involvement I had with science fiction in my
teens.
Like many other fans of those days (I think the pattern is different now)
I plunged into the fantasy world of SF as a welcome escape from a reality I
regarded as being not too close to the heart’s desire. Now lots of people have
decided that the real world isn’t all they would like it to be, have accepted the
idea that there isn’t much they could do about it, and have created their own
microcosms as a result. There are thousands of other fandoms contiguous
with the one we know so well, in which the focus of interest can be anything
from budgerigars to old cars. (There was even that famous one about which
films have been made – the Fandom of the Opera.)
But these parallel fandoms have one thing in common in that they take
one fragment of the world-picture, draw a line around it, and say, “This then
is our universe – let us ignore anything that happens outside its tight
curvatures.” To me, this isn’t admirable, but it is logical. Somebody isn’t
interested in coping with the broad, grey world, so he shrinks his horizons to
managable proportions.
How then do you explain somebody who has exactly the same problem
and solves it by expanding his horizons to the ends of the continuum and
even beyond?
Looking back on the teenage Bob Shaw, I see him reeling back in
dismay from the demanding intricacies of the engineering industry in which
he found himself, yet deriving the utmost satisfaction from reading about van
Vogt’s production line for starships in which it took two hundred years for
the first vessel to be produced but in which the subsequent ships came off the
line at the rate of one every thirty seconds. I see him appalled by the futile
complexities of Irish politics, yet enthralled by the galactic power struggles of
the Foundation series.
My retreat from the real world was so complete at that time, that even
now – twenty years later – I still run into occasional difficulties in my work
as a journalist through knowing less about some aspects of the country’s
current affairs than almost anybody you could stop in the street.
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But, as I said, the puzzling thing is that I managed to withdraw
outwards, like the Stephen Leacock character who leapt onto his horse and
galloped off in all directions. I don’t know if the science fiction writers of
those days were consciously or unconsciously aiding me in this contradictory
motion, but there seemed to be a band of the star-begotten who seemed
equally at home in our cosy universe.
Do you remember it?
After a hard day at work, there was nothing more pleasant than dropping
in for an imaginary hour or two in some familiar, friendly spot like Mercury.
As soon as I realised on which planet a story was set I would, if it happened
to be Mercury, relax contentedly and watch out knowingly for the landmarks
– the cold night-side, the fairly habitable twilight zone, and the hellish dayside which was a good challenge to anybody who liked to tackle things
“because they were there”. Sure enough, all those planetary features would
appear on schedule, and it wasn’t long before I had a spurious but firmly held
belief that I knew an awful lot about astronomy. In fact, all I did know about
Mercury was that it was first from the sun, was small, and had the three
homely regions already mentioned. Had somebody asked me to state
something fairly basic, like its density, I would’ve been flummoxed.
Mars was another favourite stopping-off place, with deserts composed
of red sand so thinly scattered over relics of ancient civilisations that it wasn’t
safe to walk on them unless your toes were protected by thick spaceboots.
The canals ran deep and straight, and Phobos and Deimos constantly
jockeyed overhead.
Venus I especially liked because it came in two mutually incompatible
varieties – swamp or dust-bowl – and I felt equally at home in either. And so
it went on, right out to places like Pluto which would have been a most
inhospitable globe without the benefit of George O. Smith’s Plutonian lens.
On the way out to Pluto one always, of course, braved the journey through
the asteroid belt – nobody would have been unsporting enough to loop up out
of the plane of the ecliptic and do it the safe, easy way.
And beyond the Solar System was a whole galaxy dotted with familiar
stars in whose light many a drama was enacted – brilliant Deneb, vast red
Betelgeuse, and Alpha Centaurus in the next block from Sol – all of them
playing their part in the affairs of stellar empires of which I was a citizen....
Time has done terrible things to the cosy universe.
Astronomers are beginning to claim that Mercury rotates with respect to
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the sun; soulless probes have violated Venus, and have cast their bleak eyes
on Mars. The Martian canals have vanished to little more than optical
illusions, and the massive polar caps which suckled them have become thin
coatings of frost. And what’s even worse, you can’t even see Phobos and
Deimos unless you are fairly near the equator, I’m reliably informed.
Even the stellar empires have crumbled. It was funny how in the old
days we never saw anything wrong with the idea of these empires scorning to
shape themselves according to the dictates of military or economic efficiency.
Instead, their boundaries always coincided with those of our classical
constellations – which is odd when you remember that a constellation is a
roughly conical volume of space, with its apex on Earth and a base that takes
in progressively more unwieldy masses of stars the further out you go. Yet
the Empire of Orion cropped up time after time, without anybody considering
that – in view of the extreme remoteness of some of its stars and the relative
nearness of others – it might be worth while even to split it up into Hither and
Thither Orion. There is a certain barbaric ring about those names which
would have gone down well in an Edmond Hamilton story, but even that
modest touch of verisimilitude might have been more than he could have
tolerated.
In today’s interstellar epics the locale stars usually have names the
author has made up, indicating – quite rightly – that they are mere specks in
the galactic clouds. Brilliant Deneb, vast red Betelgeuse and neighbourly
Alpha Centaurus rarely get a mention. This is fair enough, considering they
are only three out of billions and there’s no statistically valid reason for them
to keep popping up.
But when I go home tired from the office and pick up a book there just
isn’t the same feeling of entering a friendly continuum where I am bound, as
one of the star-begotten, to receive a special welcome.
The question I now ask is – has the cosy universe really disintegrated?
Or is it still there, in modified form, screened off from my perception by a
vibration frequency to which only the souls of neo-fans are attuned?
August 1968
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The Mortal Gael I
The Psychedelic Effects of Phaseolus Vulgaris
Most people don’t think of phaseolus vulgaris as being in the general
category of mind-expanding substances. But do not be deceived by the fact
that it can be picked up in any food store under its more commonly used title
– baked beans.
The reason its psychedelic properties have not been generally noted is
that the conditions have to be exactly right for its use. But when they are
right and phav (as it is known in the Bloomfield Avenue – East Bread Street
triangle of Belfast) is properly administered in the right dosages the effects on
the user’s awareness are fantastic.
I first got on to phav during a camping holiday some years ago. The
holiday hadn’t gone too well, thanks to foul weather and troubles with our
equipment. The tent was far from being waterproof and three days of
continuous rain had destroyed most of our food. Halfway through the first
week I was cold, damp, depressed and in the early stages of malnutrition. At
the time, it seemed pretty disastrous – but in retrospect I can see just how
lucky I was. These are exactly the conditions in which phav produces the
maximum effect on the human psyche, and by luck I hit on exactly the right
method first time.
The best way is to heat it over a flame on a piece of aluminum (a
saucepan will do fine) and then eat it as quickly as possible. Don’t bother too
much about chewing – the aim is to get the maximum quantity into the
stomach in the shortest time. Within a matter of minutes, the depression
begins to lift, a warm glow pervades the body, you feel more optimistic, and
people’s faces begin to look friendlier. Traffic lights appear to give off a
greenish glow, which often alternates with red, and sometimes both appear
together. The effects of phav wear off after about three hours, at which time
you will feel symptoms not unlike those of hunger, but it is safe to take
another dose right away.
I never heard of anybody becoming addicted. Not seriously, anyway.
The above might read like some kind of a protest, and perhaps it is,
though not against drug-taking itself. To me, the truly alarming thing about
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drugs is the absolutely uniform effect they produce on a wide variety of
people. I can’t discuss drugs knowledgeably but I can point out two effects of
their use. First, invariably, the user tells us he experiences things which
cannot possibly be described in words.
Second, and equally invariably, he then proceeds to describe them. In
words, no less. And at great length.
The effect on me, and on a good many other people, is just like getting a
shot of some other drug – like chloroform or ether.
The Saga of Sandy Row (1) – The Initiation
Thesis: The mythology, history and “image” of a country are preserved and
propagated by its literati – which means that for any given country: (a) the
vast majority of the people are virtually unaware of its mythology, (b) a large
majority are unaware of its history in anything but the broadest terms, and
even this low-definition picture may be significantly distorted by local
factors, (c) a substantial proportion will bear very little resemblance to the
image of them accepted by the rest of the world.
The above statement is a general one and may not be very true for a
country like the USA, where the mythology is immediate and the teaching of
history seems to be instrumental in establishing the national identity. But it is
almost an understatement for a statelet like Northern Ireland, where the
mythology is peopled by remote and alien beings, where Irish history isn’t
taught in most of the schools, and where the national image is a composite
picture of Barry Fitzgerald, Thomas Mitchell, William Bendix and a dozen
other actors who earned their living playing kindly New York cops.
This is all by way of being a warning: never trust an Irishman – you
don’t know anything about him! Books about the Irish won’t help you very
much, as they are written by literature-orientated mythologist-historians who
tend to let the Unrepresented Irish, as I call them, remain that way. Yet the UI
form the bulk of the population, occupy most of the dwellings that aren’t in
the romantic castle class, do most of the work, catch most of the diseases, and
fill up most of the graveyards. They read nothing but newspapers, aren’t
interested in writing, spend no time brooding about terrible beauties; so they
remain unknown to everyone except themselves, and have no desire to have
things any other way.
It’s a good thing for them I came along.
112

I began my study of the UI some years ago in a pub in Sandy Row.
You’ve never heard of Sandy Row? That’s an example of what I’ve been
talking about – for, to anyone who is in touch with the Irish scene, the name
of that shabby Belfast thoroughfare is evocative of our whole politicoreligious tangle. The reason you’ve never heard of it is that Sandy Row is
important to the people who are the Irish scene, but not to the people who do
all the writing about it. So, on deciding to become the champion of the UI, in
a modest way, I eschewed the study of abstruse works about the plantation of
Ulster etc, and headed for the Sandy Row pubs. (When tackling a problem I
model myself on Einstein. It wasn’t a huge IQ that made him a famous
scientist, it was his simple child-like approach – and for all I know I might be
even more simple and child-like than Einstein.)
The study project didn’t go too well for a longish time. I had selected
one pub – George’s – and began to patronise it two or three times a week, but
while the clientele accepted my presence, they didn’t quite accept me. For
one thing, I’m over six feet and weigh 210 lbs. – and I projected up out of a
sea of cloth caps like a mastiff that had strayed into a poodle show. For some
reason, the average height of the UI is about five five. (There were two of the
regulars who were regarded by the others as giants, and both of them came up
to just over my shoulder.) For a time I even tried to make myself smaller and
less conspicuous by sagging a little at every joint, but one evening a drunken
postman named Trevor cured me of the habit. He claimed to have contacts in
the white slave trade and had just promised to get me £200 for my wife, sight
unseen.
“It doesn’t even matter if she hasn’t got much accootermints” – he said
generously, making a vague fluttering movement a few inches in front of his
vest – “as long as she’s got that flawless white skin.”
Fascinated, I drooped even lower so as not to miss a single word, but
Trevor gave an accusing stare, and said severely, “Hey! You’re not a cripple,
are you?”
I straightened up without a word, increasing the distance between my
ears and Trevor’s mouth to such an extent that I never did find out if having
been married to a suspected cripple would have affected Sadie’s value in the
Oriental flesh markets.
But eventually I began to fit in; and the big breakthrough came one
Saturday morning when I found myself befriended by Wee Jack, an elderly
shipyard worker who was the doyen of a select band of Guinness garglers. It
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happened when I had just poured a bottle of stout, and was about to take a
drink when I noticed a small piece of foreign matter nestling in the oatmealcoloured froth. I went to fish it out, but a bony and calloused hand seized my
wrist.
“Complain to George about that,” Wee Jack said. “Don’t let him get
away with it.”
“It isn’t worth complaining about.” George wasn’t at his customary post
behind the bar, and I genuinely didn’t want to cause any fuss.
“Ye can’t let him get away with it,” Wee Jack insisted. “The like of thon
could turn yer stomach.”
“But George isn’t there.”
“He’s only out at the back.” Wee Jack jumped to his feet and began
demanding the owner’s presence – a development I didn’t welcome because
“out at the back” is a local euphemism for being at the lavatory, and the
architecture of the Irish pub rarely allows for washing facilities. A few
seconds later George burst out of the toilet in a cloud of urine-scented air and
enquired what was amiss.
“Big Bob’s got something in his drink,” Wee Jack said indignantly, in
spite of my efforts to restrain him.
“Christ, no!” With an apologetic look on his face, George advanced on
me – still buttoning his fly – and fished the speck out of my Guinness. “A
thing like that could turn yer stomach.” I nodded mutely.
“There y’are,” Wee Jack said triumphantly. “Always complain. Never
let them get away with anything.” He beamed at me and pushed the glass of
stout a little closer to my hand. The other regulars nearby nodded their
approval.
I hesitated briefly, then thanked him, and took a drink. The membership
fee had been high – but I had finally been accepted at George’s.
There’s a Hooley On....
On the evening of August 28, I arrived at James White’s house for a meeting
of Irish Fandom; and the sight which greeted me in his living room (it isn’t
really living, of course – even the electric wiring has perished) made me
wonder if I’d come to the wrong place.
Before describing the scene, I should mention that, since Ian McAulay
returned to Dublin, there is virtually no shouting, swearing or drinking of
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intoxicating liquor at IF gatherings. The custom is to sit around decorously
sipping tea from bone china cups while we languidly exchange chit-chat
which may vary from semi-intellectual to halfwitted, but is at all times calm
and dignified.
On this occasion, however, something was different. Those present –
James & Peggy White, and George Charters – were not actually being
uproarious, in fact they were pretty quiet, but the potential was there. They
had sort of raucous expressions on their faces. James was barely visible
behind a row of beer cans, bottles and glasses. And George – eyes gleaming
through his pre-National Health spectacles with the hand-carved lenses – was
nursing a luridly red, rectangular object which turned out to be an accordion.
While driving over to James’s with Sadie I had paused at the Red Lion
only long enough to relieve a slight but irritating tickle in the throat by
swallowing four quick pints of Double Diamond, and thus was in the mood to
appreciate a leisurely drink. But what was going on?
“It’s Irish Fandom’s twenty-first birthday,” James explained. “We’re
having a celebration.”
“With free beer?” I said in wonderment.
“With free beer,” James confirmed.
And a right good celebration it was. The talk and liquor flowed with
equal facility, and the evening passed merrily with shafts of humour and
fannish good cheer lancing through a cosy alcoholic fug, like the rays of the
sun as it sets redly in the mists of Innisfree or some other God-forsaken asshole of nowhere.
When Peggy brought the food in, James handed out the sandwiches with
the traditional cry of, “If anybody wants a plate let him speak now or forever
hold his piece.” (“Piece” is an Irishism for sandwich.)
We sat around for a while nibbling sandwiches (I managed to toy my
way through about a dozen) in the informal atmosphere we most enjoy. Some
groups make their meals far too formal, with place settings and everybody
having to sit where he’s directed – but in Irish Fandom every man can sit just
wherever he chews. Having finished the ale, I managed to rescue a good part
of a bottle of sherry from the risk of evaporation, and the evening grew even
merrier...
Suddenly, from a dim corner, came the sound which a gorilla might emit
while passing an unexpected kidney stone.
George – carried away by the spirit of the evening – had given us a burst
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on his accordion. The ensuing silence was broken only by the sound of
frightened children whimpering upstairs in the sleeping quarters. (They aren’t
really sleeping, of course, although the carpet has a nap.)
Emboldened by our looks of astonishment, George gave a devil-maycare yodel, stamped his foot, and gaily launched into one of the few tunes he
knew. Unfortunately – in view of the fact that James lives in a solidly
Nationalist district – the tune was “God Save The Queen”.
After James had tactfully quieted him down, by the expedient of giving
the accordion a sort of bear’s hug and thus preventing it from drawing breath,
George apologised for his political gaffe. Being a raw beginner he couldn’t
squeeze out a tune from memory and worked – like a humanoid player piano
– from long strips of cardboard covered with dots. This time he had lifted the
wrong strip.
“All those bloody dots look alike,” George commented defensively, as
we waited, white-lipped, for the Molotov cocktails to come crashing through
the windows.
And so it went on, far into the night. Watch this space in four years for a
report of IF’s twenty-fifth anniversary celebrations. They should be even
better, and George is fairly sure he’ll have mastered “Rule Britannia” by that
time.
November 1968
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Eyes Right
I’m writing this in the car, on the road from Belfast to Dublin. It feels odd –
jotting notes this way – partly because the constant movement of the vehicle
makes writing difficult, partly because it’s the first time in two weeks that
I’ve been able to put words on paper.
Fourteen days ago the iris of my right eye became inflamed and
threatened to gum itself permanently to the lens, which would have cost me
the sight on that side. The condition is technically, and not very originally,
named iritis, and it hurts. (I stress the word, because it seemed to me that I
was in agony, but how does one know what amount of pain constitutes real
suffering? Does the exact quantity of pain that makes me pale and silent,
cause another person merely to swallow an aspirin and carry on as usual, and
yet another to scream or faint? Anyway, I looked it up in the encyclopedia
and was informed that iritis is characterized by extreme pain. That made me
feel better. Another link established with the human race.)
So for the past two weeks I’ve been back and forward to hospital,
receiving various treatments. For ten days none of it did any good, then the
consultant decided to get tough, and gave me an injection direct into the
eyeball. Nerve-wracking but not painful, turned the eye snow-white for a
while, making it even more hideous than a few hours on Ian McAulay’s
home brew would have done. But it brought immediate relief, and so I can go
on holiday with the family as long as I move the eye along and keep up the
other treatments – one set of drops eight times a day, another set twice a day,
tablets five times a day, wear dark glasses, don’t get tired, don’t do any
driving.
Incredibly, I’m allowed to read a little and to drink as much liquor as I
want, so I’ll enjoy the holiday regardless of the other restrictions....
It’s hot this morning and the children are sleeping in the rear seat.
There’s more traffic than usual on the road – this is Horse Show Week in
Dublin. I’d forgotten. We reach the border and a bored customs man waves
us on through in a bunch of about fifteen other cars without even stopping us.
Heading on south the radio stops picking up the BBC too well and I
switch to Radio Eirann, which reminds me suddenly of my father who was a
southerner and never lost his brogue, although he spent most of his life in
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Belfast. Every Sunday night before the war he listened to a quiz on Radio
Eirann. It started with the quiz master asking questions worth a penny each,
and went on for a full hour, by which time the stakes were up to a dizzy
sixpence per question. The atmosphere in the room used to grow tense as
hell, but it was mainly because he didn’t allow anyone to utter a single word
while the programme was on.
Every small town we pass through is full of nuns with collecting boxes.
I never noticed that before. It doesn’t seem quite right. Perhaps if I take off
my polarized glasses they’ll all vanish. Basis of an Unknown Worlds story
there.
Time for another drop of cortisone in the eye. I have no pain at all now
and the eye feels very comfortable, as though it doesn’t need a drop. But iritis
is an old enemy (I first got it three years ago) and I don’t fall into any traps.
Sadie pulls into a lay-by. One drop. Cool, dispersing, like a single snowflake
landing on your tongue.
It’s still very hot. I think I’ll have a pint of beer before lunch. Should it
be McArdle’s or Smithwick’s? Big decision ahead. I’ll doze off and allow my
subconscious to reach a decision for me. Besides, sleep is restful for the
eyes....
This article was cleverly concealed in Dick Bergeron’s
“Fangdom” column for the LASFS Shangri L’Affaires, which also
included Bob’s assurance that he hadn’t felt his arm was being
twisted to write it, and an extract from a later progress report:
“Thanks for all the nice things you said about Bob Shaw the Martyr, but they
aren’t true... the truth is I wanted to write that piece in the car on the way
down to Dublin because my imagination was captivated by the idea of being
in a good American fanzine. If I hadn’t felt that way, no amount of pressure,
bribery or cajolery would have got me to put pen to paper. Basically, I’m a
lazy slob.”
“It hasn’t been much fun (although one evening when I ventured out with my
linen-wrapped head and dark glasses to further reduce the glimmer of light, I
encountered two small boys in the street and heard one of them whisper,
‘Look out – here comes the Invisible Man.’) but I think I am, at last, making
a complete recovery, although one lens of my glasses has to remain blacked
out for another week to rest the eye. (I’ve been compared to an Israeli
general, Long John Silver [although my legs feel perfectly all right] and Lord
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Nelson.)”
December 1968
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The Mortal Gael II
How to Design a Modern Aircraft
The title of this little article is, of course, a misnomer. It would take a whole
fanzine to turn the average reader into a competent aeronautical engineer, but
reading this will teach you as much as I know – and I earned my living in the
field for a year. And if any of you goes and gets a good job with Boeing all I
ask is (a) 50% of your first month’s salary, and (b) that you don’t blame me if
you encounter any of the Filthy Five.
I never found out how I got the job. I’d been working as a constructional
engineer in Bolton, wanted back home, and applied to the Belfast aircraft
plant in the hope that I would be accepted for retraining. But to my surprise
and alarm I was told that they were going to put me to work right away on a
big military freighter. Having read Nevil Shute, I was scared stiff on the first
day as I approached the design building – supposing I forgot to switch the
computer off and wasted its battery; supposing I fell into the wind tunnel and
went round and round it for ever, mouthing helplessly as I passed the little
window; supposing I was responsible for the point being put on the wrong
end of an aeroplane, meaning it could only get through the sound barrier
backwards....
However, I needn’t have troubled myself with these abstruse technical
considerations, for I was assigned to work with the Filthy Five. This was a
select little group of eccentric draughtsmen who had a unique claim to fame
in the firm – they had never designed an aircraft part which was subsequently
translated into reality.
The section leader was a wizened little Scot called Buster, an ardent
spiritualist who saw ghosts every night in life. During the day, when he was
supposed to be forcing us to work, he wrote detailed notes of the previous
night for a psychic magazine. Not only did he contribute nothing to the
project, he actually held it back, because some of the more impressionable
draughtsmen were afraid of Buster and wouldn’t work overtime with him on
dark nights. Into the bargain, it was well known that he sometimes thought he
was an eagle. “I get nightmares,” one apprentice told me, “about Buster
flapping up and down the office with me in his talons.”
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Next in command was Jack, a watery-eyed bachelor who suffered from
tuberculosis, diabetes and a dreadful stutter. His main interest in life was
foreign languages. He was fluent in quite a number and loved displaying his
proficiency because, strangely, when he was using a foreign tongue his
stammer completely vanished. As an example of the sort of thing he did
when he was supposed to be working, when he found out that Fitzgerald had
not translated all of the Rubaiyat, Jack taught himself Persian and translated
the rest for his own amusement.
Then came Sidney Orr, who insisted on calling himself Yendis Rro to
show that nobody, not even his parents, was going to force him into the
conformist mould. His wallet and all his draughting gear bore the initials
YJR. He also had a theory that he would betray his individuality by working
normal office hours, and was never less than two hours late. True to his
principles, he usually stayed on two hours or more after everybody else had
gone home, but the firm didn’t benefit much by it. As soon as he had the
place to himself he would go down into the workshops and steal aircraft
components, usually radio parts he had a special fondness for. Yendis worked
reasonably hard in the office, but as he did not recognise British Standard
Specifications (“supreme example of enforced conformity”) his drawings
were treated as highly suspect.
Then came Vic – handsome, voluble extrovert who devoured science
fiction most of the day and had an ambition to write SF novels. His trouble
was that he had a theory that the name of the hero is the most important thing
in a book. He would spend week after week working on a hero’s name,
selecting one which embodied the character, background, attitudes, place in
the book’s imaginary society, etc. After maybe three months of intensive
work he would arrive at a perfect name, but then would realise that to the
initiate the name would tell the whole story – so what was the point of adding
60,000 words of useless embroidery? At that point, Vic would get down to
work on another “book”.
Last was Thatch – tall, dark, buck-toothed, and so fanatical about his
motorcycle that he couldn’t come to work on it without feeling that it had
earned at least a minor overhaul, and sometimes a major strip-down. He spent
most of his time nipping up and down between our third-floor office and the
yard where his bike was kept. The machine’s carburettor was practically a
permanent fixture in his hand, and I used to see parties of visiting VIPs
staring curiously at it as they went by, probably thinking it was a strange new
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draughting tool or a jet engine component.
This then was the Filthy Five, my mentors, and I was to spend a
dreamlike year in their company. We were supposed to design a small piece
of fuselage structure near one of the plane’s escape doors. Buster showed me
the door on a general arrangement drawing. I was immediately struck by the
fact that somebody jumping out of the escape door would land on a propeller,
but being a greenhorn I kept my mouth shut and got down to work, or as
close to it as was possible in the company of Buster, Jack, Yendis, Vic and
Thatch.
Six months later Buster gathered us around him and told us it had just
been discovered that anybody jumping out of our door would land on a
propeller, which was hardly compatible with the whole idea of escaping.
Every drawing we had done in that six months was therefore scrapped. The
Filthy Five took the news stoically enough – their drawings were always
scrapped anyway, and this way at least somebody else could shoulder the
blame.
Not being used to the aircraft industry, I was pretty burned up about it,
but I started over again, anxious to do my bit in putting one of those big silver
birds up in the sky.
Four months later came the news that, with our door in its new position,
people jumping out of it would land on people jumping out of another door
directly below. Again the door was moved, and all our drawings were
scrapped. The Filthy Five accepted this blow with their usual fortitude, even
indifference, but I sat down and wrote an application for a job in the firm’s
publicity department. I got the job but, the aircraft business being what it is, it
took two months to arrange the transfer to an office four hundred yards away.
In that two months I didn’t put pencil to paper once. I was now a full member
of the group.
But although they took the continued transience of their door so coolly
(the only comment was from Jack: “Them stupid cu... cu... cu... buggers.”),
its latest migration seemed a kind of death knell for the Filthy Five. Yendis
was the first to go. He was caught one night valiantly trying to steal an entire
R/T set from a Sunderland flying boat. Our hearts swole with pride when we
learned that he would have got away from the enraged security men but for
the fact that the set was so heavy that when he threw it onto his pushbike the
bike crumpled up in the middle. Yendis resigned next day, and the last we
heard he had gone to the US and was in the Army.
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Thatch was next, but even before he went I sensed disaster. Ominously,
he lost interest in his motorcycle and took up underwater swimming,
throwing himself into the new pursuit with a fanaticism which led to his
downfall. The sea is cold around Ulster so Thatch realised he had to have one
of those one-piece rubber suits. He couldn’t afford to buy one, but the
solution he hit on stamped him as one of the most original thinkers of our
time. The firm had just received a contract for cocooning of naval aircraft.
Thatch went down to the hangar where the work was being carried out, got
into one-piece woollen combinations and paid a worker to spray him with the
plastic cocooning material. Unfortunately, the stuff takes rather a long time to
set and a manager happened to walk into the hangar and discover a silvergray Thatch standing in a dark corner – buck teeth shining – like an outsize
crucifix. He didn’t get fired – I think the management were bemused with
thoughts of what a mind like that could do if only its energy could be
harnessed – but he was made to work so hard that he soon left for England.
Jack made his exit through trying to leap gracefully onto the platform of
a fast-moving bus. He got on all right, but broke his leg in the process.
Afterwards he told me he was lying there with one leg bent laterally at right
angles from his knee when the conductor came along, looked down at him
and said, “You’re dead lucky – you could’ve broken your leg doing a fool
thing like that.” The TB and diabetes complicated his recovery so much that
it took a year to fix his leg, but while he was at home the firm began sending
him all its foreign correspondence, to translate. He did it so well that he never
had to go back to the drawing board, but I think he missed his old way of life.
I visited him at home a few months later and found the stairwell of his threestorey house filled with a gigantic pendulum arrangement which he used for
drawing harmonograph patterns by the hundred.
Vic went to the States where his charm and blarney, distrusted by his
fellow Ulstermen, won him instant success. Buster left too – his wife’s nerves
finally gave way under the strain of the nightly visitations, and they retired to
the south of England, although separate bedrooms might have been a more
efficient solution.
The aircraft we all worked on is in service with the RAF now, carrying
cargo in 5,000-mile hops all over the world. I often think it would have been
a nice memorial if even one minor component could have borne the imprint
of the Filthy Five.
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A Load of Bulletins
Herbert Plinge, the world’s leading communications satellite designer, has
written an article bemoaning the amount of money he lost because in 1947 he
thought of, but failed to patent, Arthur C. Clarke.... Latest SF books
nominated for the Groogh award are The Brave Bulls by Gore Vitals, Odd
John by R.A. Lavatory, The Flying Saucer by T. Disch, The Mightiest
Machine by Cogswell, The Square Egg by Pangborn.... English author K.
Amis today stated that, Walter Breen’s deductions to the contrary, he is not
Simak spelt backwards.
The Stair Case
(In which BoSh attempts to write something in the great Twain / Jerome /
Leacock tradition he so much admires even if nobody else does these days.)
There’s a tendency for some SF writers to bewail the decay of society,
the breakdown of the old systems of morality, etc. In general the ones who do
this seem to come from London or New York or some such place, and no
doubt they are simply reporting what they see around them – but I do wish
they wouldn’t assume that local conditions are general. Northern Ireland, in
my estimation, is far more typical of the world norm in this respect than
London or New York, and society here has not decayed, nor have the old
systems of morality broken down.
Happily for the world in general I have been able to isolate the factor
which has prevented the degeneration of Ulster society, and am about to
make the results of my researches known to fandom. Thus armed we will be
able to rebuild society in those unfortunate places where it has broken down,
and to prevent the rot from spreading elsewhere. And happily for us there is
no need to leap up on ramparts or do any of the other hazardous things Phil
Farmer has been proposing.
All you have to do is stare at people.
At first sight, or even first stare, this might seen too easy – but note that
it is in precisely those areas where people have given up the practice of
staring that everything else has started to come apart at the seams. The
biggest mistake any society can make is to adopt the attitude that staring is
unsophisticated. A good, prolonged, well-directed stare is, in fact, one of the
most powerful weapons the forces of morality have ever possessed. As an
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obvious example, very few people will gladly commit a murder or a burglary
if they think they are being stared at.
See what I mean? When you think about it, the stare is revealed as a
form of action-at-a-distance second only to gravity itself. Consider
hypnotism, the lion-tamer’s stare, the basilisk, and that perverted form of
staring known as the evil eye.
Not only does the practice of staring regulate public morality, but it also
casts a beneficent influence over manners and customs. Every time I go to
London I’m grateful for the reminder of what staring has averted in Belfast. I
see the most extraordinary things being allowed to pass unnoticed: men with
beads and painted faces and flowered overcoats, girls made up like corpses,
and so on.
In case anybody gets me wrong, let me say I’m a firm believer that
people should be allowed to appear in the streets in any peculiar clothes or
condition that they choose. That is their affair. They must not be persecuted
or interfered with; but they ought, within reasonable limits, to be stared at. In
Belfast we do stare, and this definitely discourages extremes and
extravagances. As a result of this general practice of staring we find that
people who act in an unusual way in Belfast do so from honest personal
conviction.
If a man goes about Belfast wearing a flowered overcoat and carrying a
pink umbrella you will generally find that he does so because he believes in
it. He does it deliberately and is prepared to be stared at, and to stare back
too. He is a man of strong, honest and fearless character. But if you meet a
man in London wearing a flowered coat and carrying a pink umbrella, it’s a
good bet that he does so with no definite conviction. He is merely a weak
person drifting with the Carnaby Street current. Knowing that, in a city where
people do not stare, he can wear anything anywhere without censure or
question, only increases his weakness, and eventually destroys his character.
A word of warning to anyone who may be about to throw himself into
the science of the pstare without due preparation. Staring is no mere matter of
an empty, goggle-eyed gape – it is an art. It requires a receptive, interested,
sympathetic state of mind. The business of the starer is to know the human
heart. Staring, indeed, may be as much a matter of hearing as of seeing – of
hearing the still, small voice of humanity. It is a virtue widely and
conscientiously practised by the wise people of Ulster. And evil will be the
day when a cold-hearted generation goes on its dull way with glassy eyes that
125

look neither to right nor left, as happens elsewhere.
But let us in fandom make sure that such a day never dawns throughout
the world. Let us act as zealous advocates of this virtue till we persuade the
whole world to do likewise. Then people of every nation, creed, caste, colour,
age and sex will look at each other, not with envy or distrust, but with a
friendly, open-hearted, appreciative stare.
February 1969
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The 1970s

Harry Bell, Mike Glicksohn, Bob Shaw and Rob Jackson in
1977
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The Jaundiced Goggle
Now that Star Trek has been given a run on the BBC, I am nearing the
conclusion that science fiction and television simply don’t mix.
This incompatibility is partly due to factors inherent in SF itself. The
phrase “used the vidi-phone” in a printed story occupies very little space and
in a fairly unobtrusive way suggests a background of advanced technology;
but translated into TV those three words suddenly involve the actors, the set
designers and the viewers in an elaborate charade which always brings the
story to a halt. For some reason, a television vidi-phone is a massive
contraption which the user can turn on only by whirling himself through at
least 90 degrees in a swivel chair, stretching right across a huge console to
the most inaccessible switch of the lot, and then swinging back to face the
screen. The screen itself is prone to show all kinds of interference patterns at
the beginning and end of each conversation – a quirk which would have me
screaming for a maintenance engineer if it manifested itself in my humble
Neolithic rented television. It is possible to think of other examples –
operating an airlock, using a teleporter, etc – of the SF writer’s shorthand
being translated to laborious longhand, of the visual representation getting in
the way of the concept.
For this reason alone I doubt if we will ever see any completely
satisfactory SF on television, but to make matters worse there is the fact that
screenwriters appear incapable of assimilating elementary science. How
many of them, I wonder, realised that the light year is a measurement of
distance and not of time? The most recent example of mistaken ideas in this
respect was the BBC’s Counterstrike SF series which in the puff in the Radio
Times and in the spoken introduction told of a culture existing “Many light
years in the future”. Constant repetition of this solecism enraged me so much
that I wrote a letter to the BBC referring to the programme they broadcast “at
three miles every Tuesday”, but the fine irony must have been lost on them
because the complaint was ignored.
The same series displayed another item in the screenwriter’s credo – that
astronomical terms such as planet, solar system, galaxy and universe are
interchangeable. Its opening sequence showed a spiral nebula which, we were
assured, was “the constellation Centaurus”. I’m no Lovell, but this piece of
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ineptitude disposed me so unfavourably to the entire series that I never
succeeded in watching an episode right through. (Not being a Beatle fan, I
derived a certain morose satisfaction recently when Ringo Starr – apparently
elevated to the status of a cosmologist because of his expressed interest in SF
– was asked on TV about the long-term future of intelligent life. “There are
fifty million planets in our solar system,” Ringo began knowledgeably, and
went on to tell us that a Californian was building a practicable time machine.
The interviewer – the android-like Tony Bilbow who ought to have his
batteries permanently switched off – took it all with visible pinches of salt,
some of which must have rubbed off into the wounds of any real SF fans who
were watching.)
* BBC2 Late Night Line-Up, 10 December 1969. “If there’s fifty billion
planets in the solar system, I don’t know how many there are, but that’s only in
OUR solar system.”

Star Trek is not so offensive in this respect, and this leads to an
interesting point. Science Fiction Review 33 had a letter from J.J. Pierce
hinting that one Star Trek episode had leaned rather heavily on Fred
Saberhagen’s “Berserker” stories, and editor Dick Geis bawled him out for
making the suggestion. But I saw the episode in question and actually
wondered at the time if Saberhagen had written it – and so Pierce can’t be
blamed all that much. In fact, the whole strength of the series is the fact that it
seems, in my view as a result of deliberate policy, to retell the best stories
from the Golden Age of Astounding. The concept is that of van Vogt’s Space
Beagle and most episodes can be traced to ASF stories. For example, the
episode in which Kirk is snatched from his ship by paternal super-beings and
put on a barren planet to decide the outcome of a war through single-handed
combat with an alien was practically a screen version of Fredric Brown’s
“Arena”.
Star Trek avoids most of the obvious scientific errors – and perhaps only
a purist would complain about the way when the Enterprise is making close
manoeuvres in planetary systems the stars continue to flow past as though it
were moving at interstellar speeds; or the way in which the ship in one
episode was hurled “a light year out of the galaxy”, equivalent perhaps to
being thrown two inches out of Greater London. It has, however, its own
little flaws which niggle at me every time.
I don’t refer to the captain and senior officers personally handling all the
dangerous assignments, which is the criticism often made in US fanzines. A
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far more galling thing is the crew’s utter astonishment every time their ship is
gripped and held motionless by an incredibly vast force which neutralises the
engines. Memory might be playing tricks, but it seems to me that this
happens in every episode, and one would think that with it being a weekly
occurrence the crew would acquire a certain amount of resignation.
“Captain,” that Scottish engineer would say, “it’s happened again.”
“You don’t mean...”
“Yes. The ship is gripped and held motionless by an incredibly vast
force which is neutralising the engines.”
“Oh, well. The extra gripped-and-held-motionless-by-an-incrediblyvast-force-which-neutralises-the-engines pay will come in handy just before
Christmas.”
All those problems would never arise, of course, if only the TV and film
producers had the sense to hire an SF consultant, somebody who could keep
them on the right path. Somebody like me, for instance. The only trouble
with this suggestion is that if such a job were ever created it would almost
certainly go to the man who monopolised coverage of the moon shots and is
now oozing over the rest of British television – James Burke. I have yet to
meet anyone whose nerves don’t get severely abraded by Burke’s complacent
grin, and I suspect he was appointed BBC space-expert merely on the
strength of having TV experience and a few years at university and a couple
of science degrees behind him. It isn’t fair that this job to which I am
perfectly suited, even entitled, because I was wading through Astoundings
back in the Forties and Fifties, should have gone to a Johnny-come-lately like
Burke. I’ll bet he wasn’t wading through Astounding back in the Forties and
Fifties. Thank Ghu that someday emissaries from the Kingdom of Orion are
going to land on Earth and raise us Star-begotten to our true stations in
society, that’s all I can say. But they’d better hurry up – I’m not so young as I
used to be.
March 1970
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Speculations on Fan Mortality
A number of fans have written about the circumstances which led them to
become fans, but I am (I think) going to be the first to write about a much
more general phenomenon – the way in which people don’t become fans.
For the fact of the matter is that every child below the age of ten is a
natural-born science fiction enthusiast. They take to it easily, immediately
and instinctively; and if they grew up in the same frame of mind the world
would be one big fandom.
But somewhere along the line a change takes place, usually about ten,
and within a very short time the inborn love of science fiction/fantasy withers
away.
I have watched it happen many times, the latest example being that of
my 13-year-old daughter who will still watch SF on television but has cut it
completely from her reading programme. In another year or two she will
begin referring to it as “that childish stuff” and I’ll realise my memory spans
a true generation – because I can vividly see my childhood friends gradually
turning away from the faith.
There was a time when a gang of roughly eight of us went every
Saturday morning to see the latest instalment of the Flash Gordon serial in a
local flea palace called the Castle – a wildly inappropriate name considering
that the many battles with which it was involved took place inside its walls,
and it was the uniformed defenders who risked their skins by entering. At that
age I knew with calm certainty that I was going to be a science fiction fan for
life, but what I didn’t know was that within the space of a year or two all
other members of the coterie would undergo this baffling, and to me almost
frightening, change into mundane beings.
We didn’t even, during the golden age, refer to the serial by name – it
was simply “the chapter”, and everybody knew what was meant. Sitting there
in the midst of an intent, toffee-chewing row I absorbed Flash Gordon
through my pores, never dreaming of carping at any of its numerous technical
flaws.
Common sense told me that spaceships travelling at high speed should
not have trickles of smoke spiralling vertically upwards from their ass ends
and blobs of black ash falling in the opposite direction; and experience with a
131

bicycle had taught me that the ship’s passengers would never survive the
fantastically abrupt touchdowns on the Planet Mongo.
Yet I was able to accept these things because I already understood that,
by virtue of the imagination, I was peering down a probability avenue that the
Great Architect had decided not to build.
The others seemed to have the same outlook. We were quite happy to
walk, vicariously, across narrow “light bridges” which spanned high
buildings on Mongo without wondering why – in view of all the technical
ingenuity expended – no light handrails were provided to prevent, as was
frequently the case, people falling or jumping off. We merged into the cave
wall with the Clay Men, and fought joyously on the side of a breast-plated
chieftain whose filmic name I have forgotten but who was universally
referred to as Big Chief Iron Diddies.
The Change came gradually, roughly coinciding with the onset of
puberty. I began to notice that when Flash’s girlfriend was on the screen in
her mini-skirt there would be wild talk about what it would be like in bed
with her and much suggestive brandishing of fists just in front of the flies of
short grey flannel pants. One of the earliest to quit the group was a raw-boned
girl called Marty who abruptly sprouted up to about a head taller than the rest
and acquired what to us was adult sophistication. The most striking evidence
of this newfound savoir faire was her discovery that when she farted into a
handful of cotton then clenched it in her fist the smell could be conserved for
quite long periods.
Getting to the Castle, which was not located in a high class district, had
always been a rather hazardous affair as the journey took one through the
strongholds of several incipient Capones. But when Marty took to waylaying
us, leaping out on a laggard member and forcibly holding foul-smelling
cotton over his nose like a chloroform pad, the size of the coterie shrank
drastically. I was appalled by her behaviour, putting it down as a natural
result of giving up science fiction.
Within a space of weeks I was the only one of the original group still
attending the chapter and, to be quite frank, it was beginning to pall on me. A
large part of the enjoyment had been in going with the familiar gang and
discussing the show afterwards, with group re-enactments of the more
dramatic moments. Besides, the considerable nervous strain of not knowing
when one was going to round a corner and be confronted with a frozensmiled, vengeful Marty in full charge, with a fist stuck down her knickers,
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was enough to take the fine edge from one’s appreciation of Ming the
Merciless. (I use the adjective vengeful in connection with Marty because I
really do think she was punishing us for still bothering with “that kid stuff”
and not having matured like her.)
Luckily, I encountered my first Astounding just then, had my mind
blown by van Vogt and gave up Flash Gordon for ever. Yet, for years
afterwards, every time I met one of my friends and was seen with a science
fiction magazine his reaction was the same – one of amused tolerance for
somebody who has failed to grow up.
The question is: what is the precise nature of the psychological change
which prevents the child who loves science fiction becoming a man who
loves science fiction?
I’ve already commented on the fact that the change roughly coincides
with puberty, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there really was a direct
connection between it and the first stirrings of sexuality. Life has always been
full of hazards and uncertainties, and I imagine that back in the dangerous
days of the dinosaur the first humans learned to reduce the variables by
choosing a mate who gave every evidence of being a hard, practical
individual. The cave man who went around staring at the points of light in the
sky instead of keeping a sharp eye on the sabre-tooths would be a bad
security risk for any Neanderthal girl.
This attitude has been transmitted right down to the present, particularly
on the feminine side – nobody regards a dreamy, impractical man with as
much suspicion and acid contempt as the average girl who is weighing up
prospective husbands. (Possibly one of the most significant things about the
hippie community is that its females may actually have reversed these criteria
and, if the phenomenon is viable, may eventually produce a new kind of
human.)
There is a strong feedback of attitudes between the sexes, each trying to
present an image which the other will find attractive, and nobody is more
vulnerable to these pressures than an adolescent boy. Small wonder then that
on entering the procreational stakes the first thing he does is to discard all
signs of the dreamy impracticality which will handicap him in the eyes of
speculative damsels.
If the above hypothesis is correct it means that non-fans are “normal”
and suggests that fans have (a) such a firm belief in their own attractiveness
that they refuse to conform to the age-old dictates of the opposite sex or (b)
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that they are “normal” at heart but their scales of values are such that they
require a bigger inducement before surrendering their ability to live in the
imagination.
Possibility (a) can be dismissed at once, but in the British Isles it is
possible to find some evidence for (b).
The social-economic complex here is such that it is common for a man
to spend the first twenty-five years or more of his working life in
comparatively junior, comparatively badly paid positions. Then, quite
suddenly, he makes the transition to another status in which he receives more
responsibility and a higher salary, and is projected into the company of upper
management. In these new circumstances he sees bigger opportunities ahead
and at the same time is once more under appraisal by important individuals
who – like a girl on the marriage market – place a high value on hard-headed
practicality.
At this stage even the most dedicated fan can lose interest, abruptly and
finally. In all probability he won’t make a conscious decision to quit fandom
and give up reading SF, but he may experience a growing conviction that it is
all rather childish and that he will get on better without it. This situation is an
exact parallel in the social-financial context to the one I outlined earlier, and
if the general hypothesis is still valid, one might expect to find a higher
percentage of mature, long-time fans in the US – where promotion patterns
may be different – than in Britain.
The final question, for me, is: if I someday reach the second hurdle, will
I clear it all right and earn my place in the fannish Valhalla – or am I merrily
galloping down the wrong racetrack?
April 1970
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The Mortal Gael III
Pop Corn
I wish that the optimism inspired in Terry Carr by pop music (Warhoon 26)
was something I could share. For the life of me, I can’t view the modern pop
scene as anything but a plot to make money – although I have no doubt that if
some of the rake-off was coming in my direction my cynicism would abate.
The music itself seems almost uniformly dull but as I’m not qualified to
speak on that subject, I will concentrate on the thing which really dismays
me. There is a widespread feeling in the world of youth that young people,
say teenagers, have a great fund of instinctive a priori knowledge and
understanding which will gradually desert them as they get older, so that by
the time a person reaches forty he will know nothing, feel nothing,
understand nothing. I am in my thirties (therefore my spark must be almost
extinct) but I can remember twenty years back when I too had this conviction
– so I’m not saying that today’s teenagers are not entitled to have it. I recall
clearly leaning on my draughting board at the age of eighteen on a summer
afternoon and experiencing a deep gloom over the fact that I knew everything
there was to know and wondering how I was going to satisfy my thirst for
learning for the next half century or so. This feeling faded away though, and
one of the things which helped dispel it was the then general belief that as a
person got older he acquired wisdom and stature. I looked forward to a
continuing development of my personality over a period of decades, and
there was a comforting feeling that I would not reach my peak for thirty or
forty years. As it turned out, this feeling was justified, and one of the things
which helped reinforce it was the music of the time. It was written by adults,
performed by adults, and appealed to adults – and to me the world of pop
music as it was then was just one more thing that I too would appreciate more
and more fully as I got older.
Since then there’s been a change in the pattern of money distribution,
with the result that practically all the money available for spending on records
is in the pockets of teenagers. So now most of the music we hear is written by
and for youngsters and performed by youngsters. In this country Auntie BBC
has shocked the millions of adults whose taxes support her by switching to
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almost non-stop pop on the principal wavelength. Not being a musical type, I
can’t make an outright statement that something written in one evening by a
17-year-old will not be as good as something the same person would produce
after a further twenty years of study, sweat and striving for improvement in
his art, but I suspect that in this respect music is no different to literature....
The trouble is that there is so much easy money to be made in pop music
as it exists now that it is economically impossible for anyone in the business
to criticise the output and try to change it. The groups continue to make
virtually identical discs, earning dollars by the million and superlatives by the
billion. If all it meant was that some youngsters were enjoying themselves
and getting rich I wouldn’t complain (I’d be jealous, but I wouldn’t
complain) but I’m convinced that the philosophy that the second decade of
one’s life is the only one worth living is both sad and futile. Recently a
workmate came up to me on his nineteenth birthday in genuine misery
because, as he put it, “The good part is almost over.” I almost laughed at him,
then realised that he was only going by the evidence presented to him on the
communications channel which most influenced his life – pop music. Cynical
recording companies and cynical radio network owners had told him time
without number, through a trillion transistors, that a six-note tune called
“Dum Diddy Rock” was a high-class musical composition; and that the
message contained in its lyric – usually “sex is pleasant” or “getting a
bayonet stuck in your belly is painful” – was a new philosophical concept
which the fossilised brains of people over twenty could not comprehend.
Small wonder then that he regarded his post-teens as a grey epoch.
Like anybody else who has published a few books I’m not particularly
enamoured with critics, but I do believe that without criticism – from without
or within – art becomes involuted and stagnant. The uncritical adulation
which characterises pop music has resulted in some strange things, like
intellectual lightweights such as John Be-a-millionaire-for-peace Lennon and
Ringo “There are fifty million planets in our solar system” Starr setting
themselves up as gurus. “War is bad,” they keep telling me accusingly,
regardless of the fact that I – who at the age of eight saw my Belfast home
destroyed in a blitz, escaped dying in it by pure coincidence, and trudged
fifteen miles in a refugee column – hated war long before they were born.
This is drifting away from the point, but I’d say that even the names
which groups choose for themselves show mental inbreeding and lack of
creativity. The Beatles started off with their whimsy title, then we got The
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Monkees – also with one letter changed from the usual spelling. No doubt
dozens of other groups subsequently sprang up along the Mersey and
elsewhere with names like The Sheap, The Doggs, The Flees, and so on.
Then somebody decided not to use a collective noun at all, and we got The
Scaffold – which is fair enough – followed by a host of other miscellaneous
objects. In Britain, The Marmalade was followed by The Strawberry Jam and
doubtless, at a mercifully obscure level, a wide range of preserves and
condiments. Next came incompatible adjective/noun combinations, including
The Clockwork Orange, from the title of the Burgess novel, The Soft
Machine, etc. Now there has been another breakthrough – why bother with
the definite article? Why even have a noun? This has resulted in a spate of
derivative names, none of which has achieved its object in my case, because I
can’t recall one.
Having read of the fantastically high number of groups which appeared
on the banks of the Mersey in the past few years, I’m glad it wasn’t a river
like the Amazon. Let us be thankful for small Merseys.
The Face That Munched a Thousand Chips
I was saddened to see that Greg Benford, in a report of his trip to Europe in
the current issue of Doorway, describes me as “wholesome” and “open faced
as a half-made sandwich”. Almost twenty years ago Walt Willis told me, to
my great delight, that I had a “rather sinister” face – and ever since then I’ve
nursed the delusion that the front part of my head inspired in those who
chanced to look at it an impression of mystery, reserve and fierce brooding
intellect. Any time people seemed to avoid me I used to say, “Hah! They’re
made uneasy by my mystery, reserve and fierce brooding intellect.” How I
learn that I’m merely wholesome, and that – leaving aside the possibility he
was talking in heraldic terms – Walt was either being kind or was alarmed
over the fact that I had just eaten an entire batch of his chocolate walnut
slices.
Does anybody know a plastic surgeon who does a good sabre scar at a
reasonable price?
Auto Suggestions
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Now that summer is here again, Irish Fandom looks forward hopefully to
visits from overseas fans – and as Will McNelly has set a precedent by
bringing his own transport I thought it would be advisable to explain a few
things about driving in Ireland.
Visitors to this country sometimes find things they don’t particularly
like. (Will McNelly, for instance, says that Irish toilet paper is only good for
fine finishing of woodwork.) Other common protests are about the price of
beer and Sunday closing; but the informed and patriotic Ulsterman easily
counters the former by saying that no man values a thing he gets cheaply, and
the latter by quoting the Irish Temperance League’s dictum that visitors who
are accustomed to a pre-lunch pint on Sunday find it a refreshing change
instead to take a brisk turn around the Bog Meadows or some similar
landmark.
In recent years, however, as more and more visitors bring their own cars
a new criticism has been heard, and it is one which hurts all the more for
being totally unfounded. “Ulster drivers are the worst in the world,” we are
assured by Britons and Americans alike. “It’s because you didn’t introduce
driving tests till 1957, which means the majority of motorists never had to
learn the rules of the road.”
This, of course, is just another case of the blunter sensibilities of
outsiders being unable to appreciate the subtleties and nuances of our
folkways. It would hardly occur to a visitor that the Ulster motorist had
succeeded in devising a much superior driving code of his own, one that is
commonly recognised and practised throughout the Province.
Until now we have never deemed it necessary to commit our code to
sterile print, but in the interests of international fandom the following is a
brief summary of its major features.
The Swatragh Swing. Many Ulster motorists disdain to use their turn
indicators, for the very good reason that such mechanical devices can develop
faults and are therefore considered unreliable. The visitor in traffic behind a
native motorist should instead learn to watch out for the Swatragh Swing
which invariably presages a change of direction.
Before a right turn this takes the form of an abrupt swing into the lefthand lane; and before a left turn a sudden swerve into the right-hand lane.
What could be simpler?
The Mournebeg Median. In other countries, many pedestrians are struck
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down because cars travel too close to them and at too great a speed. The
thoughtful Ulster motorist reduces the toll of human life by maintaining
maximum possible distance from both footpaths, i.e. driving in the centre of
the road. His speed is the calculated maximum at which a sheep can be struck
without being prematurely converted to lamb chops – 20mph. But in dense
fog, when not many sheep would be about, this can be increased to 40 or
even 50mph.
The Drumskinny Delay. The one case in which the use of trafficators to signal
a turn is preferred to the Swatragh Swing is when waiting to go right at the
lights on a busy intersection. Strangely, this is also the case which baffles and
enrages the visitor most – probably because the Ulster motorist makes a point
of not operating his trafficator until a column of drivers, most of whom had
been planning to go straight ahead, forms up behind him.
But the reason for this tactic is obvious to anyone who studies the
thinking behind the Mournebeg Median – it prevents cars from cutting into
the left-hand lane thus going too near pedestrians, and also reduces traffic
speed at the intersection to a very safe level.
An added benefit is that it gives the delayed drivers a good opportunity
to test ancillary equipment such as horns, headlight flashes, etc. One can
often see them making gestures of appreciation to the driver at the head of the
queue.
The Gilnahirk Gambit occurs in the tricky field of relations between drivers
and pedestrians who wish to cross the road ahead of them. The native Ulster
motorist understands, instinctively, that the pedestrian hopefully surveying a
stream of cars is not watching for a break in the traffic – he is simply trying
to catch a driver’s eye. Having done so, he sends a telepathic message to the
effect that it is the motorist’s responsibility if he runs over anyone, and
immediately plunges into the road.
For the pedestrian’s own good, the Ulster motorist avoids his gaze and
drives straight on; whereas the visitor has his nerve shattered by encounters
with pedestrians who stare him right in the eye then – apparently – try to
commit suicide.
As a study of the above will show, Irish motorists are just as good as any
others. It’s just that they are more liable to kill you.
September 1970
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BoSh Tosh I
Some people are putting it about that SciCon ’70 was about as enjoyable as a
game of blow football against a halitosis sufferer. But it’s wrong to go around
making statements like that, quite apart from the fact that it could embarrass
any halitous people who were listening. All conventions are bad – for some
people. Equally, all conventions are good – for some people.
Perhaps it’s a question of what one expects. For me the British
convention is the annual opportunity to have a beer and a yarn with some of
the fans whose names and writings I see in fanzines the rest of the year. Some
of them are always there, the beer is always there, and there are two or three
days available in which to enjoy both – so the only complaint I have about
conventions is that they end so abruptly, producing a gloomy sense of letdown which sometimes lasts for days.
Flying over to SciCon with James White, however, I was in a state of
gloating anticipation because this time I had even worked out a scheme to
enable me to taper off from the heady pleasure-plateau of the con to the
humdrum satisfactions of the everyday plain. An old boozing companion, a
Belfast man called Sam, was now living on the outskirts of London. In his
youth Sam had been so devoted to the pursuit of liquor and conviviality that
he had contracted mild TB. The slowness of his recovery baffled the hospital
staff, who were unaware that he was climbing out over the wall after lights
out and roistering in the Red Lion – a free and easy pub which does not
object to an occasional customer showing up with pyjama legs projecting
from below his raincoat. Anyway, I had arranged to go round to Sam’s place
late on Monday afternoon when the con had ended, have a meal, then settle
down for an evening’s boozing and reminiscing.
The con hotel was characterised by extreme shabbiness, plus the fact
that it was about a mile long and had no other dimensions. I was astonished
to learn that it had also been the venue for the very first con I had ever
attended, back in 1951, because I couldn’t remember one thing about the
place. This proved to me once again that I ought to keep a diary – we think
we can remember our pasts, but great areas of experience are lost to us.
The con programme was a remarkable one for me – it was the first in
which I failed to see even one item. This was more due to the strength of the
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rival attractions than to any weakness in the bill. There were the usual assets
to any British convention – Rog Gilbert of Cambridge, who drinks pints
almost as fast as he talks but miraculously without losing lucidity; Vic
Hallett, the walking encyclopedia of science fiction; Sid Bounds, a veteran
SF writer who in 1952 invited me to his house for dinner under the
impression that I was Walt Willis, and was gentlemanly enough not to throw
me out when he discovered his mistake halfway through the main course;
Frank Arnold, who packs more of the flavour of old London into one
sentence than Ernest Raymond got into an entire novel; Bill Temple,
chairman of the Harrow Water Babies – an exclusive club which was formed
when he and I were caught in a flash storm at Harrow and found shelter in a
house which turned out to be the one in which Kingsley wrote The Water
Babies; Gary Klupfel, the genial German fan who attends British conventions
almost as regularly as Dave Kyle, who was there too of course....
The convention weekend, during which I tried to cram a year of normal
fannish contact into two days, went by like a briefly glimmering dream.
Suddenly it was Monday morning and everyone was leaving. This was the
stage at which the Post-convention Blues would have begun to pound in my
head (chorus: “The Con Hall’s just a hall, when all the fans have gone”), but
this time it was different – ahead of me was an evening with the redoubtable
Sam, the man who thought nothing of walking into a pub in his pyjamas. My
sole worry was that I might have difficulty matching his phenomenal
drinking ability, so I even refused a farewell pint with Rog Gilbert – an action
which visibly shook his faith in me.
On the way to Sam’s place I called in at Billy Pettit’s sumptuous flat in
Maida Vale where an excellent lunch was Made Available – that’s an oral
pun, opposite in type to visual puns such as the Willis classic, “A Miss is as
good as a Mlle”. By the time I had properly inspected Billy’s fanzine, beer
and whiskey collection it was after six o’clock and well past the time I had
promised to arrive at Sam’s place. This made me feel a bit guilty – I could
see a parched Sam staring at his watch and computing the minutes to closing
time – so I hurried over to Hounslow, happily burping beer and Bourbon
fumes, feeling as if on the way to another convention.
On reaching Hounslow station I phoned Sam and said, “Get your
drinking pyjamas on, mate – I’ve finally arrived.”
There was a lengthy and rather puzzling silence, then he said, “We kept
dinner back for you, and now the meal is spoiled.”
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This was a different greeting to what I had expected from an old pal I
hadn’t seen in years, especially from a man whose sole interest in food had
formerly been limited to Hannigan’s meat pies swilled down with pints of
stout.
“Never worry,” I said. “We can eat it cold after we’ve been out for a few
jars.”
Another silence. “We can’t go out – there’s no babysitter and I don’t
want to leave Mary on her own with the children.”
“Oh! We’ll have a few in the house then?”
“If you like.”
Feeling slightly subdued, I gave Sam my location, received a telling off
for having got out of the train at an inconvenient station, and shot into the
next-door pub for a quick one to revive my convention spirit. Things were
not working out as I had planned, but I decided that this strange Puritanical
Sam would revert to his familiar form once we had settled down in front of a
roaring fire with a crate of good English ale between our chairs. I debated
buying the beer before he arrived in his car, but decided to wait for Sam
because one crate would give us only twelve bottles each, which might not be
enough for one of those sessions in which the talk is running free and one can
conjure memories out of the fire’s sinking embers until far into the night.
There was a definite possibility we would need two crates. Finally Sam
arrived, looking curiously neat and respectable, and I told him I wasn’t sure
about how much drink to bring.
“Leave it to me,” he said, striding into the off-licence. I followed him
gratefully – this was more like the old Sam. A very correct old lady enquired
what he wanted, and Sam held up two fingers. I nodded in satisfaction.
“Two bottles of pale ale,” he said.
I grabbed his arm and whispered, “Sam, old son, do you think that’s
enough? We’ve got the whole night ahead of us.”
“It’s all right,” he replied grandly. “I’ve got another two bottles at
home.”
I stared at him in something approaching terror. I had heard of good
Irish lads moving to England for a few months and coming back carrying
rolled umbrellas, but this was incredible. Suddenly the proverbial great light
dawned on me. Sam must have gone off beer and progressed to something
harder for his regular tipple.
“And a bottle of John Jameson’s or Powers,” I said to the old lady.
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“Don’t be mad,” Sam gritted. “You can’t buy whiskey here.”
“Why? Don’t they sell Irish?”
“It’s not that. You’ll have to pay the full price here – they don’t give a
six-shilling discount like you get in the supermarket.”
“But the supermarkets are closed at this time,” I said reasonably. “What
else can you do?”
“Do without,” he said, equally reasonably, and a great cool gulf opened
between us.
I bought the whiskey, lugged it along defiantly and he drove me to his
semi-detached house in one of Hounslow’s quiet little avenues. It was a nice
enough spot, but to my convention-fevered eyes it looked something like
Dundonald Cemetery. A little of what I was thinking must have showed
through because Sam’s wife immediately began to explain the area’s peculiar
delights.
“This house is well situated,” she pointed out. “The only post box in the
district is right outside our windows, and at night we can watch the people
coming to post their letters.”
“There you are,” I smirked. “Some people think Hounslow’s a dead
place, but you just have to know the right spots.”
We sat down for the evening at a fire which, while not being big enough
to give off any appreciable heat, served to create an icy draught rushing
round my ankles towards the chimney. Sam’s two children clambered over
me for two hours while he thoughtfully analysed for me the taxation
advantages of turning myself into a limited liability company.
Keeping my thoughts away from the fabulous fannish evening I might
have been having in London, I tried to get a glow on with the bottle of John
Jameson’s, but Sam wouldn’t have any and in that atmosphere it didn’t taste
right. After a while I even began to brood about having paid the full retail
price....
I don’t know if I’ll ever visit Sam again, but I can tell you that if I do it
will be before a convention.
14 September 1970
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BoSh Tosh II
How I Saved Winston Churchill’s
Life
Ted White’s piece in a recent Focal Point stirred some pleasant memories –
we were pretty lucky in our first encounter with pizza (since then I’ve had
lots of the crummy commercial variety which I’m sure are made by spraying
tomato ketchup through a stencil onto circular slabs of dough) and it was a
very enjoyable afternoon.
He touched another nostalgic chord with his references to the old Planet
Stories (what an inept title, by the way, for an SF magazine! Even Dombey
and Son was a “planet” story) and all those stories about the nature of time.
All you had to do to write a time story in those days was think of an analogy
– “Time is like a piece of string” – then forget about time itself, which is too
difficult to think about anyway, and go to work on the analogy – “What
would happen if somebody tied the string in a knot? / a circle? / unravelled it?
/ chopped it up? / set fire to it? / braided it?” (Even James White has done this
– “Time is like a wire fence in which the strands can go their own ways for
most of the time, but they all meet up together again at the fence posts.” He
used that ridiculous notion in a story fifteen years ago but still hasn’t got the
idea out of his system because I hear him quietly pushing it at me in our plot
conferences.)
A pretty common thing to happen to string-time was for it to get tied in a
circle – a catastrophe which the author neatly represented by having the last
paragraph of his story the same as the first paragraph. As well as being
artistically pleasing, this literary practice is commercially sound, as anybody
who has tried living on SF word rates will testify, and I’m not knocking it –
having used the same paragraph five times over in one of my own books.
As I said, it is difficult to think about time. Mathematicians and
physicists handle it by labelling it “the fourth dimension” which, of course, is
just as unworthy a trick as comparing it to a piece of string. We all know that
time is not simply another dimension at right angles to the familiar three –
and the fact that the maths which treats it as such will happily accommodate
fifth, sixth and seventh dimensions shows that this stylised concept has no
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bearing on reality. We are now getting close to one of the most interesting
things about time, which is that although it is by its very nature unknowable,
it is also the one thing in our experience upon which most people have
absolutely fixed ideas. These ideas are familiar to all of us: time is a linear
progression. The present is a point moving along a straight line, from past to
future. Our consciousness is strictly confined to the point representing the
present.
These conceptions of time are pretty universal – and they are fixed. The
easiest way to get yourself regarded as a crank is to suggest to even the most
imaginative company that e.g. the past, present and future might co-exist.
J.W. Dunne (who, incidentally, used to work for the same aircraft company
that James White and I work for) has been relegated to the philosophical
slums for proposing multi-layered time. The reason, in part anyway, for this
is that most thinkers today are atheists. Once they have taken the plunge and
thrown out any hope of an afterlife they become jealous of their integrity and
treat with great suspicion any concept which looks as though it might try to
smuggle the afterlife in again by the back door. And this, of course, is what
non-linear time seems to do. Dunne constructed a theory of personal
immortality using nothing more than a ruler and set-square.
The thing which triggered off Dunne’s interest in time was his
experience of precognitive dreams, which don’t fit into linear time; and it was
the same type of dream which sparked off my interest in Dunne. My first one
occurred shortly after I was married, while living at 170 Upper Newtownards
Road. In it I was walking along the street and found a hatpin with an oddly
grooved design on the head. The dream fixed itself in my memory because
the hatpin was so vividly detailed as to seem like a real object, and I thought
about it several times during the following morning, which was a Saturday.
Near lunchtime Sadie discovered we had no onions and asked me to go up to
the corner shop to get some. I did so – and on the way back found the hatpin.
More than a little excited, I took the pin to Walt and told him what had
happened. He considered for a moment, then said:
“Did you tell anybody about the dream or make a written note of it
before you found the pin?”
“No,” I said. “Does it matter?”
“Rather a lot. The absence of third-party corroboration is typical in these
cases, and proves that things didn’t happen the way you remember them.” He
went on to give me the orthodox explanation, which is that one half of the
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brain sometimes received information a fraction of a second later than the
other, creating a mental impression that a new event was already familiar. I
was 23 at the time and greedily absorbing knowledge from the mature Willis
intellect, but this was something I couldn’t swallow. It seemed preposterous
to me then and, years later, I still see that explanation as an example of how
far the established thinkers will go to squash the concept of non-linear time.
The evidence of senses and memory is good enough for things like trying a
man for capital murder or producing a nuclear bomb, but when senses and
memory indicate a complexity in time – why, what you know to have
happened didn’t really happen at all.
Dunne, himself, advocated keeping a notebook beside one’s bed and
jotting down details of dreams every morning for the sole purpose of
providing hard evidence. This approach was too methodical and tiresome for
me – I dream a lot and often in such detail that I can transcribe bits of them
straight into SF stories. (The muck spider sequence in Night Walk is a good
example.) Accounts of other people’s dreams are pretty boring too, but I
began telling friends bits of selected dreams that I thought might come true.
Unfortunately, although I had many more similarly precognitive dreams, I
never managed to alert anybody to an event before it happened, and gradually
I stopped trying.
Then there came one sequence when I was working in Calgary in which,
for about a week, without fail, I had a brief dream on some subject and on
walking into the office next morning found the other draughtsmen were
discussing the same thing in the pre-work bull session. They were a pretty
sceptical lot so I didn’t mention what was going on, but got considerable
satisfaction from it – until the night I dreamt that Sir Winston Churchill had
died. The dream was very vivid and as it had come at the end of a long run of
“successes” I reckoned that the time had come for me to make my reputation
as a seer. I told Sadie about it first thing in the morning, hurried in to the
office and – before anybody could speak – announced my dream in a loud
voice.
It was a little disappointing to learn there had been no news flash from
England about the great man’s health having suddenly deteriorated, but I still
had in hand the two days which Dunne allowed for a precognitive dream to
come true, so I waited. As it turned out, Churchill held on for another eight
years – but I have a sneaky suspicion that if I had kept my mouth shut he
would have been a goner that very night.
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Nowadays when anybody asks me about precognitive dreams I tell them
gloomily about my one documented success. Shortly after the Churchill
episode, I dreamt I needed a haircut, and when I woke up in the morning,
sure enough, I needed a haircut.
21 December 1970
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Bosh Tosh III
The other night, while trying to do some work on a book, I made the mistake
of opening the bottom left-hand drawer of my desk. This is where I keep old
manuscripts – all kinds of bits and pieces that somehow never got finished,
literary foetuses which will never see the light of day – and looking at them
never fails to bring on an attack of melancholia. This time I discovered a
fragment which I had absolutely no recollection of writing, but which must
have been done shortly after reading Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca. There
was just one page, headed “Linda” and it read:
Last night I dreamed of Slanmanor again. And as I dreamed all the
haunting strangeness of those autumn days, when Smedley took me
there as his bride, returned with undiminished force. Once more I
seemed to walk up the twisting, sheltered paths to the house; that
grey sentient house which seemed to mourn and, during the long
night, sigh for Linda.
The cold September rain was drumming loudly on the roof of
our Humber the evening that Smedley and I arrived back in
England, honeymoon ended. The drive down from London had
tired me more than a little and Smedley was trying to cheer me up
as we neared Slanmanor.
“Cheer up, darling,” he said, “in the morning, after a good
night’s rest, you’ll feel as right as rain. Or should I say, as no rain.
Haw, haw, haw. Pretty good one, that. I’ll use it in my next
editorial.”
I smiled fondly at Smedley. It was not hard to see why the
once renowned Fanmanor Burblings had dropped in the fanzine
polls since Linda had so suddenly and mysteriously disappeared.
Smedley glanced at me. “Enjoyed that little witticism, did
you? If only you could have heard Linda put a joke over... but then,
nobody could joke or pun like Linda.” His eyes reflected the dark,
streaming windscreen of the car and I knew, with a coldness inside
me, that for Smedley – Linda was still alive.
I remained quiet until we reached Slanmanor and sprinted up
the time-sagged stone steps into the great hall.
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That’s all there was. One page of a fannish parody of Rebecca which I must
have launched into in a fit of enthusiasm some forgotten evening more than a
decade ago, and for which – knowing the way I work – I must have had a plot
and a suitable cast of characters. All of it is completely lost to me now,
another victim of the fatal weakness which leads me to start things and leave
them unfinished. Plunged into a deep gloom I flicked through other yellowed
pages and found a two-page effort which looked comparatively recent. Could
it be a complete little article I had forgotten to offer to a fan-ed? I read it
eagerly:
The death of Richmal Crompton earlier this year hurt me, and
millions of other Anglo-Irish, like the loss of a friend.
I doubt if her name would be known in the States – I imagine
that, like Guinness, she wouldn’t travel well – but as a boy I
actually looked forward to the next illness because it meant my
mother would get me the latest William book to read in bed. And
no matter how frequently the illnesses would occur (I was prone to
bouts of influenza triggered by falling into the local river while
fishing) there would always be a new book available because
Richmal Crompton knocked out about fifty of them during her
career.
William Brown, the hero of all the books, was eleven in the
prohibition era, and hadn’t aged a day when he made his final
appearance last year. He lived in a small village two hours from
London, in a middle-class home, with his parents and an older
brother and sister. I never discovered the name of the village, but I
knew all its shops, prominent families and environs better than I
knew those of Belfast. William and three other boys – Ginger,
Henry and Douglas – made up a gang, the Outlaws, who
adventured for over forty years, their youth miraculously preserved
by a diet of Pontefract cakes, ice cream, and a potion of their own
devising called liquorice water.
As I got older, my fanatical devotion to William faded away
but I retained a grateful affection for his creator – even though I
slowly began to see her through different eyes. Richmal Crompton
had fixed views on most subjects and she never hesitated to pass
them on to her public, which consisted of entire generations in their
most impressionable years. She did so by using William as a
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mouthpiece and by not-too-subtle editorialising. Through her I
learned that domestic servants (the Browns had a cook and a
gardener), postmen, shopkeepers, transport employees, etc, are
members of an inferior species who invariably say “nuffink” in
place of “nothing”, live in mean cottages, and exhibit a surly
resentment towards their betters. The war brought no [break in
narrative here]
But if the lower orders were objectionable, they had at least
the excuse of not knowing any better. Richmal Crompton’s special
scorn was reserved for members of her own, and William’s, class
who had allowed themselves unaccountably to be tainted by Leftist
politics, or an interest in the arts, science, philosophy, social
reform, travel outside England, the cinema, prison reform.... The
list was a lengthy one. Art was an especially dangerous pursuit in
her view, possessing the power to make men effeminate and
women masculine. The following description of an artist and his
wife is completely typical:
“insert quote here”
I see my own children reading William books now, but I don’t
interfere, partly because I wouldn’t deny them the pleasure which
meant so much to me, partly because Richmal Crompton had her
good points. She understood children, and her vision of boyhood –
idealistic though it was – couldn’t have endured so long without
merit and magic. Also she was supremely innocent. Nobody else I
know of would have abbreviated “couldn’t” to, as she always did,
“cu’n’t”. (In his The Thin Red Line, James Jones uses all the other
swear words with monotonous frequency, but in the single instance
That’s all there was of that one, but it seemed more hopeful even though I
had forgotten what point I was going to make about Jones. I remembered that
I had gone through a couple of old William books and selected some good
passages. This piece of writing could be saved. It had the makings of an
article....
At that point I recalled that I had not marked the passages I needed and
that the books had been thrown out anyway a few months earlier. More
carelessness. More inexcusable waste of time and effort. What else was in
there? Half a radio play, one page of a television play, three chapters of an
unfinished novel about Belfast... Reading through them took most of my
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allotted working time for that evening and the consequent urge to drink
several glasses of whiskey took care of the rest.
Next morning I found the old manuscripts sitting on my desk and
gathered them up with the intention of throwing them in the bin. But I
weakened and put them back in the drawer. Some day, I told myself, they
might come in handy.
It isn’t all negation and self-reproach in the Shaw household, however.
At the moment I’m congratulating myself on having successfully launched a
brand new Belfast fan group which has about ten members up to the present.
The new group is coexistent with the old Irish Fandom, but organised along
different lines.
It came about when James White and I got the feeling that we ought
perhaps to get some new blood into Irish Fandom. The IF system is one of
rotational meetings in members’ houses, but as this wouldn’t work out too
well for a larger group we decided to emulate the old London Circle idea of
meeting in a pub. We selected a place called White’s Tavern, an olde worlde
place which unfortunately has no connection with James, otherwise we might
get cheaper drinks. I contacted the columnists in the local papers and they
obligingly put in large pieces about the proposed club. These yielded
precisely one new fan, by the name of Ed Dilworth, but Ed has a true fannish
genius which makes him worth a dozen. He got the idea of putting up notices
in Smithfield bookshop, which is one of the principal outlets for science
fiction in Northern Ireland.
This brainwave has brought in a steady trickle of fannish types, all of
whom had been living in the wilderness for years. Among the names which
you may hear more of in fanzines are Frank McKeever, Jim Lavery, Rodney
Beck and Tommy McDermott. Ed Dilworth in particular has superhuman
powers – he works in the office of a big fruit and vegetable importer and
when he decides to send messages to other club members the good word
arrives on five-ton lorries full of potatoes and turnips.
We all meet in White’s Tavern every Thursday night, and George
Charters sometimes drops in to be venerated. There has even been some loose
talk of putting on a convention. The thing that awes me about these people is
that with no contact with fandom they have, nonetheless, managed to develop
in the true fannish tradition. They also know far more about science fiction
than I ever will. It was Ed Dilworth, for example, who explained to me where
Warhoon had derived its name.
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My display of ignorance over the matter nearly got me drummed out of
the club.
4 January 1971
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The Extraordinary Behaviour of
Ordinary Materials
(I had intended calling the following article “How To Make a Lie
Detector Out of a Ford Car”, but decided that was too flippant and
sensational a title for a serious addition to scientific literature.)
There is, most people will agree, a great need for a lie detector in the average
home, but the conventional polygraph has three major drawbacks – it is too
expensive, it can be put to only one use, and it is pretty difficult to conceal or
disguise. Suppose, for instance, that a man suspects his wife of buying him an
inferior brand of yoghurt and diverting the extra money into paying for her
weekly hair-do. He might put a stop to it by hooking her up to the polygraph
and getting the truth out of her, but this procedure has a distressing lack of
subtlety which is sure to embarrass and anger the wife, and eventually
rebound on the husband. Just consider how much more pleasant it would be,
how much more good yoghurt one could get, how much more healthy the
intestinal flora would become if it was possible to apply an efficient lie test
without the subject being aware of what was happening.
This problem of producing a clean, unobtrusive lie detector bothered me
for years, but the answer came quite suddenly the other morning when I was
sitting in the office lavatory not-reading a newspaper. (This lavatory has ten
cubicles which are occupied from 8:30 to 10:00 every morning by people
reading newspapers, but my work as Press Officer obliges me to read a large
number of morning papers in the office, so to get a break I sneak off to the
toilet and sit around for a while ignoring newspapers. Other men who see me
going in without a Daily Express hidden in my jacket suspect me of not
having a proper lavatory at home.) I had been perplexed for some time by
observations of the strange behaviour of perfectly ordinary objects and
materials, and then – in the proverbial flash – saw in them the answer to the
problem.
The first step was to divide the observed phenomena into two categories
– the obviously unproductive, and the potentially useful. Into the former go
such things as the vagaries of ordinary household paints. Sometimes when
decorating at home I clean an object thoroughly, remove all traces of dust,
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moisture and grease as the instructions recommend, roughen the surface to
provide a key, then apply an approved undercoat before putting on the gloss.
A week later I discover that the new paint has jumped right off the object and
is lying beside it like the discarded skin of a snake. Once I tried to capitalise
on this curious phenomenon by saving preparation time when I was painting
a ceiling. My wife got worried when she saw me getting to work without
covering a television set and a writing desk that were in the room, but I
explained that when paint which has been worked into carefully-prepared
surfaces falls off almost immediately, little specks falling lightly on highly
waxed wood could be flicked away like dust. Hah! That was ten years ago
and those specks are still on that TV and desk. Every now and then I try to
prise one off, but bits of wood come away with it!
Grass is another thing in the same category. When preparing the ground
for my lawn, I dug it, sieved it, enriched it, planted it, watered it, rolled it –
and yet there are patches where the grass doesn’t grow. This would be
annoying under normal circumstances, but it is enraging when right beside
the lawn there is a concrete drive which I sometimes spray with weed killer
and which has beautiful, hardy grass growing in microscopic cracks.
Occasionally I transplant some of this supergrass to the bare patches on the
lawn – where it promptly dies!
There is, however, no point in dwelling too long on the unproductive
aberrations of ordinary materials. Bearing in mind that we are out to produce
an unobtrusive lie detector, next consider the behaviour of liquid soap in
those wall-mounted dispensers they have in public lavatories. This is a simple
chemical compound in a rudimentary container, yet it is able to sense when
your hand is underneath waiting for a drop to fall, and furthermore is able to
defy the law of gravity by suspending itself till your hand has been removed
– at which point a great dollop of it splatters all over the sink. The only way
to conquer it is to relax, lean casually against the sink, preferably humming a
few bars from a Stephen Foster song, and make the soap think you will be
happy to wait there all day. This will, if sufficiently well done, persuade it to
plop into your hand.
Then there is the question of tobacco smoke. I’m a pipe smoker, and
tend to use up large quantities of Old Gowrie when writing. Over the years I
have found that blowing smoke rings is a powerful aid to concentration, and
have persevered with the art in spite of the fact that my wife refuses to accept
that it is precisely when I appear to be doing nothing that my brain is working
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at its hardest. One day it occurred to me that one would probably reach a new
pitch of concentrated mental activity by emitting a large slow-moving smoke
ring then sending a small fast-moving one right through the centre of it. Each
of these types is easy to blow by itself, but I soon discovered that combining
the two in the way I wanted was extremely difficult. This is because big slow
smoke rings break up in just a few seconds, unlike the little fast ones which –
bustling through a chaotic environment with tightly organised energy – can
last quite a long time. The sense of urgency created is enough to upset the
delicate coordination of the smoke ring muscles in the throat, and the second
ring comes out as an ordinary cloud of smoke. It says a lot for my dedication
to literature that I eventually succeeded in making perfect penetrations. (Sit
down, Sigmund.)
Finally, we come to the wayward behaviour of my Ford Corsair on cold
mornings. I must admit that for a while my scientific objectivity deserted me
in this case, because it seemed that the car was doing its wilful best to get me
killed. It would motor along quite happily for the first mile on frosty
mornings, picking up well from standstill at lights – except at the two
intersections where it was necessary to get through high-speed lines of cross
traffic. Here, and only here, it would advance a few yards and then cut out,
leaving me in a dangerous position. It took me some time to appreciate that
the tuning of the engine was such that when cold it could cope with a
gradually increased flow of gas, but – and this is where our old friend, the
sense of stress, comes in again – it drowned out when the fuel flow increased
abruptly. Even after I knew what was happening I found it virtually
impossible to control that anxious stab of the right foot, but my sense of
wonder was stirred by the fact that a coarse instrument like a Ford engine
could so accurately divine a state of tension in the human mind.
Do you see now where this discourse is taking us?
The original problem was to apply a lie detector test to someone without
the subject being aware of anything unusual happening. All you have to do is
get a Ford car and unobtrusively instal a washbasin complete with liquid soap
dispenser on the instrument panel. If you think your wife is fiddling with
domestic expenses put her behind the steering wheel on a cold morning and
ask her to drive you somewhere. While approaching the first dangerous
intersection, light a cigarette for her and one for yourself, then casually ask
how much she is paying for yoghurt these days. While she is answering, you
blow out a large smoke ring and shout:
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“Put one through the middle of that. Your hands are filthy, woman
– wash them immediately. And watch out for that ten-ton truck!”
If she chokes on a cloud of smoke, splashes soap all over the front seat, and
stalls the engine – it’s a safe bet she was lying. These subtle indications of
mental stress will give the game away every time.
And the beauty of the system is that she won’t even suspect anything out
of the ordinary has been happening.
July 1971
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Bosh Tosh IV
When I sent Arnie the first instalment of this column I warned him it would
be a rather irregular affair, but I had no idea at that stage just how hard my
fanac would be hit this summer.
To be honest, summer is always an unproductive season for me. Out
here at the westernmost limit of the European time zone – which is, of
course, far too wide – it doesn’t get dark till 11:00 p.m., and the long clear
evenings press down on suburbia like a tide of amber, trapping and
paralysing. Other people aren’t affected by the stasis – I can hear their lawnmowers at work, and visible from the window is a row of backsides
dwindling into the distance as neat gardens are made even neater. My own
garden could do with some attention, but the thought of going out and
becoming another backside in the row appals me.
“Must save myself for better things,” is what I always think,
defensively. The better things usually turn out to be dozing, watching bad
television, drinking chilled alcoholic beverages, and trying vainly to recall the
knack of teleporting – which I’m sure I had in another life – to enable me to
wander Montmartre, the Acropolis and Honolulu for an hour before going to
bed. Then I go off up the stairs, feeling guilty as hell, vowing to be energetic
and productive the next evening, and knowing in my heart it will be the same
old story all over again....
On top of all that, my boss got fired a couple of months ago and his job
was filled by the deputy PR manager, who is a good administrator but a nonjournalist. This has left me doing a writing job which used to be handled by
three men, and I’ve been so busy that on a recent two-week business trip to
Paris I was staying only 400 yards from the Louvre and didn’t even get time
to put my head in through the door.
Unfortunately, as an “executive” in the company, I get no payment for
overtime, so all the evenings and weekends I work represent a clear financial
loss because I’m writing no science fiction either. But the most annoying
thing has been my inability to show proper appreciation to the fans who
started the Shaw Fund and to all the others whose support has made it so
successful. I would dearly have loved to have written a piece for each fanzine
which had a special Shaw Fund issue, plus a flock of personal letters of
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thanks – but in my current situation it is simply beyond me.
I would like to take this opportunity – and I think Arnie Katz’s fanzine
is the place to do it – to put it on record that I do appreciate the work of all
the friends, many of whom I haven’t yet met in person, who contributed
towards and in other ways supported the fund.
To all of you – my most sincere thanks.
17 August 1971
The first Shaw Fund (or BoSh Fund) was set up by Arnie Katz and
rich brown to bring Bob to the 1971 Worldcon in Boston,
Massachusetts – the first Noreascon. A second Shaw Fund brought
him to Aussiecon Two, the 1985 Worldcon in Melbourne, Victoria.
[Ed.]
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By a Specious Correspondent
“Write something for Egoboo,” John Berry says. Let’s see now – what do I
write about? No ideas spring to mind, but at least I’m writing for a fanzine,
which should be more sympathetic work than what I do for the sports pages
of the local papers every week.
I blundered into sports writing several years ago when I applied for and
got a job as a feature writer with a weekly journal called Ulster Week.
Unfortunately, the paper folded up two days before I was due to start and my
appointment was shifted to a sister publication, the Belfast Telegraph, which
had no vacancies for feature writers. So instead of being a features man on a
weekly – which was a job I rather fancied – I found myself, with no previous
journalistic experience (unless one includes Hyphen), as a general reporter on
a daily paper which has a readership of one million and a reputation for solid,
in-depth coverage. One of the more depressing aspects of this was that I was
expected to report sport.
“I’m putting you onto hockey,” the sports editor told me the first week.
“I’ve never seen a hockey match,” I replied brightly.
“Don’t worry about that – it’s almost the same as soccer.”
He was gone before I could explain that I had never seen a soccer match
either, and the next Saturday afternoon found me standing glumly on the
touchline of an incomprehensible game upon which I was expected to write
two hundred words of penetrating analysis. A few minutes’ study convinced
me that I would never understand hockey, and as the curtains of fine cold
drizzle billowed across the field, numbing my face and hands, I wondered if
there was a Pulitzer Prize for the shortest stay in journalism.
Then, just as my despair was at its greatest, I heard an elderly,
experienced-looking spectator announce from below his umbrella that Antrim
weren’t using the left side of the field enough. I took out my notebook and
wrote, “Antrim not using left side of field enough.” The words looked quite
impressive. I eyed the clump of umbrellas gratefully and moved a little
closer. A few minutes later I overheard, “The Portadown defenders are not
working together.” I put that down too, then after some consideration crossed
it out and substituted, “Portadown defence lacking in cohesion,” a version
which I felt had a more authoritative flavour.
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By the end of the match I had perhaps a dozen similar comments, plus
the names of three goal-scorers and the times at which the goals occurred. I
joined the lot together, phoned it into the office and made my way to the
nearest bar where I had several hot whiskeys to settle my nerves.
On the following Monday morning the sports editor came up to me and
said, “Nice job, Bob – I thought you said you knew nothing about hockey.” I
smirked modestly into the dusty mechanisms of my typewriter, exulting over
the fact that if my luck held out I would not be required to learn about
hockey, ever.
That was five years ago. I have been reporting hockey constantly since
then, and still have only the vaguest notion of the rules of the game. In that
time I have not even learned to recognise the Northern Ireland teams by their
colours, and have never turned to the back of the paper to read my own
reports. But when I quit the newspaper two years ago the sports desk asked
me to continue working for them on a freelance basis, and I do it every
Saturday – using my own system. I have even built up a minor reputation as a
sound, reliable hockey specialist, and papers from England and the south of
Ireland approach me to cover games for them in addition to my original
paper. Sometimes, when at a game, I am being paid by as many as five
different papers, including – on occasion – the prestigious Sunday Times and
The Observer.
Some people say there’s a lot of hack work in science fiction but, by
Ghod, it can’t be anything to what goes on in sports writing. I should worry,
however. I make money, and the country must be full of people who say to
themselves, “Good reporter, that fellow Shaw – the stuff he writes agrees
exactly with what I was saying at the match.”
The only trouble is, I still haven’t thought of something to write for
Egoboo....
8 October 1971
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James White: An Appreciation
“James White” is the pseudonym which cleverly conceals the identity of the
Belfast science fiction fan, local landmark, perennial convention-goer, and
all-round Good Person – Jim White.
His first professional sale was a short story called “Assisted Passage”
which was bought for New Worlds by Ted Carnell back in the early 1950s,
and which was followed by a steady stream of shorts which in later years has
given way mainly to novel-length works. In his regular job he works for the
publicity department of an aircraft company, but he would be the last one to
deny that he gets a great deal of his career satisfaction from his enduring
ability to produce readable and saleable science fiction.
This, however, is not the place to review the corpus of Jim’s
contribution to the field – anybody who is attending the Novacon already
knows his famous Sector General space hospital series and his many other
thoughtful, amiable yarns. Instead I would like to say a few words about the
man behind the pen name, who has been a close and valued friend for more
than twenty years.
Jim White was a founder member, in 1948, of Slant – one of the most
famous fanzines of all time. It was handset and hand-printed on a small press,
which – as anybody who has ever done manual composing will testify –
demands an ample supply of patience, persistence and good humour. And
these are precisely the qualities which characterise Jim’s private and
professional life. When he is doing something for a friend or business
associate, that something is done immediately, thoroughly, painstakingly; and
any student of his published SF can discern the same approach in the wealth
of carefully planned detail he puts into every story. In these days – in which a
recognised method of winning science fiction fame is to dream up an
interesting situation, throw on a few pots of primary colour, then walk away
and leave the whole thing – it is pleasant and reassuring to find somebody
who is prepared to give that vital something extra to the minimal
requirements.
Perhaps the reason he does so is that Jim loves science fiction and
practically everything about it. He was devoted to it long before it was
fashionable, he has stayed with it through all the years that SF has been “in”,
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and if ever it should be relegated to the wilderness again he’ll accompany it
without question. Only it won’t really be a wilderness as long as Jim and a
few others like him are there.
You can experience his bonfire glow of interest yourself this weekend
by simply walking up to him and talking about SF. Don’t be put off by the
fact that he is almost a mile high – he is used to picking out human voices
filtering up from below and will always send you down a courteous and
entertaining answer. The only thing to watch out for is his sense of humour –
unless you yourself happen to be weird enough to think that a phrase like
“Scribbans Kemp be choosers” is funny.
Anyway, it’s a small risk to take in return for a chat with a genuine
science fiction personality, one who has really earned the title of Guest of
Honour.
November 1971
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This Is... Uh... He Publishes...
Er...
One of my principal handicaps in fandom is the fact that I have a rotten...
ah... what’s the word?... oh yes – memory.
It has troubled me at school (I once turned up for classes on a holiday),
and at work (the only person I ever encountered with a worse memory was
my first boss who used to say of me, “Shaw doesn’t even know what day of
the whatsit it is”), but somehow I feel it more in fandom. This is probably
because, being somewhat removed from things here in Belfast, most of my
fannish contacts are by way of letter or fanzine, so instead of a visual
impression of a person – which sticks pretty well – I have his name, the title
of his fanzine, and some facts abstracted here and there from his writings.
After a while these things get all blurry and disconnected in many cases, and
I realise that after nearly twenty years in fandom I know only a handful of
fans actually conversed with at some length. Take the question of what jobs
fans have – about all I remember is that Bob Tucker is, or was, a movie
projectionist and that Brian Burgess used to put the mercury in thermometers.
(The latter scrap of information has stayed with me mainly because at one
Irish Fandom meeting there was a fierce argument about whether he would
have to work harder on hot or cold days to maintain his output.)
Other fans may be like me in this respect and, until the day when we can
all buy time-sharing on a computerised Harry Warner – what’s the answer?
My suggestion is the FID, or Fan Identity Document.
How would it be if every fan who was interested was to produce a sheet
of an agreed size stating basic facts about himself? FIDs could then be
exchanged like calling cards, filed for quick reference, and if the idea caught
on your FID file would be a good cross-section of fandom.
The sort of things I would like to be able to read on a person’s FID are:
name (of course), date and place of birth, fanzines published or contributed to
(in detail), occupations, marriage status, fan organisations belonged to,
interests inside and outside fandom. Interests outside fandom are pretty
important if you are to get the flavour of a fan, and should include brief
statements of views on politics and the existence of the Gaseous Vertebrate,
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in addition to things like hobbies and sports.
It would be necessary to work out just how much should be given on
one’s FID, but when I’m interested in another fan and trying to picture him in
my mind I get cravings to know what his father worked at, what sort of a
house he grew up in, what height and weight he is, what sort of liquor he
prefers, etc. (How many other fans, I wonder, share my view that Drambuie
is the only liqueur a person of sensitivity will drink after fish and chips?)
Going one step further, the friends of dead fans could prepare FIDs for
them in retrospect, thus giving them a deserved place in these paper
analogues of fandom.
One of the reasons I think this notion is at least worth propounding is
that it would be a move towards making a reality of the fannish worldcommunity we like to think exists. It does exist, of course, but in a very
attenuated form for the most part – and surely one of the most valuable things
fandom can offer is genuine contact with other fans.
early 1972
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The Jig Is Up
It’s coming near Christmas, at the time of writing, and already I can feel the
quickening of my primitive, shameful desire, this overpowering need to
indulge in an activity which other people seem to shake off in childhood but
which has retained its grip on me into adult life. If only I could learn that
other fans share the same compulsion, it might be more bearable for me – but
dare I reveal so much about my inner life by uttering the fateful question?
Aaaaarrgghhhh! I must... I must ask!
Does anybody else in fandom do jigsaw puzzles?
Mind you, I don’t do many. My limit is about two a year, one of them
invariably on Christmas Day, but the thing which passes for my intellect
keeps telling me that assembling jigsaw puzzles is a futile, counterproductive, mindless exercise in which an author who has been published in
Vision of Tomorrow has no right to indulge. This feeling is so strong that I
always tell Mrs Cowan, the old lady who owns the shop where I buy the
puzzles, that they are for my daughter. And on the way home I hide them in
exactly the same manner as I concealed the Bergey covers of Thrilling
Wonder Stories twenty years ago. (Mrs Cowan, by the way, is a jigsaw
fanatic and does all the puzzles she orders, then puts them back on the
shelves. This enables her to give advice on various puzzles, but somehow it
offends me and I buy only the boxes on which I am certain the sellotape has
not been interfered with.)
As well as keeping my activity secret, I go to some lengths to change its
nature from physical to mental. This is done by assembling the puzzle to a
strict code which involves setting all the edge pieces on the left and all the
inner pieces on the right before starting, positioning the four corners, and
completing the edge before joining any middle bits. Each piece is selected
after careful study of the picture on the box, the aim being to lift each only
once and to position it correctly the first time – mental black marks being
given for mistakes. For this reason I always select puzzles which have
variegated scenes covering the entire picture area. Expanses of featureless
blue sky are ruled out because they can be completed only by trial-and-error
methods.
Another justification is telling myself the close scrutiny of the picture
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sharpens the powers of observation – and possibly this is quite true. On a
similar tack, I once spent a couple of weeks doing an oil painting from a very
detailed photo of a Scottish fishing village. Philistine though the exercise
was, the forced study of all the intricate rooftops, etc., made me see that
photograph with a clarity I’d never experienced before. Years later in a
London underground station I found myself standing opposite one of those
big posters on the tunnel wall, and it was a photograph of the same village
taken from a slightly different angle. The surprising, almost eerie, thing was
that I was able to look at that image of a village I’d never been in and note
that the woman in the second house from the quay had taken the pram away
from her door, that the windows of the little shop had been repainted, and that
the fuchsias in the shady garden near the old castle were in bloom. Study of
that picture, in depth, had genuinely increased my knowledge of the world.
I doubt if that’s the real reason I do jigsaws twice a year though. It
appears to be a leftover from childhood when I did Walt Disney/Snow White
puzzles and, in the light of my mother’s kitchen, seemed constantly to be on
the verge of learning some great truth from the stylised, simplified shape of
each flower, from the shadow-sculpted rafters of the dwarves’ cottage, and
from every tinge of pastel in the fairyland skies. Perhaps it’s an attempt to
recapture the sense of mystery which buoyed me up all through childhood,
the feeling which vanished when I learned there was no magic and that a
runaway toy balloon would not shatter the sky and send starry fragments
tumbling down into the quiet gardens....
Or, hell, maybe it’s because I get bored every now and then.
January 1972
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Never Respond to a Review
Letters to Algol
As a general rule, I don’t write letters in defence of my stories, partly because
I realise that all defence of any given piece of literature ought to be built into
it from the start, partly because I long ago realised that nobody will ever write
a book that everybody in the world likes. If that happened to me, I would
have an all-time best-seller and become a millionaire – but a deep sure
instinct tells me I’ll never be rich, so as far as I am concerned Dick Lupoff or
anybody else has a natural right to dislike something I have written.
My basic motive for writing on this occasion has nothing to do with the
literature-oriented content of Lupoff’s review of One Million Tomorrows, but
while I’m at the typewriter I might as well make one or two comments. The
mind of a critic, even a soi-disant critic, fascinates me. Take a look at the
following review of the same book, which appeared in one of the world’s
major newspapers, The Sunday Times, and which was written by a
professional SF author and critic.
“The immortality motif is an old favourite; but Bob Shaw has given
it a new look in One Million Tomorrows. Two hundred years from
now it is possible to tie off at a chosen age and maintain that
apparent age indefinitely. The trouble is that it works splendidly for
women, but men become sterile and impotent.
“Willy Carewe, married to sexy Athene, is cost accountant for
a pharmaceutical corporation. His boss tells him that he can be
guinea pig for a new immortality shot that won’t cool his love life.
The test will be carried out in secret. Fine. Except that persons
unknown then attempt to demonstrate Willy’s mortality with some
violence, which arouses resentment and curiosity. This ingenious,
sophisticated SF thriller is well written and thoroughly entertaining.
It is easily Bob Shaw’s best novel so far.”
Now, that review fails to elate me any more than Lupoff’s effort fails to
depress me, but it pinpoints a question I would love to have answered about
the critical mind. When a critic has denounced a book and then reads another
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review which says the exact opposite to what he said – does a flicker of doubt
ever cross his mind? Does he ever get a momentary suspicion that the failure
was his and not the author’s? Or does he simply add to the list of the world’s
injustices a note that a fool who knows absolutely nothing about literature is
stealing good money by posing as a critic?
Like many other authors, my knowledge of the craft of writing is limited
to what I have gained through sitting down and slogging through the task of
producing novels and short stories, so I have a great envy for those people
who – without having to sweat to get into print themselves – were granted an
a priori insight into every aspect of writing. Lupoff has long been on my list
of individuals who regard themselves as having this gift, and who I keep
expecting to write the perfect novel so that the rest of us can learn from
example how it is done. Unfortunately, I never get to checking any names off
the list, therefore I have to content myself in this instance with the collection
of misunderstandings and unwarranted personal insults which Lupoff offers
as a review.
It would take up too much of my time and your space to go through his
piece point by point, but let’s consider the first couple just for the hell of it.
He begins by complaining that I do not clearly explain how to make an
immortality drug. The reason I don’t do so is, I hope, obvious to all normally
intelligent people – I don’t know how to make such a drug, and neither does
anybody else, therefore – with the best will in the world – I just can’t clearly
explain the trick. If I could, I would go ahead and produce the stuff and make
humanity (with certain exceptions) immortal. The best I could do was to state
that my postulated drug wrought changes in the male system and made it
absolutely intolerant of male hormones. In spite of having, I presume, read
this Lupoff sneeringly comments that even today sexuality could be restored
to men in these circumstances by injecting them with male hormones. When I
state that a system is completely inimical to male hormones and destroys
them, and he says everything will be all right if you inject some male
hormones into this system which is inimical to male hormones and destroys
them, I get a panicky sense of being cut off by a great chasm from some
sections of humanity. Or is Lupoff proposing some super-scientific scheme in
which the man could simulate a usable erection by means of splints or plastic
inserts, and then be injected with special hotrod hormones under tremendous
pressure which would cause them to circulate through his body so quickly
that it couldn’t destroy them and come shooting out of his penis a split168

second later? (Even then they would still be hormones and not spermatozoa,
and in any case the whole procedure would be pretty unsatisfactory for both
parties concerned.)
Seriously though, as Alan Hunter used to say so unnecessarily after one
of his jokes, let’s move on past the sentence in which Lupoff says I
“completely overlooked” the above consideration to his next triumphantly
discovered flaw in the story. He sneers, again, over the fact that I make no
mention of Barenboim and Pleeth testing the new type of immortality drug on
animals and then human volunteers, implying that I am out of touch with the
way scientists would actually work. Now, I am perfectly aware that drugs are
often tried out on animals and then on human volunteers, and I know that all
my readers are aware of this elementary fact – so when I say that a large drug
company has developed a new product and has reached the stage of wanting
to test it on a human being, I take it as read that the company has already
gone through the normal preliminaries. This is dealing with the so-called flaw
on the superficial Lupoff level, but let’s go a little further into it because I had
a built-in reason for not explicitly mentioning tests on animals, and settled for
implying them. Later in the review Lupoff sneeringly reveals that the drug
never existed and it is all part of a complex swindle. I’m glad he absorbed
that much of the plot – but does it not occur to him that, if the swindlers knew
from the start that their miracle drug was only plain water, that messing
around injecting it into animals and talkative human volunteers would be, to
say the least of it, just a little fucking stupid?
Every point he raises in his review can be disposed of on the Lupoff
hovercraft level of thought and on my own much deeper level of thought.
You may guess from the tone of these remarks that, in spite of Lupoff’s
insulting assertion to the contrary, I believe I can think.
But having shown just how valueless his criticisms are (as I have heard
many others do) I move on to the main reason I have troubled to answer him,
and it has nothing to do with literary criticism. I refer to the following
sentence in which I have underlined one clause: “Most often, for reasons
upon which one may speculate, he deals with disintegrating marriages.”
Now, of the five of my books which Lupoff could have read when he
penned the above sentence, two – which is not a majority – deal with
protagonists who are married and are having some difficulty in the
relationships with their wives. So he is wrong when he says “Most often”,
and he is even more wrong when he refers to “disintegrating marriages”
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because – as is apparent to anybody with any degree of insight – the trouble
with the marriages described was not that they were disintegrating but that
the partners were almost too much in love, locked together in emotional
bonds which could never be broken. (For the record, I have written a cycle of
four books in which I deliberately gave the heroes different kinds of
marriages and different sets of marital problems because I thought it would
be a salutary change from the all-too-common SF hero who has no human
ties whatsoever and thus can be flicked off to the other side of the galaxy
with a minimum of disturbance for both himself and the author.)
The point, however, is that to Lupoff these books appeared to be about
disintegrating marriages and he invites all his readers to speculate on the
reasons for this! He thinks I am obsessed with failing marriages and, if Ted
White had not had the good sense to reject this review for Amazing, Lupoff
would have invited thousands of people outside fandom to snicker over the
possible reasons for this.
I believe he has demonstrated that he knows very little about literary
criticism, but – Christ Jesus! – is he so far removed from an understanding of
everyday propriety, decency and courtesy that he cannot see the enormity of
setting out to review a book and throwing in snide insinuations about its
author’s private life? Somebody who is close to Lupoff in fandom should
explain to him that this is the sort of thing that you just don’t do!
I am not going to ask him for an apology – mainly because all my
friends in the fan world know that I’m happily married – but partly because I
have no wish to engage in even the briefest dialogue with a person who is so
out of touch with normal standards of behaviour and with the entire fannish
ethic.
DICK LUPOFF REPLIES: I have never met Bob Shaw but
everyone I know who has, says that he is a lovely, charming person
and I am quite prepared to believe that (his letter notwithstanding).
Nor have I any information that his marriage is other than he
describes it to be, and I congratulate him and Mrs Shaw and wish
them all continuing happiness.
So much for personalities.
The book was still very dumb.
May 1972
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In a later issue
I wasn’t going to enter into any kind of a dialogue concerning [Dick
Lupoff’s] reviews of my books, but last issue I insulted him almost as hard as
I could and he didn’t seem to take much offence so maybe there’s more to
him than I thought, and I’ll do a few lines which I hope he will find of
interest.
It seems to me that one of Dick’s difficulties as a reviewer is that he
does not discuss what an author actually said but what Dick thought he said
or wanted him to say. I used to suffer from the same problem when I was
younger – if I was going to get into an argument I would try to think up in
advance all the things my opponent would say, then I rehearsed really
devastating answers to them until I was word perfect. Unfortunately,
however, the other guy never seemed to come out with his predicted lines and
this used to annoy me so much that – so as not to let my good answers go to
waste – I would kid myself he had said them, then let go with my carefully
prepared barbs. These arguments generally turned out to be most
unsatisfactory because both sides rapidly drifted out of contact with any
common ground.
Now the opening of Dick’s letter is, I think, an example of a similar
thing. He says I made a statement that I did not write about disintegrating
marriages, whereas in fact all I said was that the books of mine he could have
read at that time were not about disintegrating marriages. I pointed out that
they were about difficult marriages in which most of the trouble sprang from
the fact that the partners were unable to separate from each other and take the
easy way out. In triumphantly refuting what I didn’t say, Dick quotes from
the opening of another book (Ground Zero Man) which – and here’s the
interesting part – is also about a marriage which cannot be ended while the
partners still live. Even the sentence which Dick plucks out of context to
prove that I was writing about a disintegrating marriage ends with a point
blank statement that the man cannot bring himself to make a move towards
another woman. Hell, what more can I say? Perhaps there’s a communication
difficulty over the use of the word “disintegrating”. To me a thing which
obstinately refuses to come apart isn’t disintegrating.
Having said all that, I’d better get in quickly and point out that although
I stated that none of the books Dick had read at that time featured a failed
marriage, I did not claim that such an event would never be mentioned in any
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of my stories. If I go on writing long enough, and selling long enough, I
reserve the right to deal with any subject I think has dramatic interest, from
divorce to the problems of chiropody among the hundred-toed inhabitants of
Altair IV. I say this because Dick has promised to review Other Days, Other
Eyes, in which a marriage does break up, and I don’t want him gleefully
running about claiming it proves everything he said all along.
Perhaps I could best sum up this section by responding as simply as I
can to the two slightly plaintive little sentences in Dick’s letter at the bottom
of page 13. “Why Bob Shaw keeps writing of disintegrating marriages, I do
not know.” Reply: Dick, an imaginary situation in which two people are so
emotionally bound up with each other that they would die rather than
separate – a situation which I admit having used rather repetitiously – does
not constitute a “disintegrating marriage”. You saying that it does will not
influence all the other millions of users of the English language. Then: “Why
he denies that he writes of disintegrating marriages I do not know either.”
Reply: With the reservation that I can write about a failed marriage whenever
I want to achieve a particular literary objective, as I did in the case of Other
Days, Other Eyes, the sole reason I denied your statement that I repeatedly
deal with “disintegrating” marriages is that in all but one of my books the
exact opposite has been the case. There is no ulterior motive in my saying
these things, Dick – I merely want to convey to you that, as I said above, a
thing which obstinately refuses to come apart cannot correctly be described
as “disintegrating”.
Further down in your letter you astounded me by saying four separate
highly complimentary things about Ground Zero Man and my writing, but
you indicated you were unhappy about the scientific logic of the book. Would
it ease your mind on this point if I mentioned that I got the help of a
professional physicist in working out the science? And that the book
prompted Greg Benford, whose qualifications as a professional scientist are
well known in fandom, to write to me and say, “The thing which impressed
me most was the sheer believability of the scientific background”?
An interesting point about the writing of science fiction crops up here.
When we face up to it, practically all SF stories are scientifically impossible.
They nearly all contain things which preclude their likelihood of ever coming
true, but the writer works by minimising this aspect and playing up the
plausible bits. We forgive the use of an utter impossibility like time travel
provided that the author does a bit of fancy prestidigitation in getting the
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boiling point of alcohol right or in hinting that he is reasonably familiar with
the writings of Minkowski. All the writer is doing is signalling to the reader
that he is aware of the impossibilities or problems and entering into a tacit
agreement that neither would benefit by destroying their favourite form of
literature. Some writers are very good at this. People like Sheckley have a
wry, knowing way of presenting the essential impossibilities so that you can
almost hear them saying, “You and I are well enough read to know this is all
balls, but lots of other people won’t know, so let’s go ahead with the idea and
get some fun out of it and out of the people who take it seriously.” Perhaps
one of the most difficult things in writing SF is acquiring the knack of getting
readers to go along for the ride, of making that subtle personal approach
which gets them on your side. For me, Kurt Vonnegut is completely unable to
do this. I am one of the apparently very small band who don’t like his stuff,
and it’s not because it contains an exceptionally high number of
impossibilities but because he doesn’t give me the right kind of wink when he
is presenting them. He always tries an oblique approach, often by having a
commonplace scene and then inserting the thin end of the wedge in the form
of a reference to a newspaper story which mentions the departure from the
easily acceptable. You’re supposed to think to yourself: newspapers often
bungle stories, but wouldn’t it be fun if they were right just this once? I gave
away my copy of Slaughterhouse 5, so I can’t check on it, but I think I quit
reading it at an early stage in annoyance at the same gimmick being used
again – which, I suppose, isn’t really a good enough reason to stop reading a
book. But it happened, and therefore I doubt if I would ever be a good critic.
General comments on Algol 18: Bester on writing was full of fascinating
insights – you did a good job of work in getting hold of it – but Ted White’s
article was the most interesting thing in the zine. He always is good when
writing about something he knows as well as the SF publishing scene, and
when he added in the raw personal stuff about the economics of his job the
result was engrossing and disturbing. Probably the reason publishers have the
upper hand is that all writers, in the initial stages anyway, approach their
work with love and thereby put themselves at a tremendous disadvantage.
Anybody who will do work for nothing will always find an employer. Even
in later years the writer still finds it difficult to shake off his early conviction
that the publisher did him a favour, and he never gets into as favourable a
bargaining position as a plumber or a dentist. Ted’s best way to make a lot of
money out of SF would be to start disliking it as much as the smart young
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men he mentioned, and he couldn’t do that.
FROM A LATER LETTER: I’ve been in fandom more than 20 years and to
me it has always been a place for having fun and making friends. I have
always watched with bafflement as some fans cut up other fans, then were cut
up in return, and that’s why I wished to avoid seeing myself mixed up in the
same sort of thing.
Finally, however, I had to have a look [at Algol 19], which has been in
the house for a few weeks. As a result I have to agree with all the fans who
said I overreacted. It still seems incredible to me that anybody who is
reviewing a book in a fanzine should make asides about the author’s private
life, but, as somebody said, a postcard in reply would have been enough.
More than enough, perhaps. When you sent me the issue with Dick’s review
in it and said, “Now you’ll have to write something for Algol,” I would have
been better to resist the lure.
The trouble is that insults start the adrenaline flowing and the pen
moving faster. Interestingly enough, this is at the core of the whole issue. The
reason most authors who deal with human relationships usually portray
difficult marriages, etc., is that it is much easier and more interesting to write
about people in conflict. The sting of argument stimulates the glands. Writing
about people who are in agreement is boring for the author, and not so good
for the reader either.
In future I’ll watch out for this when I’m reading fanzines. In this issue,
for example, Alex Eisenstein expresses astonishment that a “man of Belfast”
should criticise somebody from the US on a point of “etiquette”. This seemed
to suggest that my being born in a city in which the international
revolutionary movement is currently having a go at a democracy makes me
into a substandard being, and I might have taken offence – but what would be
the point? It’s too easy to make enemies, too difficult to win friends, and
life’s too short anyway.
May 1973
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BoSh Tosh V
One of the things which always surprises me, though I’m a fairly regular air
traveller, is the way in which the first aerial glimpse of a famous place
corresponds so exactly to my mental image of it. Last November, for
instance, I was lying dozing across three seats of a Gulf Aviation VC10 at
3:30am when the announcement came that we were soon to land at Bahrain.
All I knew about Bahrain was that it was a big oil producer, so I looked out
of a window – and there was a Dantean panorama of burn-off flares
stretching from horizon to horizon. Each flare presented a double image – a
sharp orange point on the ground and a fuzzy orange glow reflected from the
layer of mist above it. In contrast to the warm appearance of the oilwells, the
occasional townships shone with an ice-green light. The mist they illuminated
locally provided them with tenuous bodies which were filled with nodes of
cold brilliance. They were like an alien spawn, creatures composed of a
sprawling malevolent jelly oozing their way across a dark planet.
Christ, I thought, I must use this in a science fiction story. Nodding with
satisfaction, I put a description into my notebook and found myself almost
looking forward to the rest of the trip. The reason for it was that the Sultan of
Oman operates a fleet of Skyvan aircraft made by my firm, and in my
capacity as Press Officer I had been asked to spend some time with them in
the desert then produce a story or two for aviation journals. The Skyvan Area
Manager, Mike – a former Battle of Britain pilot, who was with me – had
assured me I would be kept well away from Communist fire, so my only
concern was the temperature. It gets to 130°F in the Oman and I’m a heavy,
warm-blooded creature who finds 70°F almost unbearable. The only time I
really feel alive and well is on a sharp frosty morning. However, it looked as
though I might be able to fill a notebook with valuable impressions, and I had
been told it was a dry heat. (It’s amazing how much faith people put in
dryness as a protection against temperature – the death of Captain Scott
notwithstanding.)
Anyway, armed with notebook and promises of aridity I stepped off the
VC10 in Bahrain.
It was like walking into a pressure cooker. This was at 4:00 a.m., yet the
temperature was 80°F and the air was so humid that you could actually taste
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the water in it. My clothes were stuck to me, tight, like wet bandages, before I
had reached the immigration shed. And our luggage – which had been in an
unheated baggage compartment at 30,000 feet – was streaming with
condensing moisture. Even though I understood the process, it was uncanny
to see ordinary suitcases manufacturing water by the pint.
Bahrain was the first stopping-off point. Bill, the company chief
photographer, and I stayed there three days while we got some material on oil
companies who use Skyvans. Then we flew several hundred miles further
south to Muscat on a Gulf Aviation Fokker. This was as far as the airlines
went – and our final destination was Salalah, 600 miles further down into the
tropics, where until recently the punishment for being seen smoking a
cigarette or having an alcoholic drink was five years in a dungeon, and where
until three years ago the penalty for stealing was the public lopping off of
one’s right hand.
The ruler himself, Sultan Qaboos, was very rarely seen by anybody – he
spent most of his time in his palace beyond the mountains of the
southernmost province. When I learned his name I felt a renewed flicker of
interest in the assignment until I remembered he was strongly antiCommunist.
That meant I couldn’t get by with calling my article “There’s a Little
Red Qaboos Behind the Terrain”.
We did the last stage of the journey on a Viscount of the Sultan’s Air
Force, arriving in the baking heat of Salalah in the early afternoon. Now Bill
and I were only 70 miles from the border of the Yemen and Communist
rebels were observing us from the mountains only five miles from the
airfield. I seemed to feel their binoculars on me as we were shown around the
base by a Skyvan pilot officer called Tony. He was brown and dried out by
the sun, but immaculate in tropical kit, very English. Most of the SOAF
officers were British – either seconded from the Royal Air Force or on three
year contracts which paid a generous tax-free bounty. We had been walking
perhaps five minutes when – loud, close-by and unmistakable – came the
pam! of a mortar shell. I looked at Tony’s face. He carried on chatting as
though nothing had happened. A few seconds later a siren began to wail. Still
no response from Tony, then another shell exploded, even closer this time.
“This is the officer’s mess,” he was saying. “And this...”
“Excuse me, Tony,” I put in, “what do all these sirens and explosions
mean?”
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He looked faintly embarrassed. “I’m afraid it means the base is under
attack.”
I looked around at the officers and maintenance crews who were
unconcernedly strolling about in shorts. Wondering if I was committing some
breach of etiquette, I said, “Is there not somewhere we could go? Some kind
of... shelter?”
“Ah... there’s one just across the patio. You could sit in there if you
want.”
The photographer’s eyes met mine and we nodded. “We aren’t proud,” I
explained to Tony as we left him and dived under ground. Down in the
shelter we found one mechanic who gave the impression he had only dropped
in for a quiet smoke.
“We expected the rebels to put on a bit of a show today,” he told us.
“Because of the Sultan’s birthday.”
“But that’s not till tomorrow,” said Bill, who has a good memory for
things like that.
“I know, but the Commies always get these things wrong.”
The all-clear sounded a few minutes later.
That evening, while I was changing for dinner, the rebels returned and
their first shell sounded louder than ever because of the end-of-day stillness. I
had been advised by the C.O. to lie down under my bed if there was another
attack, but I had just finished showering and if I obeyed instructions would
have to start all over again. Strange how quickly you adapt. Living in Belfast
I accept a certain amount of risk from IRA bombs because that is my own
war, but the idea of sustaining even a slight injury in somebody else’s war
just to promote Skyvan sales absolutely appalled me. And yet I wasn’t
prepared to crawl in the dust under the bed.
I looked out of the window, saw men standing smoking in the patio and
went out to join them. Two Strikemaster jets took off behind us and were
over the mountains in seconds. Their rockets scribed dark lines against the
sunset sky. The thuds of the rocket strikes followed. A tiny colourless lizard
darted across my feet. More rocket strikes, more belated thuds. The admin
officer hurried up to me and I waited to be told to go indoors like a good
civilian.
“Do you like crayfish?” he said to me. “I caught some beauties this
afternoon. We’ll have them with our beer afterwards.”
Another day Bill and I were on top of an 8,000 ft. mountain fifty miles
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from base. We had flown there by helicopter and had photographed a Skyvan
doing difficult landings and take-offs on the tiny strip. The Skyvan had left
and the helicopter pilot was attending to some business in a cluster of native
huts about a mile away. The air was actually cold, and Bill and I walked a fair
distance savouring the moment of peace. We sat down to have a smoke.
Because of the curvature of the ground we were out of sight of the copter,
and it was quite a moment to find ourselves alone on an alien plateau in
fading light surrounded by the ancient peaks of Araby.
“This is the life,” Bill said.
“Yep.” My gaze fell on a 15 lb. rock which appeared to have a fossil in
it. I thought of John Berry back in Belfast who is a keen fossil hunter.
“I could stay here forever,” Bill said.
“Me too.” I picked up the rock and discovered it was practically made of
fossils – every face of it was a mass of leggy or worm-like shapes, many
varieties. There was more good stuff in there than you could find in ten years
in Ireland. I decided immediately that in spite of its weight and other
difficulties I was going to bring the rock home with me as a present for John.
“I hate the thought of going back to the rat race,” Bill said.
“Me too.” I held the rock out for him to see. “Have a...”
At that instant there came the sound of the helicopter starting up. Bill
and I looked at each other, aghast, thinking the same thought. The copter
pilot had assumed we had left on the Skyvan! We might be stranded overnight
in this miserable, God-forsaken hell-hole!
I hurled the rock away and, bleating with panic, we ran towards the
crest. At 8,000 feet you tire pretty quickly and by the time we’d gone a
couple of hundred yards we were almost on our hands and knees. The copter
soared up into view, flicked its tail, and slanted away down into the valleys
and wadis. In a few seconds the sound of its engines and rotors had
completely faded. We were on our own, out of the rat race.
“What are we going to do?” Bill panted. “I’m not staying down there for
the night.”
I looked down at the huts which housed an assortment of villainouslooking militia whose clothing consisted largely of daggers, elderly rifles and
ammunition belts, and who probably lived on curdled goat’s milk. Suddenly
the mystic peaks of ancient Araby looked forbidding.
I was shaking my head, trying to regain breath, when we heard the
helicopter coming back. The pilot had checked with the Skyvan by radio, and
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had come back for us. To our eyes he looked benign and God-like as he got
out of the copter, like Raymond Massey emerging from his flying machine in
The Shape of Things to Come.
Final note: My assessment of the danger at Salalah was, strangely
enough, better than those of the men stationed there. Having a couple of
shells lobbed into their airfield every day for a long period without anyone
being injured had given them the feeling that nobody ever would be hurt. But,
during a raid a few weeks after my visit, a shell did land squarely in the patio
where we had stood smoking and watching the free show over the mountains.
The shell was imperfect, and instead of its fragments flying outwards in the
proper spherical pattern, they flew low and parallel to the ground. Nobody
was killed, but several men lost legs.
January 1973
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Two Recipes
Contributed to Cooking Out of This World edited by Anne
McCaffrey.
Deadline Stew
My wife refuses to be associated with this recipe in any way, but it is one I
invented to meet a specific need – that of the author working alone, who
needs solid tasty nourishment but has no time to prepare elaborate dishes.
Ingredients:
1 lb. of sausages (pork, beef or mixed)
2 cups of water
2 medium-to-large onions
2 Oxo cubes
2 medium potatoes
seasoning
Method:
Heat the water in a pan and dissolve the Oxo cubes in it. Cut the
sausages up into pieces about 1½ inches long, then finely chop the onions and
potatoes, and put the lot into the pan. Season to taste and simmer slowly, with
an occasional stir, for at least thirty minutes.
As a variation, you can leave out the potatoes, but before serving stir in
a small packet of instant potato to thicken the stew.
[Sadie Shaw associates herself with the following recipe – Ed. (Anne
McCaffrey)]
Martian Madness
Ingredients:
1 lb. digestive biscuits
½ lb. margarine
2 oz. butter
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3 oz. brown sugar
2 tbsps. drinking chocolate
2 tbsps. golden syrup
1 measure dark rum
1 to 2 oz. glacé cherries
cake-decorating beads, or small quantity of icing
baking chocolate
Method:
Put margarine, butter, brown sugar, drinking chocolate and syrup into
saucepan and melt slowly, stirring well. Crush the biscuits and add to mixture
in pan. Stir again and pour into greased baking tray, then roll out flat.
Sprinkle rum over mixture, then cover with melted baking chocolate. Before
confection has set, decorate by pressing in glacé cherries (representing Mars,
the red planet) at regular spacing, and beside each put two small beads or
blobs of icing to represent Mars’s two moons. When mixture has fully set, cut
into squares with one cherry on each.
Note: This confection is called Martian Madness because it is crazy to
eat a lot of it if you are trying to lose weight. Of course, it was designed for
eating on Mars, where the fractional gravity means that even the most solidly
built person has no weight problems.
August 1973
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All Our Chester Days
All the other members of NIF (New Irish Fandom) set off for the Chester
convention* on Friday afternoon, but because of work commitments I had to
put in a full day at the office, and Sadie and I didn’t leave until evening. That
sort of situation always makes me rigid with despair.
* Chessmancon, the 1972 UK Eastercon held in Chester from 31 March to 2
April. [Ed.]

“Here I am at work while everybody else is enjoying fabulous
adventures at the Con,” I kept telling myself, while knocking hell out of a
brand new office typewriter (it was a mint Imperial). “I’m being Left Out.
I’m Missing Things.”
As it turned out, all the gloom was unnecessary because the early plane
– carrying Jim and Peggy White, James and Ann Lavery, Brendan and
Denise McHugh, Graham Andrews and Tony Moran – went via Manchester
and it took the group hours to make train connections to Chester, with the
result that they didn’t reach the Blossoms till mid-evening. In contrast, Sadie
and I took off from Aldergrove in an elderly Viscount at 7:30, landed at
Liverpool, haggled with taxi drivers until one volunteered to drive us to
Chester at a reasonable fee, and we walked into the foyer of the Blossoms an
incredible 115 minutes after leaving Northern Ireland. This produced such a
pleasant sense of somehow having come out ahead of the game that a modest
celebration was called for. So we headed for the cocktail bar and skelped
back a number of gin and tonics while saying hello to old friends. It wasn’t
until I noticed how much we were being charged for the gin and tonics that
the feeling of euphoria wore off slightly – I can assure you that at the
Blossoms cocktail bar prices, alcohol is non-habit-forming.
Anyway, Friday night turned out to be really good – the sort of night
which is the main reason I go to conventions. There was a generous
complement of the familiar, intelligent, interesting, knowledgeable,
humorous faces of the fans I really like and – as is the way at British cons – it
all seemed even better because it was Friday night and everybody knew the
whole thing still lay ahead. We all had fannish fortunes in the Bank of Time.
One way in which US conventions score over British is that they are spread
out over more days. At the Boston con in September I was very much aware
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of having that extra time in hand, and so there was none of that sense of
urgency which leads British fans to stay up all night and become too tired to
get maximum benefit of the following day.
Dave Kyle, I’m glad to say, is a leading member of a new movement to
go to the Eastercons on Thursday and stay over till Tuesday. He and Ruth
almost sweet-talked Sadie and me into an extra day in Chester this time, and
if we hadn’t had arrangements made to go to London we’d have done it. See
you next year, Dave!
I suppose that in what purports to be a con report one should make some
mention of the official programme. Regrettably, I have a tendency to go to
conventions and not see any of the programme items, but this doesn’t mean
that the programme isn’t important to me. I like to be near the programme
and let it induce currents in me, a coil of nerves in the vicinity of the con
hall’s electromagnetic field. Some other fans feel the same way (I won’t
name any names) and it is pleasant to sit with them in the bar, speculating on
what is actually happening in the hall and listening to fragmentary reports
from runners – “George Hay has got up to ask a question”, “The projector has
broken down”, “There’s been an outbreak of sporran rash among the Scottish
fans”, “George Hay is still asking his question”....
At the Chessmancon, however, I decided to pay attention to the official
programme. I set out after it on a number of occasions, tracked it down in its
lair, and sat there and stared at it. The experience left me with the following
jumbled impressions and memories:
I enjoy Harry Harrison’s talks – they’re like a series of sound effects
which convey a message.
Larry Niven was Guest of Honour and his more serious approach to
talks, on the other hand, isn’t entirely suited to the mood of British
conventions where there is a tradition of irreverence to pro authors. At
American cons the author gets up and projects himself as seen through his
books, emphasises the difference between himself and his readers, and this is
fine because there’s a sense of importance about a big US con and it is to be
expected that the speakers will be important, successful men. On this side of
the Atlantic the conventions are more homely. We all know each other, and
we remember the pros turning up at the White Horse on their bicycles, not so
long ago, and we respond to the Big Name who gets up and lets us see that
he’s a small name at heart, which is another way of saying that all of us really
are Big Names if the truth were told.
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When it comes to public speaking, John Brunner has a certain je ne sais
quoi, but I don’t know what it is. At the banquet he announced that Brian
Aldiss had won the British Fantasy Award and I listened to hear which work
of Brian’s had earned him yet another honour. All I heard was John
concluding with something like, “Never before has a moment of eclipse been
turned into such an instant of triumph.” As I had completely forgotten that
Brian’s latest collection was called The Moment of Eclipse, I was left with the
feeling that John still had not told us the name of the award-winning work.
After the banquet I met him in the lobby and confessed my ignorance.
“It was for Moment of Eclipse,” John said reprovingly. “You weren’t
paying enough attention.”
This prompted me to check with as many people as I could to see if they
had understood John’s reference to the award, and I didn’t find one who had!
Somehow I got the feeling that nobody really cared much about the award
one way or the other.
Enough about the programme items. Other pleasant memories are of
Chuck Partington producing four bottles of an excellent beer called “Oh Be
Joyful” and giving them to me as a gift. Incredibly, he had remembered
hearing me praising this beer (I used to drink it when living in Bolton but it is
unobtainable in Northern Ireland) at the previous con and had brought them
specially all the way down to Chester. What an example to other committee
men on how to win friends and keep your conventions happy! What a credit
to British Fandom Chuck Partington is!
A similar pleasant memory is of Brendan McHugh producing a full
bottle of 180 proof spirit which, in his profession as a food chemist, he can
distil with yeast, sugar and impunity. (He always keeps a bottle at home –
plus a number of little phials of flavouring such as peppermint, aniseed, etc. –
and has earned a reputation as a lavish host by offering his guests a choice of
any liqueur they desire. When somebody asks for, say, Pernod, he dashes into
the bedroom, adds a drop of aniseed flavouring to his almost tasteless spirit
and hands them a large glass of it.) Somehow the convention bottle came into
my keeping at the end of the con, so Sadie, George Hay, Sam Lundwall and I
went into a bar near Chester Station, ordered four gin and tonics and
discreetly boosted their contents with it for about thirty minutes. And there
was still enough left for a modest booze-up in London a couple of days later!
What a valuable addition to fandom is Brendan McHugh!
The reference to a room party brings up an interesting point, concerning
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the very noticeable lack of them at Chester. Peter Roberts, writing a con
report in Vector (who also, by the way, got in first with the title I was going
to give this report), says the reason was that the hotel bar was open most of
the night, but I disagree. The big attraction at a room party is the company,
not the liquor, therefore the bar being open wouldn’t make much difference. I
think that 1972 was simply the year of the jackpot for British conventions.
The room parties are a vital part of a convention, yet we tend to leave all the
work and expense of them to a small dedicated band who have thrown open
their rooms for many, many years with little sign of a relief column emerging
from the ranks of newer fans. There was bound to come a time when the
perennial hosts would say, “I’m tired – let somebody else hold the party this
year, and we’ll go to it.” And there was bound to come a time when all these
good fans would experience the same reaction in synch. That time was Easter
1972.
I am more guilty than most fans in this respect because I love the room
parties and have done since the Festival Con in ’51, yet it never occurred to
me to act as host. The thought has occurred now, of course, and next year
New Irish Fandom will hold a party which we hope will be among the
noisiest and most crowded on record. But, as the late night room parties are
obviously so important to the success of a con, should our thinking on them
not be taken a step further? Should some room parties not be made official or
semi-official events with some backing from the committee?
The fans lucky enough to be invited regularly to the existing “exclusive”
type of party may see little point in the proposal, but it could mean that many
conventioneers who aren’t members of in-groups could get a lot of extra
enjoyment and be brought further into fandom instead of having to drift off to
bed like Cinderellas at midnight. At US conventions the big fan groups
actually advertise their parties in the programme leaflet and – whatever the
drawbacks of such a party may be – there is no doubt they promote our old
ideal of a science fiction fellowship.
It’s just a thought.
April 1974
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Bicycle to Betelgeuse
Science fiction needs more clichés.
Practically everybody connected with the writing trade knows that
clichés are a Bad Thing. The need to stamp them out is one of the few points
upon which writers and critics are in complete accord – and yet clichés play a
vital role in maintaining the economic health of any brand of literature. They
are the identification marks which enable the Average Reader to classify
different forms of literature, to decide whether or not he likes any particular
one, and to locate it in the shops when he decides to make a purchase.
I’m using “cliché” here in its broadest sense, meaning not only a
hackneyed phrase, but also a stock image, a well-worked theme, or a very
familiar treatment. (In fact, I’m using it in a sense which consultation of a
dictionary does not justify – but this is an example of the desperate lengths to
which authors sometimes go in search of a snappy introduction.) As an
example of the identification function, consider the way in which SF cover
artists use a very limited range of stock subjects which we look out for as if
they were food package labels.
In case any of you are bristling a bit over being classed as an Average
Reader – forget it. The fact that you are attending this convention, reading
this article, establishes at once that you are not an AR. You are an ER
(Exceptional Reader). While this is nice for you – we all like to be a little bit
different – it means that, to a large extent, your views about science fiction
are of little value to SF publishers. In that interesting and complex process by
which books are created there are three major parties: (i) the author; (ii) the
editor/publisher; (iii) the AR. As far as the economics of the situation are
concerned, the AR is the most important member of the trio, because he
provides the hard cash upon which the other two depend for a living.
The AR achieves his importance in the scheme of things by sheer
numerical superiority – he outnumbers us ERs by thousands to one. This
means that if the AR were to decide in 1974 that a collection of the Ole Doc
Methuselah stories would be a good thing, it would be a good thing in terms
of publishing economics – even if every ER in the world boycotted the book
on the grounds that he already had the stories in his Astounding collection.
The lack of ER support wouldn’t even be noticed by the publisher’s
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accountants.
This brings us indirectly back to another characteristic of the AR – his
tolerance of and liking for clichés. I am not suggesting that this foible shows
he is less perceptive than the ER. Again, it is simply a matter of statistics.
Let’s suppose that we have the facility for tracing the individual worldlines of
a batch of 1,200 books, made up of 100 copies each of 12 titles, sold to ERs.
You might find they had been bought by 150 people who ended up with an
average of eight each on their shelves. A similar batch sold to ARs might
have been bought by 1,000 people, giving them an average of 1.2 books each.
The result is that the ER quickly reaches saturation point with any given
cliché, while the AR may not even be aware of its existence.
How does that tie in with my original statement that science fiction
needs more clichés ?
Well, in its career to date, science fiction has used up two sets of clichés.
The first lot was established 30 to 50 years ago and includes the rocket ship,
the ray gun, the invading monster, the space patrol, the galactic empire,
mutants, the mad scientist, emotional robots, telepathy, time travel,
probability worlds, teleportation, atomic doom, immortality, and a few
others. A damn good set of clichés, one must admit. An array of colourful
labels which established the image of science fiction, which has the
continuing power to attract the attention of the AR, and which can persuade
him to pluck books from the shelves and pay for them.
Because the AR is such a diffused being – with his 1.2 books on his
shelf – he is not aware that the clichés are clichés, and he does not exert his
irresistible economic pressure on the publisher to make him bring out
something new. (In this definition of an AR I would include people like the
producers of the BBC’s Moonbase 3, who publicly congratulated themselves
on bringing a new adult approach to science fiction, blissfully unaware that
their ideas – e.g. the hard-headed administrator who worries about budgets
while his team of scientists pursue their impracticable dreams, and the
psychologist who watches for, but is seemingly never able to prevent, the
onset of space madness – were done to death in the magazines thirty years
ago.)
Our second set of clichés, the more current one, includes population
explosion, pollution, drug culture, abuse of organ transplants, urban
barbarism, mass psychosis, and computer domination of the individual. The
thing which strikes me most is that – whereas most of the clichés in the
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earlier lot were open-ended affairs, capable of leading anywhere the author
and reader wanted to go – the second group have a convergent nature.
Furthermore, they are synergistic. They work together to impose a direction
on the mind, guiding it down a narrowing and darkening path towards a
single, agreed, cut-and-dried future.
And, as a long-time science fiction enthusiast, I have to rebel.
It is true that stories in the second category reflect an adult sense of
involvement with the real world, an increasing concern about present-day
trends, but – even so – I still rebel.
One of the things I have always liked about science fiction is that it
doesn’t predict the future. Feature writers for newspapers reveal their lack of
understanding of the subject when they start listing all the modern marvels
which were accurately predicted by science fiction writers; and we often go
along with them, taking the easy road, by trotting out our story of how Cleve
Cartmill was investigated by the FBI in 1945 for divining the workings of the
atomic bomb. But the ER knows and delights in the fact that science fiction
has a lousy record of accurate prediction, that it has gaily portrayed thousands
of different futures, most of which are incompatible with the others. Any
successes scored were achieved through the scatter-gun effect. There is even
a thriving sub-group, especially in the cinema, of enthusiasts for science
fiction which has been proved completely wrong in its prognostications.
Wells’s The War of the Worlds, for example, has acquired a peculiar poignant
charm it could not have possessed for its original readership.
This may sound like sacrilege in its present context, but I believe it is
impossible to predict the future. If it were, science fiction would never have
uncovered the crazy sparkling of treasures which has enriched all of us. It is
true that certain world trends have become more clearly visible nowadays,
and that the profession of “futurologist” has sprung up, but it would be
disastrous if science fiction decided it knew enough about what lies ahead to
enable it to trade in its scatter-gun for a rifle.
The easiest way to arrive at a vision of doom is to try solving
tomorrow’s problems with today’s resources. This would be confirmed by
Malthus, according to whom we should have died of starvation long ago.
And that is why our inventory of clichés, our list of what the future
might hold, needs freshening up. The AR, whose money makes the
publishing of science fiction possible, is beginning to show the first signs of
dissatisfaction with the old set, but he is not particularly attracted by the later
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set. The field is therefore facing the challenge to create new visions of
tomorrow, visions which draw their colouring from the full palette of
imagination and reality instead of being either fairy-tale-bright or funeralparlour-dark.
This is not saying that science fiction ought to be escapist, or mindlessly
optimistic. There is an undeniable value in sounding timely warnings – but
there is a great positive power in also showing what can be achieved, what to
shoot for. If you give a bicycle to a child who has never seen one ridden, he
may learn to get about on it and he may not, because a bicycle is hard to ride
at first, and he will keep falling off it and bloodying his knees. But if you
give a bicycle to a child who has seen one used, he will ride it – because he
knows what is possible.
In the past, science fiction has shown the world how to ride a bicycle.
This would be a bad time for it to stop giving lessons.
April 1974
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Billion Year Esprit de Corps
I find it particularly difficult to review a non-fiction book. People who do this
kind of work for serious journals usually create the impression that they
know much more than the author about his chosen subject, and that they
could have written a much better book had they been able to spare a weekend
from more pressing tasks. This platform is denied to me in the case of Billion
Year Spree* because – although it’s impossible to quantify knowledge – I’d
guess that Brian Aldiss knows four times as much about SF as I do. On the
other hand, I probably know forty times as much about SF as do some of the
people who have already reviewed BYS, so what the hell.... I can always write
from the viewpoint of a Brian Aldiss fan, one who had already ordered his
copy of the book from Rog Peyton at £3.75 when the review copy came. (To
his credit, Rog used hardly any vile language when I cancelled the order.)
* Billion Year Spree: The History of Science Fiction by Brian W. Aldiss;
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973, 339pp, £3.75, ISBN 0 297 76555 8 – [Ed.]

Reading articles and books on the history of SF is enjoyable. In common
with all others whose grounding in the subject was in the heyday of the
magazines, I have this secret conviction that the magazine period is the only
one that matters a damn. When an author goes on one of those preliminary
detours that take in Lucian of Samosata, de Bergerac and Verne, I seem to see
him winking over his typewriter and saying, “All this stuff has to go in for
the benefit of outsiders, but be patient and we’ll get down to the magazines as
soon as possible.” I wink back at him and gallop gamely through Poe (the
chamber of horrors), Butler and More, only slowing down to a leisurely
luxurious canter at the first mention of Hugo Gernsback. This matey
conspiratorial apparition appeared to some extent while I was reading BYS,
but it was overlaid by the image of a sterner and more universal Aldiss who
sees the magazine epoch in its proper context and perspective. Certainly I
was persuaded to pay proper attention all the way through from the chosen
starting point of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and found the exercise very
much worth while.
Purists may be relieved to hear that Frankenstein is the starting place for
the book, but not for Brian’s history of SF. He takes in Lucian and all that by
executing a neat Smithers-thought-back ploy in chapter 3. (This term was one
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invented by my alter ego, who is an aviation writer. Faced with the job of
producing an article about an airman who has had only one hair-raising
moment in a dull career, we always write something like: “Trapped in the
cockpit of his blazing Wellington, blood streaming from his shattered right
arm, and with only seconds to go before the stricken aircraft smashed into the
ground, Flt. Lt. Cedric Smithers thought back over his life since he joined the
RAF in 1934...” I keep hoping that some day all the Smithers of this world
will put their collective feet down, insist that they weren’t so bloody stupid as
to think about 1934 when they were crashing in 1940, and thereby bring
about the demise of several publishing empires; but it never happens.)
There is simply too much of BYS for me to attempt a comprehensive
comment – it was ten years in the making and is both dense and rich – but I
can say it is essential reading for anyone to whom SF is important. Not
required reading, because it is hard to say how any SF fan could resist it.
Brian’s knowledge of the field, his love for it, his imagination and
involvement all come through strongly, carrying one effortlessly past those
areas where there might be an inclination to disagree with some of his
opinions. Very minor example: on page 173 he states that Hodgson’s The
Night Land flares into magnificence and dies into unreadability, but that was
one of the few books which succeeded in getting a tighter and tighter grip on
me until at the end I wouldn’t have put it down for the four-minute warning.
If a review is not to read like a publisher’s blurb it should contain some
adverse comment, but, for example, the standard of factual accuracy in BYS
seems to me to be extremely high. It seems almost too niggling to point out
that it was not Patrick O’Brien who played the part of Winston in 1984, but
an Edmond of the same name. Besides, Brian’s position of authority is so
impregnable that I found myself almost prepared to rearrange the cardinal
points of the compass when I read the following passage on page 136: “On
the Western shores of the Atlantic, the British appear to be forgetting their
obsession with submerged nations – again, except for Wells. While on the
Eastern shores, the Americans have not yet become obsessed with the
vanished Red Indian...”
Anyway, when BYS came to the magazine period I lapped it up,
wallowed in it, and would have paid the money for that section alone. One of
the most astonishing sentences I ever read was in Damon Knight’s In Search
of Wonder, in a bit where he is talking about the visual qualities of Don A.
Stuart’s work. Damon wrote: “...the Don A. Stuart quality, to me, is like a
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series of images shifting in and out of focus through a pearl-grey haze.” The
thing which got me was the tremendous precision with which a man I had
never met was able to describe the effects of another man’s writing on
obscure centres of my brain. Then, as never before, I suddenly understood the
extent of our common heritage in SF. Well, I kept getting that feeling again
and again while reading the final third of Billion Year Spree. Enough said?
In his introduction Brian says, “Possibly this book will help further the
day when writers who invent whole worlds are as highly valued as those who
re-create the rise and fall of a movie magnate or the breaking of two hearts in
a bed-sitter.”
In this laudable ambition he is bound to succeed.
May 1974
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Hi, Fen!
The title of this article demonstrates, to me anyway, that the Hyphen
experience has largely faded into the past.
When Walt Willis and the rest of Irish Fandom decided, at the beginning
of the Fifties, that the laboriously-produced Slant wasn’t flexible enough for
the increasing pace of our fanac, we devoted a Sunday afternoon session to
thinking up a title for the fanzine’s projected successor, which in contrast to
Slant was to be a duplicated job. After a while I suggested Hyphen, and Walt
promptly accepted – partly because he always referred to Slant as “/” in
correspondence and now he could preserve a kind of unity by using “-” for
the new zine, but mainly he liked it because it was immediately apparent to
everyone there that it was a word which could also be pronounced “Hi, fen!”
This shows the extent to which we were hooked on that kind of punny
philosophy in which humour was a dedicated way of life. We went into
production with the new fanzine, using the cover I had designed and with
Walt doing the great bulk of the work, in the utter conviction that everybody
who received a copy would immediately see the pun in the title. One day,
about three years later, a letter came in from a fan who said he had discovered
that Hyphen could also be taken as “Hi, fen!” We shook our heads in
wonderment at a member of the flock being so far behind all the others in
seeing an obvious joke, but we were glad the scales had finally fallen from
his eyes.
Looking back on the incident, it now seems quite probable that this chap
was one of the first to see the pun. We, however, like the characters in Chris
Priest’s The Inverted World, were surrounded by the Hyphen force field and
saw the rest of the universe in a special distorted way. Our senses were
attuned to puns and other jokes in a manner which is difficult to explain, and
– as visiting fans have written elsewhere – we reached a stage at which it
sometimes became unnecessary to voice a pun. A chance remark would be
made, the pun would flash into three or four minds at once, Walt would
glance around to confirm that we were in synch, then everybody would burst
out laughing. Only if a second order pun came up was it necessary to put it in
words.
It was a warm and wonderful experience, this taste of benign telepathy,
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but I think it may have had a negative aspect in that in the material we wrote
for Hyphen we habitually hid many jokes too deeply for them to be picked up
by the reader, even the alert reader. If I ever manage to make some real
money from writing and get into the happy position of being able to afford a
high level of fanac again, one major project I would undertake would be a
long essay entitled “The Lost Puns of Hyphen”. But that’s in the future, and
this article is about the past....
Actually, the circumstances of writing this article are rather reminiscent
of the days when I was doing my “Glass Bushel” column. Walt Willis was a
good editor, not only because of his literary abilities but because he knew
how to bring pressure on me and – without overdoing things – keep it there
until I was forced to sit down with a blank sheet of paper and equally blank
mind and get something written. (Mike Gorra* has a similar approach which
should take him a long way in the fanzine business.) There is no doubt in my
mind that Hyphen was the school in which I acquired the ability which today
is my principal stock-in-trade as a journalist. I hardly ever started my longrunning column until the last possible moment, and then was forced to
conjure something out of the air.
* Who published this article in his fanzine Random. [Ed.]

This training gave me the confidence to walk out of the engineering
office in which I was quietly turning to stone, approach a tough ex-Fleet
Street editor and tell him I could write articles on any subject he cared to
name. He tested me on the spot, with a story he confessed later that he had
personally been avoiding. I passed the test and was promptly signed on as a
journalist. (During the interview he got a bit uneasy about my previous
writing experience, but was satisfied when I told him I worked mainly for
“science-oriented controlled-circulation publications” – which is quite a nice
way to refer to fanzines.)
Having bragged in the above paragraph about writing versatility, I have
to admit that it is strangely difficult to produce a couple of pages about
Hyphen. The reason is that the zine was so much a part of Walt Willis, so
much made up of the ectoplasm of his own private and unique fannish spirit.
The same was true of Slant, but there was a large element of group activity in
hand-setting the type, whereas with Hyphen – especially after Atom took
over the art side – all I had to do was write something at home and hand it
over to Walt at the next meeting. He took it from me and, on the nights when
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no other fans were present, added it to other contributions, plus something of
his own, and turned the lot into an entity called Hyphen. It was Walt’s own
miracle, and the sort of miracle that can only be wrought by somebody who is
prepared to sit alone at the typewriter week after week for no reward other
than the fulfilment of an ideal. I use the word “miracle” because I am
personally incapable of that sort of sustained effort and look with a kind of
superstitious awe on those who are. It was, for example, no surprise to me
that people like Robert Bloch, Brian Aldiss and Eric Frank Russell sent in
material – I took it for granted that any good wordsmith would be pleased to
write for Walt.
What happened to bring Hyphen to an end?
GAFIA has a complex chemistry. We were aware of the inner need to
produce the fanzine gradually fading away. In this mood of nostalgia I feel
now, enhanced by the ambience of Christmas and the warmth of good
whiskey, the process seems to the memory not very different to what Byron
was describing in “We’ll Go No More A-Roving”. There is the same sad
bafflement which comes at the end of a love affair when the conscious mind
is protesting that everything is still as it should be and will never change, and
all the while the subconscious – which is its own master – is coolly and
irrevocably formulating new plans.
A couple of years or so after the final issue we did make an effort to
revive Hyphen, with me promoted to joint editor. I actually penned an
editorial, feeling highly self-conscious about it, and we got some promises of
material – but I think that in our hearts we understood that Hyphen’s day had
come and gone.
Just at that precise time Walt was commissioned by Ace Books to write
his book, The Improbable Irish, and the phoenix issue was formally
abandoned. Ostensibly the reason was that he would not have enough time to
research his book and work on the fanzine as well. (I, of course, was in the
same situation.) There is no doubt that this was an absolutely genuine copperbottomed reason – but if it hadn’t come along the chances are that another
would have had to be found.
Hyphen was a great experience while it lasted, and I count myself lucky
to have been in the right place at the right time to have taken part in it.
February 1975
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Once Upon a Tyne
Does this happen to other fans? I look forward to a convention for six months
and am quite keyed up on the journey to it – but as soon as the hotel comes
into view I’m gripped by an inexplicable timidity and get an urge to turn
around and go home again. This effect was more apparent than ever on
arriving at the Royal Station Hotel in Newcastle for the Tynecon, perhaps
because I was Guest of Honour and wasn’t sure how a GoH should disport
himself.
Another source of concern was that I wasn’t completely myself. I have
never been what one would call willowy or lissome in build, and towards the
end of 1973 had been progressing from being burly to being downright fat.
This prompted me to go on a diet on which I lost over 40 lb. The position,
therefore, was that the Tynecon committee had invited the full-scale Bob
Shaw to be GoH – and only three-quarters of me was showing up!
As it transpired, my whittled-down appearance triggered off a kind of
dieting chain reaction in the British SF world which – in terms of weight
alone – reduced our ranks by the equivalent of one good-sized fan. It became
noticeable at the Novacon six months later, an affair which reminded me of
that Dick or Sheckley story in which people could equip themselves with
bodies of their own choice. Peter Nicholls showed up in a late-model Tony
Curtis; John Steward, formerly built like two football players, appeared
wearing a natty Anthony Perkins; and the biggest transformation of all was in
Jim Goddard, always invaluable as a landmark (“The bar? Yes, it’s over there
behind Jim Goddard.”), who walked in dressed in a nifty Robert Redford.
Quite literally, nobody knew who he was!
They all said they had been inspired by me, so I guess I can claim to
have improved the health of UK fandom, but I keep thinking about our “lost”
fan and the fanzines he might one day have produced. But then, perhaps he is
happily at work organising a separate fandom in a limbo world inhabited by
all the humanity which has vanished from the face of the earth since caloriecounting came into vogue. You can visualise them – jolly little round
hominids composed entirely of banished fat – bouncing all over the place at
their own little worldcons. They would be carefree creatures except that,
presumably, when a person backslides on his diet and begins putting on
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weight again his counterpart in Fatland would begin to shrink. The word
would soon go round – “Smithers is getting smaller, being recalled to his
maker, looks like he’ll never finish stencilling his second issue.” So, if you
have lost weight and feel tempted to go back onto apple pie and cream, just
remember you could be depriving a cuddly little cherub of his chance to win
a Hugo.
Another weird thing about the Novacon was that Nudist Radish
Squashing Competition held in secret on the Sunday morning. I was going to
give the names of the three BNFs who won it, but this is an article about the
Tynecon so those revelations will have to wait.
It is almost impossible to write a con report unless you have made notes
at the time, but one event, or non-event, burned into my memory is the affair
of my GoH speech on the Saturday evening. I was due to speak at 8:00 and
previous to that was having dinner with a publisher, with a taxi calling for us
at 6:00. At first it all seemed very easy, then a panel discussion with Brian
Aldiss and Peter Nicholls – who were also eating with us – overran its time,
and our schedule began to slip. Then the taxi failed to show up, and we found
ourselves setting out on foot at 7:00. It was a good restaurant, with a leisurely
service intended to give customers maximum opportunity to savour the fine
food and wine, but I was perched unhappily on the edge of the seat fretting
and sweating about the time, wondering if I dared make a discreet exit after
the soup.
A waiter advised me which dishes would be ready soonest, and – being
a vegetarian – I chose venison. This perhaps requires some explanation. You
see, I happen to believe that all these reports we hear about vegetables having
emotions, and being able to feel pain, are perfectly true, and – as a creature
like a lettuce has never done anybody any harm – I feel the only humanitarian
thing to do is to be a meat-eater. Unfortunately, the venison took quite a long
time to arrive, so I explained to the company that I would have to scoff it
down and leave immediately afterwards. They nodded understandingly. I
popped a piece of meat into my mouth, gnashed down on it with great force,
and promptly discovered the second reason I shouldn’t have ordered venison.
There was a piece of lead shot in the piece I had chosen, and it drove its
way through a filling in a rear tooth like a ricochet from an Armalite rifle.
Now, there are pains and there are pains. There’s the pain from a corn,
which causes you to wince and manfully carry on; there’s the pain of
indigestion, which makes you writhe around a little; and there’s the pain of a
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headache, which makes you look wan and thoughtful. The correct natural
response to this pain would have been to emit a piercing shriek and fall to the
floor with both hands clapped to the mouth.
At the moment it came, however, my host was leaning across the table
telling me a joke, and there was the added complication that if I revealed
what had happened he, being a very gentlemanly person, would probably
have called the management on my behalf and I would have been later than
ever for the speech. So I sat perfectly still, and smiled at the joke, and all the
while I could feel each individual pore on my face opening and expelling a
bead of cold sweat. This produced a curious secondary agony, rather like
having a needle-spiked cylinder rolled across the forehead and cheeks, but I
didn’t mind because it helped divert my attention from the dental Hiroshima
within.
When the power of controlled movement returned I swallowed the rest
of the venison in whole chunks, just the way it was served, mumbled
apologies and fled downstairs to the street. It was bitterly cold in Newcastle
that night and the first gust of North Sea air triggered off the damaged tooth
again. Into the bargain, I then realised I wasn’t too sure of my way back to
the hotel. I ran off up the hill, lop-sided, nursing my jaw and moaning like a
wounded wolfman, alternately praying and swearing, trying to think up a few
off-the-cuff opening witticisms for my speech, and taking every wrong
turning possible. If a prowl car had glimpsed me in the darkness the entire
Newcastle Constabulary would have been issued with revolvers and silver
bullets; but, finally, I reached the Royal Station, loped up the stairs and
encountered Ian Maule, who said:
“No need to panic, Bob – we’ve postponed you till tomorrow night.”
So far in this report there hasn’t been much said about the convention
programme. It was a helluva good programme, with lots of entertaining
items, but knowledge of it is already in the public domain, and I’m too late
for that sort of report anyway. So the next item is an account of the first room
party ever given by the Shaws.
I’ve been attending conventions for over twenty years on and off, and
love room parties, but somehow it had never before occurred to me to act as
host. Sadie and I had a fair-sized room which should have been ample for the
purpose, but the word must have got around that I was finally going to pay
back some of the booze consumed in two decades of visiting other people’s
parties.
198

On the Sunday night our room was so crowded that if you spilt a drink
capillary attraction made it go up! And there was so much smoke around that
the only people who got fresh air were the ones sucking filter cigarettes. I
managed to find a comfortable spot by nestling in between the embossings on
the wallpaper, and spent the entire night there, trapped.
From this vantage point I didn’t see a great deal of what was going on,
and consequently was intrigued when – round about 3:00 a.m. – I observed
Brian Aldiss shooting up into the air, almost reaching the ceiling, and then
sinking back down out of sight. He repeated this feat about a dozen times,
gracefully, each time seeming to hang motionless just below the ceiling in
defiance of gravity, with a look of beatific contemplation on his face. I grew
quite entranced by this spectacle, and therefore felt disappointed when the
initially perfect symmetry of his movements decayed into ordinary parabolas
and he began colliding with other people and had to abandon his ethereal
ballet.

I must admit that for a while my faith in Brian was slightly shaken, but I
needn’t have worried. The thing that went wrong was that two legs of my
bed, which he was using as a trampoline, had proved unequal to his artistry,
and the weight of about ten other people, and had gradually folded up,
inclining him further and further off course. Given a perfectly horizontal
launching pad he could have gone on bouncing on the one spot all night.
When the party ended, about two hours later, Sadie and I collapsed
without even noticing what had happened to the bed. We had that exhausted
but happy feeling you get when you know you have hosted a really successful
social occasion. Our contented glow lasted until we got up next morning with
splitting headaches caused by breathing an atmosphere similar to the
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aftermath of a fire in a used clothing dump. All around the crippled bed were
heaped up drifts of cigarette ends, beer cans, bottles, glasses, biscuit crumbs,
cigar wrappers, lost fanzines, peanuts and quote cards. I was still hunting for
my shoes when a cleaning lady opened the door. She stopped on the
threshold, looked around, and backed away shaking her head.
I waved at her. “Don’t mind us – you can tidy up now if you want.”
She fled down the corridor and came back with two others. All three
examined the room in silence, retired to the corridor, held some kind of a
union meeting, then went away and returned with the hotel manager.
“Sorry about all this,” I said. “We had a few friends in last night.”
He nodded. “That’s all right, sir. If you would like to take your luggage
down to the lobby we’ll try to clear up.”
“Oh, but we’re not leaving,” I told him. “We’re staying an extra day. For
a party.”
The blood drained out of his face so quickly that hundreds of corpuscles
must have been killed in the rush, but, to give that manager credit, when he
learned the party was in Rob Jackson’s house and not in his hotel he became
quite affable. While we were being moved to another room he told us that
four other beds had been wrecked on the same night, and thus he unwittingly
solved a problem that had been perplexing me for some time. Lots of good
conventions linger in the memory, so what was needed was a good objective
and qualitative assessment of their excellence. Something similar to the star
system the AA uses for hotels.
Now we have our rating system. And the Tynecon – probably the first
“five-bed” convention – must be at the top of the charts.
February 1975
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Allies in Sunderland
When the Arts Council of Great Britain invited me to be one of a group of
four SF writers doing a week of talks in the North-East, in conjunction with
the Sunderland SF Festival, I accepted immediately – though with some
trepidation. One of my worries was that I can never think of much to say
about SF, but when I heard that the other three men were to be Mark Adlard,
Brian Aldiss and Peter Nicholls most of my fears evaporated. I could predict,
for example, that they could all be relied on to hold forth at great length on
the platform, while all I would have to do would be to smoke my pipe, nod
wisely every now and then, and with luck give the impression of a vast
brooding intellect holding itself in reserve. Another good point was that these
three are numbered among a cherished circle of friends who, no matter how
much liquor has been consumed, are always prepared to join you in another
drink. People like that are a great comfort, and make me feel normal.
The night before setting off for Sunderland I decided to have a sort of
warm-up drink, overdid things a bit and had to venture out at seven on a
bleak November Monday morning with a fierce hangover. Happily, although
it produced a great deal of discomfort, this led to the trip opening with a
marvellously science-fictional experience. For some reason the diesel trains
which ply the Furness Peninsula always have backward-facing seats. I’d
forgotten this. I nipped into what I thought was the front seat of the train and
drifted into an uneasy doze, from which I kept awakening with a start to
views of receding railway line which gave the impression that time was
running backwards. This was enhanced by the fact that the train was going up
the Cumberland coast, with mountains close on the left, and the sun kept
coming up again and again over different peaks and ridges. The effect of
being in a time machine was both eerie and pleasant.
British Rail got me into Newcastle at lunchtime, an hour before the first
talk of our packed schedule, and I was met at the station by Mark and Peter in
a hire car. It turned out that Brian could not arrive till the evening, so my plan
of campaign went haywire and I was forced to start on the public speaking bit
right away. That was the beginning of a hectic six-day round of car drives,
talks at schools, polytechnics and universities, irregular meals and therapeutic
drinking sessions into the small hours of every morning. In addition we were
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interviewed on radio and television. The latter outfit took our addresses and
promised to pay us handsomely, but – by one of those quirks one almost
comes to expect in SF circles – I didn’t receive any money, and Chris Priest
(who wasn’t even on the tour) received a cheque for the interview. I’m going
to complain to Tyne Tees Television as soon as I finish this article.
Brian was prudent enough to move into a modern hotel in the centre of
Sunderland, but the rest of us soldiered on at the Ashbrooke Park hotel. It is a
non-licensed place in Ashbrook Park, close to the Sunderland Arts Centre,
and the fact that the proprietors had chosen to add an extra “e” to the name of
their establishment should give you an idea of the sort of people they are. In
this dark and gloomy pile I first became aware of Mark Adlard’s talent for
exaggeration. He came down to breakfast on the Tuesday morning and told
us, in all seriousness, that his sleep had been disturbed by “somebody
dragging a battleship on wheels up and down the roof”. He persisted with this
alarming story for days, inducing in us a vague sense of dread, until we
discovered that his room was positioned near the dumb waiter in which food
was hoisted up from the kitchen. I made a point of listening closely to this
device and detected nothing more than a faint murmur akin to a ball pen
passing over rough paper. From then on I was a trifle sceptical of everything
Mark said.
The rented car, although a great convenience, led to some anguish.
Because Mark hails from the North-East we assumed he knew every lane and
alley in the region, and accordingly he was designated driver at first. It turned
out that he knew very little about Sunderland and surrounding area, and
furthermore was used to automatic transmissions. This led to merciless
ribbing about his driving. The insults reached a crescendo when he bumped
into a concrete pillar in a basement car park, and the car was then signed over
to Peter Nicholls. He did well for a day or two, but spoiled his image – and
the rear end of the car – by backing into a lamp standard. Mark appeared to
derive comfort from reminding Peter that his own collision had been with an
unlit pillar, whereas Peter had run into a post with a bloody great searchlight
on top of it. On the Friday, while we were having a late drink at Brian’s hotel,
word came that the car insurance had lapsed, and Peter refused to drive back
to the Ashbrooke. One thing I learned about Tyneside is that it is a hell of a
lot colder than the west coast. Mark and I had just killed a bottle of Scotch,
with assistance from artist Karel Thole, so we set out bravely enough – but
within a minute the intense cold had gone right through us. We seemed to
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walk for ages, blue with the cold, shivering uncontrollably, swearing at the
car rental people, colliding with each other at every second step – and when
we reached the hotel neither of us had a key. The hotel was made of several
old houses knocked into one, so we spent some time trying to get in through
different doors, but in the end had to ring the bell at the main entrance. Our
hostess – a cross between Margaret Rutherford and Anthony Perkins in his
“Psycho” outfit – appeared in a flannel dressing gown, and chewed us up as if
we were delinquent schoolboys. Too close to death to answer back, we
stumbled up to unheated rooms and lay awake in our solitary beds, unable to
sleep for the sound of chattering teeth, until morning.
When we came down to breakfast Peter was at the table, looking
surprisingly fit and well-rested, He told us, without a trace of embarrassment
or guilt, that when he had discovered how cold the night was he had decided
to drive back after all!
To be fair to our landlady, she provided a good breakfast, and was
always prepared to do so long after the official breakfast hours. Also, she
confided, she had had something of a shock on the Friday. She was a highly
religious, abstemious person and had been considerably upset by the influx of
alcoholic authors. Consequently, it had seemed like a divine intervention
when, on Friday afternoon, a tall ascetic-looking figure, clad all in black –
and with a high, clerical-style collar – had arrived at her hotel. Thinking this
newcomer was a priest, she had given him a warm welcome, but the “priest”
turned out to be Jim Blish, suffering from the effects of a punishing daylong
rail journey. His first words to her had been, “Where can I get a drink around
here?”
In the meantime, thanks to the concentrated practice of three tables a
day, the four of us had developed a smooth-running act. Peter was a good
chairman and opening speaker, managing to find something different to say
every time. Brian spoke very well off the cuff – one of his best ad-libs being
about the consequences to religion if Christ had escaped crucifixion by
escaping down the far side of Golgotha, thus leading to the founding of the
True Church of Christ the Sprinter. He also made frequent use of a comment
about SF being impossible to define because it isn’t homogenous like a table.
As he knows a lot about SF and about different sorts of tables, this remark
carried a lot of weight. Mark Adlard aroused a lot of patriotic, though
parochial, fervour with his visions of the North-East as a sort of Second
Foundation of culture and learning.
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The only disappointment of the trip was our failure to visit one of the
legendary working men’s clubs which are supposed to abound in the area.
We had all seen BBC 2 programmes about these places featuring enormous
smoky rooms where you could watch the best entertainers in the country and
drink beer at 10p a pint. There was one place called the Steel Workers and
Iron Founders Club which might have lived up to our preconceptions, but
somehow we never got there.
Oh well, we can always try again during the Eastercon at Newcastle.
March 1975
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Beyond Apollo by Barry Malzberg
(Faber, 1974, 138pp, £1.95, ISBN 0 571 10510 6)
Barry Malzberg’s Beyond Apollo is, to me, the epitome of everything
that has gone wrong with science fiction in the last ten years or so.
That isn’t the same thing as my saying it’s a bad book – Barry Malzberg
and I belong to opposing schools of thought about SF writing, and a book
which is good by the standards he chooses here is likely to be bad by mine,
automatically. At risk of sounding a decade out of date, I can best discuss it
in terms of New Wave versus Old Wave.
My principal objection to New Wave SF is that, quite simply, it asks me
to accept as true things which are clearly untrue. In this respect it is attuned to
modern society, in which dishonesty has become so much a way of life that
the idea of being cheated at every turn no longer disturbs many people. The
chief executive of a democracy is revealed to be a gangster, cereal packets are
only half filled in the factory, blocks of flats fall down when one small
structural member is removed... and people don’t mind very much. In the SF
field, a book like Beyond Apollo is published with a dust jacket blurb which
claims that it “circles round several basic questions which have, to date, not
been explored in depth in science fiction. What is the nature of space? What
are the effects of technological devices on man? Does the solution of
engineering problems open or close the way to space by throwing men into
situations with which they cannot deal? Above all, what happens to man in
space?”
That passage illustrates the untruthfulness of the New Wave. All the
things it says have not been dealt with in depth by science fiction
(presumably meaning Old Wave SF) are precisely the things it has dealt with
in depth – that’s why we read the stuff, for God’s sake. And there is another
lie in the claim – ignoring the canny use of the phrase “circles round several
basic questions” – that Beyond Apollo does deal with them.
The book records the thoughts of Evans, who went to Venus in a twoman spaceship (part of the faltering US space programme) and came back
alone, crazy. In the absence of any telemetry or recording equipment, various
people question Evans to find out what happened. He keeps giving them
different exotic explanations, and his “diary” is written in the first person in
205

some places and third person in others, so we know we are dealing with
multiple realities, or psychosis, or both. That’s all the plot there is. The
construction is almost as circular as Catch-22, rather more multi-layered than
“The Yellow Pill”. The book does not, in any way, explore the nature of
space, the effects of technological devices on man, or what happens to man in
space.
One might argue that this is what the book was doing when it depicted
multiple realities and a spaceman gone crazy. But I’m going to risk being
drummed out of the SF world by claiming that there is only one reality, the
one we all live in. My belief in that is as profound as Barry Malzberg’s would
be if Faber had promised him a £500 advance for his book, but actually sent
him a cheque for £5 with a covering letter explaining that in another and
more important level of existence their £5 cheque was really a £500 cheque.
Barry’s reaction to that letter, if he were to receive it, is the sort of reaction
I’m beginning to have to these chopped-up and shuffled Nova Express types
of books in which the viewpoint character has to be insane or on psychedelic
drugs, supposedly to let the author explore the true nature of consciousness or
space-time, but in reality – I suspect – to let him indulge a fondness for wordplays. Self-indulgence might be the key to the whole thing. There isn’t a
more self-indulgent writer than Laurence Durrell, and, true to type, in the
introduction to his Alexandria quartet he too gives us the treatment, an
incredible piece of guff about three of the books corresponding to the three
dimensions of space and the fourth, corresponding to time, acting at right
angles to the other three. This, of course, is a load of pretentious pompous
cobblers – but he got away with it, cashing in on the fact that cobblers are
accepted nowadays. It is no longer necessary to find new truths – all one has
to do is proclaim things which are not demonstrably untrue.
Beyond Apollo clings to one of the New Wave’s most cherished notions:
that venturing into space induces insanity, even though it has been clearly
established in the real world that it does nothing of the sort. Furthermore, the
insanity portrayed in the book is of the standard New Wave type, of which
the most common symptoms are an urge to use the word “fuck” a great deal
and to suffer sexual nightmares. The thing which makes me suspicious of any
author’s integrity in these cases is that in the real world insanity very often
involves a complete withdrawal from sexuality, and that there are forms of
mental aberration which make a person very circumspect in his language.
How much more difficult it would be to write about that sort of madness!
206

In a way, this review is very unfair to Barry Malzberg. I know him as a
good writer who can exert control and discipline over his material when he
wants to. The New Wave ideal, by which he was influenced in Beyond
Apollo, has led him to employ an oddly stilted style in places, with use of
words like “straightway” and other archaic expressions. I found it reminiscent
of that curious type of writing which sometimes appears in British TV
comedies in which the characters (very often Patricia Hayes) speak, in fluting
voices, lines like, “Chagrined, and not a little discommoded, by my loss of
marital status I proceeded forthwith...”
Here’s an example from the book: “I am about to say that he is being
unfair and unreasonable when, interrupting us, there is a sudden disturbance
in the ship; an alteration of metal which causes even the interior surfaces to
seemingly buckle for an instant. With a great clamor the first, but hardly the
last, of the Great Venus Disturbances attacks us, scattering crockery...” The
“Great Venus Disturbances” which the spaceship encounters seemed to me to
have been sired by Vonnegut’s “chrono-synclastic infundibulum”. I found the
term annoyingly cute and arch, but that’s a minor quibble.
Summing up, Beyond Apollo is the sort of SF book which should be
discouraged. One hopes that Barry Malzberg won’t be prompted to produce
more of the same by its winning of the John W. Campbell Memorial Award
in 1972. Bearing in mind Campbell’s creed, that particular decision by the
judging panel has to be regarded as a posthumous prank on the great man.
March 1975
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Bringing Them Out of Their
Shells
The English Lake District, where I’ve been living since Easter ’73, could
hardly be described as the hub of the fannish universe – hence it gives me a
kick to be able to break one of the hottest fannish news stories since the
announcement that Retribution was going over to copper-plated staples.
I picked up the story by accident when, during a recent visit to
Manchester, I ran into Filbert Knutt. Filbert was a hyper-active fan in the
north of England back in the Forties, but he dropped out of sight after his
radical new transportation scheme, based on paving all the roads in the area
with Alka-Seltzers and employing hovercraft powered by nothing more than
water sprays, was bought up and suppressed by the Ribble Bus Company. It
was popularly supposed that the experience had broken his mind and I was
overjoyed, therefore, to learn that he was mentally just as sharp as ever, and
that he has quietly been back in fandom for several years.
Not only is he with us again – he has actually succeeded in solving a
problem which has often perplexed active fan groups and which lately has
become chronic. Most groups like to have a regular publication and it has
usually been difficult to select a suitable and reliable editor from the ranks of
new, enthusiastic but untried fen. Recently, with the way printing costs have
been going, such decisions have become even more crucial – and this is
where Filbert stepped in. Noting the value of management selection agencies
to mundane industry, he decided to set up a comparable organisation in
fandom with the aim of giving fan groups confidential and accurate
assessments of the potentials of neofen.
If that’s all there was to it Filbert’s scheme would seem pretty
derivative, but he has added a touch of originality which only his mind could
have conceived. Because standards of merit vary so much with time and
place, and are often influenced by personality factors, he hit on the idea of
comparing the neofan’s potential with a fixed impersonal standard which can
be reproduced at will under laboratory conditions. For his reference standard
– and this is where the true nature of his genius becomes apparent – Filbert
chose the BNF potential of the common oyster.
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“The great advantage of my scheme is that it is obviously impartial,” he
told me over a pint. “Nobody can accuse a shellfish of any kind of bias, and a
neofan has only himself to blame if he doesn’t achieve a satisfactory Oyster
Rating.”
The way in which Filbert obtains an Oyster Rating is to add up the
number of points awarded to a neofan for his personality and performance of
certain tasks. This total is compared with that scored by an oyster in the same
test. A good neofan will usually get the higher score, and it is quite common
for somebody with BNF potential to clock up three times as many points as
an oyster.
The table below was taken from Filbert’s files and shows the results of a
typical test.

Cranking a duplicator
Stapling
Personal charm
Concern for deadlines
Avoidance of distractions (like
booze, women and conventions)
Editorial discretion and ability
to stay out of feuds
TOTALS

Seymour
McVittie
82
73
28
93
6

Oyster

87

100

369

338

1
0
40
100
97

Filbert calls his outfit Crustacean Comparison Services, and it is worth noting
here that some dedicated CCS men feel that this test is unfairly weighted
against the oyster. It does not, for example, take into consideration such
qualities as patience, or talent for skinny dipping. Filbert, however, feels that
in its present form the test is a good working compromise – in the early days
a few neofen were drowned before they even had the chance to attend a
meeting of the Kent Science Fiction Society.
Foolproof though the system appears, Filbert explained that great care is
needed in applying it. It is vital that the oysters used in the tests should be of
average intelligence, ability and physical strength – and for this reason they
are constantly compared with British Standard Oysters bred in the National
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Physical Laboratory at Teddington.
At one period, before the present rigorous safety standards were
introduced, an exceptionally gifted oyster got into the test batch by mistake,
gave inferiority complexes to 23 prospective fanzine editors, and almost
succeeded in landing itself a plum job in the Science Fiction Foundation at
Dagenham. Now any super-oysters which appear are quickly winnowed out
and disposed of at the Novacon banquet – an arrangement which helps offset
the organisation’s overheads.
“Security is one of my big problems,” Filbert told me. “The intake of
new fans in the entire north of England was halted for three weeks once
because a batch of our most experienced oysters was eaten. It was a revenge
job done by a new fan because his Oyster Rating disqualified him from
running the BSFA chain library.”
But in spite of all the difficulties Filbert continues to run his
organisation with all the qualities of mind such an undertaking deserves. We
don’t have to worry about the future of British fandom as long as there are
men like him around.
July 1975
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Beer
Speech delivered at “An Evening for James Blish”, a memorial
event organised by Judy Blish in Autumn 1975.
I don’t know how many of you realise it, but when Judy was masterminding
this evening we’re having together she assigned different tasks to different
people, and she told me I was to speak about beer. I’m wondering why I was
chosen for this particular job. It may have been because a couple of years ago
at a convention I was seen standing holding a pint of beer. But I’d like to
hasten to add that this was beer which didn’t belong to me. I was minding it
for somebody else. It in fact belonged to Harry Harrison, who had just nipped
upstairs to write a novel.
Actually the subject isn’t inappropriate for Jim, as we all know. When I
first met him I expected him to be a very grimmy-faced, serious type person
on all levels. I noticed Armageddon cropped up a lot in his work. And I,
presuming to advise such a man, actually said to him, “Jim, don’t worry
about Armageddon. It’s not the end of the world!”
In fact, there’s a long and honourable connection between SF writers
and beer. Well, fairly honourable. In fact, thinking back on it, it’s downright
disgraceful in places, but then....
Bradbury, of course, introduced beer to Mars in his books – well, beer
cans. He complained a lot about earthmen strewing the desert with beer cans,
which spoiled the look of the ancient fragile temples. And in science fiction
fandom in the ’50s, I seem to remember, there was actually a project to build
a pile of beer cans which would extend to the moon.
Talking about Jim, he liked beer, and he brought bottles of beer along
with him to conventions, carefully chosen. But it says a lot for his
cosmopolitan tastes that he even learned to like English pub beer. And this is
quite a feat for an American who’s been used, all his life, to the chilled, fizzy
drink which is served up in American bars and given the name of beer. The
gulf between that kind of beer and ours is summed up in a three-cornered
conversation Jim and I were having with another fan. This chap was a keen
member of CAMRA, the Campaign for Real Ale. He was describing a beer
he had got in a pub which he was recommending, and he said it was “a bit
sour, lukewarm, flat as a pancake – perfect!” And Jim knew enough to agree
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with him because he had, in fact, learned to appreciate our kind of beer. He
understood, too, that a dedicated boozer isn’t put off a drink just because it
doesn’t taste very nice. Sometimes we have to force ourselves. Quite often
when my wife thinks I’m out enjoying myself, I’m going through hell!
I’ve got one final beer story about Jim, and it goes back to the time two
years ago when four SF writers were commissioned by the Arts Council of
Great Britain to do a week-long tour of the North-East, giving talks. One or
two nights in the week a friend named Mark and I put away quite a lot of beer
and other drinks, and, strangely enough, the organisers of that otherwise very
good week had made the ghastly error of putting it into a temperance hotel.
The lady who ran it was a rather puritanical type, and Mark and I arrived
home one morning about two o’clock. We had forgotten our keys. I
remember very well that last walk up to the hotel, because we kept bumping
against each other at every step. It was strange, this synchronous bumping
into each other which went on the whole way along that street – we couldn’t
help it.
We got to the hotel, and it was one of these places made up of what had
formerly been a row of private houses all joined together, and all the
entrances sealed up tight except the one which was supposed to be at the
hotel. Mark and I hadn’t our keys, but we tried all the other doors anyway,
which hadn’t been opened for years, because we didn’t want to face the lady
who owned the hotel. Finally we had to knock on the door, and she came out
in her nightgown and told us off very, very severely. She said that was the
third time that week that it had happened, and she wasn’t going to put up with
people who drank a lot behaving like that on her premises.
The next day – that was toward the end of the week – Jim was arriving. I
was talking to the owner of the hotel out in the lobby, and she had decided to
go on with part two of the telling-off. She really got on about it, how she
didn’t like boozers at this temperance hotel.
And then, just at that moment, Jim came into the hall. He was so tired,
he had travelled up from London. He was wearing his black suit, and a black
turtleneck shirt, and a fur hat pulled down, and he looked remarkably ascetic.
The landlady looked at him and said, “Is this Mr Blish?” And I said,
“Yes, that’s Mr Blish.” And she said, “Is he a minister?” And I said, “No, but
he has written books that dealt largely with religion.”
Her eyes lit up with this, and she dashed across the lobby and said, “Mr
Blish, come with me and I’ll get you your key.” And he went to back away,
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and put his hands across her and said, “Can you get a drink round here
anywhere?”
And she knew there and then that he was one of us!
Autumn 1975; published November 1996
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Prediction or Predilection?
“How would you like to have been predicted by H.G. Wells?” Rodney Beck
demanded gloomily in White’s Tavern the other night, at a meeting of the
new ten-strong Belfast Science Fiction Club which I founded lately. He was
bemoaning the fact that he is two stone (28 pounds) underweight for his
height. I, who am two stone overweight for my height, did not feel much
sympathy for him, but he got me thinking about the business of prediction in
science fiction. The reverse side of prediction, that is.
Not so long ago a science fiction editor (who shall be nameless,
although he also edits a fanzine which is not very far away from you at this
moment*) cut out of one of my books a paragraph in which a young boy is
brushing his teeth. He didn’t say why he had done so, and I pondered about it
for weeks wondering what I had done wrong. Then I found out that the
deletion had been made because the nameless editor felt that in the twentyfourth century, in which the story was set, the traditional brush-and-paste
method of cleaning the teeth would have been replaced by something better.
* Diaspar, edited by Terry Carr. [Ed.]

I don’t agree – I just can’t imagine a better, nicer way to get food
particles out from between one’s back teeth – but it raises an interesting
question. Which features of our society will not have changed in future
societies? This is almost as important in the science fiction context as
accurately predicting new inventions and trends.
Somehow I have a feeling that any one of us thrown 400 years into the
future would, in spite of the accelerating rate of technological progress, find
quite a few things which were pretty much as they are today. After all, a
science fiction fan living in Roman times might have looked around him and
said that in the twentieth century men would no longer be using ancient
materials like wood, leather, glass, ceramics, wool and concrete.
One of the things I remember most vividly about the late 1940s, the
period in which I was literally science fiction crazy, was my tremendous
impatience to start experiencing the bright new world which was bound to be
coming along within a few years. Writers were aware that plastics were on
the way, so when they were setting the scene for a story set, say, in 1971
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there was a liberal use of plastics. Drinks, in particular, were always served in
things called “plastibulbs”. Remember plastibulbs? I do. They seemed so
handy bright, logical and right that my fingers used to itch for the feel of a
plastibulb full of Coke. That’s what I was going to drink while modified V-2
rockets were transporting loads of passengers to Luna City in 1956....
Now, of course, I have learned that plastics are no use for drink
containers, or more accurately they have a certain functional application but
if you want to enjoy a drink, old-fashioned glass and ceramics make the best
containers.
Another mistake writers used to make (and still do to a certain extent)
was to assume that some radical technological advance would make itself felt
at all levels of life almost instantaneously. This produced sentences like: “Jon
closed the front door with the atomic lock, went to the garage where a nuclear
motor automatically opened the door, got into his fission-powered
automobile and checked the time with his atomic wristwatch.”
We’ve been in the atom age for a quarter of a century now, and of the
four devices mentioned in that sentence the only one you might find on the
domestic scene is the watch – the one the writer probably had the most
doubts about when he was making his prediction. This is due to the cultural
equivalent of the fractionation process – the hot vapours of invention rise
vertically and condense out only where conditions are right. A few years ago
I was part of a small group watching the world’s most advanced vertical
takeoff jet aircraft going through its paces – and in the background, beyond
the perimeter of the airfield, I could also see a steam locomotive, diesel and
petrol trucks, and a horse-drawn cart. They were all working away, unaware
that they were supposed to be obsolete.
That’s why, when writing about the world of four centuries from now, I
have no hesitation in including toothbrushes, bicycles, handsaws and
helicopters. I like to think that many of us retain the ability to judge a thing
not by its price but by its worth.
In the same vein, a thousand years ago in this country you could walk
along a country road to an inn and have a lunch of beer and cheese and bread.
You can do it today, and something tells me you’ll be able to do much the
same thing in 2971.
November 1975

215

Income Taxi
A case study of the fannish mind at bay
“Take me to the nearest brothel.”
This request – issuing from the lips of a thin, beer-flushed, slightly
disreputable-looking Canadian – shattered the easy confidence with which I
had been regarding the world from the driving seat of my taxi.
It was the summer of 1957, I was working in Calgary, Alberta, on the
design of steel-framed buildings, and there was a recession in the
construction industry that year. Although my job was secure, there was no
overtime being worked in the office and I had been counting on the extra
money to help with saving the deposit for a house. These circumstances had
prompted me to take a job driving taxis.
The choice of job had been influenced by memories of an old BBC radio
series about the adventures of a London cabbie. Something strange or
romantic or exciting happened to the hero of the series every night and, as I
was trying to broaden my experience of the world to help with my writing, I
decided the life of a taxi driver in a Canadian city was just the sort of thing I
needed.
A man who decides to become a cabbie finds his path less strewn with
obstacles than, say, an aspiring architect or surgeon, but in the event it turned
out to be far from easy to get myself established behind the wheel. For a start,
there was the PSV examination, which is a really stiff driving test. I went
along for it, saw that my examiner was a crabby individual, and decided to be
ultra-careful in everything I did. His first instruction was to pull out into the
traffic stream. I knew they were very hot on good hand signals during this
manoeuvre, so I rolled down the window, gave the proper signal, then – to
show how safe a driver I was – also put on the off-side flashers. The
examiner made a little note on his pad and I thought: Ah, I’ve really
impressed him with that one.
Encouraged by this good start, I took him round the city centre a few
times, dutifully obeying all his orders. A few minutes later I was slowly
trundling around the corner of 4th and 7th behind a bus when the bus’s
trolley came off the overhead wire, bringing the vehicle to a halt right on the
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pedestrian crossing, and other cars were jammed up behind me, so I had to sit
there while the lights changed. I looked at the examiner and shrugged
philosophically. He made another note on his pad, and I thought: No doubt
I’ve impressed him with my calmness under pressure.
Presently we got back to the testing centre, parked the car and got out. I
looked at the examiner questioningly.
He stared at me for a moment, getting ready to sign his name at the
bottom of a sheet, then said, “I’m going to pass you – but you did a couple of
things wrong.”
“Oh?” I put on the expression as someone who is eager to pick up a few
wrinkles from an older and more experienced hand.
“Yeah. When I told you to pull out into the traffic you only signalled
with your flashers and you should have used your hand.”
“But...” I choked off my protest, reminding myself he had said he was
passing me. His pen was still hovering over the paper, but as yet no signature
had appeared.
“Well?” he said coldly.
“Nothing.” I tried to smile. “What was the other thing I did wrong?”
He looked me straight in the eye. “At the corner of 4th and 7th you
stopped on the pedestrian crossing.” His gaze hunted over my face, eager for
a reaction. “You got in everybody’s way.”
It was strangely difficult to speak. “I’m sorry about that,” I eventually
ground out.
Unexpectedly, the examiner gave a brief smile and signed his name,
leaving me with a feeling that the hardest part of the PSV test had begun only
after we got out of the car. I paid a small fee and was issued with an engraved
elliptical badge which told the world I was licensed to drive a taxi in Calgary.
Next came the weird experience of actually getting myself accepted into the
profession.
I went to the headquarters garage of the taxi company which had a
virtual monopoly in Calgary and was interviewed by an elderly man who was
intensely proud of his position as foreman driver. He looked at my brand-new
badge without much enthusiasm and asked me how long I had lived in
Calgary.
“Year and a half,” I said.
“Know the city well, do you, Pat?” I noted the doubt implied by his
reference to my “foreign” extraction. Several drivers standing nearby moved
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a little closer to hear what was going on.
“Oh, yes – I’ve been all over Calgary,” I said.
He nodded. “Where’s Elbow Crescent?”
I gaped at him, thunderstruck. This wasn’t fair. Calgary was mostly laid
out on a very simple grid and the numbering system was such that as soon as
you heard somebody’s address you could tell the exact location of his house.
There were, however, several districts in which – as a kind of reaction to
uniformity – the streets had been put down in a crazy series of curls and
squiggles, and had been given names instead of numbers. Only one passenger
in ten would want to go into those areas and I was certain those passengers
wouldn’t mind giving me a few directions.
The foreman driver had a different point of view. After asking me about
several more named streets, none of which I could place, he told me I wasn’t
up to the job. The listening drivers snickered their amusement as I hurried out
of the garage, humbled and rejected.
At that stage in the venture it would have been in character for me to
give up – I’m inclined to quit things easily unless I’m an immediate success –
but the treatment had uncovered a layer of obstinacy somewhere. I brooded
over the matter for the rest of the evening, drinking Molson’s Ale at a
ferocious rate while studying a street map of the city. Next morning in work I
traced all the squiggly areas, leaving out the street names, and ran off a
couple of dozen copies on the firm’s dyeline printer. I then practised filling in
the street names from memory. This was a technique I had discovered years
earlier when cramming for geography examinations, and it works well
because it clearly pinpoints your areas of ignorance and lets you wipe them
out. Within 24 hours I could identify all the difficult areas of Calgary
immediately, just by glancing at the street patterns, and could fill in the
names as quickly as I could write. I had also taken a special delight in
spotting all the extra-difficult out-of-the-way nooks which a Smart Alec
examiner would be likely to try tripping me up with. The knowledge was of a
transient and superficial nature, of course, but for the time being it was there,
right behind my eyes, as clear and sharp as the maps themselves.
The foreman driver looked surprised to see me again and he seemed
sceptical about my explanation that I hadn’t been feeling too well when I had
spoken to him a couple of days earlier. He had spent thirty years or so
perfecting his knowledge of Calgary; he was a professional, and he knew that
I was unfit for the job. What he didn’t know was that this was a confrontation
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between the mundane and the fannish modes of thought, just like in a null-A
story, and that I was ready for him.
He started asking me about tricky streets, and each time I rattled off
precise details of how to get there, sometimes saying how to do it from a
couple of different directions, just for good measure. This went on for quite a
long time, during which he became more and more uneasy and suspicious.
Finally, however, he checked out my driving, issued me with a peaked cap on
which to pin my badge, installed me in a current model Dodge, and sent me
off to join a taxi rank. He was still shaking his head as I drove away. (This
whole episode was used later in one of my novels, Ground Zero Man, which
you should dash out and order from your nearest bookseller.)
My first customer on that summer evening wanted to be taken to the
Canadian Pacific rail station. I whisked him round to it, collected the sum
shown on the meter – there was no wage for the job; you got a third of your
take – received a small tip, and took up my position in the taxi rank. I was
feeling cool, mature, worldly, and confident that my fannish/van Vogt extra
brain could cope with just about any situation which could arise. That was the
precise moment at which the character came along and demanded to be taken
to a brothel.
I stared at him, reproachfully, shaking my head – I had no idea where to
find such an amenity.
He spoke more slowly this time, obviously thinking he had encountered
the village idiot. “Take me to the nearest brothel.”
“Sorry,” I managed to say, “I don’t know any.”
He looked startled, then gave a knowing smile and tapped a pocket
which I presumed to contain his wallet. “Don’t worry,” he throated, “there’s
something in it for you.”
I called in desperation upon my extra brain, but the cursed thing seemed
to have shrivelled up inside my skull. I considered taking the stranger to a
street I had noticed, where several of the houses looked just like the brothel
where James Dean discovered his mother in East of Eden, dumping him
outside one of them, collecting my money and getting the hell out of there as
fast as I could. But my nerve failed when I thought of the weird scenes which
might ensue, and the possible repercussions.
“Honest to God,” I assured him. “I don’t know any brothels.”
“Call yourself a taxi driver!” he snarled, and stumped off to the car
behind. There was a brief conversation with its driver, during which both
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men kept glancing in my direction, and I wondered if I would be reported and
drummed out of my new profession on the first night. A moment later the
second taxi roared off and as soon as it had gone I went back to the third car
and obtained from its driver the addresses of three brothels, which I
committed to memory. One of them had the marvellous name of Japanese
Mary’s, and another – strangely enough – was in the actual street where I had
considered dropping my client.
Somewhat shaken by the experience, I returned to my car and sat in it,
glumly wondering if I would be able to stand the pace of this new career. I
needn’t have worried. What followed was three months of utter boredom in
which not one incident of note took place. Nobody else wanted to be taken to
a brothel, and the nearest I ever came to Calgary’s underworld was when I
took people to an illegal liquor store which was open on Sundays.
There was an occasional verbal skirmish with Norman, the foreman
driver, who – after the shaky start to our relationship – had begun to take me
under his wing, partly because I was more neatly dressed than the other
drivers and this made him feel I was trying to live up to his high standards in
the profession. Every night when I handed in my fare sheet he brought it
back, explained that I didn’t know how to write numerals properly, and –
with great patience and a stubby pencil – showed me his “correct” way to
write a 2 and a 4 and a 9. My protestations that I was a qualified engineer, a
professional writer-downer of accurate clear figures, made no impression on
Norman. The weeks dragged by and I learned that the life of a taxi driver is
very, very dull.
The only thing which relieved the boredom was that every now and
again I would see somebody who worked in the same engineering firm as I
did, and this meant I had to keep out of sight to avoid being reported. The
management had a strict rule against moonlighting and I, being on the design
staff, was particularly vulnerable. It was a peculiarity of the Albertan
educational system that it simply did not turn out young men who were
qualified, or even suitable, to learn engineering design. The apprenticeship
system seemed to be unknown there. This left a yawning gap for people like
me who had begun work in a drawing office at 16 for the sum of 15 shillings
a week and had progressed to a princely six quid a week at 21, but who had
received a hard and superbly thorough grounding in the trade. Canada drew
us like a magnet, and on arrival we were thrilled to find ourselves regarded as
key employees and paid salaries which started at twice as much as the native
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Canadians were getting for general office work.
Every member of the drawing office I was in had been recruited from
the United Kingdom or Europe, and we were fiercely resented by the firm’s
clerical staff, especially when overtime work at enhanced rates used to send
our salaries up to four and five times a clerk’s take-home pay. On payday,
when the cheques were brought round, the atmosphere was charged with
antagonism, mostly directed at a Scot called Dave Rhodes, the only bachelor
among us, who worked prodigious hours and was so keen on saving that he
went around in a clapped-out old car he had bought for about 100 dollars.
This really rankled with the car-conscious young Albertans who were putting
as much as half their pay in some cases into late-model vehicles. I remember
one occasion when the salaries clerk – who was normally as quiet and mildmannered as they come – had a kind of a brainstorm when he saw Dave’s
latest giant cheque, came running into the drawing office, threw the cheque
into Dave’s face and shouted, “Why the fuck don’t you get yourself a decent
car?”
That was all great fun, but it meant I had to be careful that none of the
underpaid general office people saw me in my taxi at nights. One evening,
late on, I got a call to pick up a passenger at the Copper Kettle restaurant. It
was one of those places with a floor-to-ceiling window in front and on
pulling up outside it I noticed a girl from the office and her soldier husband at
one of the tables. Beryl was a skinny blonde who always wore tight-fitting
dresses of flowery material which made her look like a roll of wallpaper. Her
main pastime in the office was moaning loudly about how little money a
good Canadian soldier boy was paid in comparison to the amounts heaped on
worthless foreigners who slept over drawing boards all day. It wasn’t hard to
work out who she was getting at, so when I sounded the horn outside the
restaurant I prayed my passengers wouldn’t be Beryl and her husband.
They got up immediately and came out to the car.
Normally, if you want to get a tip, you jump out and open the door for
your passengers as they approach, but on this occasion I sank down into the
seat, hunched up my shoulders and pulled my cap (which was a little large)
down to meet my collar. Beryl and her hubby got in, gave me the destination
and I drove them there as unobtrusively as possible, hoping to remain
unrecognised in the darkness. The fare came to 90 cents on the clock. Hubby
handed me a dollar bill and said grandly, “There you are, cabbie – keep the
change.”
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I remained slumped in the front seat and signalled my gratitude by
raising one finger to the back of my neck in what I hoped would be an
acceptable salute. We sat there and the seconds ticked past, and nobody
moved. Finally the horrible truth dawned on me. Having handed out the
magnificent gift of ten cents from his soldier’s pittance, Hubby was not going
to get out until I opened the door for him.
I left my seat, shambled round the back of the taxi, opened the door and
stood there, cap resting on my humped-up shoulders. Beryl peered up at me
curiously as she got out and, just at that moment, some fool in her house
switched on the porch light. Beryl and I stared into each other’s faces, aghast,
and her jaw sagged. I think she was more aghast than I was. Here, suddenly
illuminated by her own porch light, was one of those foreigners who was now
revealed as not being content with lying over a drawing board all day and
receiving multiples of a good Canadian soldier boy’s pay, but who was
actually moonlighting as well, and who had just conned her husband into
handing over part of the miserable wage for which he might someday be
called upon to give up his life. Her jaw closed with an audible click and she
swept into the house, leaving me with a distinct feeling that it would soon be
time to hang up my fare sheet for good.
There was very little finesse about what happened next.
Five minutes after I got to work the following morning I was summoned
to the office of the general manager, a humourless toughie by the name of
George Pillbrow. He was not on good terms with me at the best of times
because Dave Rhodes had a habit of putting up fake company directives on
the firm’s notice board and signing them “George Capsule-Forehead”, and as
I was known to have a weakness for puns the blame for them was being
tentatively laid at my door.
“It has come to my attention,” George said, “that you drive a taxi at
night. We don’t permit that sort of thing.”
“Why not?” I asked reasonably.
“Because you couldn’t do your work for us properly and hold down
another job at the same time.”
“It doesn’t take anything out of me,” I said. “Tootling around in a car for
a few hours in the evening.” This was an outright lie, because I wasn’t getting
home until about one o’clock every morning and I felt exhausted most of the
time.
“Bob...” George paused to give me one of his rare smiles, “make up
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your mind which you prefer to be – a taxi driver or a draughtsman.”
Even in my exhausted condition I had no trouble getting his drift – my
days as a taxi driver were over. Beryl and I exchanged thin-lipped smiles as I
went out through the general office, and I vowed hideous revenge on her. In
the event, all animosity faded before I had dreamed up a suitable retribution.
The taxi business had been a deathly grind and it was a relief to be out of it.
When I went back to the garage a few days later to pick up my final
money, I told old Norman I was quitting and was surprised to note that he
seemed genuinely sorry.
“That’s a pity,” he said, shaking my hand. “Just as you were learning to
write, too!”
March 1976
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Escape to Infinity
A contribution, eleventh in the series, to Foundation magazine’s
regular author feature “The Profession of Science Fiction”
A friend who has been in the science fiction writing business for many years,
and who occasionally makes wise pronouncements about the profession,
recently said something like, “It all started as a bit of a joke, then it gradually
took over my life.”
The remark didn’t have much impact at the time. Our first pints of the
day had just been placed on the pub table and at moments like that one is
concerned with plumbing malty depths rather than scaling mental heights, but
it hit me 48 hours later, the way the first null-A book was supposed to. The
sentence has since acquired even more significance because – not long before
sitting down to pen these words – I resigned from a secure, cushy, well-paid
job to try living solely on what income can be obtained through writing
science fiction. This is quite a big step for a man with the usual family
responsibilities, but it seems gargantuan from the viewpoint I had when I sold
the first story a couple of decades ago, or even the first novel eight years ago.
The phrase “a bit of a joke” is one of the multi-layered gemstones of
British language and usage which persuades me that English can be mastered
only by the native-born. In addition to its overt message that something is not
to be taken too seriously, it conveys all the nuances of amused contempt that
the archetypal Briton feels for a venture which wouldn’t even have been put
forward for serious consideration had the people concerned with it not been
questionable in some way. That’s how I always used the phrase – so how did
I progress from regarding science fiction as a bit of a joke to the point of full
commitment?
First of all, there was the pressing need to escape from the dullness of
life in suburban Belfast in the late 1930s. I was an active and gregarious
youngster, good at sports, and was reasonably content with life when the
weather was fine; but when it rained and we were driven indoors to our
separate homes, which happened quite often, the greyness used to clamp
down and it was imperative to make a getaway by reading. My parents were
non-literary to an extent which is difficult to appreciate in these days of
plentiful paperbacks – there wasn’t one book indigenous to the house – and
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they were somewhat baffled by the fact that I was an early and voracious
reader who, from the age of seven, had been going through a steady one book
a day from the local library. My father, in particular, regarded reading as an
unhealthy pastime, dangerous to the eyes, and some of my earliest memories
are of squatting under the bedclothes until the small hours, scanning books by
the light of a bicycle lamp and praying he wouldn’t hear the pages turning.
I read anything I could get hold of, but always had a strong preference
for science fiction – a taste which had been nurtured by the fantastic serials
which usually ran in the boys’ weekly papers like Wizard and Hotspur.
Science fiction was always a passion with me because of its message that the
good times were a-coming, even if I wouldn’t live to see them; that
somewhere just around a wrinkle in the space-time continuum there were
worlds of colour and glamour and excitement; that there were other horizons
on which, in place of shipyard gantries, there gleamed the geometries of alien
cities.
Nobody told me about H.G. Wells – at school we were stuck with The
Cloister and the Hearth – and the only relevant books I found in the library
were Star Maker and one of Burroughs’s Martian series. I loved the former;
quickly identified the latter as fantasy and rejected it because it held no
genuine promise for the future. Strange how, from a sampling of only two
books, my tastes re science fiction and fantasy were formed for life.
The discovery of Astounding, when I was about 11, converted me from a
lover of science fiction into a rabid fanatic. The first thing I ever read in it
was one of van Vogt’s stories in the Mixed Men series, with its haughty
Grand Captain Gloria Laurr and her vast warship from Imperial Earth hunting
down a long-lost race of androids in the Magellanic Clouds. Looking back on
the experience, I could almost make a case for governmental control of the
exposure of vintage van Vogt to developing minds. The effect on me was
much more devastating than LSD and much longer lasting – indeed, as far as
I can determine, it was indelible. The boys’-paper science fiction had been
intriguing, but not wholly satisfying, whereas in the van Vogt stories there
was a soul-glutting blend of new concepts, politics, sex, and adventure. His
palette was sombre-hued, the brush strokes were broad, and the overall
impression was one of sophisticated brooding maturity which I found totally
irresistible.
It is no exaggeration to say that the reading of that first story changed
the entire course of my life. For a start, my education suffered badly on
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account of the fact that I thought of nothing but science fiction and cared for
nothing but science fiction during the years when I should have been working
up to university entrance. It rarely occurred to me to pay any attention to the
teachers at high school, the only occasions on which I tuned in to them being
when they employed a new word such as vector or co-ordinate, which
sounded as though I could use it in the SF stories I scribbled in my notebooks
at the back of the classroom. My father was bitterly disappointed when I,
anxious to avoid the embarrassment of a complete flop, quit school shortly
before the matriculation examinations and got a job as an apprentice
draughtsman.
Even then, I didn’t improve much, doing the minimum amount of work
and the maximum amount of science fiction reading. All the other apprentices
were working hard at night classes and I was persuaded to attend them too –
but at the age of 19 I encountered SF fandom and promptly quit night school
so that I would have my evenings free for working on fanzines. I was utterly
without worldly ambition because I knew that all that was needed for a rich
full life was a few shillings a week with which to buy SF magazines and beer.
The character sketched above doesn’t sound like one who, as mentioned
earlier, would regard the professional writing of science fiction as “a bit of a
joke”. The explanation for the discrepancy lies in mild schizophrenia. My
family were Methodist, and part of the creed was that you worked hard in a
steady job, saved what money you could, and never ever put yourself in a
position where you might have to face the ultimate shame of accepting dole
money. This outlook is basic to the Ulster Scot’s way of life, and it is well
nigh impossible to spend one’s formative years in that mental climate without
being influenced by it. One side of my nature was fervently convinced that
devotion to science fiction was the path to happiness; the other side was
keenly aware of my father’s disappointment and shared his conviction that a
life of industrious respectability in a recognised safe job was no more than
the family’s due.
The idea of becoming a full-time SF author, if it ever flicked across my
mind in those days, could not have even been broached to my parents. My
mother had been pleased to get me safely into a drawing office, and somehow
she instinctively recognised a threat to this achievement in the scribblings I
kept on doing in jotters. She occasionally tore them up into small pieces, all
the while assuring me that I had no literary ability and would never be able to
sell a word. My father came from farming stock (by the time he was 30 he
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had had one German bullet and two IRA bullets in him) and referred to
science fiction as “that black magic stuff”. When I sold my first story, and
showed him the cheque for it, he went around telling everybody I had “won”
some money. In Ireland there is a custom that when you win money you give
a token amount – a luck penny – to your nearest and dearest so that fortune
will smile on you again. My father hung around for hours waiting for a luck
penny from that first cheque, was genuinely hurt when it wasn’t forthcoming,
and never really understood that I had been taking part in the straightforward
commercial operation of making and selling a product.
So much for early influences. Currently, I regard science fiction as
escapist, but in a positive sense. The conventional way of taking time off
from the pressures of existence is to narrow one’s field, to retreat inwards to
the miniature and more controllable world of the model railway, the garden,
the budgerigar in its cage. Equivalents in literature are the western and the
mystery novel – especially the country house whodunnit – in which the
boundaries of the observed universe are drawn in tight, like chintz curtains,
and the actions are performed by a cast of simplified characters.
Science fiction escapism is different because it is an escape to reality.
The world image presented by mundane “realists” is one in which the
invariants are things like mortgages, the TUC, engine wear, national
insurance contributions, prostate troubles, Sunday, unemployment figures,
newspapers, cemeteries, Harpic, ambition, season tickets, raincoats, Russia,
suet, gas meters, greenfly, and so on. What the science fiction buff
understands is that all these things are merely local phenomena of a very
temporary nature, and that to get them in their proper perspective it is only
necessary to step back a few thousand light years. That is where the
excitement lay in my discovery of science fiction – and what a relief it was to
learn that its verities so greatly transcended the paltry reality which so much
engaged the attention of others.
It’s all a matter of viewpoint, of course. A person who is reading the
minutes of a trade union conference probably feels that he is in closer contact
with reality than another who is reading – to choose a very basic example – a
story about a spaceship getting into difficulties and being forced to land on an
unfamiliar world. And yet he is concerning himself with a transient local
phenomenon, while the SF reader is projecting himself into a general class of
situation which must have occurred many times in countless galaxies
throughout the universe. To put it another way: reportage is arithmetic;
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fiction is algebra.
It has been said that I’m content to work within the traditional themes of
science fiction, and I’m prepared to accept that statement – with a rider to the
effect that I go to considerable pains to introduce real people in the situations.
Real people (it isn’t entirely necessary for them to be human beings) give a
story significance. The universe is marvellous only if there’s somebody there
to do the marvelling, but in science fiction it is important to strike the right
balance between characterisation and exposition. In a story which has a
strong idea the human interest stuff can get in the way of what the reader may
legitimately regard as the main work in hand. This is why I try to express
character in terms of action, and it has something to do with why I write a
type of story which Harry Harrison has described as “plot supported”.
The question of plotting is one on which I have strong opinions because
it is so close to the central arena of the creative process. The incorporation of
a strong story line in a book seems to be regarded by many good writers as a
vote of no confidence in the quality of the writing. When Harry Harrison
used the term “plot supported” (in Hell’s Cartographers) he was referring to
books he had written in a career phase he was happy to leave behind. And
when a mainstream “okay” writer produces a book in which the plot element
has grown strong, and there is even a likelihood of the reader feeling some
suspense about the final outcome, it is quite common for him to tell the
ending of the story in the first chapter. He is saying: Let’s get the distractions
out of the way so that you can concentrate on the actual writing, the message,
the insight into human nature, etc.
This is a perfectly valid stance for some writers – the best liquors are
never sold in novelty bottles – but it is a risky one in some ways. When the
idea for a story is born (I’m writing purely about my own experience here) it
is a thing which often can be expressed in one short sentence. Sometimes it
may only be a mood, an attitude, a relationship perceived – in which case it
can’t even be framed as a sentence. The only difference between this
sampling from my consciousness and any other is that the writer’s instincts
and experience recognise it as having potential. The problem then is one of
deciding how to develop and realise this potential.
In my case – I emphasise again that this is just one man’s workshop
practice, and make no apology for the engineering similes – the best method
is to devise a plot which is like a machine which will hold the idea-diamond
in a claw under a spotlight and turn it this way and that. The machine has to
228

be intelligent, of course, so that it can (a) select all the good facets and make
sure they are given due prominence, and (b) identify all the flaws and do its
best to ensure that they become lost in the dazzle and fireworks.
The trouble is that I find such machines extremely difficult to build. My
most successful short story ever was “Light of Other Days”, which has been
anthologised about 20 times and has made as much money as some people
get for an entire novel. It took about four hours to write – but I carried the
idea, the notion of “slow glass”, around in my head for over two years.
During that time I conceived plot after plot, most of which would have
resulted in salable stories, but which I rejected because they were machines
which did not come up to the specification I had in mind. Against the four
hours of actual writing time, there were perhaps a hundred scattered hours of
inventing, assessing and rejecting unworthy instruments.
That’s what plotting means to me. It’s hard work, and if I were writing
for no consideration other than money I might do less of it because the
hidden investment in time cuts down the effective earnings per hour. At this
point I can echo the advice given to new writers by Sprague de Camp. He
said that when he investigated why unsuccessful tyros were failing he
discovered they were putting far too little time into plotting. I would add to
that by saying there’s no point in making up just any old plot, throwing in
action sequence after action sequence simply to keep things going – you’ve
got to aim to build that unique custom-made machine which will hold your
idea-diamond in a firm grip and, like the typing head in an IBM golf ball
machine, turn it to every precise angle you desire so that its fire will burn
brightest.
Perhaps paradoxically, I find that the successful construction of a plot
does not create an incentive to write carelessly. In the past I have tried a few
slightly plotted pieces but, not commanding sufficient pure literary resources,
never succeeded in bringing them off. There’s nothing more depressing than
reaching a spot in a story where everything begins to sag and knowing there’s
no way to hoist it back up to acceptability. It’s no good proclaiming that
you’ll save the day by writing better at those places, because if you haven’t
been doing your best all along the piece is doomed anyway. On the other
hand, the comfort of knowing that everything is tight and sure and solidly
made is stimulating and keeps the mind at a high pitch. Another major
consideration is that this approach to plotting necessitates intense
examination of the story idea and can make you more aware of its
229

ramifications, sometimes to the point where fertile new areas are discovered
and opened up.
Summing up, the novels and short stories I’ve published so far probably
reflect my belief that the universe in general is a fascinating place, even if
twentieth century Earth can be a bit of a bore at times. I never use my science
fiction to make comments on the present day scene, partly because better
commentators are already doing that, partly because I’m not interested in
using science fiction in that way. The general aim of my work is – if I may be
permitted a bit of imagery – to wrench open a door in the grey circumscribing
world of the here-and-now and show the technicolour infinities beyond it,
which is what science fiction did for me. Incidentally, I regard that as a lofty
aim.
The sort of stories I particularly enjoy reading, the sort Henry Kuttner
did so well, are those which begin in a normal-seeming present and then, very
gradually, steer you across an unseen line into strange dimensions. I enjoy
writing stories like that, too, because they half-convince me that the wrinkles
in the continuum, which I mentioned earlier, are close at hand, that maybe we
won’t have to wait Stapledonian aeons until doorknobs open blue eyes and
blink at us, or time-travellers step out of glowing circles into our living
rooms, or stars shine beneath the last step of the cellar stairs.
June 1976
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Irish Rose by Patrick Wyatt
(Michael Joseph, 1975, 213pp, £3.75, ISBN 0 7181 1299 7)
“Wave Of Annoyance” is a term which has an allegorical ring to it, but
the phenomenon it describes is one of the hard facts of everyday life for the
person who reads SF. When you start to read a piece of science fiction you
know you are launching yourself on a precarious imaginative flight, as
delicately and dangerously balanced as a 1903 flying machine. Sustaining
you are things like the desire to have a good read and your years of practice
at suspending disbelief; working against you, trying to upset your frail craft,
are other things like the knowledge that most SF stories are based on pseudoscience and could never happen anyway, and the fact that there is usually so
little money in writing SF that authors can be tempted to write carelessly.
When you have written some of the stuff yourself, and been involved in the
battle to keep these imaginative gliders airborne and stable, you tend to
become morbidly aware of the mechanics of the struggle. For this reason,
perhaps, authors may be unsuitable to play the role of critic.
When I’m reading a piece of science fiction and encounter something I
think shouldn’t have been there I experience one of the afore-mentioned
Waves of Annoyance and tend to go into a nosedive. (It is oddly coincidental
that the relevant acronym, WOA, is the word which to a horseman means
“Stop”, but let’s not mix our metaphors.) Usually, one really good WOA is
enough to make me put a book aside for ever. For example, one novel I tried
recently began with a spaceship moving so quickly it was going to cross our
galaxy in a matter of hours and there was a reference, straight out of Thrilling
Air Stories, to the pilot’s satisfaction at how well it was responding to the
joystick! I didn’t get beyond that point.
The reason for the above preamble is that I am fretting about the
possibility of giving an unfair review of Patrick Wyatt’s novel, Irish Rose.
Two other reviews I’ve seen were favourable, yet to me this story of a future
primitive society in England was unbelievable and unsatisfactory in a number
of ways. The background is that nearly all the white women in the world have
died because of an unforeseen side-effect of the contraceptive pill. This led to
the Pill Wars in which sex-starved white men raided all the other races for
their females, in the process virtually destroying civilisation everywhere in
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the world – which seems a bit harsh to me. I mean, surely they could have
come to some arrangement. The main exception was Ireland, where the pill
was always banned, and which continued to flourish in insular comfort.
These events led to a quick blending of the races and to an England where
coffee-coloured survivors have set up a system of primitive city-states in
places like Basingstoke (known as Basing) and Reading.
Their religion blames the “Second Fall” on women, so now women are
kept merely as breeding animals, herded in barns and allowed no form of
education. All menial or domestic tasks are carried out by eunuchs, known as
yunes, and hard work such as soldiering is performed by whole men, known
as entires. A woman reaching breeding age is called a nube, a word
apparently derived from nubile, and afterwards she is known as a breeder.
Throughout the book these labels are bandied about at a ferocious pace,
sometime all occurring in a single sentence, creating that sensation of being
rhythmically sandbagged on the nape of the neck. In the set-up described,
coupling with a nube is an obscene necessity and true romantic love only
occurs between entires and yunes. He’s got me doing it now! (Using all the
labels, that is – not falling for eunuchs.) The heroine of the story is a girl
called Rosamund, who is kept separate from the other nubes because she is a
fair-skinned blonde, and who is in an ambivalent situation because the Irish
are white, the Irish are admired, the words “white” and “Irish” are
synonymous with “beautiful”, and therefore although Rosamund is a mere
nube she is also regarded as beautiful, and looking at her causes strange
stirrings in entires’ loins. To complicate things even further, from her private
room she was able to overhear the young yunes being tutored and thus has
learned to read and this is a blasphemy because everybody knows that nubes
and breeders are dim animals incapable of thought.
I don’t know how all this sounds to you, but I was butting through
WOAs almost from the book’s first page. The story is told from the
viewpoint of Geoff, a crippled yune, who does much scuttling about on stone
staircases and peering into the inevitable Great Hall where the fearsome Lord
holds sway in front of a huge open fireplace. This is probably just a personal
foible of mine, but the first mention of standard-issue Gormenghast trappings
such as Great Halls and winding stone stairs never fails to bring on a
conviction that TV programmes like Gardener’s World or Stars on Sunday
are worth watching after all.
Another WOA was caused by inconsistencies arising from Mr Wyatt’s
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insistence that entires despise nubes and reserve their finer feelings of love
for yunes. Under those circumstances it would be totally illogical for a yune
who wanted to attract an entire to emulate a woman in any way. Most of
them don’t, as far as we are told, but the yunes that Mr Wyatt personally
dislikes as characters tend to behave like Kenneth Williams caricatures. The
following is a sample:
“You shouldn’t talk about nasty, sinful things in that shameless
way,” Fickle Fred would chide her. “You make my flesh creep,
that’s a fact. D’you think I could borrow that nice green shawl of
yours, deary, just for this evening? I’ve got a date with Big Ben,
and he’s always so difficult to please.”
Other annoyances are more trivial and perhaps of a technical nature which
would concern a writer more than a reader. At one point a character is
frightened and shows his state of mind by stammering a word. This is fair
enough, but the word Mr Wyatt chooses for him to stammer is “Who”, and it
comes out: “W... W... Who?” I read that days ago and I’m still going around
saying, “Doubleyou... Doubleyou... Who?” A book shouldn’t have that effect
on a reader. And how, I kept wondering, did places like America and
Singapore and Kuala Lumpur manage to retain their pre-Fall spelling, while
Europe became Yurrup?
On the credit side, there is a fair amount of action in Irish Rose, and I
like action. The awful secret that Rosamund, a female, can read gets out; she
and Geoff are hunted quite a bit, than they find refuge in Oxford which is still
a seat of learning. In fact, near the end of the book, we discover that in
Oxford they have begun to make progress with telepathy and levitation.
Unfortunately, they don’t seem to have much practical use for these talents,
remaining content to do a little modest floating towards the chapel ceiling
while praying. That part was strongly reminiscent of Zenna Henderson’s
stories about The People, and reinforced my conviction – acquired about one
quarter the way through the book – that Patrick Wyatt is the pen name of a
woman.
The dust jacket blurb says the book was written under a pseudonym by
someone who has written many children’s books. In a convention talk I once
made a joke about Enid Blyton trying to write a torrid sex novel and, unable
to shake off her past, producing a book called “The Toytown Brothel”. I get a
feeling that something similar has happened with Irish Rose. The book’s
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basic idea, although preposterous, could have been handled in an “adult”
way, but the style – even where homosexual encounters are described –
remains obstinately in the mould of a Girls’ Own Bumper Fun Book. For
example:
Fred... inveigled his current sweetheart, a big young sergeant, up
into the comfortable privacy and they took off most of their clothes
and had fine kiss-and-cuddle sessions on the floor.
And even at the age of ten I would have raised an eyebrow at an author who,
while describing Geoff trotting along beside his Lord, had written the
following line:
Stomp. Stomp. Stomp. Clop-loppetty-clop.
Finally, the ending of the book embodies a miscalculation by the author.
Rosamund, who is portrayed all along as a petulant brat, has become an
important figure, a symbol of the fact that women are equal to men. The head
man at Oxford asks her to stay there and be a symbol, but an Irish Lord wants
her to go with him and be his wife:
He dropped on his knees before her. “Sweet Rosamund,” he said.
“Rose of my world, Queen of all men’s desire. Come with me.
Come to your lover and make both of our hearts happy. Forget all
other things and cleave to me!”
Rosamund says she needs time to think the proposition over, and the story
ends a few paragraphs later, supposedly leaving us tantalised and tortured by
never learning her decision, perhaps even begging for a sequel. Here’s the
way it goes:
The people are all waiting there, down in the Court, for her to tell
them. Shawn is tight-lipped. The knuckles of his hands are white.
Justice can cloak his fears in older majesty.
Rosamund is on her knees in the Cathedral. She is praying to
God the Father, God the Mother, God the Son and God the
Universal. Perhaps she’s floating with the other girls above the
altar, her sweet face lost in multicoloured glory as she prays.
She will get her answer. Then we shall know her decision. The
bell has stopped tolling.
I must go down and join the others in the Court.
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I must go down and join the others in the boozer. Stomp. Stomp. Stomp. Cloploppetty-clop.
June 1976
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Introduction to “The Exorcists of
IF”
Jim White has been an occasional and welcome contributor to fanzines for
more than a quarter of a century, and hence it really means something when I
say that “The Exorcists of IF” is easily the best piece of non-professional
writing he has done.
On one level it is a fond, wistful exercise in nostalgia, a paper time
machine trip to an era which was important to all the people concerned.
Northern Ireland has always seemed a rather unlikely place to generate one of
the most active fan groups ever known, but its remoteness from other
population centres – plus a background culture which generally leaned
towards the mystic rather than the scientific – meant that when half-a-dozen
SF fans got together in Belfast around 1950 they created a binding force of
nuclear intensity. And, just as the nucleus of an atom contains particles of
dissimilar natures, Irish Fandom (the “IF” of the title) easily accommodated
widely different types of people.
The cast list – quickly established in fan writings, and cameoed in
Arthur Thomson’s drawings – included: Walt Willis, founder of the group,
owner of Oblique House (170 Upper Newtownards Road) where the
meetings were held, intellectual, humorist, fanzine editor; James White,
ascetic within reason, fanatic about space travel and future technology, but
with an impractical streak which led him to neglect putting oil in his car;
John Berry, policeman from England, prolific fan writer, super-enthusiastic
about everything, especially the fair sex; George Charters, SF collector,
expert on Western books, a few years older than the others and therefore
regarded as venerable; Ian McAulay, physics lecturer from Dublin, frequently
perplexed by the non-scientific utterances of the others, connoisseur of beer;
Bob Shaw, trencherman and boozer, whose disregard for social niceties often
led to disruptions. These are caricatures drawn with a broad brush, but they
constituted a useful fannish notation for the real people concerned, and only
they know the extent to which they may have eventually played up to their
cartoon images. The important thing was that they all contributed to the
group identity.
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It made not the slightest difference to any of us that our political range
covered Conservative, Socialist and Don’t Know; or that our religious range
covered Protestant, Catholic, Atheist and Don’t Know. When we had an
argument it was about the speed of propagation of gravity, or the relative
merits of Astounding and Unknown. None of us would have gone so far as to
claim that fandom is a way of life, but our criteria for judging our peers were
“fannish” in the highest sense of that word. Did a person have a genuine,
creative, unpredictable sense of humour? Did he have enough imagination to
regard himself as a citizen of the universe?
The above sounds idealistic, but the unique entity which is science
fiction fandom – and I know that Jim White agrees with this – was created
around an ideal, a central belief that people have to be a bit special if their
minds encompass all that is expressed by the following set of black marks on
paper: galaxy, fanzine, Bradbury, continuum, Galaxy, alternative universe,
TAFF, Lensman, clone, annish, slan, time machine, Finlay, esper, Quandry,
quasar, Astounding, con.... Certainly they have plenty to talk about, and that’s
what happened most of all at Irish Fandom meetings – we talked. We had
long meetings three times a week for many years, and a number of fanzines
emerged, but mainly we talked. Even when we played ghoodminton (our
close-quarters, no-holds-barred form of badminton) we talked.
This leads on to the second level on which “The Exorcists of IF” is
written – the one on which Jim expresses his revulsion for intolerance and
violence in the macrocosm which exists outside SF fandom. He is a gentle
person who sees as the human race’s greatest achievement the invention of a
system in which power is transferred by means of the ballot rather than the
bullet. If Jim had his way, all differences of political opinion would be settled
by the parties concerned getting together – three times a week if necessary –
and talking. I’m not trying to trivialise the issue when I say that Jim regards
war as unfannish.
I know the sadness he feels over what has happened in Northern Ireland,
and I think that when you have read “The Exorcists of IF” you will know it
too.
Autumn 1976
“The Exorcists of IF” was first published in Terry Hughes’s Mota
13 (December 1975) and has been reprinted several times. This
introduction was written for its reappearance in Andrew I. Porter’s
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Algol 27 (Fall 1976). The story itself can be found online in the
TAFF ebook of Hyphen 37 (the 1987 revival issue) at
https://taff.org.uk/ebooks.php?x=Hyphen37 [Ed.].

Bob Shaw as drawn by Atom
for “The Exorcists of IF”,
1975
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The Writer’s Year
1976 was a notable year for me as a science fiction writer, mainly because it
was the first complete year of my life in which I was required to do nothing
other than write science fiction for a living. After years of writing and
holding down a full-time job as well, the prospect seemed one of luxurious,
leisurely contentment. After all, in October and November of 1975 I had
written a novel called Wreath of Stars, attended the Novacon, spent the first
two weeks of December typing the book out, enjoyed a Christmas break, and
got myself mentally fighting fit to begin the next book on the first day of
January, 1976.
I duly got down to work on the next book and things went quite well
during January, but then the snags began to crop up – just as I was beginning
to get over a nasty spell of mailingering. This disease, which is occupational
among freelance writers, manifests itself as an obsession with the morning
post.
The sufferer’s day begins with the trauma of receiving – or not receiving
– the morning post. Being an author is a very satisfying business, but it’s also
extremely lonely, and the postal service is your main link with the outside
world. It’s quite amazing how neurotically dependent some authors (me
included) are on the first delivery. Some of them (me included) find it very
difficult to settle down to the day’s work until we’ve had our mail. In fact,
my very first thought on waking up each morning is, “Has the post arrived?”
(Well, usually it’s my first thought of the day – it depends on how much beer
I have drunk the night before.) And as soon as I’ve had that thought I can’t
relax again until I’ve gone down to the hall and had a look. I think this is
called being hounded from pillow to post.
I hate Sundays for lots of reasons, and one of the main ones is that
there’s no post that day. If we had any sense we’d abolish Sunday and have
two Saturdays instead. No, that’s not such a good idea – because there’s only
one postal delivery on Saturdays. An extra Friday would be better.
The neurosis over the morning post isn’t helped by the fact that the
service is becoming wildly erratic, and that today’s postmen are an entirely
different breed from what they used to be. When I was a neofan the postman
was a dependable, reliable figure who had been on the same beat for decades,
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and who always came around the same corner within a minute or two of the
same time every day. They were dedicated professionals in those days. Now
– where I live – we get a really weird selection of individuals, some of whom
last only a week on the round. They don’t even come from the same direction
any more, which makes watching for the postman doubly difficult. They
mustn’t be made to attend the same GPO Academy any more, because they
all have different techniques.
You get the zigzaggers, who weave up the street, trying to do both sides
at once. You get the ones who try to work both sides of the street in sections,
and whose motion is infuriatingly like that attributed by Wordsworth to the
outer planets – “now progressive, now retrograde, now standing still”. You
also get the disappearing artists. Because the post is so important to me I
don’t like to stand at the window and gaze eagerly at the postman as he walks
up the path to my door – that would be giving away too much about myself.
So as soon as I see him half a dozen doors away I cower back out of sight and
wait to hear the mail plopping into the hall.
But sometimes five minutes, ten minutes go by, and nothing happens!
I go to the window and look out... and there’s no sign of him anywhere!
What has happened? Has he fallen down a manhole? Is he in bed with Mrs
Arbuthnot in No. 39? Or, more likely, is there an unsuspected rift in the
space-time continuum just outside No. 37?
Worst of all are the slow disappearers – the sort, usually an elderly man,
who comes very slowly and laboriously along the opposite side of a very long
street, gradually passes out of sight in the distance, and you calculate it’s
going to take him an hour and a half to work his way back to you. So you
dither around for that hour and a half, trying to convince yourself you’re
working, trying to convince your wife you’re working, but you always
manage to be standing near the front window at zero hour... and, again,
nothing happens!
More frantic speculation... Has he reached retirement age and gone
home? Have they, in the time it took him to go the length of the street, built a
new by-pass and shunted him into the next town? Has he died? Is he in bed
with Mrs Arbuthnot in No. 39?
Then there are the awful mornings when you’re sure you’re going to get
some goodies in the post, and the mailman blithely walks on without
delivering anything. I usually convince myself he has made a mistake during
that complicated shuffling process they all go through, and that he’ll turn
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back when he finds my letter. One morning, about five years ago, this
actually happened – thus “justifying” hundreds and hundreds of man-hours
spent at the window.
The first of the snags I was going to mention when I got sidetracked
onto postmen was that I had just finished writing a novelette called “Skirmish
on a Summer Morning” and was deciding what to do next, when I received a
phone call from Amsterdam. It was from the PRO of Fokker Aircraft. He
needed a glossy brochure for a jet airliner written in a hurry, and he wanted to
know if I would fly to Amsterdam, stay for two or three days, and write the
brochure on the spot. The money he offered was good, I’d never been to
Holland before, and in late February the tulips should be sprouting – so I
packed a bag and took a plane to Amsterdam the next day, looking forward to
the change of climate and the change of pace.
I got both with a vengeance, as they say.
The climate was exactly like Siberia. The canals were frozen solid, with
silent, lonely, hooded skaters flitting along them like ghosts every night, and
there was a thin freezing fog permanently blanketing the city. This place was
covered with snow which was both old and dirty – a sure sign that one is in a
hostile climate. I wrote the brochure and got back to England as quickly as I
could, glad to be returning to the Lake District’s temperate weather.
The change of pace I had been anticipating actually constituted coming
to a dead halt in my work, which I suppose is the most dramatic change of
pace possible. My three days in Tulipville without snowshoes and a heated
space suit had given me a kind of bronchial ’flu which laid me out for three
weeks. My doctor very grudgingly gave me an insurance line for five days
after extracting a vow that I, who could scarcely stand up, would not take
advantage of the system by writing a book while I was being supported by
the State.
Eventually, however, I got back to my typewriter – which had been
languishing in the “office” I had constructed at the bottom end of my garage
– and promptly discovered that the ’flu was a pernicious kind which lingers
in the system and pounces again. Robust though I am, it knocked me over for
another two weeks, allowed me to go back to work, and as a final gesture of
defiance struck yet again, leaving me with a hacking cough which hurt the
people who heard it almost as much as it hurt me.
Somehow, I managed to write a story called “Small World” for a
Penguin collection George Hay is editing, and another called “Amphitheatre”
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for a book Chris Priest is editing for Faber, and stagger off to the Mancon.
The nicest thing that happened there was that the BSFA, perhaps suspecting I
was not long for this world, gave me an award for Orbitsville.
Back home again I got down to work on a sort of way-out science
fantasy called Medusa’s Children, but now – in that fierce summer of ’76 –
my garage office was too hot, and it came to me that I just had to have a
bigger house where I could have a proper place in which to work. There
followed some weeks of all that nausea associated with house-hunting, which
is very distracting for a writer, during which the BBC came along and made a
short film about me for Look North. This was flattering, but I desperately
needed to be left alone so that I could write – and all kinds of weird things
kept happening.
For example, one morning I was sitting in my little office, determined
not to let anything swerve me from my appointed course, when I heard this
booming, growling sound, rather like somebody trying to start a motor cycle
inside an echo chamber. My neighbour had just bought himself a moped, so I
tried to ignore the sound, but it got louder and louder, and closer and closer,
and finally I had to accept the astonishing fact that it was coming from above.
I dashed out of my office and looked up in the air, and found myself
staring – at a range of only a few yards – into the anxious face of a hot air
balloonist who was desperately trying to give his contraption enough lift to
get it safely over my house.
Following in his slipstream, if balloons have slipstreams, was yet
another huge balloon which was beautifully painted with a scene showing
ancient Greek philosophers strolling on the steps of a temple. The science
fantasy associations of this sight were reinforced when I saw a whole line of
balloons drifting in from the direction of Morecambe Bay, all losing lift, and
proceeding to settle down behind the roofs, chimneys and TV aerials all over
my little section of sunlit suburbia. The scene was pure early Bradbury.
I tell you, when a writer gets that sort of interruption he begins to feel
that the persons from Porlock are gunning for him in earnest.
Struggling manfully onwards, I finished Medusa’s Children, bought a
nice roomy old house which needed an awful lot of work done to it, moved in
and got down to work on the next book, my first ever “comic” novel, which
is entitled Who Goes Here? A nice thing which happened around then, in the
autumn, was that I got word that Orbitsville had received a John W.
Campbell Memorial Award. Also the BBC broadcast my “Light of Other
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Days” as the morning story on Radio 4, but the backbreaking work on the
house dominated everything else for week after week. Keith Freeman tells me
he is thinking of calling his new place Voltmeter, because everybody who
sees it says it has a lot of potential – well, I’m thinking of calling mine
Dramatis Personae, because it is so full of character.
This charming phrase, “full of character”, can be loosely translated as
meaning, “If you don’t work your guts out the place will fall down around
you.” But by Christmas I had broken the back of the job – in the process,
almost doing the same thing to myself – and the year drew fairly peacefully
to a close. My birthday falls on New Year’s Eve (so do I sometimes) and I
celebrated it with some good friends during a visit to Dave and Ruth Kyle’s
home at Weybridge.
All in all, 1976 was a memorable year. I’m just pleased that I managed
to make it into 1977.
1977
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The Two-Year Warning
from Bob Shaw (Principal of the Fansmanship
College)
An impartial observer at British conventions in recent years will have noticed
a disturbing fact, namely that the standard of Fansmanship has dropped to a
shamefully low level. Indeed, sad to relate, the noble art has to all intents and
purposes been abandoned! In those selfsame con halls where gifted and
trained Fansmen could once be seen in all their glory – causing envy on a
grand scale, producing instantaneous inferiority complexes in all who
ventured near them – we are faced with the grim spectacle of pro authors,
neofen, publishers, scientists, BNFs, artists, booksellers, editors and readers
mixing together on terms of equality and actually enjoying themselves.
This shocking state of affairs is almost to be expected – we all know the
country is going through a bad patch – but with the prospect of Britain
hosting the World SF Convention in 1979 we must beware of letting overseas
visitors see the depths of conviviality to which we have sunk. This, therefore,
is the ideal time to remind fans of the high principles of Fansmanship in
general, and its subdivision Conventionmanship. The aim of the Fansman is,
of course, to make himself appear a bigger BNF or pro than anyone else at a
convention while at the same time convincing them he has no other ambition
than to be a nice guy.
One of the best techniques in this field is the Just Passing Through ploy,
developed by Fansman C. Warren of Middle Wallop. The essence of the
method is to make people believe you had absolutely no intention of
attending the convention, but – by pure coincidence – happened to be in the
same area during the relevant weekend and decided to fill in an unexpected
hiatus in your business programme.
Warren recommends hurrying into the reception area, looking rather
breathless and distraught, ignoring everybody who knows you, grabbing a
committee member by the arm and saying in a very loud voice, “Has
Professor Kowalski* been trying to contact me?”
* The name used can, of course, be varied to suit the individual Fansman’s
needs – Nigel Calder, Stanley Kubrick, Ray Bradbury, etc.
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When the committee member replies in the negative – as is bound to
happen, unless you are fantastically unlucky – you say, “Thank God! He was
worried in case he would have to fly on to Tokyo** without seeing me.”
** Place names, too, can be varied – Moscow, Hollywood, Solihull, etc.

This sort of thing is guaranteed to have an overawing and depressing
effect on all those within earshot, and there is no need to worry about the
mythical celebrity never actually putting in an appearance. The experienced
Fansman will use the cover story to explain his own absence from any crucial
events he may happen to miss during the convention. “I’d like to have been
there, of course – to join in the fun and everything – but I’d promised to help
old Kowalski with his paper....”
Explanations of that sort are best delivered with a wry half-smile which
suggests you never really stop work and, if properly done, will make the
listener feel he is a useless hedonistic parasite on society. Warren was a
master of this type of smile, and to perfect it actually invented a special set of
exercises which strengthened the muscles on the right side of his face – the
ones which produce a rueful quirk at the corner of the mouth. There is no
space here in which to detail his exercises, but a useful one which can be
performed almost everywhere you go is always to turn on your bath taps with
your teeth.
Before putting on a show of scientific authority or any other kind of
importance, make certain – and judging this sort of thing accurately is a vital
part of Fansmanship – that your listeners are of a type who will be impressed
suitably. If they are, it is worth while remembering the well-proven
Fansmanship principle – never react in a predictable manner. Should it
happen that you really are well versed in some branch of science (or other
field), and this fact is known to the people present, do not make the
elementary mistake of holding forth at length on your specialist subject. This
is almost certain to bore the audience – which is not in itself an undesirable
objective – but it is bad Fansmanship in that you be seen to be trying to
impress.
The preferred technique is one which was developed by Fansman R.
Hodges of Portsmouth, who happened to be a fairly eminent cosmologist. At
a convention he would allow all the SF authors in his presence to expound
what little knowledge they had of his subject, but when eventually somebody
turned to him – as a genuine expert in the field – for clarification of a point,
245

he would shake his head, make his eyes twinkle, and say, “I’m afraid this is
all much too advanced for me.”
Hodges reports that this ploy never fails to make even the most
intelligent and well-informed layman feel he has been talking arrant
nonsense, thus making him lapse into embarrassed silence. The amused
indulgent twinkle in the eye is a vital part of the technique, and Hodges has
even been known to carry a phial of glycerine with which to anoint his
corneas at the right moment... but here we are straying into the realms of
Advanced Fansmanship. The ordinary Fansman, whose purpose is simply to
make his friends feel inferior, has no need to trouble himself with such
perfectionism, though it is always worth remembering the heights to which
one can aspire.
In most cases, however, you are likely to know very little, perhaps
nothing, about the subject under discussion. In these circumstances a
technique recommended by Fansman J. Holmes of Derby is: instead of
appearing impressed, or even bored, become increasingly agitated and angrylooking during the discussion (which might be about, say, proton transplants).
At a suitable moment, when everybody has begun looking questioningly in
your direction, burst out with, “I’ve given up on the so-called proton
transplant experts after all the nonsense that was talked at the Stockholm
conference last week,” and storm out of the room.
It is extremely important for the Fansman to appear to be much more
international than anybody else, ideally creating the impression that there are
multitudinous levels of international fandom / publishing / writing, and that
the British-American-Canadian scene is only one of many in which he is
equally at home. Perhaps the boldest and surest way of doing this, although it
requires some verve to carry it off properly, was perfected by Fansman H.
Bisley of Maidstone.
He would position himself near the platform during the introductory
session of a convention, and at the first suitable lull in the proceedings would
go on stage, unfolding a telegram, and say something like, “Sorry to
interrupt, Mr Chairman, but I have here a message of goodwill from the
combined fan clubs of Bydgoszcz and Grudziadz of Poland. They addressed
it to me personally because I was the only person they knew who would be
here today, and with your permission I’ll read it out.”
He then proceeded to read out a fake message, making sure to include
his own name, thus establishing himself in the eyes of all present as a jet-set
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Secret Master of Fandom. It was Bisley, too, who invented the simple but
effective Unique Badge ploy. He always carried in his case a selection of
aerosol transparent paints of the sort used by commercial artists, and as soon
as possible after registering would spray his convention badge with a colour
which made it look as though it had been deliberately manufactured to
distinguish it from those worn by everybody else. This was Fansmanship of a
high order because, without having to utter a single word, he made people
think he was a member of some powerful inner hierarchy recognised by the
convention committee.
It is a proud and lonely thing to be a top grade Fansman, and
practitioners of the art, always realists, will be the first to admit that it has one
rather irritating drawback – namely that the successful Fansman, having sown
the seeds of envy and ill will on all sides, rarely gets invited to room parties.
This could be serious, because it is important for the Fansman to be seen at
all the right social functions. Graduates of the Fansmanship College have
various ways of dealing with this situation, but the last thing they will do is
allow themselves to be seen going around trying to cadge invitations. One of
the most inspired methods – known as Trimble’s Gambit – was developed by
Fansman D. Trimble of Basingstoke.
Instead of straining his ears to hear room numbers being whispered
around, he would circulate widely among BNFs at the convention, passing
out his own room number. That done, he then positioned himself at a good
vantage point at the stated hour, watched the crowd trying to get into his
locked room, then cleverly mingled with them as they moved on to the next
number on their list. One can only stand in awe of a man like that.
It was my privilege to witness the artistry of people like Hodges, Bisley
and Trimble in its fullest flower, and – much though I hate to say it – I doubt
if we shall ever see the likes of them in this country again. Regrettably, I have
to predict that a British Worldcon in 1979 is likely to be marred by scenes of
unbridled enjoyment by all those who attend.
Fansmen of yesteryear, one can only cry, where are you now?
April 1977
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Tango Time
The Condition of Muzak by Michael Moorcock
Allison & Busby, £4.50 and £1.95
The most frightening words I ever heard came from the lips of Richard
Attenborough, being interviewed about the making of the film, Oh! What a
Lovely War. He mentioned, almost en passant, that hundreds of extras were
issued with uniforms on a totally random basis – but at coffee breaks those
dressed up as officers segregated themselves from those dressed as rankers. It
means, in effect, that our cherished concept of individual identity is not really
valid – and this is the uneasy premise upon which Michael Moorcock has
based his tetralogy of Jerry Cornelius novels, the fourth of which has now
been published.
The Condition of Muzak – like The Final Programme, A Cure For
Cancer, The English Assassin and some related works – continues
Moorcock’s harlequinade theme and brings it to a climax, though climax may
be too simplistic a term in the Cornelius context of a universe in which time
and location are wild variables, where endings are hardly ever final, and
where the characters have a Tom-and-Jerry-like capacity for resurrecting
themselves from personal calamity.
In The Condition of Muzak the Cornelius family – plus the enigmatic
figures of Una Persson, Bishop Beesley, Miss Brunner and the others who
make up their circle of friends/enemies – are shown again performing all the
gyrations of the Entropy Tango, but this time we are aware of the dance
slowing down. Jerry Cornelius himself begins to lose his vital force, and near
the end of the book the death of his mother is presented as a real and final
demise, in a scene which derives considerable power and emotion from that
very fact.
This break with the spirit of the original commedia dell’arte, in which
the characters are immortally free to appear in any time or place, probably
reflects the decline of harlequinade itself – to Moorcock’s sorrow – and in a
coda we are given a quotation from an old Lilliput magazine which begins,
“But Harlequin’s domination has waned...”
It is impossible to summarise briefly the plot of The Condition of Muzak
– were it possible the author might feel his achievement had not equalled his
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intent – but the inventive, image-sparking quality of Moorcock’s writing is
there on every page as the spotlight darts relentlessly from scene to scene,
showing Cornelius becoming the myth-hero of dozens of war-sired emergent
nations as he flits through time and space in his twelve-engined Dormer
flying boat or in his unhandy Duesenberg motor car, becoming general,
fugitive, statesman, actor or lead guitarist with the Deep Fix as the changing
circumstances require.
Every fiction writer whose output of books has gone into two figures has
qualms when he thinks of the number of times he has settled for a banality to
fill in the business which accompanies dialogue; but where others might say,
“I lit a cigarette”, Moorcock, with a seeming lack of effort, writes, “He put
both his hands into a lattice of water, causing the fountain to alter its note.”
Throughout the book there is great visual emphasis on dress and details
of uniforms and brand names, which is entirely appropriate to its theme, and
after a while the reader comes to see and accept that the costume and the
mask have a profound influence on the wearer. The chaos that ensues – as
chaos must do when the accepted invariant points of time, location and
identity are discarded – is well portrayed by Moorcock, and Cornelius
himself says:
There aren’t any [patterns]. Not really. The disordered mind sees
order everywhere – systems take shape from the movement of the
wind in the leaves of the trees – patterns emerge as the mad eye
selects only what it wishes to see. Patterns are madness, for the
most part.
This, of course, is outright heresy as far as most writers and readers of
science fiction are concerned, a denial of virtually everything in the rationale
of the prevailing reason-supersedes-instinct school – but then the marvellous
thing about science fiction has always been that it easily accommodates so
many diverse elements, and thus defies all attempts to define it. Happily,
books such as The Condition of Muzak make science fiction too slippery, too
elusive and perhaps too muscular for the constraining nets of the categorisers.
15 April 1977
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Wetfoot in the Head
It has happened again!
Practically every fanzine popping in through the letterbox these days
carries references which – sometimes quite deliberately, I’m sure – give
people the impression that I’m a boozer. These stories began to be widely
circulated some years ago, I believe as a result of a quite trivial incident. I
had walked into the bar at a convention solely to look for somebody who
wanted to discuss the SF writings of Captain S.P. Meek, and found John
Steward eating a ham sandwich decorated with a sprig of parsley. Thinking
he looked rather silly that way, I took the parsley out from behind his ears,
put it in its proper place on the bread, and said, “That sandwich is soupherbly garnished.” A nauseated expression appeared on his face – probably
something to do with those strong cigars he’s always puffing – and he dashed
out to the toilet. While I was minding his beer for him, other people came
into the bar, saw me with the glass in my hand and jumped to the conclusion
that I was a semi-alcoholic. Admittedly, I might have tasted John’s beer a
couple of times, just to make sure it wasn’t going flat, but the whole thing is a
perfect example of how rumours can get started.
And now I find that Chris Priest, in the Maya 12/13 lettercol, is adding
to and embellishing the myth by saying that the first time we met, which
happened to be in the toilets of the Bull Hotel in Peterborough, I had taken so
much drink that I peed on his right shoe. Very cunningly, he sidesteps a
direct libel by writing, “I’m not sure how the accident happened, perhaps one
of us had been drinking.” This could be taken as meaning that he was so
tiddly that he was standing with his foot in my stall, but as he was the injured
party – and as we are all familiar with the devious way in which his mind
works – there is no doubt about his real meaning. And as if that wasn’t
enough, he then goes on to say that I have no recollection of the event,
obviously implying that I suffer from alcoholic memory erasures! In point of
fact, I remember the evening very well and, for the benefit of fan historians
who may want to make an accurate chronicle of such a momentous occasion,
can testify that the accident had little to do with drinking beer. To be sociable
at conventions I sometimes buy a pint and let it sort of dangle from my hand
while I’m chatting to people, usually about the SF writings of Captain S.P.
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Meek. On that night in 1964 I think I had dangled about seven or eight pints,
and suddenly became aware of a fierce internal pressure which necessitated a
quick visit to the toilets. This must sound as if I’m contradicting myself and
confessing that Chris’s story was correct – but tarry a while, dear reader, as I
unfold a strange story, a tale which will lead us into the dark byways of
Pavlovian psychology, a drama which numbers among its cast the most
powerful barons of English commerce and no less a person than the
archangel Michael himself.
You see, for many years I was accustomed to wearing Y-fronts.
It is a measure of the unfairness of our society that the inventor of the Yfront is not accorded the same honours as Whittle with his jet engine,
Marconi with his radio, and Eccles with his cake. The Y-front is a beautifully
designed garment which provides snug warmth for the male wearer, while in
no way hampering his bodily functions. Unfortunately, however, Y-fronts
have become very pricey in recent years and even their most enthusiastic
devotees have been tempted to try other and inferior products. An example in
my own experience came in the closing months of 1963, when I went into
Marks and Spencer, saw some St. Michael underpants which looked very
much like Y-fronts and made the mistake of buying them. The ingenious
authentic Y-front design must be protected by copyright, because the vital
opening in the St. Michael product is a complicated, treacherous affair –
bordering on fourth-dimensional topography – which, for want of a better
name, I have christened the Penis Fly Trap.
Convoluted and dangerous though the PFT is, it would represent a very
minor problem to someone like me – who has sold a story to Vision of
Tomorrow – were it not for the Pavlovian psychology mentioned above. A
lifetime of wearing Y-fronts, with their excellent functional design, has
conditioned my body to expect a very short interval – maximum of three
seconds – between mounting the urinal plinth and beginning the designated
business, and conditioning like that is hard to shake off. There are few
experiences more alarming than to receive the correct visual stimulus (view
of white porcelain curvatures) and to feel the inexorable opening of various
organic faucets in the abdomen while one’s fingers are still frantically
searching for a way into a fiendish arrangement of seams, folds and blind
alleys.
On the fateful night when I met Chris Priest the conditions were at their
very worst. The beer pressure was very great and, sensing this, the PFT had –
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with a capricious malevolence rarely equalled – twisted itself into
hyperspatial knots. All the cursed internal valves kept opening in progression,
but just when it seemed I was about to suffer the indignity of wetting myself I
managed to get a finger and thumb through into the inner sanctum, grasped
the relevant organ at a very inconvenient place near the base, and – ashenfaced with agony – dragged it out by the scruff of the neck, concurrently
spraying everything in the vicinity in a manner reminiscent of Cagney at his
Tommy gun-toting best.
And that’s how Chris Priest’s right shoe got splashed.
All I can say – apart from stating that Marks, Spencer, St. Michael and
Ivan P. Pavlov are the main culprits – is that he was lucky to get off as lightly
as he did.

Looking back over the above account I’m forcibly struck by one thing
(unhappy choice of words), namely that it is in rather poor taste. In an odd
way, though, the fact that Chris and I are good friends in spite of getting off
on a bad footing (I keep doing it), that he was able to go into print with his
story and I’m able to go into print with my response – regardless of the
indelicacies involved – illustrates one of the things I like about fandom.
There’s a freedom of expression which most of the macrocosm would envy,
and when there is really good communication, as with close friends, it’s
possible to talk about anything without causing offence or embarrassment.
It’s just as well, really, because some of my longest standing friendships in
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British fandom began with first encounters which were hardly propitious and
which many non-fans would have found embarrassing.
There was, for instance, the time I moved to London in the early 1950s,
began attending the meetings at the old White Horse tavern in Fetter Lane,
met author Sydney J. Bounds, and was invited to his home for dinner.
Nothing embarrassing about that, you might say, and I would agree – except
that at the time he issued the invitation Syd was under the impression I was
Walt Willis. Unaware of the mistake, I turned up at his home at the appointed
hour. As soon as I began to suspect what had happened I made a point of
talking a lot about Walt, and Syd – possibly aware that talking about oneself
in the third person is a symptom of megalomania – grew quieter and more
perplexed with every minute. Finally he set down his knife and fork (an
indication of his state of mind – we were eating oxtail soup) and said, “If
you’re not Walt Willis, who are you?”
My answer didn’t seem to strike any responsive chords – this was before
I had sold a story to Vision of Tomorrow – but Syd, being a very gentlemanly
bloke, allowed me to stay on for the rest of the meal, and a quarter of a
century later we are still friends.
Another memorable first encounter also involved a meal, but in vastly
different circumstances. I was passing through Lancaster, en route from
Belfast to London, and had taken the opportunity to arrange to meet Ken and
Irene Potter, who lived in the duchy at that time. Even in those early days the
rumour-mongers were at work, though the emphasis was on food rather than
booze, and I was preceded in Lancaster by a totally unjustified reputation for
being a voracious eater, a reputation which stimulated Ken’s warped sense of
humour.
The Potters met me early in the morning at Lancaster railway station,
which I thought was extremely nice of them. But when I naively extended my
hand in greeting Ken shoved into it an enamelled plate of a type commonly
used in Salvation Army hostels. While I was studying this object, Irene
produced a box of breakfast cereal from behind her back and poured me a
generous serving, while Ken – cackling like a madman – took a bottle of milk
from his pocket and splashed it over the cereal. Watched by a group of
intrigued spectators, Irene then took a spoon from her handbag, stirred the
cereal up a bit and bade me enjoy my breakfast.
There was nothing for it but to try to look unconcerned, as though this
sort of thing happened all the time in my circles, so I began eating as we
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strolled through Lancaster, and was actually on my second helping by the
time we reached the Potters’ home. There’s no way of knowing what all the
mundane observers thought of that peripatetic breakfast, but I managed to
enjoy it fairly well.
If there is any lesson to be drawn from the above incidents it is most
likely to benefit overseas fans who are planning to attend a British
convention for the first time: be prepared for anything, from getting wet feet
to fed wheat, but most of all be prepared to meet a bunch of interesting
people.
July 1977
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How Short Is “Short”?
Times, as everybody must have noticed, are changing, and fashions in the
science fiction short story are changing with them. This fact became apparent
to me when, in response to an eloquent plea from a fanzine editor, I sat down
to write a very short story. I have always wanted to do one of those 500-word
firecrackers that used to be popular in the SF field, and this seemed like a
good chance.
Trouble is, it doesn’t seem possible to get away with the micro story any
more. This is largely due to the fact that the readers are much more
sophisticated than of yore, with a more educated taste and a broader literary
baseline, and quite rightly they refuse to settle for gimmickry, jokes or
mathematical/physical propositions in fiction form – all of which were the
main stock in trade of the writer of one-page stories. It’s hard enough to
express any kind of idea within such limits, but when one is called upon to
include characterisation, background and motivation as well, the task
becomes virtually impossible.
There is also the possibility – though this is a risky thing to say – that all
the good ideas for micro stories have been used up. For example, here is one
of the best SF micro stories I know: “The last human being in the world was
sitting in his bedroom. There was a knock at the door....” That story has been
around for some years, but would it be possible to write a comparable story
today? I doubt it very much, though I would be delighted if readers of Rigel
Magazine would prove me wrong.
Lord Dunsany was able to compress an epic fantasy novel into a single
line when he wrote: “One by one, over mossy girders, the little folk return.”
But it seems to me that that sort of opportunity has passed. How do you fancy
trying to boil The Lord of the Rings down to ten words?
Even that format seems quite spacious, however, when compared with
the really manic notion which once cropped up in the US fanzines. That was
the idea of writing novels which contained only three chapters of one word
each! One example that sticks in my mind is:
CHAPTER 1
Superman
CHAPTER 2
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Superwoman
CHAPTER 3
Punk
I shudder to think how many hours I have wasted trying to produce a
passable three-word novel, always without success. It is a much more
difficult literary medium than birthday cakes, and the work seems to require a
special kind of mind. All I can suggest is that if anybody wants to hold an
unusual competition he should offer a prize for the best new three-worder and
see what kind of result is forthcoming.
This subject reminds me of a friend called Vic who was very keen to
write novels, and who had a conviction that the name of the hero in any book
had to reflect his ethnic and cultural background, his politics, his outlook on
life, and so on. Vic would spend months devising the perfect name for his
hero, and then would realise that – having done so – he had expressed
everything worth knowing about the character, and that it was pointless to
add 100,000 words of useless verbiage. At this point he would then get down
to work on his next “novel”....
But I was talking about the difficulties of the short-short, and the
following is something I have drafted out – what was known as a “worked
example” when I was studying engineering – to illustrate the point.
December 1977
The short-short story which originally followed is straight SF and
outside the scope of this fanwriting collection. The three-word
“novels” were invented by Wilson “Bob” Tucker in his fanzine Le
Zombie, as described by Harry Warner Jr. in the TAFF ebook All
Our Yesterdays: The Fanzine Columns. [Ed.]
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Talking a Lot of Bilge
A Report On Sfancon 8 / Beneluxcon 5
If time machines ever become a reality, one of the most practical uses for
them would be that of facilitating travel between England and the Continent.
I can see all the tour operators – against savage opposition from airlines and
shipping companies – combining to set up a communal time machine on each
side of the Channel, switching travellers back to an era before the Channel
existed, allowing them to drive across, and then clicking them back into the
present. It would certainly beat hell out of any of our existing methods of
making that particular trip.
In September, for instance, my wife and I were going to the Belgian
convention in Ghent, and we arranged to travel as a party with Ken and Joyce
Slater and their daughter Sue, crossing on the overnight ferry from
Felixstowe to Zeebrugge. There was a shortage of accommodations on the
ship, so Ken, Joyce, Sadie and I found ourselves sharing a four-berth cabin. I
had not expected this sort of arrangement – especially as, soon after boarding,
I had overheard the chief steward telling one of his men to give me a wide
berth, and had been childishly pleased at the prospect of VIP treatment.
Another thing on my mind was that when I’m slumbering the sound of
my gentle, regular breathing tends to irritate other people who don’t work as
hard as I do and therefore don’t sleep so well. Curiously, their guilt over not
being as justifiably tired as I am seems to induce a morbid sensitivity and,
especially at conventions, these people can sometimes hear my gentle, regular
breathing two or three rooms away. I mentioned this to Sadie one morning at
the last Eastercon and she – looking strangely tense for one who had just had
a night’s sleep – said, “It’s a good job you don’t live near London airport –
the Concorde pilots would be complaining about the noise you make in your
bedroom.” For a few seconds it almost seemed she was hinting that I snore. I
quickly dismissed the notion, but it must have lingered in my subconscious
because, on the night we sailed for Zeebrugge, I was concerned in case I
would prevent the other people in the cabin from sleeping properly.
I needn’t have worried.
Joyce Slater, it turned out, hates sailing and can’t sleep on boats anyway.
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I had dozed off almost at once, soon emulated by Sadie and Ken, but Joyce
was unable to sleep and apparently the night which stretched before her
seemed unendurable. Now, some people would have just lain there and
suffered, others would have gone up and paced the deck – but Joyce, being a
femme fan of some distinction, hit on a truly original solution to her problem.
At about three in the morning, at a time when the captain had barely got
the ship into top gear, she jumped up and announced in a loud, cheerful voice
that we were arriving in Zeebrugge and were in danger of missing our
breakfasts if we stayed in bed a moment longer. I don’t want to exaggerate
what happened, but somehow – without actually saying so – Joyce managed
to suggest that we could easily miss the chance to disembark altogether and
find ourselves on the way back to England. The ensuing panic was so great,
with bodies blundering about in the dimness, that I didn’t think of looking at
my watch, threw on my clothes and charged up onto the deck to find the ship
peacefully chugging along on the open sea in the middle of the night.
Swiftly taking my bearings from the stars (they were no use to me, but I
didn’t see why the stars should keep them) I dashed below again and said that
in my opinion, far from being in Belgian waters, we were just off Clacton-onSea. Unperturbed, Joyce agreed that was a strong possibility but that she had
got us up for our own good because it would have been bad for us to rush
through our breakfasts. She carried the whole thing off beautifully.
When we finally rolled off the ferry in the Slater van a Belgian customs
official, his suspicions aroused by the sight of five pairs of red-rimmed eyes,
tried to quiz us about the great heaps of SF books under our luggage, but Ken
brandished a convention programme booklet in his face and drove on at top
speed. I was reminded of Steve McQueen bluffing his way past the Gestapo
with a handful of forged documents, and it dawned on me that my previous
trips to overseas conventions had been altogether too sedate and
unadventurous. Perhaps I’ll start trying it without a passport.
We stopped in Bruges an hour later for coffee and a bit of sight-seeing.
It was the first time I had walked around a Flemish town and I was
immediately impressed by the fact that the bricks of the buildings had been
laid in Flemish bond – alternate headers and stretchers in each row – just as I
had been taught they would in constructional engineering classes. Perhaps
those textbooks I had rarely opened as a youth had had some connection with
reality, after all. In the afternoon we pressed on to Ghent, found the
university halls of residence where the convention was being held, and were
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greeted by Andre de Rycke and Lou Grauwels.
Andre is a brewery engineer, very proud of the immense variety of
Belgian beers, and on a previous meeting in Liege I had rumpled his feelings
somewhat by criticising the local brews. Stung into patriotic action, he had
obtained fifteen very different beers – out of the 300+ available – and had
them waiting at the con bar to teach me a lesson. Always willing to develop
my mind, I began having a glass or so of each – light beers, dark beers, cidery
Geuse, double and triple strength beers brewed by Trappist monks, beers that
had been lagered with cherries, wheat beers, Duval (which means devil),
export beers....
I developed my mind so much that evening that next morning there
didn’t seem to be enough room for it inside my head – and the first item on
the programme was a talk by me. My philosophy about convention talks is
quite a simple one, based on the fact that since my first con in 1951 I must
have spent hundreds of hours listening to serious talks about SF – and can’t
remember any of them! This doesn’t stop me having a deep admiration for
people who can keep on thinking up penetrating things to say about the field
and developing them into one-hour lectures, but my mind doesn’t seem to
work that way, and so I prefer to keep it light and frothy when I have to go on
to the platform. It usually works out all right, but on the Continent people
take their SF more seriously and, like Guinness, my type of humour doesn’t
travel very well.
That Saturday morning I was faced with a serious, constructive,
trilingual audience, but – in an effort to be true to my own lights – I led off by
ignoring SF and concentrating on a description of my various headaches, the
idea being to lead up to an awful pun about how they brought the good booze
and gave me aches in Ghent. Halfway through the build-up my nerve failed
because I could see that the French contingent, who are the most serious of
the lot, were already growing restless, and I abandoned the pun. Next I fell
back on my jokes about the very bad SF I used to read in the boys’ papers,
then it dawned on me that the only people present who would appreciate
them – amiable eccentrics like Martin Hoare, Brian Hampton and Vernon
Brown – had already heard them at least six times over. Now in full disarray,
I mumbled some stuff about how SF transcends national barriers and also
conditions our minds to the accelerating pace of change, not believing a
single word of what I was saying, and eventually retreated to the bar. The
only comforting thing about it was that I had got my contribution over very
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early in the proceedings and could relax for the rest of the convention.
And a good convention it proved to be, with a little more than 200 in
attendance. Ken Slater bought some rum, I bought extra Scotch, the girls
miraculously rustled up a spread of foodstuffs, and on the Saturday night we
held a joint room party which, through sheer force of numbers – I think there
were a little more than 200 in attendance – developed into a corridor and stair
party. What with sight-seeing, eating, nattering to fans, drinking a wide range
of beers to demonstrate my hard-won expertise, and taking occasional naps to
keep up my stamina, the rest of the convention flitted past as quickly and
effortlessly as Mike Glicksohn writing a loc.
Suddenly it was Sunday night and almost time for the fancy dress dance,
described in the programme as the Galactic Ball of the Aliens. Brian
Hampton, who had no costume with him, buttonholed me near his room and
said he would buy me a drink if I would suggest a humorous outfit he could
rig up on the spot. I agreed to the deal, pondered for a while, and said, “Make
up a big ring out of tinfoil, walk up and down the room twirling it round your
finger, and announce yourself as Ring-Whirled.”
He stared at me strickenly for a moment, then his gaze shifted to the
ceiling. There was a long silence, and then he said, “Is that it? Have I to buy
you a drink for that?”
“It seems a good idea to me,” I replied, offended. “And I don’t usually
work as cheaply as one drink.”
With an unbecoming show of reluctance on his part, we set off for the
bar, where I was approached by Martin Hoare – all shining with geniality the
way he does – who asked if I could think up a funny costume idea for him.
Pleased at having found a properly receptive audience, I told him the
Ringworld idea, but oddly enough he failed to respond as I had expected. It
might have been something to do with the foreign food, but it seemed to me
that he was looking slightly off colour as he hurried away towards his room.
This bothered me a little because I hate to see a fellow member of the Society
of Persons of Average Girth in distress, but I deduced he had been anxious to
get to work constructing a tinfoil ring in the few minutes that were left before
the call.
The dance itself was an enjoyable business, with Eddy G. Bertin doing a
brilliant job as disc jockey. The only thing that marred the occasion for me
was that when Martin appeared in the parade I saw he had not bothered to
make a Ringworld, and had contented himself with doing his corny old
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Barefoot in the Head bit – complete with cardboard foot apparently sunk into
his cranium – that he does at nearly every convention. I don’t know! If you
can’t trust a Person of Average Girth, who can you trust?
Next morning the Slaters and Shaws had a last walk around Ghent,
drove to the coast and sailed back to England in the late afternoon. We were
due in at Felixstowe at nine, but there was a union dispute among the dockers
which meant that nobody wanted to handle our ship, and we were forced to
drop anchor and wait outside the harbour till nearly midnight. By that time
we were too tired even to do any Is-there-a-docker-in-the-house? jokes, and
our spirits flagged even further when Ken discovered we hadn’t enough
petrol to get back to his place in Wisbech. In Ipswich we found two service
stations with all-night facilities, but the pay-in machines had apparently been
vandalised in each case, and they were surrounded by people we recognised
from the ferry trip, all bemoaning their fate and vainly trying to stuff pound
notes into inert and uncaring robot slots. It was a pitiful sight.
There were no more large towns between there and Wisbech, which
meant there would be no more all-night service stations, so it was in a mood
of acute apprehension that we set out into the darkness of the East Anglian
landscape, wondering how far we would get before hearing the dreadful
coughing that signifies fuel starvation, wondering how long it would be
before the engine began to cough as well, wondering if we could survive the
cold of the night in an unheated van, wondering if we would ever see our
homes and loved ones again.
At that point there came one of those twists of fate without which most
adventure story writers would be forced to pack it in and take up a proper job.
Unknown to us, we were following the same trail as the phantom service
station vandals and were, in fact, catching up on them! This fact manifested
itself when, just as the fuel indicator needle was sinking past EMPTY, miles
out in the dark and deserted countryside, we saw lights still lit and people still
around at a tiny, single-pump service station. As it was nearly two in the
morning – and unfrequented places like that always close around six in the
evening – the brightly-lit scene seemed like a mirage. We could hardly
believe our eyes, but it was all true – succour was at hand!
Hi ya, succour, I breathed to myself as Ken drove up to the petrol pump
under the watchful gaze of the owner and a policeman. It turned out that the
vandals had got there shortly before us, and had been scared off by a police
patrol car, and that the police had phoned the owner so that he could come
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and inspect the damage. Embittered though he was, he obligingly sold Ken a
tankful of petrol and in a matter of seconds we were on our way again,
feeling happy and secure, contented in the knowledge that Ghu has numbered
the hairs on our heads (which in some cases isn’t very difficult), and that he
sees each sparrow fall, and that he will always come to the rescue of true fen
in their hour of tribulation.
A few minutes later the van’s engine blew up and we were all seriously
injured.
That last sentence is, of course, an outright lie. I just put it in for
dramatic irony. In fact, we got home without further incident, and we all lived
happily ever after, which I suppose was pretty lucky if Ghu, instead of
watching over us, was spending all his time birdwatching and counting
people’s hairs. Sometimes I get a little worried about Ghu....
March 1978
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PRO and Con
It was Easter Monday, 1973, and the Bristol convention had just ended. I was
driving north on the M5, accompanied by Vic Hallett – who was getting a lift
as far as Chester – and the weather was perfectly in accord with my post-con
blues. Storm after storm came sweeping out of the dark west, creating a
feeling that the motorway was under attack, and the windscreen wipers were
labouring to cope with the downpour. For the first hour Vic and I had
conversed in a fairly animated fashion, mainly about childhood reading, and
we had been pleased to discover that, although interested in stamp collecting,
neither of us had ever dared to send away for the approvals advertised in the
Dandy, simply because we didn’t know what an approval meant. Now,
however, exhaustion was catching up with us and conversation had stopped.
Vic was lost in his own thoughts, and I was silently brooding about the new
PR job I had to start in the morning with Vickers in Barrow. As the lines of
car and coach tail-lights formed crazy computer patterns on the rain-spattered
glass ahead of me, I tightened my grip on the steering wheel and thought
back over the years to other occasions when I had been facing the first day in
a new job....
Actually, to be perfectly truthful, I did nothing of the sort. If I remember
rightly, I was praying to be saved from the motorway maniacs in their
company-owned Cortinas who were merrily aquaplaning past us at seventy
and eighty miles an hour. Years of writing for aviation journals have got me
into the bad habit of using what I call the Smithers-thought-back ploy when
I’m starting articles. It’s a well-tried technique which aviation journalists in
particular are fond of because they are often required to write the life stories
of individuals who have led extremely boring lives until getting into a single
hair-raising scrape. Faced with this daunting task the journalist usually tries
to start and end with the good bit, by writing something like: “Wind howled
through the shattered canopy of the Stirling bomber, and as he watched the
grey waves of the North Sea swirling up to meet him, Sq. Ldr. Ted Smithers
clutched his shrapnel-torn left arm and thought back to that peaceful summer
of 1934 when he had joined the RAF....” It’s a downright lie, of course, but
all the Smithers of this world happily go along with it for the sake of the
egoboo, and a whole generation of young aero enthusiasts are growing up
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brainwashed into believing that when he is facing a gory death the average
airman responds by rehearsing his memoirs for the sake of posterity.
Starting a new job is no joke, though. There’s the necessity of looking
your best; of trying to appear alert, intelligent and enthusiastic; of going
through that first encounter with strangers who will gradually cease to be
strangers, some of whom you will grow to like, and others to hate. And on
the day I was talking about it was just beginning to dawn on me that I had
made a ghastly mistake in planning the whole operation. Vickers were paying
my fare from Belfast to England, and by arranging to join them on the day
after Easter I had fixed it that they would, as a by-product, pay my way to the
convention. It had seemed like a brilliant wheeze beforehand, but I had
enjoyed the Bristol convention – which meant three days of boozing and
three nights almost without sleep – and had begun the eight-hour drive north
feeling like a zombie. I had serious doubts about even being able to reach
Barrow, let alone impress a new set of bosses first thing in the morning. As
the night of storms grew darker and the wind howled through chinks in the
door seals, I turned the radio up to help me stay awake, and my thoughts went
back over the years to the time when I went through the ordeal of starting my
very first job....
Jehovah’s jockstrap! I’ve done it again! Ah, hell – here goes... more dots
to denote a change of time and place....
The weather was bad that morning, too. A heavy fall of snow had
jammed up Belfast’s transport system so much that I had to walk most of the
way to the office where I was due to begin work as an apprentice
draughtsman. My feet were cold and wet, and I was as nervous as any
sixteen-year-old could be, and I was acutely aware that my principal
qualification – the ability to recite long tracts of BRE Astoundings from
memory – was not the sort of thing that engineering employers usually
looked for. The only thing that cheered me up was that I was wearing a natty
new tie and my first white shirt, an ensemble I fancied gave me an air of
thoughtful maturity suggestive of a budding I.K. Brunel.
Somewhat warmed by that notion, I turned into a long mean street, so
typical of Belfast’s industrial areas, and trudged along it through the sootgreying snow. Two girls about my age were proceeding along it in the
opposite direction, but I was too busy with dreams of the future to pay them
any heed. We met about halfway along the street and the girls obligingly
parted to let me pass between them. It must be the executive-type shirt and
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tie, I thought, pleased by their considerateness. Perhaps I really do look like a
young man on his way to the top.
At that instant they both made stiff-armed lateral swings and each of
them slammed a pound-and-a-half of filthy slush into my face.
They ran off laughing and, as they were bigger than I was and looked
quite capable of duffing me up, there was absolutely nothing I could do in
revenge. I decided on stoical dignity and walked on at exactly the same pace
without even taking my hands out of my pockets, ignoring the rivulets of icy
water that were coursing down into my underwear. This was in the days
before modern convenience textiles, and by the time I reached the office my
new white shirt resembled something you would normally see hanging out of
a motor mechanic’s back pocket. I was launched on my business career.
Three years went by, and – in spite of an inauspicious start – I must have
been doing fairly well as a trainee structural engineer, because the
commercial manager of another outfit lured me away to join his firm with
promises of better money and working conditions. I think I got a quid a week
extra. The weather was atrocious on that first morning too – it was a dark and
dismal February day and the streets were partly flooded – but the buses were
operating reasonably well and I was relieved to reach the works in a
condition of warm, dry cleanliness. The building itself was small and shabby,
but I was given an office to myself and was beginning to feel quite chirpy
when the managing director, who looked like Arthur Lowe, came along and
said he was taking me out in his car to inspect a construction site. Better and
better! The prospect of cruising around the city in a directorial limousine,
perhaps being seen and envied by my friends, had a strong appeal. This is
definitely more like it.
It was still pouring when we went out and I was hardly able to believe
my eyes when I saw the MD’s car. It was the most disreputable and clapped
out Morris Eight I had ever seen in a city where, in the late 1940s, cars often
tended to resemble mobile junk heaps. We got into it, somehow he persuaded
the engine to fire and the vehicle chugged off in the direction of a busy main
road. Almost fifty yards from the corner he began turning the steering wheel,
but the car – seemingly unaware of what he was doing to it – continued
squelching along in a straight line. The corner drew nearer at an alarming rate
and it seemed we had no option but to drive headlong into a cross stream of
lorries and horse-drawn carts. Nothing daunted, the MD went on winding the
steering wheel and, just as I sensed the car was beginning to turn a little, he
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pointed at my side of the vehicle and shouted, “The door! The door!”
I stared at him, slack-jawed in astonishment. Was he ordering me to bale
out? Was he telling me to save my own skin while he gamely went to his
death doing battle with a wayward Morris Eight?
“The door!” he bellowed. “The door!”
Still baffled, I gave a faint bleat of terror as the car – as though trying to
make amends for its spell of cussedness – abruptly swerved into a three-G
turn and shot out into the main road. The door on my side promptly detached
itself, bounced along the squaresets a short distance and came to rest in a
large puddle. Only by gripping my seat, and clinging to it like a fruit bat, did
I manage to avert a similar fate.
The MD brought the car to a halt, gave me a perfect Arthur Lowe look
of exasperation and contempt, and said, “Why didn’t you hold the door?” He
acted as though anybody who knows anything at all about motoring always
grabs the nearest door and holds it on at corners. Apparently it was one of
those things – like passing the port in the right direction – that a gentleman
does almost by instinct. By the time I had retrieved the door and slid it back
onto its hinge pins, my feet and back were soaked with rain. I had only one
consolation – my shirt was all right.
We set off along the main road and the car gradually gathered speed
until we were rattling along at a death-defying thirty miles an hour. A flooded
section loomed in front of us and the MD said. “Look out for the hole.”
Hole? I rubbed a clear space in the condensation on the windscreen and
tried to spot a hole or excavation of some sort in the road ahead of us. What, I
wondered, would be the effect of hitting a big pothole at speed? Would the
roof fly off? Was I expected to hold it on? We were almost at the flooded
area by this time, and I suddenly became aware of a cold wind whistling
around my ankles. I looked down and, too late, saw a coin-sized hole in the
sloping bulkhead against which my feet were resting. There was a sort of
whooshing metallic thunderclap as the car hit the water, and a jet of brownish
liquid shot up through the hole and hit me squarely in the chest. It was
composed in roughly equal parts of rain, mud, horse’s urine and partly
digested hayseeds – and it made a mess of my shirt.
Aw, Christ, was all I could think. Not again!
The next bad first day in a firm came about five years later and 5,000
miles away – but, oddly enough, the weather had a part to play in it as well. I
had travelled out to Calgary, Alberta, in the middle of the winter to take up a
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position as draughtsman/designer with a constructional engineering firm. I
was with a Scot, a forceful character called Dave Rhodes, who had journeyed
out on the same ship. We had some difficulty getting to the works on the first
morning, with the result that we were late arriving and – as it was a glassfronted building – had to walk up to the office under the curious gazes of
dozens of future bosses and colleagues. This was slightly disconcerting, but
we marched briskly up to the fancy glass entrance door. Dave turned the
handle, gave it a push, and nothing happened. He pushed again, and still
nothing happened. We were left standing there in full view of everybody –
two expensively imported engineers who couldn’t even figure out how to
open a door.
The reason for our difficulty was, of course, that the winter is so cold in
most parts of Canada that all offices are fitted with two sets of doors. And –
naturally enough, where space is limited – the outer door opens outwards.
Unaware of this piece of local knowledge, Dave gave a tut of annoyance and
hit the door inwards with his shoulder. It shattered with an appalling crash
which could be heard miles away, and those people who hadn’t been aware
of our arrival flocked to join the others at the front of the building. Dave, who
still hadn’t thought of pulling the door handle instead of pushing it, climbed
in through the denuded door frame and – apparently quite unconcerned –
crunched his way over the shards and into the office. I followed behind him,
cringing apologetically, and even though I opened the remains of the door
correctly I never managed to live down a reputation for being one of a gang
of dangerous vandals. I would almost have preferred a muddy shirt.
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Memories like those were flickering in my mind as I reached the Barrow
turn-off on the A6 and swung my crippled Stirling bomber... sorry – travelstained Ford Escort... onto a course which would take me down the Furness
peninsula. The job I was going to, Publicity Officer for the whole
shipbuilding group, was probably the most senior of my career, and no matter
how tired I was I knew I had to make a good start. I already knew there was
resentment in the firm at an aviation man being brought in from the outside to
handle a shipbuilding appointment, and it was vital that I should show up
looking... what was it?... alert, intelligent and enthusiastic. The convention
and the nightmarish marathon drive had almost wiped me out, but five or six
hours of deep sleep lay ahead, and that should be enough to put the old body
to rights for the next day. Remember, I told myself, be alert, intelligent and
enthusiastic.
I got to my hotel in Barrow at about one in the morning, asked to be
called at 6:30, went straight to bed and commanded myself to sleep. It was
really weird how – with all my experience – I managed to make a mistake
like that. When I’m going to sleep I have to pretend I’m going to do
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something else, like lie there and read some of the science fiction works of
Captain S.P. Meek, and the next thing I know it is morning. But when I tell
myself I have to sleep, when I try to capture it like a prize of war, a cold and
uncompromising wakefulness descends over me. And on that first night in
Barrow I didn’t even manage to doze for as much as ten seconds – which
meant that when I got up for breakfast on the following morning I had had
something like six hours’ sleep in five days. My surroundings were distant
and unreal; it was hard to formulate even the simplest sentence; and it seemed
to take about ten seconds for nerve signals to get from my brain to my hands.
That’s the condition I was in when I set out for the office, pale of face and red
of eye, determined to appear alert, intelligent and enthusiastic.
Somehow I got through the first thirty minutes of introductions to spruce
ex-naval officers and keen-eyed department heads – then I was roped in on
my first job.
Now, there are quite a few jobs I could have coped with that morning. I
could have typed up a press release, or laid out a page or two for a house
magazine. I could even have undertaken a tour of the shipyards – but the
thing I was called upon to do was to sit in on the editing of some video tapes.
These tapes had been shot by a camera mounted on a midget submarine
which was “flying” along an oil pipeline in the murky depths of the North
Sea, and there is no way I can convey to you just how boring they are to
watch. By comparison, they make an average Look at Life seem like a cross
between Star Wars and The Exorcist. They have been known to put rooms
full of hard-headed oil company executives into instantaneous hypnotic
trances.
And I – blearily muttering “alert, intelligent and what-was-it?” – was
taken into a small, dark, warm, stuffy room, put into a comfortable chair and
told to watch a tiny flickering image.
I was fast asleep within thirty seconds.
The editing session went on all morning. At times I would struggle into
consciousness, look around me with total incomprehension at the groups of
dimly-seen figures who were whispering and nodding in my direction, then I
would float away again. I was told afterwards that people who weren’t even
connected with the department got wind of what had happened and came in
to see the live-wire aviation journalist who had been drafted in to shake the
Barrow lot out of their sleepy ways. Apparently I became a legend
throughout the company before lunch break on my first day.
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I didn’t care. The wind was howling through the shattered canopy of my
Stirling bomber, and I was clutching my shrapnel-torn left arm and trying to
pull the aircraft’s nose up before it plunged into the North Sea and turned into
a miniature submarine and started flying along that accursed, dreary pipeline
which went on and on for ever....
June 1978
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The Game of Dog and Crab
One of the things I liked about the novel The Caine Mutiny was the accurate
description of how the men on Queeg’s ship became almost as obsessional as
he did in the period leading up to the mutiny. That rang true to life, as does
the behaviour of the characters in the British TV comedy series The
Squirrels, where people in a small office are seen to grind each other down
like pebbles in a tumbling machine. There was a quite similar situation in the
engineering office I worked in during my stay in Canada. The office was a
bare rectangular box containing seven draughting boards, all facing the single
large window at the front. Seven of us – two Ulstermen, a Scot, two
Englishmen, a Dutchman and a Belgian – sat in there year after year,
depressed, overworked, bored out of our skulls, everybody secretly hating
everybody else. In that psychological autoclave one’s perceptions and values
became distorted – trivia seemed important, little things seemed enormous,
one man’s habit of whistling would engender dreams of murder in the minds
of the others.
Like the Birdman of Alcatraz and similar characters, we had to find
ways to preserve our sanity, and perhaps the biggest help in this direction was
the fact that our single window gave us a view straight down a dirt road
which joined the works to a southern offshoot of Calgary. The road was
partially bordered by a couple of dozen single-storey houses, and in our
boredom we studied those houses, knew all the associated cars, got to know
the personal timetables of all their occupants, were comforted when a wilting
patch of lawn finally got watered, were agog with excitement when a door
was painted a different colour.
A fantastic bonus for us was that anybody approaching the office on foot
became visible as a speck in the distance and for a full ten minutes would
become a focus of feverish interest as he drew near the office. Our cars were
somewhat unreliable, and on a good day it was possible to observe as many
as three people who were late for work coming along that road at different
times, providing a total of thirty minutes of suspenseful entertainment. We
used to pray for somebody to stumble at a kerb or slip in the snow, and when
a mishap like that did occur the office was rocked with hysterical glee. Jokes
would be made about it for days afterwards, and the butt of those jokes was
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made to feel that he was the biggest buffoon in history.
The drawback, of course, was that sometimes I would be that lonely
pedestrian, fully aware that I was under keen scrutiny for the whole of that
naked kilometre. It seems ridiculous now, but I used to be terrified of the
slightest thing happening because inevitably it would have an adverse effect
on my jeer quotient. A simple event, like a kid running into somebody with
his tricycle, would – in the mental pressure cooker of the office – have been
elevated to legendary status within a few minutes, with corresponding misery
and degradation for the subject. To show how serious it was, I’m writing
about the events of twenty years ago and one of my most vivid memories of
the period was of a draughtsman called Derek going out to his car in midwinter, slipping on the ice and falling on his backside. The thing which
makes the memory so vivid is that Derek gave absolutely no thought to trying
to break his fall – while he was still in the air he twisted round and fixed
huge, pleading, frightened eyes on our office window. We were staring out at
him in malicious rapture and for a split second, while he seemed to hang in
space, there was perfect communion, and he knew that for the next month he
was going to be bottom man on the totem pole. I felt sorry for him, but at the
same time I was as merciless as the others because he had committed the
cardinal sin of Doing Something Dumb. To me, there’s nothing surprising in
the discovery that rats become neurotic when put into cramped living
quarters....
Now that I’ve sketched in the background, maybe you’ll have some
inkling of what a big day it was in our calendar when Fang came on the
scene.
Fang was a small ginger-coloured mongrel with an incredibly evil
disposition who appeared one morning in the garden of a house only about a
hundred yards from our end of the road. He was so nasty that any time he got
off his leash he savaged passing cars and trucks. We greeted Fang’s arrival
with deep gratitude, partly because of his death-defying antics which were an
extra diversion for us, partly because of a heady certainty that someday
somebody from the office would fall foul of him, and that would be a day to
remember, a day for the office scribes to commemorate in story and song.
It came after a wait of only two weeks.
I had been out for lunch with Dave Rhodes, the Scot I’ve written about
previously, the one who smashed in the glass door of the works’ main
entrance on his first morning at work. We had gone on foot to benefit from
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the exercise, we were late getting back, and as we plodded along in the fierce
Albertan sunshine I could see the dark rectangle of the draughting office
window far ahead and could feel the multiplicity of eyes watching us from
within, “cool and unsympathetic” like those of H.G. Wells’s Martians. It was
a classic situation in our limited terms, one which could give birth to fables.
Suddenly I saw a mote of ginger waiting at the open gate of Fang’s
house and suggested that it might be politic to detour around the final block
in the road and approach the office from the side. Dave was scornful. He had
been east of Suez with the army, had encountered hundreds of vicious curs,
and had subdued every one with the power of his cold, brooding stare.
“You must never show fear,” he explained. “Treat the mongrel with the
contempt it deserves and it’ll slink away with its tail between its legs.”
I changed position to get his solid frame between me and Fang, and
watched with a mixture of apprehension and growing admiration as Dave
passed the gateway with measured stride. Fang crouched there and growled,
quivering with pent-up aggression, but – just as predicted – was kept in check
by the mesmeric force of Dave’s stare. I was impressed. We continued on our
way for a few seconds, but at that stage a weakness inherent in Dave’s dogcontrol technique made itself apparent, a weakness stemming from the fact
that his eyes were immovably attached to the front of his head.
As soon as Fang was released from hypnotic restraint he flew at Dave,
slavering with fury, and ripped the arse out of his trousers.
I had seen the same thing portrayed many times in comedy films and
boys’ papers, and until that moment had assumed it was a kind of visual
cliché. After all, why should a dog single out the seat of the pants for attack?
Another point is that trouser material is pretty tough and ought to be able to
withstand the weight of a small animal. The whole notion was obviously just
a scriptwriter’s hackneyed stand-by – and yet there was Dave dancing around
in the middle of the road with his underpants showing and a snarling, wildeyed hound swinging on a newly-created flap in his trousers. I glanced
towards the office, saw the joyous faces pressed against the window, and
experienced a profound thankfulness that I had been spared the indignity
Dave was suffering. That was all I could think about.
The lady of the house came out when she heard the noise, retrieved her
dog and after a bitter argument with Dave gave him two dollars with which to
have his trousers invisibly mended. In the meantime, I sprinted back to the
office, which was in an uproar of mirth, so that I could be one of the jeering
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mob which surrounded Dave on his return. I really enjoyed that jeering, the
more so because Dave had been rough on me for some weeks over my
ignominious loss of my spare-time taxi-driving job, and now he was low and
I was high, and with luck things would stay that way for weeks.
That was when the cancer business reared its ugly head.
I am not an ordinary hypochondriac. An ordinary hypochondriac has a
bad time because, although he is healthy enough, he really believes he has an
illness. That sort of thing is too normal and uncomplicated for me. Somebody
has only to describe a good set of symptoms and next day I waken up with
some or all of them, and even though I know I can’t have acquired the
relevant disease overnight the symptoms persist for days. I call it secondstage hypochondria, and now that I understand the affliction I control it by
discreetly sauntering away when other people start listing their aches and
pains.
In 1957, though, I wasn’t so crafty, and it was unfortunate for me that
the Canadian government decided at that time to launch a publicity campaign
about cancer. I had only the vaguest notion of what cancer actually was, and
when these posters appeared describing the Seven Warning Signs I read them
with considerable interest. The seventh sign – a sudden change in bowel
habits – must have appealed to my subconscious the most, because I
promptly stopped going to the toilet. Just like that! No more toilet!
Two or three days went by before the phenomenon made itself manifest,
then I decided to force the issue by stepping up my intake of food. Two more
days of heavy eating went by and I was forced to accept the horrifying truth –
not only was I unable to excrete solid waste, I had absolutely no urge to do
so. It appeared that no matter how much food I ingested, it would find
permanent accommodation somewhere in my system, and that had to be Bad
News.
Another day of eating and silent fretting went by with the same result, or
lack of it.
On the next day, with a week’s supply of vittles locked up in my vitals, I
faced up to the fact that I undeniably had the Seventh Warning Sign and it
was time to consult a physician. I announced to my workmates that I was
going to the doctor with a suspected case of cancer of the bowel, and – quite
naturally – they fell about with laughter. This was no more than I had
expected of them, and I got a sombre pleasure out of anticipating the change
of expression on their faces when they discovered they had been mocking a
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comrade who was on the point of death. My car was out of service again, and
nobody even offered to lend me one, but I didn’t mind – it meant I would be
walking back to the office with the death sentence ringing in my ears, and the
truth would gradually dawn on the others as they watched my halting
progress towards the office. I could visualise the growing consternation and
remorse on their faces as they deduced from my slow and dignified approach
– perhaps with pauses to admire the delicate beauty of a buttercup or listen to
the poignant silver-sweet song of the birds – that I was reconciled to an early
appointment with the dread ferryman.
The doctor’s office was on the McLeod Trail, in a little cluster of
buildings near the top of our dirt road, and for the sake of readers who have
delicate sensibilities I will gloss over the details of what happened when I got
there. Suffice it to say that the physical examination involved a rubber glove
and great quantities of lubricating oil, and I didn’t enjoy it one little bit.
When it was over the doctor asked me if by any chance I had been taking iron
tablets. I told him I had started taking some about a week earlier because I
was feeling a bit run down, and he told me that if I stopped taking them my
insides would resume normal working. That was all there was to it.
Overjoyed, given a new lease of life, I thanked him profusely and set out
on the return journey to the office with a jaunty stride.
Well, to be precise, my first fifty or so strides were jaunty – then trouble
set in. My lower intestine contained a week’s food – seven breakfasts, seven
lunches, seven dinners, seven bedtime snacks, plus assorted in-between
nibbles – all compressed to a density approaching that of the small
companion to Sirius. And to that potentially explosive combination had been
added a liberal amount of lubricating oil. I came to an abrupt standstill,
fearful of the worst, then found it was still possible to walk provided I kept
everything from buttocks to knees jammed tight together and was content to
progress by slipping each foot into place immediately in front of the other,
heel to toe, like a tightrope walker or somebody measuring a distance without
a rule.
That half-mile walk remains one of the least pleasant memories of my
entire life.
It seemed to take ages, and on the home stretch I could see the faces of
my workmates at the draughting office window, no doubt inventing all kinds
of humorous explanations for my ludicrous gait. Trying to put a bold face on
it, as if I was doing a funny walk just to croggle the locals, I gave my
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colleagues a cheery wave. They waved back. Perhaps everything will be all
right, I thought, and at that moment became aware of an ominous growling
behind me.
I had forgotten about Fang.
The little brute didn’t tear the seat out of my pants – maybe some canine
instinct warned him of the awful fate which might have befallen him – but he
went for my ankles, and I couldn’t even risk trying to kick him away. There
was nothing for it but to accelerate the funny walk, and I did the last hundred
yards like a speeded-up Charlie Chaplin, sweating and swearing, with the
berserk little beast whirling around my ankles like a dust devil.
On emerging from the office toilet ten minutes later I found out that
some of the morons who had witnessed the approach had been almost sick
with laughter, and that Dave had already done a cartoon which was up on the
firm’s notice board. I was low man on the totem pole again, and I hadn’t even
had a chance to admire the delicate beauty of a buttercup or listen to the
poignant silver-sweet song of the birds.
I wonder if Fang ever ate any of those iron tablets I distributed around
his lair.
November 1978
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The View from Serendip by
Arthur C. Clarke
(Gollancz, 1978, £5.50, 273pp)
Science fiction isn’t Arthur C. Clarke’s whole existence – his interests
range further and wider – but it’s true to say he has led a science fiction life.
The View from Serendip is a new collection of his essays, but Clarke calls it
“a first approximation to an autobiography” and that description is
appropriate because his thoughts about technology, space and future are a
vital part of the man’s persona.
One can imagine that if, say, Malcolm Muggeridge had been born a
century earlier he would simply have been an earlier version of Muggeridge,
but Arthur C. Clarke – true child of the space age – would have had to be
somebody else altogether. (It would be interesting to speculate on what he
would have done had he been born in 1817 instead of 1917, but that’s a job
for ACC himself....)
Who else, for instance, would have ventured into sub-aquatics, not for
any of the usual reasons, but for the purpose of experiencing something close
to the weightlessness of space travel? That insight comes on the first page of
the book and it goes on in that way for 273 pages which I found enlightening,
funny and fascinating. In structure the book consists of a fairly complete
account of ACC’s life since he was captivated by Ceylon in the mid-1950s,
interspersed with smoothly-dovetailed articles on a wide variety of subjects.
One of the most evocative passages comes in a chapter about the early
days of the British Interplanetary Society, at the time when Clarke was the
organisation’s treasurer and general propagandist. C.S. Lewis was then very
antagonistic to rocket societies on the grounds that they would help spread
mankind’s crimes to other planets. Clarke, predictably annoyed by that
viewpoint, met him in a pre-arranged open debate in an Oxford pub –
undeterred by the fact that Lewis was seconded by no less a personage than
Professor J.R.R. Tolkien! Clarke’s second was Val Cleaver, later to be head
of Rolls-Royce’s Rocket Division – so the occasion was a portentous one
indeed, an aligning of forces.
The essays range from topics like the servant problem in Ceylon to the
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limits of knowledge, and are drawn from such a wide spectrum that it is
unlikely that the ordinary reader will find much that is already familiar to
him. And as a bonus for Clarke fans there is a very short story – “When The
Twerms Came” – which the author claims is the last he will ever write.
ACC’s predictions have a habit of coming true, but I hope this one about his
future literary output is way off the beam.
November/December 1978
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Auld Slang Sayings
Fanzines have played a big part in my life. For example, it was in Slant and
Hyphen that I served my apprenticeship in the writing business under the
superb tutelage of Walt Willis, and the experience I gained there enabled me
to land a full-time job as a journalist, with consequent effect on the whole
course of my affairs. Nowadays fanzines tend mainly to give me a guilt
complex over all the locs I never get round to writing, but they also serve a
useful function in that they introduce me to the latest slang.
Ulverston, where I live, is a pretty little town on the edge of the Lake
District National Park, and its chief claim to fame is that it is the birthplace of
Stan Laurel. By no means can it be described as the hub of the universe (can
you see Stan Laurel agreeing to being born in the hub of the universe?), and
the local speech therefore tends to be fixed and almost archaic in many
respects, although it has its own set of merits. Beatrix Potter, who lived just
up the road a bit, described it as the most beautiful in the world. I got some
glimmering of what she meant when in the pub the other day I heard one of
the elderly locals describing how he felt on wakening up on the morning after
a binge. Scorning the commonplace description of the mouth as being like
“the bottom of a bird’s cage”, he said, “My mouth was like the inside of a
lime-digger’s clog.”
Marvellous though that turn of phrase may be, it has no cachet to it.
People who read this article won’t go around saying it everywhere in the
hope of making listeners think they are, or at least associate a lot with,
natives of the Lake District. The situation is different with American slang
expressions and popular usage. In Britain we have managed to leave behind
the weird 1950s practice in which all native pop singers did their stuff with
fake Nashville accents – a diminutive Scot called Lulu being about the only
one who keeps it up – but it still means a lot for many people if in their dayto-day speech they can come out with the latest Americanism. It’s a way of
convincing people that you are a member of the international jet-set.
The big thing, of course, is to use the word or phrase in a completely
casual and natural manner, because if you were obviously trying to work it in
to the conversation the whole effect would be spoiled. I’m getting a bit
reactionary in my old age and that, plus my love of classic English, makes me
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sit up twitching like a member of the Watership Down gang when I first hear
that faint odd note creeping into what I expected to be a familiar linguistic
symphony.
Once when I was working on the staff of the Belfast Telegraph the job
of leader writer came up for grabs, and for weeks everybody was speculating
about who would get it. Everybody except me, that is. I knew who was going
to get it, because I had happened to pick up the carbon of a story a young
reporter on my desk had written about a meeting of some minor local
committee. In a dull one-paragraph story he had managed, apparently without
trying, to include the terms “viable” and “credibility gap”, both of which
were brand-new at that time. It was no surprise to me when the
announcement of his promotion was made, but I couldn’t help wondering if
the senior editor had been consciously looking out for those signs of
linguistic awareness, or if he had somehow been impressed without realising
what was going on.
That sort of thing has made me hypersensitive. When I was press officer
for an aircraft company my office was right beside the aircraft sales
department, and the people who worked in there really were jet-setters and
consequently very quick off the mark with new slang. I remember vividly the
exact day when one of them came into my office, made a perfunctory enquiry
about an article I was writing for a house journal, then said, “There’s no way
you’re going to get it finished in time.”
The slightly strange formulation of the sentence, coupled with the note
of suppressed manic glee in his voice, made me suspect immediately that I
had just witnessed the start of something big. This was confirmed when I
overheard him steadily working his way around the other cubicles in the
office, with the emphasised no way rising above the background hubbub each
time in much the same way that the note of the triangle can easily be
distinguished amid the thunder of a full orchestra.
No way hit that office with all the invasive force of the Black Death,
affecting everybody within a matter of hours, and at times even warping the
structure of the language. The virulence reached its peak at a conference
when a salesman put forward a suggestion and had it greeted with a
dismissive, “No way.” The salesman (the very one mentioned above)
countered with, “No way! What do you mean no way? There’s no way that
can be no way.”
The thing which sparked off this article was the recent arrival on my
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doormat of a fanzine published in a fit of fannish exuberance by my old
buddy Chris Priest. It was called Deadloss, and in fourteen pages of highly
enjoyable personal chat and gossip Chris twice used the phrase “laid back”. I
was instantly on the alert, partly because I couldn’t figure out from context
exactly what laid back means, and partly because my instincts told me that
here was a new no way in the making. Sure enough, it cropped up soon
afterwards in a trendy feature article in the Observer and I have twice heard it
on television.
Thanks to the fact that I get fanzines I can be in on the ground floor in
this thing. I could, if I wanted, and if only I knew what it meant, impress
Ulverston society by saying that certain things were laid back. The next time
one of the locals says to me that his mouth is like the inside of a limedigger’s clog I might say, “That’s the sort of laid back humour I like,” and
chance the consequences.
The question that really intrigues me, however, is how do things like
that get started? Who decided that a word like “camp”, which has been
around for centuries, will suddenly be invested with a new meaning and
significance? And when that decision has been made, and a word or phrase
has been launched on a new career, how do people who are in tune with that
sort of thing recognise its potential and start using it themselves? Is it an ingroup thing? Am I being left out of a verbal room party?
In all probability it’s all part of the natural evolutionary processes of a
living language, but if in the near future I read in a genzine that Chris Priest
has been appointed leader writer for the Belfast Telegraph I’ll develop a
paranoiac certainty that there is something going on.
April 1979
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Pro Lapse
The bedside alarm starts bleeping at 6:50 a.m. I waken and stare at it in
disbelief. Surely to God it can’t be morning already! I struggle out of bed, go
to the window and part the curtains, half-expecting to find that the earliness
of the hour has caught the sceneshifters unawares and that the Thursday
morning world isn’t ready yet. But no, it’s all there, fully assembled, ready
for another day’s use.
I turn away from the window, shivering, suddenly aware of how warm
and snug the bed seems. What harm would it do if I got back in for ten
minutes? Would it spoil some vast eternal plan if I were a rested man?
Probably not, but if I get in I’ll oversleep and that means that my son – who
sees himself as a fully emancipated and independent adult, but who can’t
waken himself up in the morning or make a pot of tea – will be late for work.
I go up to the top floor and give him a call, for which he fails to show proper
gratitude, then make my way via the bedroom and toilet to the kitchen, where
I switch on the radio and make tea and toast.
Terry Wogan is in full throat, making a fortune out of being Irish. I
repress a pang of baffled resentment, and wonder what the French think of
Sacha Distel. I chew up a ginseng tablet, hardly noticing its grassy taste,
drink some tea and help my son get out to work. By then I’m wide awake and
committed to seeing the day through, so I look at the morning paper. The
news is more depressing than usual and I wish I could be like some of my
friends who never bother with it. How can I be a writer, though, if I don’t
remind myself every day of the idiosyncrasies of my fellow humans? How
can I write about the 21st century if I don’t keep up with the 20th?
The paper informs me that somebody wants to start a union for the
unemployed, and my imagination is briefly captured. What will this union do
when it wants to cause trouble? Will they declare a work? Will they seek out
some building project that has been abandoned, barricade themselves in there
and work on it until somebody hollers for mercy? I turn to the book review
pages and glance over them to see if this is one of those rare weeks when six
SF novels are reviewed in half the space that is normally devoted to the latest
biography of some 1920s politician. It isn’t. There’s the usual “Crime
Ration” or some such – people who enjoy reading about murder taking their
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rightful precedence over people who would rather read about the future of the
human race. Perhaps it’s just as well there are no SF reviews – there’s
nothing like a dismissive review of your latest book to curdle the creative
flux for the rest of the day.
It’s now around eight o’clock and with any luck the post will have
arrived, unless this is one of those awful days when there isn’t going to be
any and I’ll have to waste hours hanging around the front windows, peering
out every time a gate squeaks. Happily, there’s a reassuring bunch of
envelopes in the hall and I carry them back into the kitchen and pour out
another cup of tea. Top of the heap is a bank statement, which I immediately
tear up, unopened, and dispose of in the waste bin. This has to be done
quickly in case Sadie comes down. She opens bank statements and actually
looks at them. First thing in the morning! I don’t know how she does it, but
women are tougher than men in some ways.
Next is a letter with a typeface and postmark that I don’t recognise. I
open it and find it’s from a reader who has gone to the trouble of getting my
address from the publisher and writing me a letter to point out that on page 87
of one of my novels I have referred to chlorate instead of chloride. Why do
they do it? Why do people go to the trouble and expense of pointing out
minor mistakes? During my time in newspaper work I wrote thousands of
completely accurate news items and articles, and only once was somebody
moved to write to the editor and comment on the accuracy. The few
occasions when I fluffed something, though, brought in heaps of letters
pointing out my mistakes. What gets into people?
The other night I was watching Danger UXB on television and they
made a mistake I have seen in other plays set in the 1940s by showing a
close-up of somebody using a box of Swan Vestas, and it was clearly seen
that the swan on the box was facing inwards. Anybody who knows anything
about match boxes will tell you that the swan on Swan Vestas faced outwards
till about 1960, but did I get on the phone and point out the glaring error? Did
I write letters to the TV Times about it? Not on your nelly! I’ve got other
things to do with my time.
Also in the post are two fanzines, but I don’t risk starting to read them,
because if I do I’ll be an hour or so late starting work. I put the fanzines aside
for perusal in the evening, and go upstairs to my office.
The first job is to turn on the radio and adjust the volume so that I can
hear the music while I’m working, and at the same time not be distracted by
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the inane words between the records. This reminds me that we in Britain have
been conned for years by various writers in the general press and the Radio
Times into believing that our radio service is far superior to that of any other
country. But when I was over in the States in October and driving around
Florida with Dave Kyle I found there were radio stations which played nice
music continuously, without commercials, without chatter between the
records, and which would have been ideal for keeping me company when I’m
working. On Radio 2 I’ve to put up with Jimmy Young telling me how to
make tripe meringues and things like that, and various people phoning him up
to say the country is doomed unless people buckle down and do some work.
These people must be the same ones who write to newspapers and point out
minor errors. How can anybody who is crazy enough to spend time and
money in telephoning Jimmy Young criticise anybody else for being
unproductive?
I put that imponderable aside and sit down at the desk, psyching myself
up to write that vital 1,000 words which pays the mortgage. The first thing I
see is the Hugo voting form sent to me as a member of Seacon, and which
has been sitting there for days. Once again I scan the rules, hoping to find
some guidance about whether one is allowed to vote for one’s own work, but
there is nothing there. Does that mean it’s so obvious that every writer will
vote for himself that it wasn’t even worth mentioning in the rules, or does it
mean that the very idea is so underhand and despicable that they wouldn’t
insult voters by telling them not to do it? Obviously the matter needs serious
thought, so I set the form down again and, to get myself into the current
book, I read over what I wrote yesterday.
Almost at once I see a snag in the plot, one which can’t be let go in case
it sends the chlorate/chloride man into a frenzy of letter writing, one which
has to be fixed. The snag is that I have equipped the villain with a pocketsized teleporter, so there’s nothing to stop him evading the trap the hero has
set for him on page 184. What will I do? I know! The teleporter’s batteries
automatically recharge themselves one day a week, which means the machine
doesn’t work on Tuesdays, and it so happens that the trap was sprung on a
Tuesday. Aw, Christ, who’s going to swallow a thing like that? Besides, I’m
not sure if it is Tuesday in the story. One of the hardest things in writing a
novel is keeping track of internal time. If I don’t read right back through the
whole manuscript I could build in a discrepancy and old chlorate/chloride
will come down on me like a ton of clichés.
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Like Popeye grabbing a tin of spinach, I reach for my pipe, fill it with
Old Gowrie, light up and contemplate the problem again through a wreath of
aromatic smoke. All at once the problem is no more! It’s amazing what Old
Gowrie can do for me – it’s well worth sending up to Perth for a new can of it
every month. All I have to do is go back six pages and have the villain leave
the teleporter in the pocket of his other suit. I fix that up, but the whiff of
danger has had an adverse effect on my nerves and I begin to make lots of
typing errors.
This is something I hate because I have a compulsion concerning those
little rectangles of Tippex correcting paper. I squander money left, right and
centre on things like whiskey and pictorial histories of SF, but when it comes
to bits of Tippex – which probably cost about a penny each – I go to endless
pains to make each piece last for months and months, using them until they
only have about three molecules of white paint left, fitting hundreds of
corrections in beside each other, sometimes getting so carried away by the
intricacy of the task that my fingers get in the way and I type corrections on
my thumb.
Gradually, however, all the potty distractions fade away and I’m
actually writing. I can’t really describe that process. You’ve created this
imaginary universe, and it’s all there in a kind of inner space of the mind, and
you’re charged with the awesome responsibility of controlling that other
continuum’s fourth dimension – time. That’s the big difference between the
imaginary universe and the real one. The three spatial dimensions are similar
in both cases, but in the imaginary universe time is different. The past is all
those pages of manuscript you have already produced; the present is the word
you are writing; and the future is a shimmering infinity of possible word
combinations. You have to advance into that future a word at a time, guided
by instinct and a few meagre rules, and every word you pick has to be the
right word. It’s the greatest game there is, and not one for dilettantes. A few
hours of it can give you a sore brain.
I get my 1,000 words done and am still numb from the nervous shock of
having worked when the phone rings and a lady from the Townswomen’s
Guild comes on to confirm that I’ll be giving a talk about science fiction that
evening. She asks hesitantly about my fee and I tell her I don’t expect one.
Greatly relieved, she rings off. This is one of the sad geographic facts about
living in the Lake District. Giving a talk to a science fiction group in the more
populous parts of the country wipes out two days of my production time. I
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can no longer afford to lose two-day chunks of working time, so I have to ask
for a fee of £25 a day plus expenses to make up for loss of earnings, and no
SF club can afford to pay such a preposterous amount, and so I don’t do talks
to SF clubs any more. The trouble is that I like going along to fan meetings
and nattering over a pint or two. I set the phone down and think wistfully
about the time when my youngest offspring completes school here and we’ll
be free to move down the country a bit and get into the fannish mainstream
again.
That inspires me to think about writing something for a fanzine and, as
there is a little time left before dinner, I try to find a suitable topic. What was
that last idea I had? Oh, yes! In the back of the Automobile Association’s
handbook there’s a page showing all the new road signs. With the worldcon
coming up in Brighton this summer, how about doing a page of road signs for
the benefit of visiting fans, but – chortle! chortle! – every sign will have a
science fictional or fannish interpretation. Can’t go wrong here – the idea is a
natural. I dash over and take the handbook out of the bookcase and turn to the
relevant page, already sniggering in anticipation of the funnies my mind is
going to reel off. I stare at the signs for a few minutes, and nothing happens.
Can’t think of a thing. That silhouette of children waiting to cross the road –
Trekkies’ Convention? Not very good. Maybe the whole thing was a rotten
idea in the first place.
I decide to do some professional market research, which in my case
means going into the bedroom, lying down and reading an SF novel. I try that
out, but within ten minutes I’m fast asleep and dreaming I’m writing an
article for Matrix about a day in the life of a science fiction author. Shows
you how crazy dreams can be. I’ve got other things to do with my time....
April 1979
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What Is Science Fiction? My View
One of the things I have always liked about science fiction is that it doesn’t
predict the future.
Lots of people think it does, and feature writers for newspapers reveal
their lack of understanding of the subject when they start listing all the
modern marvels which were accurately foretold by science fiction writers.
We writers often go along with them, taking the easy road, by trotting out our
old story about how Cleve Cartmill was investigated by the FBI in 1945 for
divining the workings of the atomic bomb.
But the true fan of science fiction knows and delights in the fact that it
has a lousy record of accurate prediction, that it has gaily portrayed thousands
of different futures, most of which are incompatible with the others. There is
even a thriving subgroup, especially in the cinema, of enthusiasts for science
fiction that has been proved to be completely wrong. Wells’s The War of the
Worlds, for example, has acquired a peculiar poignant charm it could not
have possessed for its original readership.
This may sound slightly odd coming from a person who earns his living
solely by writing science fiction, but I believe it is impossible to predict the
future. If it were, science fiction would be dull. It would never have
uncovered the crazy sparkling of treasures which have enriched all of us. It is
true that certain world trends have become more clearly visible lately, and
that the profession of futurologist has sprung up, but in the main any
successful predictions in science fiction were achieved through the scattergun effect. If you predict everything you’re bound to get something right.
It would be disastrous if science fiction decided it knew enough about
what lies ahead to enable it to trade in its scatter-gun for a rifle – so here’s to
that band of imaginative writers who make wildly inaccurate guesses about
the future. Long may they continue to do so!
Summer 1979
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Confessions of a Philistine
Most of us want to be a bit different, to be recognised as individuals, to stand
out from the herd. Each of us does what’s within his range to develop and
express his personality – some climb Everest or compose great music, others
run naked onto cricket fields. The essential thing, however, is to be different
in an acceptable way, because the whole idea is to stand out a bit from the
herd but still have it handy for ducking back into when a hungry lion shows
up. The last thing you want is to have the aforementioned herd back away
and gallop off over the horizon, leaving you as exposed and vulnerable as – if
I may indulge in a little metaphor mixing – a spider in a bathtub.
And that’s exactly what’s worrying me.
I’m a youth of sixteen summers (due to the vagaries of the Irish climate,
anybody who has seen sixteen summers can be reckoned to be well over
forty) and have enough quirks in my mental make-up to convince me that I’m
a genuine individual, but I usually keep quiet about them for the simple
reason that they’re the wrong kind of quirks. It’s perfectly all right, for
instance, to be inordinately fond of crayfish tails, but it’s quite another thing
to store six tea chests full of them in one’s attic. Not that I have six boxes of
crayfish tails up in my attic, you understand – the smell would soon be
revolting and, besides, to make room for them I’d have to throw out my
reserve supply of black puddings. The worrying thing is that while clocking
up my sixteen summers I have come to realise that there are certain people
and things which are universally admired by anybody who has any taste,
intellect and breeding – and quite often I can’t stand those people or things.
Fred Astaire is an example of what I’m talking about in the cinema.
Discerning movie buffs are wild about Fred Astaire to a man, yet I have
loathed him since childhood, partly because I don’t like his face and the
shape of his head, partly because he is totally unable to act, partly because his
dancing seems stupid and boring. I never liked his smile, either – I’m quite
certain he must have been the school sneak.
Charlie Chaplin is another one. He got even more reverence than
Astaire, but I couldn’t stand him because I didn’t like his face or his hair or
the way he walked, and I don’t think his films are funny. And l don’t for one
moment believe that he actually wrote the Limelight theme. Then there’s Judy
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Garland. She was nearly as bad at acting as Astaire, and I have always
disliked her face and the shape of her legs and her thin quavery singing voice.
The only contribution she made to my life was that those old films she was in
with Mickey Rooney gave me this idea for a cartoon in which two farmers
are carting a load of hay through a Western ghost town and the rain comes
on. One of them points at an old abandoned theatre and says, “Why don’t we
store the hay right here?”
That’s enough about film stars – consider food and drink. Having to eat
a dish of strawberries and cream would turn my stomach because I detest
both ingredients, especially strawberries which strike me as tasteless gobs of
solidified water. The most boring way to ingest protein is in the form of roast
chicken or steak, and for the life of me I’ve never been able to figure why
cream crackers were ever invented. Did the chief biscuit designer dash into
the boardroom and shout, “I’ve got a great idea! How about a biscuit which is
flat and square, has absolutely no taste and falls in crumbs all over your
clothes when you bite it?”
My most serious heresy in this line has to do with chips or French fries.
In every stratum of society there is complete unanimity about good chips –
they have to be hot, crisp, dry and golden brown. That’s right, isn’t it? Well,
my ideal chip is so limp and soggy that it hangs down on each side of the fork
or finger, it is glistening with grease which helps mastication, it is a pale
greenish yellow in colour, and it is only slightly warm so that it can be
crammed into the mouth with a dozen of its fellows and not blister the
tongue. I’ve explained all this to my wife over and over, but she keeps on
serving me with hot, crisp, dry, golden brown chips. Perhaps she just can’t
get the knack, but I find that slightly puzzling because I haven’t had much
practice at cooking and yet my chips come out perfect every time.
Drinks? Actually, now that I think of it, I’m fairly sound on booze. I like
all the stuff I’m supposed to like, with the exception of Advocaat and “fine
liqueurs”. The only thing I can stand in the latter category is an occasional
Drambuie because it’s the only liqueur one should drink after eating fish and
chips. Soggy, greasy, greenish-yellow, half-cold chips.
The thing that would really earn the contempt of most of my friends is
that I hate old cathedrals. I keep on visiting cathedrals out of a sense of duty,
but the cold, dark, gloomy atmosphere gives me the creeps, and I can see
them as nothing but monuments to superstition. The whole time I’m in there I
keep wishing that all the thought, labour and expense could have been
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devoted to the welfare of the ordinary people of the day. Just one child not
dying from hunger, pneumonia or rat bites would have been better than all
the cathedrals in the world.
Then we come to OK outdoor sports activities such as fishing.
Threading a hook the full length of a wriggling worm and dangling the crittur
in six feet of water all day is a pastime I will never be able to fathom. (That’s
the first pun I’ve made in ages – perhaps this confessional is doing me good.
Looking at the pun again, perhaps it isn’t.) Horseback riding? The sight of a
two-legged animal sitting on top of a four-legged animal is almost as
ludicrous to me as if the positions were reversed, but the recreation I find
most baffling of all is sunbathing. Sunny days find me skulking vampire-like
behind partially-drawn curtains and peering out in wonderment at a world
which has suddenly broken out in flesh.
People in all walks of life adore sunbathing and are prepared to travel
great distances and spend a lot of money to get doing it. Sometimes the sheer
weight of general opinion persuades me I should give sunbathing another
chance, and – putting aside the thought that Celts are 18 times more liable
than other races to get skin cancer from the sun, and that tanned skin is
simply skin whose cells have been mortally wounded by UV radiation and
will be shed by the body and replaced with healthy white skin at the first
opportunity – I venture into the garden to join in the fun.
I lie there trying to feel good and wondering how long it will take the
phosphorescent whiteness of my torso to tone down to the teak finish that is
de rigueur for film actors.
An age passes and boredom sets in, so I try to read David Gerrold’s
latest book – How I Wrapped Up My Manuscripts for Mailing to Star Trek –
but I find, as usual, that the excessive illumination actually prevents me from
getting into a book. I’m too much aware of the words as groups of little black
marks on the page and I can even see places where the ink has travelled along
fibres in the paper, surrounding the letters with irregular cilia. The whole of
literature becomes a loose assemblage of molecules. I put the book aside and
another age drags by. I spend some time pondering a scientific problem
which has been perplexing me – chilled beer must be less fattening than the
same beer at room temperature because calories are expended in bringing it
up to body temperature in the stomach, so how cold would a glass of beer
have to be to be completely non-fattening? The thought of a cool beer
heightens my boredom, so I look at my watch to see how many hours I’ve
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been broiling and I find that a total of three minutes have elapsed. Scrotum
fillers to this, I think and retreat into the house to do some practical
experimentation on the beer problem.
But it’s in the field of the arts and music that I become most aware of
being a philistine. The Mona Lisa, for example, has always struck me as
being a rather unremarkable picture of a rather unattractive woman. It was
while reading yet another piece of adulation for this painting that I got an idea
which resulted in a successful short story – suppose Da Vinci himself had
thought little of the Mona Lisa? Suppose he had just dashed it off as one
“frame” in an experiment with moving pictures? Writing that one was a lot of
fun.
Some of my views on music are so unfashionable that I won’t even
reveal them here lest I find myself being ostracised at conventions, but here
are a few of the least controversial. I’ve never been able to figure out why
people like Bonnie Tyler and Rod Stewart don’t clear their throats before
cutting a disc. Would a packet of Zubes sabotage their whole careers? Is there
such a thing as terminal laryngitis? I’m not singling those two out – I have a
hearty dislike for a wide range of performers from the Kings Singers to
Stéphane Grappelli to Cleo Laine to Elvis Costello to Leo Sayer. One of the
reasons I can’t stand Sayer is that he looks so much like Judy Garland, and in
the case of Costello and his imitators the big question is – what gives them
the right to keep coming on TV and radio and complaining at me? Other
dislikes are for the entire body of jazz (I told you I had real scope in this one)
and all those protest songs written and sung by people who do it because they
reckon they can make more money out of protest songs than any other sort.
And closely related to music there is dancing – why do people do it? What’s
it for?
Finally, am I the only person in the world who doesn’t really mind
whether the music he does like comes out of one loudspeaker or two? If the
great composers devoted all their skill to creating a smooth blend of sound,
why should we try to split it up again? Mind you, I’m a little sorry that
quadraphonics didn’t catch on, because it gave me an idea that had great
commercial potential. Bearing in mind that music lovers apparently want to
be convinced they are sitting right in the middle of the orchestra, I invented a
sound system which used not two loudspeakers, not four – but eight! Imagine
eight speakers around you all doing their thing at the same time! I was going
to market the system. under the name of Gang Bang & Olufsen, and optional
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extras would have included a gadget which nudged you gently in the ribs
with a piece of metal tubing during trombone passages, and another which
blasted the back of your neck with warm air and droplets of saliva in loud
trumpet solos. It couldn’t have failed to make me rich.
That’s enough of the soul-baring for the time being. I think I’ll nip
downstairs and make myself a few chips. Beautiful greasy, soggy, greenyyellow, half-cold ones.
July 1979
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Dreams of Empire
Contribution to a symposium about favourite British SF.
The science fiction bug really got me when I was a boy during World War II
and the sole supply of the stuff was one very slim British reprint of
Astounding every second month. In those days the concepts of science fiction
and America were intimately bound together in my mind, and it was with
some surprise I learned that my all-time favourite story from Astounding’s
golden age had been written by a British author.
That author was A. Bertram Chandler and the story was “Giant Killer”,
which appeared as the cover story on ASF’s October 1945 edition.
The thing which addicted me to science fiction was that most beautiful
of sensations – the feeling of one’s mind being stretched – and “Giant Killer”
was a mind-stretcher if ever there was one. In those days simplistic notions
about atomic radiation and mutants were exercising a powerful fascination
over SF writers and readers, and Jack Chandler’s story of mutated rats
inhabiting the insulation of a starship was perfectly timed. The events are
related from the point of view of the rats who – and this is what gave
Chandler’s story the status of a parable – although mutants themselves have
conservative ideas about the degree of change that is socially acceptable, and
one of their most sacred tribal ceremonies is the slaughter and devouring of
all newborn “Different Ones”.
The giants of the title are, of course, the crew of the ship, and bearing in
mind the intense human chauvinism of the SF of the day it is a tribute to
Chandler that most of the reader’s sympathy lies with Weema, who dares all
to save her male child Shrick, who has been born hairless and with a bulging
dome of a head which resembles those of the giants. Shrick is truly a protohuman, for he goes on to kill giants – an act of awesome presumption which
results in the annihilation of all his race as the starship plunges into a sun.
Chandler’s narrative is strongly plotted and perfectly told, embellished
with concepts which were fresh in their day, but it is the moods of “Giant
Killer” which have haunted me for more than thirty years and have
influenced my own writing. The choking claustrophobia of the rats’ world,
their ultimate helplessness which stems from the inadequacy of their
mythological view of the universe in the face of man’s scientific rationale,
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the sense of Life’s age-old battles having to be fought at all levels of the
macro-micro spectrum. Above all, because we see the crew of the starship
from an alien viewpoint, the story makes us wonder all over again about the
austere compulsions which drive some men to live as wanderers, forever in
transit in the metal microcosms we call ships.
August 1979
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Tiles of Horror
Have you ever walked into a bathroom and found a horribly bloated corpse in
the tub?
I have.
It happens to me quite regularly, and the fact that it occurs in dreams* is
in a way more disturbing than the same event in real life. I mean, any normal
citizen could be unfortunate enough to discover a body in a bath – but the fact
that I keep dreaming about it means there is something wrong with me.
* For further gruesome detail see “Perchance to Sleep” in the TAFF ebook
collection The Full Glass Bushel. [Ed.]

It’s a rather distasteful subject, I know, and the only reason I bring it up
is that when asked to write something for the Seacon programme booklet I
decided to go all public-spirited and produce an article which would acquaint
overseas visitors with the idiosyncrasies of British hotel bathrooms. Useful
though the information would be, such an article doesn’t provide much scope
for snappy introductions, and I was forced to cheat by fishing around in the
murkier depths of the old subconscious for something which might hook the
casual reader. It shows you how unprincipled and unscrupulous authors can
be.
Actually, bathrooms do seem to exert a baleful influence over many
people, especially writers working in the horror genre. (If you pronounce
genre with very little emphasis on the last syllable that last sentence contains
a neat bilingual pun.) It’s possibly because a bathroom is a contrivance, a
totally unnatural environment, and when it is fully tiled the association with
operating theatres and morgues is hard to escape. For me anyway. In the
movies the best, most horrific and most disturbing murders tend to take place
in bathrooms, and the reason they work so well is that every member of the
audience has known all his life that in the bathroom he is at his most
vulnerable. The noise of rushing water is an important factor in this – it
advertises the user’s exact location to intruders while at the same time
deafening him to the approach of danger, and just to round the thing off in a
workmanlike manner it masks the sounds of struggle, obliterates screams.
I’m not, of course, suggesting that any visiting fan is likely to be
murdered in the bath or shower at a British convention – even though some
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attendees do look rather like Anthony Perkins, and I myself have heard highpitched female voices issuing from rooms I knew were booked out to men.
The biggest danger the visitor has to face probably lies in the bathroom
fittings themselves. Plumbers in most countries appear to have solved what
could be regarded as a fairly elementary engineering problem, namely that of
mixing hot and cold water to produce a controlled and stable flow, but here in
Britain what emerges from faucet or shower rose is usually highly capricious
as regards temperature and volume.
The first rule, especially with showers, is to make all the adjustments
from outside before you venture in. I can recall cases in which quite solidly
built fans, who were incautious enough to step straight into a shower cubicle,
turned control knobs by no more than a millimetre and were promptly blasted
off their feet by thunderous jets of ice cold or boiling hot water. Lightly built
individuals have been pinned to the opposite wall for considerable periods,
squirming and bleating piteously, before a sudden drop in water pressure
allowed them to slide down and crawl away, their bodies leaden blue or
lobster crimson according to which extreme of temperature prevailed at the
time. A useful general hint is to examine all faucets before experimenting
with them. If you detect a dull cherry-red glow or the presence of icicles – be
careful!
Bidets, I am glad to say, are as yet very rare in British hotels. I’m in
favour of the general principle of the bidet, but in this country the water
supply problems I have just mentioned render them dangerous objects indeed.
I, for one, am not prepared to risk cleaners coming into the room and finding
me bobbing helplessly atop a column of water like a ping-pong ball in a
shooting gallery. It might not be so bad if they had the presence of mind to
turn the water off gradually, but...
One mustn’t be too hard on British bathrooms, however. I find them
superior to their American and Canadian counterparts in one important
respect – the doors are usually fitted with traditional shootbolts which, once
engaged, let you know you are safely locked in. The first time I went to the
toilet on emigrating to Canada I was dismayed to discover that the door
appeared to have no lock. I dithered around for a while, then noticed a little
button sticking out of the doorknob. Being naturally quick on the uptake and
having a trained engineering mind, I thought: Ahah! If I press that button in it
will lock the door. I did so and was about to proceed with the matter in hand
when another thought occurred: How do I know the door is locked? I twisted
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the knob just to make sure and it turned easily and the door sprang open. A
moment’s calm reflection would have told me that was the way things had to
be, otherwise Canadian toilets would have acted like Venus fly traps, but it’s
hard to reflect calmly at a time like that and an agonising minute of clicking
and punching that button went by before I accepted that I just had to trust it,
and even then I remained highly uneasy. No, you’re definitely better off with
a shootbolt. You know where you are with a shootbolt. You’re safe with a
shootbolt.
Perceptive readers may have noticed my anxiety creeping back again at
the end of the preceding paragraph – it’s because of all this stuff on
bathrooms. I tried exorcising the fixation about finding bodies in the bath by
putting the hero of my latest novel, Dagger of the Mind, through the whole
thing – writing is a good catharsis – and so as not to skimp the job I put two
bodies in the tub and removed all their skin. It might have worked, except for
the fact that shortly afterwards I read Stephen King’s book, The Shining, and
had a highly uncomfortable experience with it.
The story is set in a huge spooky hotel which has been closed up for the
winter and is being looked after by a couple and their small son, Danny. The
boy is sensitive and knows he must stay away from room 217, where a
woman had died in the bathtub some years earlier, but – as people always do
in horror stories – he goes into it anyway. Coincidentally while reading that
part, I was staying in an unfamiliar and rather gloomy hotel. I hadn’t been
able to sleep and finally, at about 4 a.m., I had given up trying and started to
read. The joyless grey light of pre-dawn was leaking in through the window,
and I don’t like that sort of light – it is worse than outright darkness, with a
graveyard feel to it and a knack of making things appear to change shape
when you stare at them. Those were the circumstances when I read:
So he pulled the shower curtain back.
The woman in the tub had been dead for a long time. She was
bloated and purple, her gas-filled belly rising out of the cold, icerimmed water like some fleshy island. Her eyes were fixed on
Danny’s glassy and huge, like marbles. She was grinning, her
purple lips pulled back in a grimace...
Danny shrieked. But the sound never escaped his lips... He
took a single blundering step backwards, hearing his heels clack on
the hexagonal tiles...
The woman was sitting up.
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At that moment I suddenly became aware that the door to my bathroom was
open, creating a rectangle of crawling darkness. I don’t mind admitting that I
had got the creeps. Like most people, I’m usually immune to old-fashioned
superstitious dread, but sometimes a kind of psychic switch gets thrown in
the brain and, for no reason at all, I became prey to vague terrors. It happened
while I was staring at that dark opening to the bathroom, and a conviction
stole over me that I would feel a lot easier in my mind if I closed the door.
There were two problems, however – firstly, I would have to get out of bed
and reach into the bathroom to grasp the doorknob; secondly, and more
serious, doing that would be admitting that something bad was going on,
giving way to fear. In the end I decided to be levelheaded and sensible by
putting the bathroom out of my thoughts. I was turning back to the book
when, at that precise instant, one of the taps in the bathroom gave a kind of
sigh and water began to run from it.
Hell’s bells, I thought, this just isn’t fair. Hotel plumbing can play all
kinds of pranks, but it has absolutely no right to happen at this moment.
There’s no justice.
The noisy gasping and spluttering of the tap lasted only a few seconds.
When it had finished I raised the book again and, trying to ignore the cold
sensation at the nape of my neck, read:
He ran full tilt into the outside door of 217, which was now closed.
He began hammering on it, far beyond realising that it was
unlocked, and he had only to turn the knob to let himself out... He
could only hammer on the door and hear the dead woman coming
for him, bloated belly, dry hair, outstretched hand...
And he was... just beginning to realise that the door must be
unlocked and he could go, when the years-damp, bloated, fishsmelling hands closed softly around his throat and he was turned
implacably round to stare into that dead and purple face.
That was the end of a chapter so I risked another glance at the bathroom, just
to reassure myself that everything was all right – and the damned faucet did it
again! It was louder this time, a sort of fiendish hissing cough, as though an
obscene something which should never have existed was striving to express
rage and hatred.
I put the book on the floor, slid further down into the sheets and lay
there – sad, reflective and chastened – until the room was filled with sunlight.
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There was no more strange behaviour from the taps during the rest of my
stay, but I never managed to feel entirely at ease in that bathroom.
During the time it has taken me to write this article I have drunk several
cups of coffee and a quick trip downstairs to the toilet would be in order, but
I’m alone in the house and oddly reluctant to go. My bathroom door is fitted
with a shootbolt, you see, and those things have a habit of sticking. If there
was something in the shower cubicle and it clawed the curtain aside and came
after me I mightn’t be able to get the bolt open in time. I think I’d be better
off with one of those button-type things. You’re safer with one of those
buttons. You can get away faster with one of those buttons....
August 1979
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Coming Apart at the Themes
Anybody who is eccentric enough to write SF for a living has to get used to
one recurrent little scene. You meet a new group of people at a party or in a
pub or somewhere, and you get introduced as a science fiction writer, and
because that’s an unusual occupation there’s a mild ripple of surprise. It
usually dies away quickly, because most people have no real interest in the
subject, and you’re quite glad because you want to get down to the serious
business of the day. You are just getting your nose buried in beer froth when
you suddenly become aware that one of your brand-new acquaintances is still
regarding you with bright-eyed surmise and is edging closer. He begins to
talk and your worst fears are realised – he is a BACH expert. That doesn’t
mean he’s a devotee of classical music – only that he has read something by
the BACH quartet (Bradbury, Asimov, Clarke and Heinlein) and therefore
regards himself as an authority on SF. It also means he’s going to ask you
some questions and you begin to slurp your beer faster because you reckon
you already know what they’ll be.
Near the top of the popularity league is “What name do you write
under?” which when freely translated means “I’ve never heard of you”.
Another favourite is “Have you had anything published?” which when freely
translated also means “I’ve never heard of you”. Or he may say “Is there
much money in SF?” which means “Why don’t you buy yourself a decent
pair of shoes?” Then comes the big one – “Where do you get your ideas
from?”
That’s a query which never fails to produce a pang of unease in my
breast, because it reminds me of how precarious my livelihood is. I need
ideas, but haven’t the foggiest notion where they come from. It’s a bit like
being a sculptor and relying for your raw materials on passers-by lobbing
rocks over your fence. The situation is made worse by the fact that a high
proportion of the ideas which do come along, although of commercial
standard, fall into categories that I’m prejudiced against and therefore can’t
use. Whole areas of SF are shut off because of my mental quirks, and that’s
serious because a narrowing of scope increases the chances of beginning to
repeat oneself.
An example of one of the great themes of SF that I can’t touch is the
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emissary-from-Earth yarn. The set-up is always the same – a lone
ambassador from Earth has to penetrate an alien society, and it is arduous and
dangerous work because the natives have all kinds of baffling customs and
thought processes, and just when the hero thinks he is beginning to
understand them and make a bit of progress he finds himself inexplicably
back to square one again. It can take him up to 300 pages to lay bare the
central mystery, and it usually turns out to be something like that when these
aliens have sex they stick it in each other’s ears, which meant that every time
he said “Lend me your ear” to somebody he was committing a terrible social
gaffe.
The reason I don’t go for that type of story is that the big surprise never
really surprises me. There are too many options. The number of peculiarities
that the writer can give his alien societies is practically infinite, and where
anything is possible nothing is surprising. Only when the possibilities are
sharply limited and defined can the writer dazzle me by opening my eyes to a
permutation I might have spotted on my own had I been smarter.
Another one on which I’m out of step is the concept of human cloning.
For some reason I find the notion dull and boring. When I read my first clone
story in Astounding about thirty years ago I thought, How dull and boring!,
and today when I see a book about cloning I think, How dull and boring! The
idea seems to fascinate other writers, particularly women, so I’m prepared to
admit that I’m the one that’s at fault.
There are, too, special difficulties associated with being a British writer
living in Britain and working mainly for American markets. One of them is
that I can’t tackle the type of smart, cynical, realistic story which gets a lot of
its effect from up-to-the-minute American slang and speech patterns.
Recently, in a mood of daring, I decided that the SF community was bound to
be international, perhaps even interstellar, in outlook, and so wrote a story
which made some use of current British idiomatic speech. It was promptly
bounced by a New York editor as being “parochial”, which taught me a
valuable lesson.
On the opposite side of the same coin, and admittedly because of my
own shortcomings, I can’t get into the lucrative market in Gothic and pseudoVictoriana. Somehow it seems easier for American writers, living in an ultramodern society, to develop the necessary degree of involvement and
fascination with the world of a century or two ago. It has for them the
requisite degree of strangeness which captivates the SF-type mind, whereas I
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– whose local pub has been in service as an inn for 500 years – am quite
inured to the glamour of the past. (The only frisson of excitement I have
managed to get from living in an historical area came a couple of years ago
when I was thrown out of Wordsworth’s cottage.)
One recognised way of producing SF is to bone up on some branch of
science or technology and pummel the knowledge until it yields up a short
story or novel, but for me that path is fraught with many dangers. For one
thing, especially if the day’s output looks like being a bit low, there is the
powerful temptation to include chunks of research notes in undigested form –
which is a recipe for bad SF. Putting the information across in the form of
dialogue can produce results that are just as dire. If you’re not careful you
end up with characters standing around telling each other, with ne’er a wasted
word, facts they already know about things like skystalks, but which have to
be passed on to the reader. It’s a curious thought that knowing a lot of science
can be a handicap when it comes to writing science fiction.
Other themes I can’t warm to are:
Galactic Empires. It’s a pity about this one, because the scope is so
great, but the concept has been spoiled for me by all those old space operas
with their obligatory Kingdoms of Orion. Our brightest and best-known
constellations were always assigned kingdoms or empires of their own.
Nobody cared that a constellation is a roughly conical volume of space with
its apex on Earth and a base which gets progressively larger and more
unwieldy the further out one goes, or that a bright constellation like Orion,
which is off the galactic plane, actually contains only a fraction of the stars
that you get in an inconspicuous group like Serpens, which takes in part of
the Milky Way. And nobody explained why interstellar civilisations always
drew their political boundaries in accordance with the fancies of ancient
Terran astronomers.
Holocaust and Post-Holocaust. Too gloomy – besides, I couldn’t face
yet another of those strings of pitiful survivors heading for the misty fastness
of the Welsh mountains.
Alternative Histories. The objection here is the same as for the emissaryfrom-Earth category – the number of possible variants is so great that none
seems remarkable. As W.S. Gilbert once said, “Where everybody is
somebody, nobody is anybody”.
Travel to Distant Past. This is usually a sub-variant of the alternative
history theme, but one in which the course of global events is willfully
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changed by a protagonist from today. I learned much of my science from
reading SF, and one thing of which I am sure – in opposition to orthodox
opinion – is that being struck by lightning generally doesn’t prove fatal. A far
more likely outcome is that one will be hurled back into the distant past. The
exact number of centuries traversed depends on such factors as the body mass
of the individual, the precise voltage he withstood, and the period of history
the author feels most competent to deal with. As a writer I have no objection
to that sort of thing (the dramatic potential of a 150-pound human cinder is
very small) but I simply wouldn’t have the nerve to equip my hero with the
two items he always needs most – a university degree in the history of his
temporal destination and a working knowledge of the ancient language.
Perhaps you can see the sort of predicament I’m in. I’m more-or-less
down to psi powers, immortality and alien world exploration, and I’ve done
those several times already. There isn’t too much left. Let’s see now – I
wonder if I could write a story about an invisible mad scientist who is
wakened from suspended animation in Atlantis by his robot which warns him
that a meteorite will destroy the Earth unless he can annihilate it with a black
hole....
May 1980

304

BoSh of Arabia
On a flat mountain top in the south of the Oman, not far from the Yemen
border, there lies a football-sized rock which belongs to John Berry, the wellknown English faned, fan writer and founder of the Goon Defective Agency.
Here’s how I know about it.
Back in ’71 I was a journalist doing publicity work for Shorts, the
Belfast aircraft company, and had flown out to the Persian Gulf with a
photographer to research some articles about the use of the firm’s Skyvan
planes in the general area. It was a job I wasn’t too keen on because,
inevitably, it would involve a lot of bush flying in Skyvans – an aircraft
which always seemed to be a jinx for me. Only a couple of weeks earlier, for
example, I had made a complete fool of myself in one.
A party of about a dozen Commonwealth journalists had arrived in
Belfast to see what effect the new Troubles were having on local industry.
Shorts were anxious in case overseas customers got the idea we couldn’t
meet promised delivery dates, so we went to great lengths to assure these
journalists that the factory was very secure and had not been affected in any
way by IRA activities. I was escorting them on a demonstration flight along
the County Down coast to the Mountains of Mourne and, to keep them
happy, was delivering a spiel about the beauty of the Mournes and what a
lovely experience they were going to have seeing them for the first time. This
was shameful dishonesty on my part, because I have always privately
considered the Mournes to be particularly dreary and insignificant little hills,
but it was all in a good cause.
I waxed lyrical, as they say, while the plane wheeled over Belfast Lough
and set a course for the south – and was still waxing away at full blast a few
minutes later when we passed over Bangor – then I noticed that something
odd was happening. The aircraft was turning back for Belfast. I glanced
towards the flight deck and saw that the pilot was beckoning to me. When I
went forward he closed the flight deck door and motioned for me to put on
intercom headphones.
“I’ve just got word from the control tower that we’ve got a bomb on
board,” he said. “We’re going straight back to the field, but the passengers
mustn’t find out that anything is wrong.”
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“Oh God,” I quavered. I had often considered having my ashes scattered
over County Down, but not like this, not so soon. “I’ve just promised them
the Mourne Mountains – what am I going to say now?”
“I don’t know,” the pilot said, obviously with bigger problems on his
mind. “You’re supposed to be the bullshit artist around here. Tell them
something.”
“Right.” Still without a coherent thought in my head, I squared my
shoulders, doing my best to look like John Wayne in The High and the
Mighty, and went back into the cabin. Aircraft passengers have an uncanny
sixth sense which warns them when something is going adrift, and this lot
had already developed a look of wary expectancy.
“Change of plan,” I said brightly. “We’re going to skip the Mourne
Mountains and go back to the field.” I was hoping nobody would ask why,
but one man waved his sheaf of hand-outs at me and said, “Why?”
“Ah....” I looked him straight in the eye, silently ordered my mouth to
say something, and listened aghast to the words which came out. “We’ve just
got word from the canteen that your afternoon tea is ready,” my mouth said.
“If we don’t go back right now we won’t get any. It’s a sort of a union
thing....”
They stared at me with a mixture of bafflement and contempt which
occupied their minds until we slapped down on the runway a couple of
minutes later. Some time afterwards they left the premises quite convinced
that the Northern Irish were even more tea-addicted and union-ridden than
the English, but they hadn’t found out about the bomb threat. From that point
of view, I suppose I conducted a successful public relations exercise, but it
irks me every time I realise that scattered across the globe are twelve
influential journalists who, if they remember me at all, are convinced that I’m
an idiot.
The first few days of the Persian Gulf assignment were not too bad. Bill,
the photographer, and I stayed in a good hotel in Bahrain and concentrated
our attention on civil Skyvans, and I didn’t even have to go up in one of
them. But the stories I had really been sent to get were in Muscat and Oman,
where the forces of the new Sultan were waging a hot war against Russianbacked insurgents and Yemeni raiders. We flew from Bahrain to the ancient
city of Muscat, where only a year or so earlier the punishment for being seen
smoking a cigarette was a year in jail. I managed to get a close look at that
jail, which was a castle straight out of the Arabian Nights, and understood at
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once that a year in there was actually a death sentence.
Muscat wasn’t bad either, because we stayed in a brand-new hotel
plonked down in a stretch of desert, where good food and booze were
plentiful, and it was all very luxurious, picturesque and safe. I got plenty of
good material at the Omani Air Force base there, but soon had to push on to
Salalah in the extreme south, where the rarely-seen Sultan Qaboos had his
palace tucked away in the hills, and where the real action was taking place.
That was the part of the trip I wasn’t looking forward to, and the fact that the
Sultan was so anti-Communist meant I couldn’t even have the consolation of
making puns about a little Red Qaboos behind the terrain.
On arriving at Salalah we were immediately escorted around the Air
Force base by a very correct English lieutenant called John, who seemed to
have been given a PR job similar to the one I had had with the
Commonwealth journalists – namely, that of convincing us that everything
was safely under control. His task proved tougher than mine, however,
because we had only been there about five minutes when an air raid siren
sounded. Bill and I glanced at each other, but the lieutenant seemed not to
have noticed the siren, so we shrugged and walked on with him.
Suddenly there was an explosion not far away.
As a kid I had been through a number of heavy air raids, and more
recently had heard a lot of bombs go off in Belfast, and so had no trouble in
classifying the explosion as being of military origins. Bill and I locked eyes
again, but the lieutenant was unperturbed. He might have been taking us on a
tour of Disneyland.
“This is the battery house,” he said, “and over there is the ops room.”
Brroomph!! Another explosion, closer this time.
“This is the officers’ mess,” John droned, “and there’s the shop. If you
need cigarettes or...”
“John,” I said tactlessly, interrupting him in mid-flow. “These sirens and
explosions – what does it all mean?”
He looked embarrassed. “I’m afraid it means the base is under rocket
attack.”
“Really?” I hesitated, afraid of making a chump of myself, then saw that
the photographer was nodding encouragingly at me. “Forgive me for asking,
but isn’t there some kind of... er... shelter for when this kind of thing is going
on?”
“Well, there’s a dug-out over there,” the lieutenant replied. “I suppose
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you could sit in there if you wanted.”
Bill fiddled nervously with his camera case and I knew exactly what he
was thinking. It would have been bad enough to get hurt in Belfast, where we
had a personal involvement in what was going on, but the thought of
sustaining even the slightest injury in the Oman just for the sake of helping
our aircraft sales manager increase his year-end bonus was absolutely
intolerable.
Brroomph!! BRROOMPH!!
Abandoning all pretence at dignity, Bill and I sprinted to the shelter,
leaving our escort to his own devices. We huddled in there for the ten
minutes the attack lasted, and not one other person joined us. It turned out
that the base personnel had complete faith in the ability of the perimeter
defences to keep the attackers just out of rocket range. After a couple of days
there we began to share the same faith and then became quite blasé. We used
to take our drinks out to a little garden in the centre of the officers’ quarters
so that we could watch Strikemasters roaring off and pounding targets only
five miles or so to the west – just as if it was all part of a fireworks display in
a public park.
A month or so after we had left something went wrong somewhere and a
rocket landed right in the middle of the self-same garden, causing serious
injuries, but Bill and I weren’t to know about that and we actually began to
enjoy doing our Ernest Hemingway act. That’s how it came about that we
jumped at the chance to fly on a Skyvan supply mission to a mountain
fortress about ninety miles away from the main base.
We went in a helicopter so that Bill could photograph the Skyvan in
action against a really rugged background. The copter had to continue on to
another destination, but that was no problem – the arrangement was that we
would return in the Skyvan after it was unloaded. The copter departed and, as
the Skyvan unloading was taking quite some time, Bill and I grabbed the
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to go for a stroll on a mountain top in the
wilds of Araby. We went over a crest, thus cutting ourselves off from visual
contact with the aircraft and the fort and all signs of man’s handiwork.
It was near sunset and the scene was probably the most beautiful I have
ever seen. Range after range of mountains stretched into the blue distances,
and the air was incredibly pure and still. We sat down on an outcropping and
I smoked my pipe, savouring the prehistoric grandeur and silence of the
place. There was a football-sized rock on the ground in front of me and I had
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been gazing idly at it for a couple of minutes when it filtered through to me
that it contained a perfectly preserved fish-like fossil. I was admiring the
fossil, marvelling at the evidence that our mountain top had once been under
the ocean, when I realised there were many varieties of other fossils in the
same rock. In fact it was so crowded with them that there was scarcely any
room for ordinary stone!
I picked the rock up, confirmed that it was a packed sampler of pristine
life forms, and immediately decided to transport it all the way back to Belfast
as a gift for John Berry. John was a keen fossil-hunter, but I knew he would
never have encountered a treasure like this one and would really appreciate it.
The rock was very heavy, but I reckoned that once I got it into a plastic
carrier bag I could tote it around fairly easily.
“This is what life is all about,” Bill said peacefully, inhaling the serene
air. “I hate the thought of going back into all the noise and fuss of city life.”
I nodded. “Me too. Isolation like this is good for the soul.”
Bill nodded as well. “It’s a pity we can’t stay here all night.”
Not to be outdone, I nodded even more. “It’s a pity we can’t stay here
forever.”
At that moment we heard an unexpected noise – it was the unmistakable
sound of the Skyvan revving up its engines for take-off.
The colour drained from Bill’s face. “Oh Christ, no,” he said strickenly.
“They’re going without us.”
We jumped to our feet, whimpering with panic, and ran up the gentle
slope towards the crest from which we would be able to see the landing strip
and the fort. The air was very thin at that altitude and by the time we had
gone twenty yards we were heaving like antique steam engines. I tried to pick
up some speed regardless, then realised something was burdening me down.
It was John Berry’s stupid bloody rock! I hurled the thing away into the
gathering dusk and ran on, reaching the crest just in time to see the Skyvan
take off from the strip and spiral downwards out of sight as it headed for the
coast.
Bill caught up with me, face haggard with strain, and we took stock of
our situation. The air was turning bitterly cold and the only place for shelter
was the antique and forbidding fort. The big question was: would the Arab
machine gunners, who had earlier grinned at us in such a friendly manner,
react in the same way when we came stumbling towards them, unannounced,
out of the twilight? The lesson I learned at that moment, gentle reader, is that
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life in the city, any city, is much better than life on top of a remote mountain
in an alien country at the onset of night.
I won’t spin the story out to an artificial length....
What happened was that the Skyvan pilot, who thought we had left on
the helicopter, was appraised of the true situation by radio a couple of
minutes after he took off, and he came back for us. That’s all there is to it. I
would just like to add that the extra-large gin-and-tonic I had on arriving back
in Salalah was the most enjoyable drink of my entire boozing career.
And that fossil-hunting is a dumb way to pass the time.
September 1981
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Has-to-Ride Belt, or A Streetcar
Named Bizarre
I think I’m starting to mature.
That’s something I feared might never happen, but the thing that has
made me more hopeful is the old Clint Eastwood movie I saw on TV the
other night. Clint was wearing a British-style tweed sports jacket, and he
looked really good in it – and I did not get an urge to dash out and buy a
similar garment.
The discovery that I’m no longer susceptible in this respect has come as
a great relief, because there was a time when a chance visit to the cinema
could upset my life for weeks. When I was growing up in Belfast I went to
the pictures a lot – there was little else to do – and I used to get hero
fixations. It was all perfectly normal, but my hero worship was always
accompanied by a powerful urge to dress like the actor concerned. In Ireland
in those days it was hard enough to get decent ordinary clothes, let alone
Hollywood creations, and I used to waste days in futile searches of all the
local outfitters.
My worst experience came when, in one week, I saw Bogart, Mitchum
and Victor Mature, and all three were wearing white trench coats. That did it!
I had to have a white trench coat as well. The situation was complicated by
the fact that Victor Mature had also been wearing a beautiful hat which had a
very broad brim with silk edging. That was another thing I had to have,
especially as Mature had a little trick with his headgear which really fired my
imagination.
He is the only screen star I know who did most of his acting with his
forehead. He had a habit of suddenly raising his eyebrows and creating a
splendid array of corrugations on his forehead, and when he did this his hat
moved visibly upwards. For some reason – God only knows why – I thought
that was the epitome of glamorous, worldly, transatlantic sophistication, and
it became my ambition to wear a broad-brimmed, silk-rimmed hat which
would move up and down in close formation with my eyebrows.
Oddly enough, I was able to acquire an acceptable coat and hat almost at
once. The material in the trench coat seemed rather thin and skimpy
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compared to Mitchum’s – which appeared to have been hewn from quarterinch thick gabardine – but it was a trench coat and it was white and it had
little flaps and straps, and a belt which I could choose to tie romantically
instead of buckling, or allow to dangle from its loops with insouciant
carelessness. The hat was the weakest point in the ensemble because its brim
was much too narrow, making it more suitable for a low-ranking Prudential
insurance collector, but on the whole I was quite pleased with the outfit.
There seemed a reasonable chance that any attractive young woman
glimpsing me in the dim smoky light slanting out from the china-shop
window would form the impression that I was a private eye, a shady
nightclub owner, or – at the very least – a gambler on the run from syndicate
hit men.
Thus kitted out I felt ready for the big event of the week – the Saturday
night dance. I went into town early on my own, scorning the company of my
usual companions, and had three bottles of Guinness, which in those days
was sufficient to render me pale of cheek and wild of eye for the greater part
of the evening. Near the end of the dance I turned the full force of my
conversational expertise on a girl – asking her if she went there often and
what she thought of the floor, and things like that. I rounded off by imparting
the knowledge that the fat one of the Three Stooges was dead. (At that time I
was convinced that a familiarity with the innermost secrets of the stars made
me appear cosmopolitan.) Then I suggested escorting the girl home. She
agreed, but with an evident lack of enthusiasm which I would have found
dispiriting had it not been for the inner glee I felt over my wonderful hidden
trump. The trench coat and hat were waiting in the cloakroom, and I knew
she had only to look at me in them to become hopelessly enamoured.
In the cloakroom I jammed the hat on at the correct Victor Mature angle,
practised making it go up and down a few times, then put on the trench coat.
Due to having spent several hours crushed in among wet raincoats, it seemed
even skimpier and was definitely less resplendent than I could have wished.
After some deliberation I decided not to try the romantic knotting of the belt,
partly because I had developed an uneasy suspicion that with its new network
of wrinkles my beloved coat had begun to resemble a Harpo Marx cast-off.
Settling for the careless dangling of the belt, I took up a position outside the
door of the women’s cloakroom and waited. The big moment was at hand.
When the girl eventually emerged I was gazing in her direction with
lazy, heavy-lidded eyes. As soon as I was sure she was looking at me I raised
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my eyebrows to their full extent and was gratified to feel the hat go up with
them. I reckoned it had moved a good half-inch, perhaps even three-quarters
– equal to my record. No woman could have failed to be impressed, so I
ambled towards the girl with my best Robert Mitchum stroll.
“What’s the matter with you?” she demanded severely. “Are you sick?”
“What do you mean?” I said, somewhat taken aback.
“Your eyes are rollin’ in your head.” She gave me a look of mingled
suspicion and distaste. “Are you sure you’re not goin’ to throw up? I don’t
like fellas who boke Guinness over themselves.”
Deeply offended, I assured her I was in the peak of condition and that
the contents of my stomach would not see daylight again until the time and
the place were appropriate. We set off to catch the tram to her home. The
discovery that she lived on the Crumlin Road – a thoroughfare which went
deep into Republican territory and which I had never been along before – did
nothing to alleviate the gloom which had settled over me. Things were not
working out as planned. The girl and I sat down in an upstairs window seat
facing each other, but the way she stared fixedly out into the rainy darkness
made it fairly obvious that this was not the start of something big. I was so
desperate that, had I been able to afford to smoke, I would even have tried the
old Paul Henreid two-cigarettes-in-the-mouth ploy, despite the risk of pulling
a bit of skin off my lip.
“Do you fancy going to see Broken Arrow?” I said. “Jeff Chandler is in
it.”
“Naw,” she demurred. “Already seen it in The Ranch.”
The picture palace to which she referred derived its popular name from
the management’s habit of offering an unvarying diet of low-grade Westerns,
and it exuded such an air of decaying menace that I wouldn’t have ventured
through its doors for a pension. The revelation that my newfound flower of
Belfast maidenhood was a patron of The Ranch gave me fresh qualm. I – a
policeman’s son – was deep in unknown alien territory on a black, rain-swept
night, and for all I knew my companion could be a drill sergeant in the IRA.
“Jeff Chandler is Frankie Laine’s brother, you know,” I said, offering a
piece of folklore which, although fallacious, remained dear to the hearts of
Belfast cinema-goers for decades.
“This is my stop,” she replied, standing up as the tram squealed to a halt.
“Are you comin’?”
I nodded, slightly heartened by at least having been invited, and with a
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gentlemanly sweep of the hand allowed her to precede me along the aisle. I
stood up to follow, moved one foot forward, and fell back into the seat as
something gave my coat a fierce tug from behind.
Barely repressing a whimper of fright, I twisted around to see what had
happened. My jaw sagged as I appraised the situation. The old Belfast trams
had a slot along the bottom of each window, something to do with the
winding mechanisms, and somehow the buckle of my belt had dropped into
the one beside my seat as I was sitting down. I tugged at the belt but, having
got itself inside the window cavity, the cursed buckle had rotated through
ninety degrees like a toggle bolt, and it refused to come out.
I called after the girl, but she was halfway down the stairs and didn’t
hear me. Mouthing horrible swear words, I pulled the belt back and forth
along the slot, hoping to disengage it and only succeeding in coating the end
of it with filthy black grease. I tried to snap the belt by brute force, but the
material – in spite of its lack of body – seemed to have the tensile strength of
a ship’s hawser. By this time the girl had descended from the tram, and I
could see her down on the footpath, looking around for me in some
bewilderment.
Still hauling frantically on the belt, I pounded the window and she
glanced up. I pointed at the trapped buckle, but from her lowly vantage point
she couldn’t have had any idea what I meant. And at that moment the
conductor rang the bell and the tram moved off.
I’ll never forget the look of utter bafflement on that girl’s face as I was
majestically borne away into the rainy night, tugging and gesticulating and
swearing.... It took the tram a couple of minutes to reach the next stop, by
which time a superhuman effort on my part had snapped, not the flimsy
bloody belt, but the centre bar of the metal buckle. No longer a prisoner, I
loped back down the road to the previous tram stop, sweating profusely, and
wondering if even my intriguing story about Alan Ladd being only five foot
tall could rescue the occasion from total disaster.
The girl, as is only appropriate in stories like this, was nowhere to be
seen, and I never saw her again. Now you can see why I was relieved about
not wanting to buy a Clint Eastwood sports jacket, but something else has
cropped up in the meantime. I’ve just seen Robert Taylor in a re-run of Quo
Vadis, and I really do think I would make a dashing figure in a Roman helmet
and breastplate....
July 1982
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When Fandoms Collide
When I entered fandom around the beginning of the 1950s a bottle of
Guinness cost 5p; portable radios looked like small suitcases and operated on
glass valves; some food was still rationed; the movie-going public believed to
a man that Robert Mitchum’s eyelids had got that way because he had once
smoked some marijuana at a Hollywood party; dirty dishes were washed with
soda crystals, detergents being unheard of; gay meant cheerful; cigarettes
didn’t give you lung cancer and butter didn’t give you arteries like pipestems;
you could always recognise an engineer by the slide rule sticking out of his
breast pocket; a loaf of bread placed at the bottom of a shopping bag could
withstand a stone of potatoes on top of it and not get squashed....
The main reason for the above list being... er... above, is that I enjoy
compiling such things, but it does illustrate how the world has changed in the
last thirty years or so, and it leads to an important point.
Fandom has changed as much, or even more.
What, you might say, is so important about that? Well, I’ll tell you –
otherwise it would have been a waste of time to bring the matter up in the
first place.
Fans act, react and interact in a manner appropriate to the fandom of
their time.
The fact is worth emphasising because it’s at the heart of some current
widespread dissension, also because it’s one which cannot be appreciated too
well without a time base spanning decades. I notice a parallel in my 20-yearold son (I’m enjoying this Wise Old Fan act) who is a country-and-western
fanatic.* Occasionally he tells me how lucky I was to be a teenager in the
1940s when I could have bought certain records for just a few bob. What I
can’t get him to appreciate is that I wasn’t able to raise a few bob for records,
and even if I had it wouldn’t have helped because I had no record player and
didn’t even know anybody who owned one. He has trouble absorbing that
message because he simply can’t visualise my life in the 1940s.
* “Ian has asked us to clarify that his musical enthusiasm as a young man was
for rockabilly rather than country and western, but otherwise stands by what his
father wrote!” – note added to the reprint of this article in Corflu Cobalt Progress
Report 3, March 2010, edited by Rob Jackson. [Ed.]
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Returning to fandom, the dissension mentioned centres around fannish
tradition, especially in fan writing and fanzine publishing. The argument is
familiar to most of us. One side believes that in the old days the fanzines and
writers were better; BNFs were more worthy of the title; the customs and
prevalent attitudes were pleasanter and more civilised; and that in general
fandom was a more enjoyable place. The other side holds that most of the old
fanzine output is over-praised; that the long-established BNFs who haven’t
totally gafiated tremble in their shoes at the thought of youthful, vigorous and
innovative competition; that old-style fandom was a boring mutual
admiration society which just had to have a few hornet nests thrown into it.
To know all is to irritate all, so I’m going to admit up front that my grip
of fan history isn’t good enough to enable me to analyse and explain fully the
two positions outlined above – but I have a personal opinion on how many of
the differences arose.
Oddly enough, science fiction has a lot to do with it.
The list of quaint or nostalgic items in the first paragraph of this article
is a reminder of how much things have changed in thirty years, but the really
big differences are in science fiction and its relationships to society. On one
occasion in about 1951, which it embarrasses me to recall, I actually said to
Walt Willis, “Fanzines don’t print enough about SF, which is what brought
us all together in the first place.” He gave a tolerant smile and handed me a
plate of egg-and-onion sandwiches, knowing that my aberration would be
short-lived. And he was right. My fannish sanity soon returned and I reverted
to my comfortable insular belief that fandom, although engendered by SF, is
a thing apart – in much the same way that alcoholic drinks contain no yeast
although it is yeast which makes them what they are.
That idea is partially correct. It springs from a well-known phenomenon.
A bunch of fans can have a long get-together with lots of conversation in
which SF isn’t mentioned at all, but one leaves it feeling that any hunger to
discuss SF has been satisfied. Communication has taken place on a second
level, because everything that was said was filtered through minds whose
attitudes have been shaped by a liking for and a knowledge of SF. I’m
claiming that the SF element is still there, still vital – so let’s compare what
the term “SF element” meant at the beginning of the 1950s with what it
means today.
Destination Moon appeared on movie screens in 1950 to initiate the SF
film boom of the ensuing decade and to give us a tantalising hint of the
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comparative respectability that SF would one day achieve, but for the average
fan it was very much a false dawn. I remember sitting in the Classic cinema
in Belfast, with four pints of XX Guinness in my stomach, as the credits for
Destination Moon appeared. When Robert Heinlein’s name came up I
glanced around in the darkness, smug as hell because it was almost certain
that not one other person in the cinema had any inkling of what it stood for.
In the case of Chesley Bonestell it was definite – nobody else in that large,
crowded picture house could feel the magic of the name, could appreciate the
sheer wonder of that unique set of letters being miraculously transposed from
the pages of Astounding to an ordinary movie screen on which for years
crowds of mundanes had been content to gawp at the likes of Nelson Eddy
and Joan Crawford.
I was one of the star-begotten, you see. A slan. One of the secret elite
who had to keep their superiority hidden lest they be overwhelmed by
outraged, uncomprehending masses. I was a fan – one of the five known to
exist in the whole of Ireland, one of the few tens known to exist in the whole
of the UK.
Does the above paragraph seem overwritten? Exaggerated for literary
effect?
Not to an old-time fan, it doesn’t. We had grown up in an era in which
professing a liking for science fiction brought automatic derision, even
hostility, from all around. We had had magazines torn up by parents because
some had Bergey covers which were sure to inflame unhealthy yearnings. We
had gone through World War II on one BRE Astounding (64pp) every second
month – an exquisite form of drip torture which in some ways was worse
than having no SF at all. We were universally scorned because we believed
that men would one day fly to the moon, that radios would one day be small
enough to be worn on the wrist, that computers would one day be able to play
chess.
I, personally, had been forced by a physics teacher to stand up in front of
the class and explain just how I thought a rocket could get to the moon, and
the class had gone into hysterics while the teacher had sarcastically and
“scientifically” demolished every one of my half-articulated notions. I had
been victimised by school bullies for having been seen carrying SF
magazines. In the first place I worked there was an illiterate, innumerate
moron called Bertie, employed as a charity to a friend of a director, who was
the butt of a lot of unfeeling humour. Bertie resented that a lot, but there was
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one bright spot in his life: he was able to poke fun at me because my liking
for SF demonstrated that my mental deficiencies were greater than his!
Are you getting the general picture? I know I’m going on and on about
this, but it’s important to an understanding of what fandom was like in those
days and what it meant to people. If, after a few years of the treatment
described above, a lone proto-fan was lucky enough to meet others of like
persuasion it was a near-religious experience. Actually to meet somebody
who knew who John W. Campbell was! Who had a collection of pulps and
was prepared to lend the ones you had missed! Who had read all the stories
you had and was prepared to spend hours discussing them! Who was willing
to put hard-earned money into buying a duplicator and learn how to use it and
publish a magazine of sorts!
An encounter like that gave rise to powerful emotions – joy, relief,
security and... let’s make no bones about it... love. When you met somebody
who’d been through what you had been through, somebody who was
committed to standing by you and wearing the label “SF FAN”, you felt a
surge of brotherly affection of an intensity which fully justifies the use of the
word love. When I entered Irish Fandom as it was in those days I looked on
all its members with love. When I began to venture into England and meet
other fans – Vince Clarke, Chuck Harris, Ted Tubb, Ken Slater, Eric
Bentcliffe, Alan Hunter, Terry Jeeves, Bob Foster, Sid Birchby, Ron Bennett,
etc. – my feelings were the same, and they persist to this day although time
and the inevitable ablation of ideals have taken their effect.
This brings us to the comments about old-time fandom being a mutual
admiration society, far too cosy and stiflingly polite. I can see why newgeneration fans react that way, but old habits die hard. When it has taken you
years to find your soul mates, and there are no other likely prospects in the
whole wide world, you tend to cherish and nurture the relationship, and to
work at keeping it going. Oscar Wilde, trying to be clever, said each man
kills the thing he loves. What crap! Most of us have too much sense for that.
It is a sad fact that at some time everybody has to forgive each of his friends
for causing him pain, but there is an overriding gladness in the realisation that
friendship is worth it.
Bearing all the above in mind, one can see why there was little in the
way of feuding and needling – jokey or otherwise – in the old fanzines. When
a new fan editor showed up on the scene and began publishing he was
something to be treasured. He was one of us, one of the beleaguered few, and
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he had to do something really drastic before we would consider pushing him
out through the airlock of Spaceship Fandom. Defects like having no eye for
page layout, being unable to spell properly, having a poor literary style, or
even being a fugghead were regarded with tolerance and often with indulgent
affection as indicators of a quirky fannish personality. We made the
mumpsimus an art form.
Fanac was less wearing in those days. For the new fan publisher, it was
enough to have wrought the miracle of bringing a fanzine into existence in a
universe where such things had been unknown since the beginning of time.
Fan writers, with no tradition to uphold, wrote unselfconsciously in any vein
on any subject in fanzines like Vince Clarke’s Science Fantasy News, Walt
Willis’s Slant and Hyphen, and Ken Bulmer’s Nirvana. The emphasis was on
SF-related topics, but there was room for general commentary and whimsy.
A very common, very popular type of article was one in which a fan
gave a blow-by-blow account of a skirmish with the inhabitants and/or
machinery of the mundane world. Sometimes the fan would triumph by
virtue of his null-A thinking but more often than not he would go down with
a humorous bleat of despair beneath the Juggernaut of the Ordinary. Either
way we were in there rooting for him, laughing at all his in-jokes, cringing at
the unimaginative crassness of his enemies, bonded by the warm realisation
that we were brothers, the only few people in the cosmos who could
understand terms like BEM, gafiate, egoboo and annish.
The years, as is their habit, went by. So did the decades. The galactic
wheel turned through a tiny fraction of a degree, a fraction so small that no
astronomer could have detected it, but events on Earth were moving faster....
Science fiction experienced a series of booms, building on the nearrespectability which began with the advent of the sputniks. The number of
readers and actifans increased. Major and minor SF films were produced, and
SF series appeared on radio and television. Kingsley Amis gave the field the
Good Intellectual’s Seal of Approval and brought it to the attention of
academics. The number of readers and actifans increased faster. Flying
saucers decanted a new mythology. Universities – yes, universities!, dear
Jophan – began to have SF clubs. Conventions proliferated, bringing in new
kinds of fans. Neil Armstrong made his giant leap for fandom. Science fiction
became so trendy that public figures, who probably didn’t know Orson from
H.G., claimed to be devotees of sci-fi. SF publishing trebled, then tribbled.
The man in the street learned to declaim the names of the BACH Quartet –
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Bradbury, Asimov, Clarke, Heinlein. The number of readers and actifans
increased faster and faster; CE3K was chosen for the Royal Film Premiere;
half the commercials on TV became micro SF movies.
The word fanzine was accepted in larger dictionaries....
The old UK fandom didn’t pass away, but discerning it became a
somewhat tricky job. These were new times with new attitudes and new ways
of doing things.
And three important changes had occurred. (i) SF was now plentiful, not
only easy to obtain but almost unavoidable; (ii) SF was now acceptable in the
eyes of society; (iii) fandom was large, easy to find, easy to get into.
(Everything I have written thus far refers to UK fandom, but in the old
days we were aware of US fandom. To us it was a strange, exotic place
because, from the start, there had been quite large numbers of fans – probably
due to the fact America was a younger and more informal and flexible
society. In America fan groups were so large that if a disagreement arose the
chief contenders could split off and take their supporters with them, and the
result was two viable clubs in place of one. Members of a typical four-strong
UK group would have felt themselves to be right berks for splitting into two
pairs gazing glumly over lonely pints.)
Harking back to my opening statements, the changes in the times
produced inevitable changes in fandom and its inhabitants.
There is nothing wrong with this – it’s part of a natural process.
Nowadays if I’m meeting a new fan I will probably like him, I will possibly
get to like him a lot, but I’m not predisposed to love him – and that’s because
I know he didn’t go through what I went through to get into fandom, didn’t
pay the same dues. To my eyes he has come into fandom as easily and
casually as someone popping into Boots to buy a toothbrush, which is his
right, and he is liable to leave at any time in the same fashion, which is also
his right. Therefore, whether I like it or not, my relationship with him is not
going to be the same as if we had met thirty years earlier. But that’s fair
enough. Something has been lost, something has been gained.
I have changed, and intend to go on changing, so I was saddened
recently by a remark made by a prominent senior fan. We were discussing
one of the most likable, intelligent, humorous, talented and energetic fans to
appear in the last five years or so. (I’m not going to quote his name – feel free
to treat the description like one of those life-sized fairground paintings of a
human figure and smile coyly through the hole where the face ought to be.) I
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was busy extolling this BNF’s virtues when my friend abruptly shook his
head and said, “I’m sorry – he hasn’t proved himself to me.” And I was
saddened. I felt my friend was reinforcing the very barriers that I strive to tear
down, that he was not accepting the new ground rules.
The newish BNF had done all that was necessary to earn his laurel
wreath but the proving that my older friend demanded of him would have
involved building a time machine and going back three decades. Mission
impossible. The message is that we have all got to be shockwave riders,
skimming along on the crest of the present, letting the past drop cleanly away
behind us. Fans are the same kind of people they always were – they simply
react in a manner appropriate to the changes in fandom itself. And
understanding that has to be a two-way thing. New fans should appreciate
that there is nothing alien about another fan because he was around before the
Brighton worldcon, or the demise of New Worlds, or the adoption of the A4
sheet, or any other temporal landmark.
A thing I hate to see – and I’ve witnessed it many times over the years –
is gafiation through fixation. It happens simultaneously in every branch of
fanac, but perhaps it is most visible in the context of conventions.
Typical case history: a fan becomes a BNF, swimming strongly and
joyfully in the river that is the fandom of the day. He/she becomes a key
figure at conventions, working purposefully, on the platform a lot, always in
the centre of the action, surrounded by friends, having a good time. And then
because, as the Chinese sage observed, you can’t step twice into the same
river, things begin to change. Our BNF ceases to be a key figure at
conventions, and tends to react by gathering together as many as possible of
the “old gang” and spending a lot of time with them at closed room parties,
re-creating and reliving his or her heyday.
That phase may last quite a few years, and in an odd way become more
enjoyable than the original golden era. But eventually there comes a time
when there aren’t enough members of the old gang about or, even worse, the
few that are available have changed in such a way that they are no longer
eligible. Next, our BNF can be seen putting in shorter and shorter
appearances at conventions, complaining that he/she no longer knows
anybody, refusing to accept new faces in place of the old. Finally, our BNF
lapses into permanent gafiation – and I really hate that. We have lost too
many that way.
We’ve all got to adapt to each other and make room for each other – the
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old for the new, and the new for the old.
Fandom is big nowadays, easy to find, easy to enter – but that doesn’t
mean that it’s easier to exist in it. A fanzine is no longer a kind of revered
immaculate conception. There is now a long tradition of fanzine publishing,
and new faneds are aware of it and some are genuinely nervous about how
their first efforts will be received. They are justified in being nervous,
because fandom being big means that fans are expendable, and anybody who
doesn’t like a fanzine may have no compunction about giving its editor a
scrotum-enlarging kick. And if the editor is a sensitive type he may drop out
of fandom as quickly as he came in and take up hang-gliding or video games.
The Glades of Gafia are full of wondrous diversions these days – which is
another factor in the change of attitude.
Writers are in the same position as faneds – nobody is unduly worried
about hurting their feelings. The same applies to convention organisers,
artists, society officers, you name it....
It’s all part of the new game, and in many ways the new game is faster,
more dangerous and more exciting than the old one.
Fandom used to be a village.
Now it’s a city, with all the attendant advantages and disadvantages.
I reckon it’s still a good place to live.
November 1982
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BoShcon Non-Speech
As promised on the programme, this is not going to be a talk. I’m not really
going to say anything.
I attended my first convention ever way back in 1951. A lot of you will
be amazed that somebody who looks as young as I am can remember back to
1951. Reading science fiction and clean living has kept me young-looking.
I have attended a lot of science fiction conventions since then, and have
attended a lot of talks at science fiction conventions, and I’ve been bored out
of my skull so many times.... I cannot remember a single word of any of the
talks I listened to at those conventions – not ever. I mean, I’ve been through a
lot. I’ve listened to Larry Niven telling me how to turn the galaxy into a
spaceship. I’ve listened to Anne McCaffrey talking about dragons. I’ve
listened to dragons talking about Anne McCaffrey. And still, I just can’t
remember a word of it. If not for the fact that I’m more or less in the guest of
honour business – otherwise I couldn’t afford to be here – I’d be tempted to
say it’s all a great waste of time.
A couple of years back I went to a convention in Poland. I was there
partly to spend money. I had had a couple of books published in Poland, and
the Poles are very correct about this kind of thing. They pay you when they
publish your books, unlike certain other countries in that part of the world. A
few years back I had a fan letter from a fan in Estonia, of all places, and he
told me how much he liked my work, and said, “The books of yours I didn’t
get in the Estonian editions, I managed to get them in the Russian editions.”
This is really nice, except that I didn’t know there were any Russian editions
of the books. But the Poles aren’t like that – they pay. But there’s only one
snag; they pay in their own currency, which of course is non-transferable, the
zloty. The zloty is a very useless piece of currency; there’s nothing we can do
with it... except put it in a zloty machine or something.
So basically what it amounts to is that they open a bank account for you
in Warsaw, and put the money into it and hope that it never gets spent. But
they don’t know my attitude towards money. When I learned the money was
there, I went over and had a big holiday, a very big holiday. I tried to blow
the proceeds of two books in a fortnight. It was difficult, too. I got sick of
caviar and champagne. I really did. They still have traces of the old pre323

revolution living there, and there are some restaurants which operate just the
way they did then. I was eating meals with three waiters hovering attentively
all the time, watching. It was the opposite of the normal situation. Normally
when you go somewhere and you want to eat, you look at the menu outside
the place, and decide if you can afford to eat there. I was doing oppositely.
We would look at menus there: “Too cheap, too cheap. There must be an
expensive one around here somewhere.”
But this is turning into a speech. I said it wasn’t going to be a speech.
Usually after somebody gives a talk, there’s five minutes where everybody
gets to ask questions. So I think it would be better if we just had that instead.
Q. How many people attended the Polish convention you went to?
They were drawn from all over Europe, and there were about 400
people.
Q. Did they have the same kind of schedule and programming as we have
here, or was it more academic?
Yes, it was very, very much on the academic side. A representative from
each country had to get up and explain the situation as regards science fiction
publishing in his country. There were people probably from twelve different
countries, all of which published one and a half science fiction novels per
year. So this went on and on. But they have simultaneous translation, if you
wanted to listen to the stuff. But I’m afraid I didn’t. I’ve attended lots of
conventions with good programmes, and I did not see one item on the
programme. I seem to get trapped in the bar by people who wouldn’t let me
out of it.
[Concerted “AWWWWW....” from audience.]
Q. Bob, how’s your new book coming along?
It isn’t. If I wasn’t here this week, it would be finished.
Q. Which would you rather be doing?
Are you kidding? I don’t like writing books! I do it because that’s the
way I earn my living. But I’m like most authors I know, in that I enjoy
having written.
When it’s time for me to write a book, my wife is very aware of the fact,
because all the jobs she’s been nagging at me to do for months around the
house – putting up shelves, cutting the grass, all of that – I suddenly do them
all. It’s only when the very last job is done, and I can’t think of any other
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reason, then I go and do it. Lots of writers are the same. I don’t know why it
is. It’s the only thing we can do. We’ve got to do it to earn a living, and
sometimes we have families depending on it, and mortgages, and bank
managers, and in my case, I’ve got half a brewery to support. And yet, I put it
off until the last possible minute, every time.
Q. How long does it take you to finish a novel?
A tremendous spread. My very best time ever for a novel was six weeks,
written in my spare time, holding down a job and writing during the
evenings. And my worst time has been six months working full time at it.
The one I’m doing at the moment is a sequel to a book I did in 1975 called
Orbitsville. I’ve been threatening to write a sequel for years, but I couldn’t
get a good enough idea. I feel that most sequels are a step down – I wanted to
go the other way, and step up. I took a long time to get this idea. It’s a very
complicated one and I was slightly afraid of it, I think. Most books get more
difficult for about one third of the way, then it gets easy, goes downhill. But
this one has been a hard slog right along.
Q. A moment ago you said that you found that fans were the same all over. Is
that really the case? Don’t different fans from different countries have a
different attitude towards science fiction? Do you not find a difference?
No, I don’t. I’ve travelled around. I’ve been to conventions in a lot of
countries – well, seven or eight countries, anyway – and the thing that’s
struck me every time is that the fans were just the same. Within five minutes
of meeting them, you just feel that you’re among old buddies that you’ve
known all your life.
Q. You won a Hugo for fan writing. Does it bother you at all that you haven’t
won a Hugo for professional writing?
Awards that I don’t get, I don’t care about. But the awards that I did get,
I thought were great. It’s difficult for a British writer to get on the Hugo or
Nebula nomination list – partly because of the rules. You must be published
in the same year. If the story or the book comes out in Britain first, and then
is published in the States, it can’t be nominated for a Nebula, because that
wasn’t its first publication. But it doesn’t bother me. Awards are nice, as I
say, but the thing is, to be a writer.
Q. Do you see any major changes in fandom since the early Fifties?
Yeah. Oh, a lot. When I started out in fandom in the early 1950s in
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England – well, in Northern Ireland – the one thing was that nobody had any
money. There just wasn’t any money to do anything. I think my total expense
for the first convention I went to came to about four pounds or something –
eight dollars. That’s travelling from Ireland to England. We stayed with an
old-time fan, Vince Clarke... and they were so hard up that at night, to keep
warm, there was only one source of heat. They switched on a gas oven, and
people had to take turns standing, waving a door back and forward to waft the
heat out into the room. We only had one convention a year, and it lasted for a
day and a half. Of course that’s not just a difference in fandom; things that I
saw in Britain outside fandom were totally changed as well. We were still in
food rationing. In 1951 England still hadn’t got over World War II. I
remember I tried to sell Vince Clarke my butter ration so that I could buy an
extra pint at the convention, and he wouldn’t buy it – which I thought was
highly unfannish of him.
Q. How did you get your idea for Slow Glass?
I don’t think anybody quite believes this, but I got the idea by reading a
textbook on science. This is cheating for a science fiction writer, to dabble in
science. But it’s in all the books that if you put a stick into water at an angle,
that the stick appears to bend. The explanation they give is something to do
with light travelling a little more slowly through water than it does through
air. Well, frankly, I’ve never believed that. I think what happens is that the
stick absorbs water, which makes it stretch, and because it’s in at an angle,
the bottom side absorbs more water than the top side, so the stick bends.
When you take it out, it dries off, so the stick straightens out. But I saw this
strange theory of light’s passing through water, and it mentioned glass as
well. I think it causes it to lose about 20% of its velocity. Really it’s quite a
short step from there to think, now, why not have a bit of glass that really
slows it down?
I wish I’d get another idea like that one. The short story “Light of Other
Days” has been anthologised something like thirty times. It was published in
an American university textbook as an example of good English. There I was
in there with people like Dostoevsky – I don’t know why he wrote good
English, being a Russian – people of that stature, anyway. And somebody
sent me a copy of the book, and there I was, “Bob Shaw”. I must be a real
writer, being there with all these people, I thought. I read the story and puffed
up with pride. And I got to the end of it, and they’d put in six questions about
the story. And I couldn’t answer any of them.
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Q. Of all the stories you’ve written, which are your favourites?
I haven’t got any favourite stories. I tend to hate them all equally. I try
not to go back over my own stuff and read it.
Q. It’s not that bad.
Nice one... I’ll see you outside afterwards. Well, the original Slow Glass
story has to be the one I dislike least, because it made me the most money.
The thing is, when you’re a writer, the whole process of writing, of being a
writer, involves being read. But if you have written the very best novel in the
world, you’re still not a writer if nobody has read you. When people are
reading your work, one evidence you get of this is money. The more money
you’re making, the more people are reading you, which is very, very
important.
I’ve got this theory: I think any writer who really likes his own work is
in trouble. When I wallpaper a room, all I can see in that room are the three
or four little bits where it didn’t work. In other words, where I had to fix
something – and that’s all I see in that room. All the rest of it that’s good, I
don’t see. I’m the same way with stories. When a publisher sends me a galley
proof to correct, I keep it for a week and send it back. I just pretend I’ve read
it. I just get so unhappy – I’d love to do all the stuff over again, but I can’t. I
think my idea of real luxury would be to be in a position where I could write
a book and put it away in a drawer for six months, and then take it out and
read it as a stranger, and do a second draft. But most science fiction writers
just cannot afford that time.
Q. Do you get much fan mail, and do you enjoy it?
I don’t get a lot. I get quite a lot of mail originating from the fact that
I’m active in fandom – fannish mail. But I don’t get much mail originating
from the fact that I write books and somebody decided to drop me a line
saying what he thought about a book. That happens very rarely to writers.
With me it happens about twice a year. Most of the mail is complimentary,
but sometimes you get people who enjoy finding faults in a story, and that’s
the only thing that inspires them to write to you. I worked for years as a
journalist on a newspaper. I wrote thousands and thousands of articles. The
only articles that ever drew any kind of comment from the public were the
ones where I’d made a mistake. And the same thing happens in science
fiction. Somebody takes the trouble to write to your publisher saying that on
page 124 of such and such a novel, you have sodium chlorate, and obviously
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it should have been sodium chloride, or something like that. What makes
people do it?
I do enjoy getting mail. It’s nice to know that somebody out there
actually reads the stuff. I don’t get around to science fiction conventions very
much. I live in kind of a remote part of England. I don’t even see fans very
much. I sometimes get a feeling that, you know, it’s all part of a big fantasy.
That nobody reads the stories. Sometimes I wonder. Perhaps at my last
medical check-up, they found out I was dying of cancer, and they said, “Oh
he’s always wanted to be a writer, so let’s get together – he can write his
novels and send them off, and we’ll pretend they’re printed. Keep him happy
until he snuffs it.”
Q. Do you credit your fan writing with starting your professional writing
career?
Yeah. Yes, I do. I learned to write by associating with Walt Willis, the
well-known science fiction fan of the fifties and sixties. I had a column in his
fanzine; I did this column for over ten years. That was where I learned to
write. It changed the whole course of my life. I got a job as a professional
journalist simply on the strength of having written for fanzines – though I
didn’t describe them as fanzines, of course. I said I had had hundreds of
articles published in, I think it was “science-oriented journals”. This
impressed them rather a lot. For the first three months after I started, my boss
kept asking, “When are you going to bring in these science-orientated
journals to let me see some of them?” “Aw, hell, I forgot them again.” If I’d
ever brought him a copy of Hyphen I’d have been out of a job in a second.
Q. Is there a difference between a chip and a french fry?
Well, to me, a french fry isn’t really the same thing as a British chip. I
have big arguments over this with my wife. I know how to make chips, she
doesn’t. She’s been brainwashed by reading all these women’s magazines,
cookbooks and things, and she firmly believes that a french fry or chip should
be crisp, dry, hot and golden brown. That’s the way she makes them. I know
better. I know that a proper chip or french fry isn’t any of those things. It’s
limp – when you put a fork in it it hangs down on each side of the fork. It’s a
pale yellowish green in colour. It’s lukewarm, so you can cram a dozen of
them into your mouth at once without burning your tongue. It’s got a lovely
veil of grease all over so that your teeth are lubricated when you’re chewing
it. And I’ve explained this to her over and over again, and every time she
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make her chips, they still come out all wrong: hot, dry, golden brown. And
every time I make them, they come out just right. She mustn’t be a proper
cook.
Q. Is it difficult adjusting to cold beer?
No. If we want to have a talk about beer, you know, we could sit here all
night. The British idea of beer does not coincide with the American idea of
beer in any way. The American beers are lagers, and in England, if you want
a lager, generally it’s chilled, so there’s no problem at all. If anybody has
never had a pint in an English pub, it’s a different drinking experience
altogether. I was talking to a friend who is a fanatic about beer, and he told
me he’d been away in Greece on holiday for three months, came back,
dashed into the first British pub he could get to, and he ordered a pint. When
it arrived, it was absolutely flat, no head on it whatsoever; it was lukewarm, a
bit cloudy, and sour to the taste. He said, “Perfect.”
Q. Can you tell us about when you were a sports writer? I heard it was pretty
funny.
This must be my famous hockey reporter story. I don’t like telling
stories twice. I suffer from this business. If I’ve got to send ten letters to
people telling them the same thing, or something, something inside me will
not let me write the ten identical letters – I’ve got to make them all different.
It gets to be difficult when I’m away on holiday and sending postcards back
to friends. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t write exactly the same thing
on every postcard, the same little joke, but I can’t do it, I’ve got to make up a
different joke for every postcard, and it drives me nuts.
One time I got so desperate... the last card I had to send was to Walt
Willis and his wife Madeleine, and I’d written all my favourites down, and I
couldn’t think of another joke. The post time was coming up, so I got an idea
– that I thought was funny – and I wrote on the postcard, “Dear Walt and
Madeleine – Everything’s okay now. Please ignore my telegram.” To me,
you know, it was a joke. I got back a week later. They’d been to the police.
They’d been to the post office giving them hell about a telegram not being
delivered. And I said, “No, I just made it up.” A distant expression passed
over their faces for a moment... and they walked away.
But this hockey story. I joined a big daily newspaper, circulation over a
quarter of a million. The same company published two newspapers, a daily
and a weekly. The weekly was called the Ulster News. I fancied myself as a
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feature writer, writing features for this weekly paper, so I got a job with them,
resigned from my old job. Then the Friday night before I was due to start, I
picked up a newspaper and saw that my newspaper had just been cancelled –
it didn’t exist any more. So I went down to the office anyway. Instead of
finding myself as a feature writer on a weekly, I was a general reporter on a
daily, which was quite a shock to the system.
The first week, I was looking forward to being off on Saturday, and the
sports editor came running up to me, and he handed me a little slip of paper,
and said, “That’s your match for tomorrow.” I said, “What is it?” He said,
“It’s a hockey match.” I said, “I’m sorry, Malcolm, I’ve never seen a hockey
match, so I can’t do it.” And he said, “Oh, it doesn’t matter – the rules are
just the same as football.” And he dashed away. And he got away before I
could explain to him that I’d never seen a football match, either.
I went out to this dismal field at three o’clock the following afternoon.
And it was raining – gentle, vertical rain that we get a lot of in Ireland – and
there was a hockey match just starting, and about ten people were gathered
around the perimeter watching this match, under umbrellas. It was most
depressing – it was like a scene out of War and Peace or Crime and
Punishment, or some awful, dreary Russian novel. I had no idea what was
happening. The referee kept blowing his whistle – I couldn’t figure out what
it meant. And I was standing there thinking, this is my chance of a Pulitzer
prize gone. I was thinking about quitting the job, and I suddenly heard
somebody under one of the umbrellas saying something like, “Garvy isn’t
using the left side of the field.” And I thought, that sounds good. So I got out
my book and I wrote that down, and I moved up to the umbrellas.
I got about ten little comments like that during the next three quarters of
an hour. I got the scores, and who scored the goals, and retired to the nearest
pub, and had several large hot whiskeys, which is a drink you can get in pubs
in Ireland, and I joined all these things together, and phoned them in.
Monday morning, I went to work, not sure if I had a job or not, but the
sports editor was delighted. He came up and clapped me on the back and
said, “Thought you said you knew nothing about hockey.” And I became,
over the next three years, that paper’s champion hockey reporter. Even at the
end of that three years, I still did not know the rules of the game. I’d got my
method; I knew how to do it. I just stood near the people who seemed to
know and copied down everything they said. I think that’s probably what
helped me to build up my reputation. All over the country, there must have
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been people reading my report that night, and saying, “Hey – this man’s
good! That’s just what I was saying at the match today!”
Q. Bob, when and how did you first meet up with Walt Willis?
I met up with Walt in 1950, I think it was. At that time, I had been
reading science fiction for years and years and was quite convinced I was the
only science fiction fan in the world. I’d just never met anybody even who
admitted to reading the stuff. And then I began to realise that there were
second-hand bookshops and magazine shops, and a lot of those magazines
were coming and going in and out of them. It was a bit like the way
astronomers can detect the presence of a planet by it affecting other planets, I
worked out that there were other fans in Ireland, somewhere, by these
second-hand bookshops. I saw an ad from a fan organisation in an early
British magazine. I wrote away and was put in touch with Walt Willis and
other Irish fans.
It changed my life, getting in touch with that fan group. Science fiction
was what I needed out of life. Belfast has always been a... Let’s put it this
way: Belfast will never be the fun capital of the galaxy. And when I was
growing up there I was miserable and lonely, and it was science fiction that
kept me sane. Discovering that there were other people around who read the
stuff, and being able to start publishing a fanzine, was great.
I still remember the first night, walking back home from Walt’s house,
that great meeting. And you know this saying about walking on air? That’s
the way I felt. I could not feel my feet touching the ground. I seemed to float
home. I knew that I’d found what I wanted out of life. It was a lot to ask of
fandom, but it didn’t let me down. As a direct result, I’m here this weekend,
which is quite incredible. Most people in England never ever see the States,
you know; it’s still something that doesn’t happen to you. I’m fast becoming
almost a commuter.
Q. Is that water you’re drinking?
Yes.
Q. You’re going to pollute your system, Bob.
No, I find there’s nothing wrong with water. I had a drink of it about
four years ago, and it was pretty good.
Most people believe that there’s a lot of drinking going on at British
conventions. British fans tend to drink a lot, but they play it up quite a bit as
well. It’s become part of the fannish folklore of British fans.
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There’s a general belief in British science fiction fandom that American
science fiction fans at conventions do not drink very much. I’ve been to
conventions up north where I did get that general impression, but one of the
things I like about coining to Alabama is, there’s lots of people around here
who drink nearly as much as I do.
Last year I was giving a talk to the SF group in South Wales, and an old
friend who runs the club there met me at the train. We went straight to a pub
and had a couple of drinks, and we went and had a meal, and we had a couple
of drinks with our meal, and then we went to give my talk, which was held in
a pub, and they always like to keep you lubricated while you’re talking, so I
had a couple more drinks while I was talking. After it was finished, we
streaked back into a public bar and had a few more drinks. By that time, we
had worked up a thirst. I went back home with my friend, and he opened a
bottle of Bell’s whisky, and we drank it between us before we went to bed.
It seemed like a great idea at the time, but the next day, I was sitting on
the train, coming up through the counties between Wales and England,
feeling like death – wondering why I’d done it. The thing that upset me was...
the carriages were open type, just little seats and tables, all dining size, with
an aisle in the middle. The steward of the restaurant car opened the door at
the top of the car, came walking along, whistling, looking around and
nodding at people, and didn’t speak a word. And he got to me, and he
stopped and said, “There’s a bar in the next car if you feel like having a
drink.” I nearly went after him and demanded to know what he was implying.
Q. Have you ever tried Southern moonshine?
No, I haven’t. Has anybody got any...?
Ah, I had my hopes up....
Well, I’ve built up a great thirst, so if anybody wants to continue this
conversation in the living room or the bar, I’ll be quite happy to see them.
Thanks for listening so long.
20 November 1982; published May 1983
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Private Passions
Children, are you floating comfortably on your anti-gravity Rest-Eezi
couches? Then I’ll begin....
For today’s lesson in the Freaking Out On History series we’re going to
take a look at what was in the news in one day in Britain long before you
were born, away back in the year 2102 AD.
Prominent in the newscasts of the day were holopics of Maisie Bunce,
the recently chosen Ms World. At the age of twenty Maisie weighed nineteen
stone and – as well as consuming 8,000 calories worth of food – was smoking
120 No-Carc cigarettes and drinking two bottles of gin daily. She could also
burst the seams of any garment in a matter of hours, wear out a pair of spike
heels in a single stroll, and had been known to reduce quality furniture to
matchwood in a week.
These attributes made her one of the most desirable women ever to enter
the marriage market, and when she announced her intention of having a baby
she attracted a record number of entries in the sperm lottery.
I’m sure all that sounds very strange to you, children, so I will explain.
Firstly, you must remember that this was in the days before the Robotic
Rights Charter. In those times production by the multinationals had spiralled
to record levels thanks mainly to automation and each citizen was required by
law to consume a stipulated fraction of the GNP, thus keeping demand at the
requisite astronomical level, and generating the vast tax revenues which the
State needed to pay the disemployed their living allowances.
It is also important to recall that by the beginning of the twenty-second
century the historic nuclear family had totally vanished. People lived for the
most part as individuals, in electronically cocooned insularity. This was
partly because they had been conditioned into accepting that all activities
from politics to sport were not for participation, but for watching as images
on a screen. It was also because as individuals they achieved their maximum
potential as consumers. Each citizen was a separate customer for a
refrigerator, cooker, stereo, car, television, computer, etc. – all the consumer
durables which would formerly have been used by a family group.
And with the advent and perfection of sensurround holovision systems,
which could feed sensations directly into nervous receptors, physical sexual
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relationships had become a thing of the past. Nobody wanted the
uncertainties, disappointments and responsibilities of the real thing when it
was possible to remain snugly at home and have – as far as the evidence of
all the senses was concerned – ideal relationships with an unlimited variety of
ideal partners.
How then, some of you will be asking, did our race manage to continue?
Well, children, the Government of the day – consisting of one
representative from each of the 300 largest business houses – was very
alarmed by a drastic drop in the birth rate which threatened an equally drastic
drop in demand. You will remember that it was the duty of each citizen to
consume his share of the GNP.
Even with a high degree of planned obsolescence in all products, it was
difficult for the average person to use up his quota. For example, it was
common for people to suffer ear damage through having outsized stereos
playing in every room.
The Government’s plan was simple but effective. It decreed that 25% of
the consumption of any child would be credited to each of its parents for the
first fifteen years of its life, thus enabling them to clock up extra Good
Consumer Points. When you consider that a youngster could legally be on the
road in an eight-cylinder Kiddylac convertible from the age of six, this was a
powerful incentive to have children.
Of course, regardless of inducement, nobody was going back to oldfashioned procreation, so a new system was developed. When a woman
wanted a pregnancy her picture and personal details were televised, and
interested men applied for the role of father by sending in quick-frozen
semen samples. The winner was chosen by computer and through artificial
insemination fathered a child without the inconvenience of actually meeting
the mother. For a short time the ancient standards of desirability in women
prevailed, then new and more relevant criteria came into force. Large women
who ate great amounts of food were likely to produce similar offspring,
infants who had a head start in the consumer race. They were also capable of
wearing out goods very quickly. Maisie Bunce had an added attraction in that
her children would be born with a built-in craving for nicotine and alcohol –
champion consumers from the start – and that is why she was so popular.
And that, dear children, is why the average weight of a human being
almost doubled in less than a century. Generations of roly-poly human beings
lived out their solitary existences in artificial private worlds devoted to
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consumerism. It was all a far cry from the type of family life which had been
the norm for millennia, and it was fortunate for us that the trend did not
continue.
Next week you will learn how industrial robots were given more and
more intelligence to increase profitability, with the result that they eventually
developed self-awareness and formed their own trade unions to fight for a
shorter working week.
December 1982
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James White: Two More
Appreciations
For Albacon III
In my opinion the Albacon committee have made a big mistake in getting
James White to be Guest of Honour at this year’s convention. Don’t get me
wrong! I’m not criticising a man who has been a good friend to me for more
than half my lifetime, but in all honesty I have to state that he simply isn’t cut
out for the GoH business.
I mean, he doesn’t even know how to behave like somebody important.
I’ve seen him try to be GoH at other conventions, and instead of lurking in
his private suite or making weighty pronouncements to the press about the
role of SF as modern mythology – all these things that revered writers do – he
spent all his time wandering around the con hall and the bar and mixing with
the ordinary fans. The latter were thrown into such a state of mental
confusion by this odd behaviour that I even observed them laughing at his
puns!
Then there’s the embarrassing matter of his so-called speeches.
Everybody knows that a GoH speech should, with the aid of a blackboard,
explain how to turn the galaxy into a Bussard ram-jet; or, at the very least,
outline a scheme for affiliating SF fandom to the Young Trotskyites – but all
Jim does is sit up there on the platform and chat to the audience about funny
things that have happened to him. You’d almost think he was chewing the fat
with a bunch of old cronies.
I don’t want to be too hard on Jim, because he does have a few
qualifications for the job. He has written a lot of much-loved science fiction,
he has been in SF fandom and has supported UK conventions for more than
thirty years, and – above all – he is becoming an accomplished boozer.
Due to an unfortunate fault in his early education Jim was a stranger to
the blessings of malt for a good part of his adult life, but he makes up for it
now at conventions. He is good company at any time, but when he has
downed a few jars he seems to step back a few light years and view the world
with all its petty follies from the viewpoint of a benign alien who would not
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be out of place in one of his Sector General stories. There’s no predicting
what sort of comment he’ll come out with in that condition, but it’s a pleasure
to be there and just listen.
Quite naturally, I’ll be trying to monopolise his company, but you
should feel free to muscle in. Jim won’t mind.
Now that I think of it – perhaps he will be quite a good Guest of Honour.
April 1983

For Novacon 15
I first got to know Jim White in 1949, which was a full year before he got to
know me.
The reason for that odd state of affairs was that I had to cross central
Belfast on my way to work, and in the mornings my attention was always
caught by this lofty distinguished figure waiting outside the door of a
tailoring establishment, where he obviously worked. At that time I firmly
believed that I was the only science fiction fan in Ireland, but Jim had already
met up with Walt Willis and was working on his fanzine, Slant. Perhaps it
was some wisp of telepathy which caused me to notice Jim – or perhaps it
was something to do with the fact that he’s a couple of yards high. Anyway, I
got quite a jolt when I finally contacted Irish Fandom and at my first meeting
was introduced to Jim.
Little did I know that that was the start of a friendship which has lasted
for eight summers. (Due to the vagaries of the Irish climate, a timespan of
eight summers is equal to roughly 35 years.) During that period I have
worked in the same office as Jim, seen him develop into a respected
professional writer, tried (unsuccessfully) to borrow money from him, burned
my fingers on his stupid model rocket-ship, learned to understand his jokes,
helped introduce him to the evils of strong liquor, and finally convinced him
that his early infatuation with Vera Ellen was misguided and that he would be
better fantasising about somebody like Sheree North.
Above all, I’ve had a good time, because he is kindly, thoughtful,
humorous, and has a truly original mind. Another quality which makes him
an excellent choice as Guest of Honour is that he is a good talker. Even if he
has no interest in your pet subject he is prepared to cultivate an interest in it
there and then, all in the cause of lively conversation. What more can you ask
of a friend or GoH?
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Sometimes I find it a little surprising that Jim and I get on so well,
because the usual criteria by which I choose my friends are very strict – they
have to eat too much, drink too much, smoke too much, be untidy, swear a
lot, waste all their money, and have filthy minds. Jim qualifies on hardly any
of these counts, so the only explanation I can think of is that he has been an
uplifting influence on me.
Most attendees at Novacon 15 will know Jim White already and their
regard for him will be as high as mine, but if by any chance you’ve never met
him before – don’t hang back! Go ahead and talk to him. About anything that
comes into your head. For as long as you want. Make him work for his free
B&B.
And don’t forget to tell him I sent you....
March 1985
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Comparative Fizzyology
I’m totally overwhelmed at the whole idea of the Shaw Fund because for
years I’ve had this yearning to visit Australia.* Apart from the main delights
of the trip – i.e. meeting Australian fans on their own ground – I want to see
how the moon looks when it is upside down, and I want to drink in a typical
Australian boozer.
* This was the second Shaw Fund, set up by Justin Ackroyd and Marc Ortlieb
to bring Bob to Aussiecon Two, the 1985 Worldcon in Melbourne, Victoria. The
first Shaw Fund had brought him to Noreascon, the 1971 Worldcon in Boston,
Massachusetts. [Ed.]

Research into drinking environments has been an important part of my
life. It’s the sociological aspect I’m interested in, you understand – I only
dangle pints from my fingers so that I won’t appear conspicuous. My studies
started in my late teens, under the tutelage of Joe, a distant relative who was
an expert on the more atmospheric boozing establishments of Belfast. I used
to meet him at teatime on Fridays, when he had finished his stint in the
foundry of the Belfast shipyard and had built up a thirst the alleviation of
which would keep him in full-time employment for the rest of the weekend.
In those far-off days, Guinness was still cask-conditioned in wooden barrels,
unlike the feeble imitation one gets today, and Joe knew where to get it in the
peak of its beautiful maturity.
We used to start off the session in a rundown place staffed by a lone
barman called George. (It’s a law of Irish alkyphysics that the better the
Guinness the less salubrious the premises.) Sometimes I’m surprised that my
pub study project didn’t founder at the beginning, because my first visit to
George’s place went dreadfully wrong.
Joe and I had just begun work on our first pints when I noticed a small
foreign body in the froth of my drink. It looked quite innocuous, a little scrap
of paper or something, and I was in the act of fishing it out when Joe grabbed
my wrist.
“Something in your pint?” he said. “Christ, that’s terrible! That could’ve
made you sick.”
“It’s nothing,” I replied. “It doesn’t matter.”
“It does matter,” Joe said. “Too many pubs are allowing their standards
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to slip. You’ve got to complain. Where’s George?”
While I tried to shrink down under the table, he looked around the pub,
loudly and indignantly demanding the immediate attention of the barman.
“Bob’s got something in his pint,” he announced to the rest of the
clientele. They looked suitably horrified and disgusted, and in a few seconds
there was a general clamour for George, who was nowhere to be seen. The
reason he was nowhere to be seen was that he was in the toilet. On hearing
the uproar he came charging out of the toilet, still buttoning his flies, and
asked what was the matter.
“Bob’s got something in his pint,” Joe said accusingly.
“It’s quite all right,” I mumbled. I tried to drink my pint, foreign body
and all, but Joe had my wrist clamped.
“I’m sorry, mate,” George said as he advanced to our table. He finished
doing up his flies, examined my drink, and fished out the offending speck
with his fingers. “It won’t happen again,” he promised, and ambled back to
his post.
“There you are,” Joe said, beaming at me in triumph. “Never let them
get away with anything.”
The rest of the customers looked on in approval, pleased to see that I had
been properly treated, so there was nothing else for it – I had to finish my
pint.
After a couple of years I got to know nearly everybody who frequented
that pub and was elevated to the status of a regular. That was quite an honour,
and I was particularly pleased when I got invited to the Sunday Opening. In
Northern Ireland nothing opens on Sunday except churches. So great is the
determination of the authorities to preserve the Sabbath that they exact really
savage fines from wayward landlords and their customers if the rules are
broken. In those days the fine for a customer was equal to about two weeks’
pay, so nobody in his right mind ever transgressed – but some occasions are
so special that human nature simply cannot be denied.
In this instance the celebrations were triggered off by the death of the
old lady who owned the pub.
Irish boozers are inclined to be a sentimental lot and in the normal run of
things they would almost have been weeping into their pints at such an event.
But there was a glittering silver lining to this particular cloud – she had
willed the pub to her faithful barman, George!
George was so elated over his good fortune that he announced a one340

time-only special opening for regulars on the Sunday morning after the
funeral. Knowledge of the affair was confined to regular patrons only,
otherwise the whole of east Belfast would have turned up. As I said, I felt
highly honoured at being included. Joe and I arrived at the side door at the
appointed time, gave a discreet knock, and were ushered in. There were about
forty people in the bar, crammed onto the perimeter benches. They all looked
ecstatic over being allowed to share the unprecedented and thrillingly illegal
pleasure of being in a pub on Sunday. All conversation was in whispers to
avoid the unwelcome attention of passers by.
A pleasant hour went by, then the sheer undiluted happiness of the event
became too much for one client – and he began to sing.
Now, in Ulster pubs it is strictly forbidden for customers to sing at any
time. It is all to do with the authorities making sure that the masses do not
enjoy themselves too much. They can’t actually forbid people to sing, but
they achieve the same result by ruling that no ordinary pub can be licensed to
provide entertainment. (Describing as entertainment the sound made by a
bunch of Irish drunks is doing violence to the English language, but that’s
beside the point.) No landlord will permit singing among the customers at
any time for fear of being fined and perhaps losing his licence – so you can
guess how George felt when little Maurice suddenly gave us full throat.
Maurice was a tiny consumptive man who always wore about four
heavy pullovers and even then only measured about thirty around the chest. I
never worked out how he did it, but from out of that minuscule thorax he
used to wrest quite a powerful tenor voice when he was bombed out of his
skull. In the hushed atmosphere of the pub on a Sunday morning he came
through like Mario Lanza on a megawatt amplifier. We could imagine the
sound rolling out from the pub in waves, engulfing Donegall Pass police
station, which was two blocks away.
The colour drained out of George’s face and he screamed at Maurice to
shut up. Maurice’s only response was to insert the two words “Up yours” into
the otherwise charming lyric of The Meeting of the Waters. That was too
much for George. Gibbering with rage, he ran at Maurice, dragged him to the
door and flung him into the street.
We heard Maurice hammering at the door for a minute or two, pleading
to be allowed back in, then there was an ominous silence. I’m not known for
my ability to avoid trouble, but all at once I got a premonition that I would be
better off at home reading Planet Stories. I said goodbye to the company and
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left immediately.
Many times since then I have congratulated myself on that move, but it
robbed me of the privilege of witnessing one of the most astonishing
spectacles in the history of the Ulster pub. I learned next day that little
Maurice, enraged and humiliated, had gone straight to a phone box and
informed the police about the illegal drinking session. They had driven round
to the pub in strength and had pounded on the door, threatening fearful
punishment on all within.
I am informed by reliable witnesses that, after one moment of whitefaced paralysis, the entire clientele of the pub formed themselves into a
human wave which surged with irresistible power into the toilet. As the toilet
was only big enough to hold about six people in normal conditions, the forty
desperate souls comprising the wave should have rebounded into the arms of
the law, but so great was the force of the wave that it filled the toilet upwards,
just as a real tsunami would have done. It hurled itself against the corrugated
asbestos roof which promptly gave way, allowing a sort of geyser of frantic
bodies to spray through the hole and into the alley at the back of the pub.
It was later the proud boast of the veterans of the Sunday Opening that,
of the forty who had been in the bar when the police arrived, only eight
actually had to stand trial – and they were mostly disabled pensioners.
I doubt that any pubs in Australia, or anywhere else, can offer
experiences like that – but I’m ready to give them a try.
December 1983
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Murphan’s Law
Members of the mundane community have had several published summaries
of Murphy’s Law to help them in the struggle against the sheer cussedness of
just about everything in life. It is time that fans had an equivalent. Here is my
first summary of Murphan’s Law, plus some corollaries. If you can think of
any useful additions send them to Terry* and they will be credited to you in
future publications.
* Terry Hill, editor of the fanzine Microwave, where this article appeared.
[Ed.]

1) Any stapler handed to you by a fan has only one staple left in it.
2) When your prissy old aunt, who you’re trying to keep in with because she
has money, picks up a fanzine it will fall open at the worst obscenity in it.
3) Con hotel waiters won’t.
4) Con hotel lifts don’t.
5) Con hotel managers can’t.
6) If you send a letter savagely attacking a fan it will cross in the post with
one from him in which he is exceptionally nice to you.
7) At a convention banquet, all the people you like are together at a different
table having the time of their lives.
Cor. 1: The one seat you might have had at that table has been snaffled
by your worst enemy.
Cor. 2: If you have successfully avoided somebody throughout a con he
will be seated beside you at the banquet.
8) The breaking strength of a fanzine staple is three fingernails.
9) 75% of the lifts at any con are permanently occupied by the same eightyear-old child.
10) Nothing interesting ever happens at a con after 2:00 a.m.
11) At a con you always wake up one minute after they have stopped serving
breakfast.
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Cor. 1: The only time you waken earlier is when you are too hung-over
to eat.
12) There is never time to loc a fanzine when you are actually reading it.
Cor. 1: When you get time to do the loc you can’t remember any of your
comments.
13) The amount of money you spend in a session at the con bar is inversely
proportional to how much of the session you can remember next day.
14) When you need reminding of a fan’s name at a con he is:
(a) not wearing his badge;
(b) wearing it about the level of his fly;
(c) wearing a badge on which the lettering is illegible or microscopic.

15) If the sign opposite the lift on your floor of a sprawling convention hotel
says, algebraically speaking, “Rooms N1 to N2”, then your room number will
be: ( N1 + N2 ) / 2.
16) All postmen believe that all fans are eccentric or feeble-minded, or both.
February 1984
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You Don’t Really Mean That
One of the hard things about writing is that you have to find out the meanings
of the words you use. Most people would regard that as a fairly basic
preliminary, and I don’t mind grabbing the dictionary every now and then to
look up an unfamiliar word – but the tricky bit is with familiar words.
There’s nothing more chastening than the discovery that a word – an old,
well-worn word that you’ve seen lying around the place for years, and have
made use of on many occasions – actually means something different to what
you thought. The realisation shakes the self-confidence, makes you wonder if
your whole life has been built on shifting sands.
Decimate is one of my favourite words in this category. I first became
aware of it as a boy reading adventure stories in which there was a good
sprinkling of battle scenes, and from an early age I knew it was something
that commanders disliked having happen to their men. If your troops were
decimated by enemy fire you were in big trouble – so what else could it mean
other than the reduction of their number to a tenth of the original figure?
That meaning satisfied me for years – then one day I was idly glancing
through the dictionary and discovered it meant a reduction of only one tenth!
My first thought was that I had been cheated by my boyhood authors.
The heroic leaders they had written about couldn’t have been such hot stuff
after all if they were upset about a little thing like having their men
decimated. Only one in ten killed in a cavalry charge! Why, that was the sort
of thing you would hardly even notice in the heat of battle. In the sort of
stories I liked it was common to lose maybe a quarter of one’s force to
snipers in the Khyber Pass before even getting to the main battleground – and
here were all these commanders running around snivelling about being
decimated.
After the initial shock wore off, resentment set in. Who had decided that
a special word was needed for a minor event like being reduced by one tenth?
Did enemy machine gun fire never happen to cut down an eighth, a ninth or
an eleventh of the advancing soldiers? Was it possible to be duodecimated?
Another big disillusionment, not unconnected with my changing taste in
reading matter, was the correct definition of nubile. “Marriageable” is all it
means – and it can even apply to men! That is far too humdrum a meaning
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for a word which in my mind was loaded with delicious sexual connotations.
When an author described a women as being nubile I sensed it meant that she
had large, well-formed breasts, and – possibly because of associations with
the word “nub” – I always went even further and visualised large, wellformed, pointed breasts.
A further annoyance about treacherous words is that I sometimes learn
about my mistakes while watching quiz shows on TV. When my family are
watching a quiz I like to sit in a corner and occasionally – in a half-abstract
way, as though hardly aware of the screen – murmur correct answers to
difficult questions. I should know, or at least be suspicious, when an
apparently easy question about the meaning of a word crops up, but I often
fall into the trap and am made to look stupid in front of my own offsprings.
That sort of thing used to make me livid with anger – because I thought livid
meant white – then I found it means lead-coloured.
How the hell can anybody turn lead-coloured?
Almost as big a disappointment as nubile was the word “raddled”. By
the time I had progressed to the reading of the vastly daring books like
Forever Amber the phrase “raddled whore” had captured my imagination. As
a healthy youngster I instinctively approved of sex, but my feelings in this
respect had to do battle with the teaching of the Methodist Church that there
was a terrible price to pay for indiscriminate indulgence.
On the rare occasions when our local minister was so forthright as to
mention raddled whores or raddled harlots the horror in his voice told me he
was referring to women who had paid that price in full, and I used to spend
hours speculating on the exact nature of the ravages their carnal appetites had
wrought on face and form. My friends all felt the same way and were in
agreement that it would be foolhardy ever to consort with a lady of the town
because there was a good possibility that she would be... horror of horrors...
raddled.
What a surprise it eventually was to learn that this adjective – so
redolent of lurid sin and Miltonian retribution – meant nothing more than
“painted red”.
I often wondered later if the minister in Cregagh Road Methodist
Church had been entirely certain of its meaning himself, because he always
used it as a condemnation. But, surely, a raddled harlot would be a more
wholesome proposition than one who was painted, say, blue or green. A mild
benefit from checking up the meaning of raddled was that I found out that
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“ruddle” is a related word meaning red paint and “coarsely rouged”, and
somehow this contributes to my enjoyment of the occasional pint of Ruddles
County Ale.
The above difficulties with ordinary English words are part of the reason
I have never tried very hard to learn other languages. If I can make a chump
of myself in my native tongue, what could I do in a foreign language? I have
a dread of coming across like a Belgian artist who wrote to me when I
worked in the publicity department of an aircraft firm. He specialised in
aviation scenes and wanted some photos of aircraft to use as references for
paintings he was going to put into a one-man exhibition.
His letter began, “Dear Sir, I am planning to expose myself in Brussels
next year....”
September 1984
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A Word in Your Beer
My favourite kind of horror story is one in which everything at first seems
perfectly normal and humdrum, and then – in the space of a sentence or two –
there appears an unexpected element of dread. I’m used to that kind of thing
in fiction, but I’d hardly expect it in real life. I’d be even less prepared for it
to happen twice within a few minutes, and certainly not on the way to a
convention....
Picture the scene. I was en route for the Easter ’82 convention in
Brighton with my wife, Sadie. We had stayed overnight in Reading with fans
Martin and Katie Hoare, breakfasted late and well, and the four of us were
tootling down towards the coast at a leisurely pace in Martin’s car. The
weather was glorious and the soft Sussex countryside was looking at its best.
It was Friday lunchtime – about 1:45 – so we had lots of time in hand and
were luxuriating in the prospect of stopping for an hour or so at a quiet rustic
tavern and dallying over a few pints of real ale, getting ourselves into an
appropriately cheery mood for the start of the convention. The heat within the
car had made us really thirsty, which was all to the good – it would enhance
the pleasures of the first pint of the day. We could almost feel the comforting
bulk of the 20-ounce glasses in our hands, almost smell the aroma of hops
and malt, almost hear the gentle welcoming whisper of the froth. Life was
good at that moment.
And then – quite casually – Sadie said, “This is Good Friday – Sunday
hours.”
To anybody but a British boozer the remark might have been cryptic to
the point of incomprehensibility, but its effect on those who heard it was
dramatic. We had been reminded that the pubs would close for the afternoon
an hour earlier than usual, at 2:00 p.m. instead of 3:00 p.m..
There were only fifteen minutes in hand and we were stuck out in the
middle of the bloody boring countryside with not a human habitation in sight!
That was shock No. 1, and it certainly transformed our idyllic little
scene. Gone was the mood of leisurely bliss, gone was all the relaxed
contemplation. Martin, who was at the wheel, accelerated so hard that the rest
of us nearly got whiplash. I remember sitting there, racked with tension as we
roared down the A23 at dangerous speed, wondering how Sadie had
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remained so calm and unmoved when announcing that we were at risk of
missing our lunchtime pints. Sometimes I suspect that, in spite of all my
training, she’ll never be a proper boozer.
I have the same trouble with her over her cooking, especially of chips
(US French fries). She has been brainwashed by women’s magazine food
experts into believing that chips should be crisp, dry, golden brown, and hot.
For years I have tried in vain to teach her better – that the perfect chip should
be so limp that it hangs down in an inverted U-shape from the fork, for ease
of mastication; that it should be liberally coated with fat, for lubrication; that
it should be a pleasant glistening greenish yellow in colour; and that it should
be just slightly above body heat, so that it can be crammed into the mouth
with a dozen or so of its fellows without causing any scorching of the tongue.
Perhaps she simply hasn’t got much talent for cooking. To this day, when she
makes chips they still come out crisp, dry, golden brown, and hot – and yet
when I make them they come out perfect every time.
Anyway, there we were on the Brighton road, hurtling along in our own
version of Deathrace 2000, too keyed up to speak, our mouths parched from
fear as well as natural thirst. A couple of nerve-racking minutes went by, and
then – oh joyous moment! – an inn sign appeared in the distance. I scarcely
dared to relax until there was no doubt that it wasn’t a service station sign,
then sank back in the seat with a beatific smile.
The little scare we had had suddenly seemed amusing – it was going to
add even more enjoyment to our pints. My fingers were automatically
crooking themselves into my much admired, classic pint mug grip – three
fingers firmly through the handle, the little finger tucked underneath the glass
to prevent any possible slippage – when I became aware that the car was not
slowing down!
Unable to credit my senses I watched in horror as, with Martin crouched
grimly over the wheel, the car reached and passed the pub with undiminished
speed and went scorching onwards into the quiet countryside. My brain
numbly sought an explanation. Had Martin developed a severe case of tunnel
vision? Had the strain of the last few minutes unhinged his mind?
“Martin,” I croaked, tapping him on the shoulder, “why didn’t you stop
at that pub?” His reply was terse. One word. “Watney’s.”
I slumped back filled with a chilling realisation of the true extent of my
predicament. I’m something of a connoisseur of good ale, but am prepared to
drink almost any sort when cornered. But Martin, I had just discovered, was
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an uncompromising real ale purist – one who will not touch Watney’s under
any circumstances. Apparently his convictions were so strong that, rather
than pull up at the sign of the infamous Red Barrel, he was prepared – my
facial muscles began to twitch at the thought – to go without!
That was shock No. 2, and by now a mood of despair was settling over
me. When another pub sign became visible a moment later I knew that cruel
Fate would arrange for it to be another Watney’s and that we would thunder
past it at top speed. It was and we did.
There remained one faint ray of hope in that the A23 was the main road
to Brighton and likely to be well endowed with updated coaching inns, but
even that feeble glimmer was extinguished when Martin – taking a unilateral
decision – turned off into a secondary road heading due west.
“This,” he announced, spectacles gleaming with manic fervour, “looks
like the sort of quiet unspoiled byway where you’d find a decent country pub
selling the real stuff.”
I was unconvinced. It looked to me like the sort of quiet unspoiled
byway along which you find nothing but cowpats. I could visualise a line of
cowpats stretching hundreds of miles to Land’s End, with us condemned to
hurtle over them for ever, red-rimmed eyes searching in vain for a nonWatney’s pub....
And then – like a mirage, like a blessed vision, like faerie pavilions
magically materialising from another dimension – there appeared ahead of us,
shimmering in sunlight, the gables and spires of a drowsy English village.
The first corner we came to had two pubs on it, and one of them was
festooned with real ale signs. We got in there with five minutes to go before
closing time, which meant that Martin, Katie and I were able to down three
pints each before they took our tankards away. Sadie only had a half pint, but
as I said earlier, sometimes I suspect she’ll never be a proper boozer.
Now, this article was written primarily for an American and Canadian
readership, and if I have done it right so far most AmCan fans should be
asking questions like: Why all the fuss over brands of beer? How can one ale
be “real” and another not? Why do Brit fans go on about beer so much?
I’m glad you asked those things, because for some time I’ve been
perplexed by my own questions about the difference between UK and
AmCan tastes in beer. In my travels I’ve found that fans are the same kind of
people everywhere. Assuming that fannish nature was a universal constant, in
a class with the speed of light, I went on in an Einstein-like manner to derive
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a fundamental law. (As I have mentioned before, it was not a huge IQ which
made Einstein a great scientist. It was his simple and childlike approach –
and, for all I know, I might be even more simple and childlike than he was.)
My explanation for AmCan fans being happy to drink the malt fizz they
get in place of genuine beer was that, never having been introduced to the
real thing, they simply didn’t know any better. The same thing happens here
with, say, hamburgers – only those Brits who have never had a quality burger
in the States can get any enjoyment from the supposed equivalent served in
UK snack bars. This theory also explained why many AmCan fans don’t
drink beer at all – they have racial memories, handed down from European
forebears, of what beer ought to be like and instinctively refuse to have
anything to do with substitutes.
But the great theory was torpedoed when I went to Seattle in early 1982
and, after a lapse of many years, had a long chat with John D. Berry. He
handed me a gift he had thoughtfully brought along – a bottle of Anchor
Steam beer, brewed in San Francisco – and said, “This is the best beer made
in the USA.”
I accepted it with gratitude and some scepticism, but when I tried the
stuff it was good. It was a lager, of course – which would cause some British
ale drinkers to turn up their noses – but it was equal to a good Continental
lager, which means it was very good indeed. And the experience posed me an
entirely new problem, one I haven’t been able to solve satisfactorily: if some
Americans have the discernment to brew and drink a beer like Anchor Steam,
why hasn’t it displaced all the other US beers?
A possible answer is that AmCans prefer something like Budweiser –
but that sabotages my First Law, which states that fans are the same
everywhere. Has anybody any other theories?
Before you think too deeply about all this, take a look at what the term
“real ale” means to a Britfan. It’s an emotive term among many fannish beer
drinkers for a number of reasons, not the least being that it calls to mind an
epic David-and-Goliath struggle of the type so important in SF and fantasy.
The historic British brewing method culminates in putting the beer into
wooden barrels while it is still fermenting and allowing it to reach maturity
after delivery to the pub. As the beer is still “living” it has to be handled and
stored with great skill, and the chemical reactions that take place during
maturation are so delicate that even an expert cellarman loses a batch
sometimes, especially in hot weather. One day last summer I went into a
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favourite Lakeland pub and ordered a pint of ale – and they weren’t able to
provide any! The entire stock had gone bad and had been returned to the
brewery.
Even when all goes well, the beer can vary a little from day to day, and
batch to batch, but that is part of the charm. It is only slightly fizzy and may
even be flat; it is served at room temperature; and in good examples is so
loaded with flavour that one mouthful has more taste than an entire pint of
ordinary lager. There are more than 1,500 different beers made in Britain
with characters as diverse as the same number of people. With luck you may
even find – as happened to me in Cornwall – a place where the ale is actually
brewed on the premises and brought to the bar in open buckets.
The system was messy and primitive, and I had some doubts about the
hygiene, but the taste was part of a thousand-year-old heritage. When you see
ale mentioned in The Lord of the Rings – that is the kind of stuff they are
talking about. A person who learns to appreciate it can never again be content
with any other.
I mustn’t get too lyrical here, because the subject of beer is intensely
boring to many people, but let me mention the terrible thing which befell our
little ale-drinker’s paradise about the end of the 1950s. A dark figure cast its
shadow across the land, and the name of that figure was Big Business –
sworn enemy to so much that is good in life.
Half-a-dozen major breweries began a race to see how many of their
smaller competitors they could swallow up, and in the struggle for improved
efficiency real ale was a natural target for the accountants. Most of the
characteristics which gave real ale its essential nature also made it
undesirable in the eyes of the efficiency expert, and in a very short time it
almost disappeared. In its place came standard, pasteurised, filtered, bland,
characterless, “dead” beers which never varied or went bad and which
demanded no skill or care from the innkeeper. The breweries who are the
villains in this story are referred to by real ale fans as the Big Six, and they
are always spoken of with the utmost loathing and contempt, especially
Watney’s, whose efforts to make their Red Barrel the only drink available in
the galaxy even brought them under fire from the Monty Python team.
The bright side of the story is that there eventually came a successful
revolt against the dictatorship of the Big Six, spearheaded by a dedicated
pressure group called CAMRA (Campaign for Real Ale), and today more and
more breweries are offering traditional ales in addition to their national fizzy
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pops. It was a close-run thing, though, and I shudder to think how close the
Big Six came to achieving their aims. But here we come to a really intriguing
point for the student of human nature.
One of the reasons British fans talk and argue so much about beer is that
a few of them don’t like real ale and actually claim to prefer the modern
beers. These misguided wretches, perhaps having been exposed to Red Barrel
or Bud at a vulnerable stage of their development, usually refer to the likes of
me and Martin Hoare as “beer bores” or “beer snobs”. It gives me a peculiar
pang of dismay when I contemplate this fact, but then the most blood-chilling
aspect of alien possession yarns like The Puppet Masters and Invasion of the
Body Snatchers is that the victims are always happier than they were before
being taken over.
There are pod people among us. Or should I say Bud people?
(This has been the first in a series of articles – The Sociology of the Britfan –
intended to promote international understanding among SF readers. Next
time I hope to explain why Britfans prefer to eat their pork pies stone cold.)
October 1984
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V: Plumbing the Depths
I have a friend who thought The Battle of Britain was a rotten movie because
one scene showed a 1942 Spitfire with a type of gunsight which didn’t
become available until 1944.
“You’re silly for fretting over details like that,” I told him airily, not
concealing my amusement. “It’s the sweep of the action that counts.”
I also have a friend who deserted a perfectly good booze-up well before
closing time because he didn’t want to miss that night’s episode of V, the SF
mini-series which invaded our TV screens at the end of July.
When I mentioned the impossibility of paying any serious heed to a
story in which reptiles can cross-fertilise humans, he smiled and said, “It
doesn’t matter about details like that – I want to find out what’s going to
happen.”
Same thing? The other side of the coin? Sauce for the gander?
Well, I maintain that it isn’t, and the difference is all to do with respect.
Respect for one’s craft; respect for one’s audience.
A director making a film about the sinking of the Graf Spee simply can’t
lay his hands on the original vessel; therefore it is acceptable that he will do a
little fudging with the aid of some ex-W.D. hardware. But the director of a
science fiction or fantasy movie has no such constrictions, and therefore no
excuses. He starts off with a clean slate and it’s entirely up to him what he
puts on it.
He has unlimited opportunity to soar the heights. On the other hand he
has equal freedom to plumb the depths.
Which brings us neatly back to V.
The opening minutes were a strange blend of your standard Nam-is-hell
movie and Star Trek – a sort of Spockalypse Now, if you like. There was
quite a bit of competent footage of a clean-cut American war correspondent
nearly getting himself killed by helicopter gunships which were raiding a
Third World village. My aviation expert friend would probably have begun to
fidget during the scene in which a Guevara look-alike shoots down one of the
attacking gunships with a pistol, but I was able to tolerate that. As I said
above – it’s the sweep of the action that counts.
And then, just as the reporter was about to be whittled down to his
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ankles by a multi-barrelled cannon at a range of ten paces, the battle was
aborted thanks to the arrival of a giant alien spaceship. The ship was of the
frisbee pattern which is de rigueur for alien craft, and we quickly learned that
fifty of them had appeared in our skies and the other forty-nine were hovering
above Earth’s capital cities. (It was never made clear why the odd one out
had chosen to hover over Chez Guevara, but as it saved a lead character’s life
perhaps it would have been ungracious to pursue the point.)
The saucer which was parked over Washington, D.C. soon disgorged the
alien leader, a character who looked and acted like Walter Mondale except
that he refrained from saying, “Where’s the meat?” This was very prudent of
him under the circumstances because it might have given the aliens’ game
away.
They were, you see, here to eat us.
They also planned, while they were at it, to steal all the Earth’s water –
conditions on their home planet apparently having gone far beyond the banon-sprinklers phase.
For reasons best known to themselves, the visitors didn’t exploit their
superior might by simply pitching in and eating us and draining our seas.
Instead they cooked up a story about interstellar cooperation and did a great
deal of friendly mingling with the human population.
This was particularly devious of them because the aliens had another big
secret up their sleeves. Up their trouser legs as well, one might add, because
it transpired that they were actually green reptiles done up in a sort of jiffy
wrap of pink plastic which made them look human.
Those pink coverings must be masterpieces of cosmetic science because
any saurian who slipped one on immediately had his eyes shifted from the
side of his head to the frontal location preferred by humans; his foot-long
forked tongue trimmed to more manageable proportions; and his hundred-orso spiky teeth decently concealed behind NHS dentures. (There was no
reference to the long tails which are sported by most self-respecting reptiles,
but we’ve all heard of docking in space.)
The only fault I could find with the plastic sheaths was that they could
easily be, and quite frequently were, ripped away from the face like bubbble
gum, but it is traditional in screen SF for alien technology to be somewhat
uneven.
This most often shows up in portable weapons, and those in V were no
exception. All the visitors’ sidearms emitted slow-moving blobs of radiation,
355

a direct hit from which could result in anything – depending on the
exigencies of the plot – from instantaneous death to an effect like a box of
Swan Vestas igniting in one’s pocket.
One nod toward plausibility was that the aliens spoke through artificial
voice boxes. This was demonstrated by the fact that their voices had a waspin-a-jamjar quality – that old uneven technology again – like a radio whose
front is about to drop off. Unfortunately these sound technicians sometimes
forgot to do their stuff and the aliens, particularly those who were shown to
have good qualities, occasionally spoke normally.
Yes, some of the ordinary worker-type aliens did have a sympathetic
side to their nature and became friendly with humans. Very friendly, as it
turned out. That was in sharp contrast to their commanders, who were
unmitigated nasties with a disconcerting habit of cramming small furry
animals down their gullets, alive and whole, during lulls in the conversation.
The message was that ordinary people/lizards everywhere have an innate
goodness and it is the power-seekers of this universe who bring about all our
woes.
Now and then during this preposterous series there were similar attempts
to comment on human nature and the Eternal Truths, but the screenplay
writers were, perhaps, too modest to use their own voices and contented
themselves with borrowing bits from other films. Spot-the-movie became
quite an engrossing game for film buffs in V’s audience. The work of
contemporary Hollywood directors was mined most, but the discerning eye
could pick out a leavening of Buñuel here and there.
The plot of V was one which had become well established in pulp
science fiction by the 1930s – some humans saw through the aliens’ sham
and organised a resistance movement, ultimately triumphing in spite of their
lack of numbers through being clever, brave, resourceful, and elusive. But
where V differed from the typical Thrilling Wonder Stories offering of my
boyhood was in the fraternisation which took place between some reptiles
and some humans.
That would never have been allowed in the old days!
It was always a well-known characteristic of bug-eyed monsters that
they had an unnatural appetite for our women-folk, and – although such
things couldn’t even be hinted at in a more prudish era – our fevered
imaginations led us to suspect that as well as being peckish they wanted to
get their leg, tentacle or pseudopod over. Things never got as far as that, of
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course. Captain Comet always intervened in time.
And here in 1984 we have the whole thing on television. The notion of
romantic encounters between reptiles and humans has a repulsive fascination,
and may have a lot to do with the success we are told V had in the States.
It also raises some intriguing questions.
Should an alien lizard who gets the hots – if cold-blooded creatures can
do such a thing – for a woman be regarded as a pervert? Or is he simply
showing that his heart, not to mention other bits of his anatomy, is in the right
place? And did the producers of V consider the subtitle “Love is not having to
say you’re saurian”?
No doubt many people will consider the whole subject improper and
unpalatable, but the director of V was definitely a man who saw no point in
half-heartedly dipping into bad taste when it was possible to have a damned
good wallow in it. In a crescendo of crassness which may be unequalled on
the screen, he took the famous scene from Alien, changed John Hurt into a
reptile-impregnated woman, and treated us to the spectacle of a mini-lizard
popping up – hissing and snarling – out of her Caesarean section.
I’m told that V is to be followed by a 26-part sequel. If that is the case I
may have to stop describing myself as a science fiction writer and claim a
trade which is more socially acceptable. Traffic warden, perhaps. Or slum
landlord.
In the meantime, to prove that I’m one of the privileged who saw the
first series, I am assiduously practising my V-sign.
November 1984
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Seducers with Staples
I used to have two hobbies. One of them was writing for fanzines; the other
was writing for prozines.
Then I became a full-time writer of SF, and for a glorious year or so I
still had two hobbies. The main difference was that I was free to follow one
hobby all day and get paid for doing so. That was a genuine high spot in my
life.
But human nature, especially mine, is a wayward and fickle thing. If I
were to be offered £20,000 a year simply to go to an office at noon every day
and drink a bottle of Guinness, I would be deliriously happy – for a while.
Then I’d begin to ask myself, “Why is it always at noon? Don’t they know
I’ve got other things to do? And why is it always Guinness? Why can’t it be
lager now and again?”
And after a while the sparkle would go out of things.
I still love writing SF, mind you, but now it’s work. It’s my job.
Anything you have to do every day is work, and anything you don’t have to
do seems fun. As Dorothy McArdle put it in Uneasy Freehold, “To a writer,
every occupation that is not his own brain-grating task seems a delightful
idleness.”
I would love to become a prolific fan writer again and go all out to try
winning a third Hugo, but when I have been writing professionally all day it
is virtually impossible for me to return to the typewriter in the evening.
To me, fanzines are seducers with staples. I keep getting insane urges to
forget about the current novel and use part of the day to write a piece for
whichever fanzine came in that morning’s post. But if I give in to temptation
once, I’ll keep giving in, and I’ll end up bankrupt.
It’s sad, but that’s why I’m not going to write anything for Focus about
writer-as-fan.
Not this year, anyway....
February 1985
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How to Be Sick
... and Live to Tell About It
It all started about four years ago, the year I didn’t get my usual preEastercon pimple. Decades of carefully irrigating my system with Guinness
have given me a clear complexion, but just to show who is boss my skin likes
to produce one really good pimple at a time to coincide with each major
convention. It likes to appear right beside my nose and it always is one of the
angry red variety which feels like an implanted coat button. It seems to feed
on antiseptic creams, and trying to squeeze it or do anything like that only
turns it into a painful, throbbing mound which glows like a stop light. And,
adding insult to injury, the brute always vanishes without a trace the day after
the convention ends. It was a great relief to me, therefore, when the eve of the
Glasgow Eastercon dawned and the Shaw countenance remained
unblemished, but my pleasure was short-lived. My body chose to have ’flu
instead.
I couldn’t even consider passing up our major convention, so I decided it
was mind-over-matter time. No mere bug was going to knock me over.
Dosed up on aspirins and whiskey, I went up to Scotland and soldiered my
way through that con, fannishly heroic, probably infecting half the population
of Clydeside. By the last day I was beginning to feel reasonably fit and I
returned home flushed with pride and Johnny Walker, boring everybody with
my new lecture about how an iron will can vanquish any disease. So far so
good – then I discovered I had The Cough.
This was no ordinary cough. It was so violent that it could blow
paperwork clean off my desk, and it actually hurt the eardrums of people in
the same room. Also, it was persistent. Four months later my doctor had tried
almost every remedy he knew, all without success, and he was becoming
irritable with me for obstinately refusing to get well.
“It’s probably just some vague virus,” he kept grumbling. Yeah, and so
is cancer, I kept thinking. On his orders I gave up smoking my beloved pipe,
but even so I got so that I couldn’t go into a pub without the smoky
atmosphere causing me to blast the froth off pints ten feet away. Life was
losing its sparkle.
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After six months of this caper I was beginning to get alarmed and went
privately to a consultant physician for new X-rays and full tests. The morning
of the physical examination will never fade from my memory. The doctor
picked up an instrument resembling those tongs they handle food with in
good shops, the main difference being that these tongs were immensely
strong. He squeezed them together with obvious effort, inserted the
contraption into my right nostril and let go! There was a loud twang and my
nostril distended out to somewhere near my ear. I could see it. A kind of flat
plain of nostril reaching to the horizon.
After shining a lot of lights up the resulting cavity – possibly he was
examining the underside of my brain – the doctor repeated the process with
the other nostril, then he told me to stick out my tongue. Wondering what
indignity was coming next, I did as requested, whereupon he wrapped a
length of gauze around the timidly protruding piece of flesh. This, I soon
learned, was to give him a good grip. Using muscles he must have toughened
with the tongs, he pulled my tongue out so far that I could see it. I didn’t
know I had that much tongue. The doctor then shoved more lights and things
down my throat, and all the while I was retching like a hippopotamus with
morning sickness.
The final humiliation came when he closed the drapes, popped a small
but powerful light bulb into my mouth, plugged me into the mains (it’s 220
volts in the UK) and switched me on. The whole room lit up with a pinkish
glow which was emanating from my head, and the doctor and a colleague
walked around me for a few minutes discussing intimate details of my
internal construction. After it was all over the consultant gave me his
scientific findings. “There is nothing organically wrong with you,” he said.
“You just have this cough.”
I thanked him with as much sincerity as I could muster, drove back to
Ulverston at dangerous speeds and downed four pints of Hartley’s best bitter
in about ten minutes. My regular doctor next started trying increasingly
exotic pills and capsules which had no effect on the cough, but which
reduced me to a zombie-like condition in which I could hardly stay awake, let
alone earn a living. My friends began to talk about me in worried whispers. I
found myself falling asleep while people were trying to hold conversations
with me, and by the time of my second trip to Birmingham, Alabama – for
BoShcon – my vital forces were at a low ebb indeed. The whole thing might
have been more bearable if I could have looked sick. It would have been quite
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nice to waste away a little – I’ve always wanted to look pale and interesting,
like a consumptive poet – but instead all the drugs and inactivity made me
put on a lot of weight. By the time I visited Poland for the 4th International
Convention in Cracow I had been coughing for nearly 18 months, and had
got to the stage where I had to sit down and have a coughing session after
every 100 yards of a walk. Some students at the convention became so
worried that they wanted to take me to a world-renowned allergist who lived
quite near, but there was no time.
The only relief I got during that trip came when we visited a very old
and deep salt mine south of Cracow. The air is so pure down there that they
have a permanent hostel for chronic allergy sufferers about 300 feet below
the surface. I remember walking around in the cool dimness for about two
hours without coughing once and enjoying the simple pleasures of feeling
normal.
Back in England, after another month or so of renewed misery, I was
beginning to wonder if I might actually be going to die – and I took a
momentous decision. The medication was doing me no good at all, and all the
joy had gone out of life, so I decided that I was going to deal with the
problem by letting the forces of homeostasis do their work in their own way.
I dumped all the pills and did everything I could to induce a relaxed and
optimistic frame of mind. My technique went contrary to orthodoxy in that it
involved my taking up smoking the pipe again. Not only did it not make me
choke when I lit up, but when I went into a pub armed with it my smoke
seemed to immunise me to other people’s smoke. That may sound like a
contrived rationalisation to members of the anti-tobacco lobby, but I’m only
reporting the facts.
Gradually over a period of six or eight weeks, the cough faded away,
and I became more active and began to shed some weight. And one glorious
day, nearly two years after that initial bout of ’flu, it came to me that I was
healthy again. It was only then that I began to realise just how sick I had
been, but perhaps that is nature’s way of helping you to get through an
illness. I’ll tell you one thing I’ve learned from the experience. If you ever
come down with ’flu just before a con – stay at home in bed and keep in
touch with the programme by phone. It’s the best way.
June 1985
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Aussiecon Two After-Dinner
Speech
Delivered at Aussiecon Two, the 43rd World SF Convention held in
Melbourne, Australia, 22-26 August 1985. Bob Shaw was
Toastmaster.
This convention started off for me in a tremendous way with the opening talk
by Race Mathews, ’cause all the things he described in his talk about what he
went through as a youth – I went through exactly the same thing myself
except I was in Northern Ireland at the time, and it was really a timebinding
experience for me to come here and find a Cabinet Minister who had done
exactly the same things as I had done. I mean, my god, I wish we had
politicians in Britain who’d produced fanzines. Though I don’t know what
Margaret Thatcher’s would have been like (sort of a heavily censored version
of the Financial Times, perhaps – and I hate to think what sort of conventions
she’d have run as well). But there was... you know, I really couldn’t get over
it: I went through everything he said – in fact, he should be here tonight; then
he could just say it all over again and I could be sitting down there – because
I went through all that business: I discovered science fiction at a very early
age – about 10 or 11. I was reading the boys’ papers of the day – The Wizard,
Rover, Adventure, Champion, Skipper – they weren’t comics in the sense that
we’d use today. They were boys’ papers or children’s papers with lots of type
and a little illustration on every page. They were a tremendous introduction to
literacy and I very soon realised that in every issue there was always a
science fiction serial. I didn’t know what science fiction was in those days
but I certainly realised that these stories had nothing to do with the Wild
West or with football teams or anything, but were special stories where
people went out to other planets – that was the sort of story that I wanted to
read about.
Even after a gap of forty years, I can still remember some of those
stories better than most novels I read last week. I remember in particular one
serial called Full Speed Ahead to the Worlds of Fear. There’s more plot in
that title than you sometimes get today in an entire trilogy – but even after
forty years I can still remember that the Earth was being menaced by a giant
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comet (somebody else has written a story about that quite recently; it does
happen quite a lot in science fiction) and this chap decides to get away from
the Earth before it strikes, which is good thinking.
He’d just discovered this peculiar metal which was impervious to
gravity but – not having read H.G. Wells – he didn’t call it cavorite, but he’d
built himself this sort of spherical spaceship which worked by your pulling
up little panels of the metal, and gravity would draw you off in the direction
of the panel.
He neglected that the take-off speed would have been something like
one inch per century – but that was just a detail, and he got away before the
comet struck, and he travelled all around the galaxy for about four years,
having tremendous adventures on every planet he came to.
After four years or so, everybody on his ship got a little bit homesick
and said, right, let’s go back and see how things are on Earth after the
destruction. They went back and, sure enough, the comet had struck the Earth
but it had split it neatly down the centre – down the Atlantic and the Pacific –
and the two halves floated about three miles apart; I think about five people
had been injured.... So, they returned to Earth, and that was the end of the
series.
Actually, all of those series lasted about four years because that was all
the writer could take. Another one that really sticks in my mind was The
Purple Planet Needs Air. Again, with more plot in the title than you get in a
book nowadays, and in that series there was a purple planet (as the title
suggests) which needed air (as the title also suggests) and it was in our solar
system but it was never revealed which planet it was. Now most of the
planets in the solar system are not purple but this one was and the people
living there, realising they were running out of air, did a sneaky thing. They
built themselves huge vacuum cleaners. And they pointed them at us. And
they switched them on. And I’m almost certain there’s a flaw in the science
in this story – but they started stealing our air, drawing it across space.... This
was discovered by a test pilot, flying at a very high altitude; he found he was
having trouble getting back down, I guess. So he loaded up with baked beans
and so on, and he went off to the purple planet for about four years and had
great adventures there until the writer died... well, these stories satisfied me
for a while and then I grew up to the age of about 12 or 13, when I discovered
my first copy of Astounding Science Fiction – known these days as Analog –
and there was a genuine turning point in my life.
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The first issue I saw had an A.E. van Vogt story in it, called The Storm,
part of a series called “The Mixed Men”. It’s impossible, today, in a world
where science fiction is so plentiful and commonplace; there’s just more of it
than you could ever read, for someone like me, living in Belfast: well, Belfast
is never going to be the Fun Capital of the galaxy, and in those days it was...
you just can’t describe it; but this thing dropped into my hands – a copy of
Astounding Science Fiction with a story by A.E. van Vogt, dealing with the
adventures of this particular spaceship commanded by a woman called Grand
Captain Gloria Laurr.
She was out there hunting down this race of robots who had escaped
from the Earth three thousand years earlier, and settled in one of the Lesser
Magellanic Clouds, and she found them.
I still remember the opening sentence of that story – my first adult SF
story – and although I can’t remember exactly how it it went, it said
something like: “The warship from Imperial Earth came around the sun so
quickly that the observer had no time to commit suicide.”
That was it. I was gone, then. It was worse than LSD, because although
I’ve never had LSD I understand that it wears off after two or three days; this
didn’t. Forty years later I’m still far gone, and I freely admit that my work
has been influenced by van Vogt, because he was the one who realised that
the science was important but that the imagination was more important.
He had this feeling for the future other people didn’t seem to have. He
used to throw away lines like... in one story he had a production line for
spaceships – it was a rotten story, but never mind – and it was explained that
it took four hundred years for the first ship to come off the production line
but after that there was one every two minutes. That was super science. In
“The Weapon Shop” he had scenes with a a reporter trying to investigate this
strange organisation, trying to go into one of their shops. He tried to turn the
handle on the door but it was connected to a computer and the computer
identified him and locked the door, wouldn’t let him in.
Well, today that’s nothing; you can do it. But in those days that was a
vision of the future which many of us science fiction writers could not have
achieved. I still remember the first computers coming out. They all had
names ending in “-iac” and they were as big as this room. But A.E. van Vogt
knew instinctively that that wasn’t the way it was going to be, and I’ve
discovered that there’s nothing that dates so quickly in science fiction as a
story in which the author is particularly proud of its scientific accuracy at the
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time of publication. A month later, forget it.
I think my favourite example of all this kind of thing is – I used to go
over for Saturday mornings and watch the Flash Gordon series – the old
chapter movies, and were they bad. One was so bad that it destroyed my
education. Really, during the time when I was supposed to be working up to
the University Entrance exams, I was doing nothing of the sort. I was sitting
at the back of the class either reading Astounding or publishing my own
carbon-copy fanzine, which had a circulation of three. The carbon paper
during WWII was pretty bad. And so when it came to time for me to sit my
matriculation examination, I ducked out. I knew I was going to be the worst
flop ever, and somehow I managed to get a job as an apprentice structural
engineering draughtsman, where I was supposed to design buildings which
people would sit in and the roof wouldn’t fall in on them and kill them: a big
responsibility for someone whose total education had come from Planet
Stories and Thrilling Wonder Quarterly and things like that. And even then,
faced with the responsibility of earning a living, I still didn’t sober up.
I had my little collection of British reprint Astoundings which we got
during the war – one came out every second month, which for me was a kind
of drip torture. There’s one came out at the beginning of December, but I
wouldn’t read it until I’d kept it for Christmas morning – my Christmas
present to myself. But anyway I had my little collection hidden in the office
in an old gas fire, and when nobody was about, which was quite often
because it was a small firm, I used to sit and read the stories and I knew them
all off by heart but I just read them over and over again.
August 1985; published January 1986
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Aussiecon Two Fan Natter
When I started off in fandom way back around 1950, everything was
tremendously different to what it is now. When I went to my first convention,
the total journey was about 300 miles and it took us two days to cover it
because we had to cover the Irish Sea by ship, and that boat between Belfast
was not quite the Love Boat or other liners you see on television. We were
put up in a princely suite about the size of this room, with a brass plaque on
the wall which said: “This deck will hold 50 passengers or 12 cattle”; but I
didn’t really mind because I was going to my first convention. I’d had
something published already and remember making a joke about it. I said to
the people with me, “I think the officers on this deck know that I’m a BNF
because I just heard one of the chief persons tell one of the stewards to give
me a wide berth.”
It was the first time I’d ever been across the Irish Sea and I was almost
convinced that it might be a case of matter meeting antimatter when I stepped
off the gang plank and I might vanish in a huge blast of energy. I didn’t... as
you know.
I got the bus down from Liverpool to London. It took twelve hours and
we arrived in London and were put up for the entire convention by two wellknown English fans – Aubrey Vincent Clarke and Ken Bulmer. Ken
Bulmer’s since become very well known as a writer.
But even though Britain was great and prominent in those days, it’s
really incredible the amount of discomfort these people had to put up with.
They had a flat which went by the very grand title of The Epicentre although
it was a couple of old rooms in a big, dingy old terrace house in a row of
other old, dingy terrace houses. We were so short of amenities that at night
when we were trying to keep warm, Vince used to turn on the gas oven and
we all had to stand round and take turns at waving the door backwards and
forwards to blast the heat around the room.
Actually, The Epicentre became very famous and was a fannish
headquarters in its day. We were reliving those experiences a couple of years
ago coming home from a convention in the North of England. There were
four of us sharing a car with two non-fans – an old man and his wife who
were listening to our crazy conversation but couldn’t understand a word of it;
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there were words like “gafiate” and “fanac” and “con”... but somebody had
realised where we were and said, “You know – going into London this way,
you pass by the Epicentre! – we’re going to see the Epicentre again after all
these years.” The old couple got all worked up as well, though they didn’t
know what the Epicentre was. We all turned around as we passed this awful,
dirty, sleazy dump of houses and right in the middle – there was The
Epicentre. “Ah! The Epicentre....” The old couple looked around but couldn’t
see anything which resembled what they thought might be an Epicentre. They
probably told all their friends about the time they saw the Epicentre....
August 1985; published January 1986
As originally published, Ken Bulmer appeared as Ed Broomer
throughout; and Aubrey Vincent Clarke (always Vince or Vin¢) as
Arthur Vincent Clarke. This is what happens when an irresistible
Australian transcriber meets an immovable Irish accent. [Ed.]

367

Foreword to PsiFi: Psychological
Theories and Science Fictions
I started to read science fiction in the mid-1940s, long before it became
popular, at a time when even being seen with such magazines automatically
earned one a reputation as an idiot. Parents, teachers and friends felt it their
bounden duty to ridicule me out of the strange addiction – and, believe me,
they worked hard at their task – but I refused to give it up. You see, I knew
that men would someday walk on the Moon, that radios would be small
enough to wear on the wrist, that artificial intelligence was on the way.
I had been enduring the well-meaning persecution (the worst kind) for
some years when I discovered Robert Heinlein’s famous short story, “They”.
Its ending took me completely by surprise, and it also filled me with an
unexpected mixture of emotions. Pure joy was dominant among them,
mingled with satisfaction, a sense of vindication and – oddly (?) – relief and
pride. For hours afterwards I had a lump in my throat caused by sheer
gladness.
Many times since that aureate occasion I have wondered how common
was my reaction to the story. Was it fairly typical, or was it a sign that I was
in need of psychiatric help? My conclusion is always, of course, that there is
nothing wrong with me, that most people who read “They” will respond to it
as I did. My reaction may have been a bit extreme, but surely – I keep telling
myself – that was because of its message that an activity (like reading SF in
the mid-1940s) which society regards as irrational can be fully justifiable
within a wider frame of reference.
The above anecdote – as well as offering The British Psychological
Society the chance to carry out an interesting survey via the pages of this
book – illustrates the unique, intimate relationship which science fiction has
always had to psychology. It is difficult to produce a succinct but
comprehensive definition of science fiction, but “They” meets one of the
main criteria in that it is a story which in essence could not be told in any
other genre. Science fiction writers are not more concerned with psychology
than are practitioners in some other branches of literature – we bow
respectfully towards Virginia Woolf and Patricia Highsmith – but
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nevertheless the special relationship exists.
It took many centuries for the experimental method to establish itself as
a principal tool of science, but once it was in it was in, and in science fiction
the author has unique facilities for creating analogues of fully controlled
laboratory conditions. Just as the researcher in the lab uses ingenuity to
eliminate every factor which might adulterate the results of an experiment,
the science fiction writer is free to shine a laser-pure light on any aspect of
human behaviour which interests him. Furthermore, he can manipulate the
fictional environment in such a way as to excise every extraneous or clouding
factor which might contaminate the experimental data.
Undoubtedly, literary purists will frown on the science fiction writer’s
methods. The classic seal-of-approval technique for creating a mainstream
story is to take a group of characters, throw them together, let them interact
and report what happens. But if one tries this technique in science fiction
nothing will happen. That is to say, nothing of much interest to a science
fiction buff. The genre has often been accused of featuring cardboard
characters, but – philistine though it may sound – with certain kinds of story
there can be a case for arguing that extensive characterisation would get in
the way of the story’s legitimate objectives.
In other words, the idea is always an important and sometimes principal
element in a science fiction story. Like it or not, when writing SF one has to
start with an idea/situation/environment, and then devise a set of characters
whose activities will interact with the idea/situation/environment in a way
that explores all the intellectual potentials. That may not sound too promising
from the point of view of the psychologist, who is primarily concerned with
people, but in real life environment and circumstances play major roles in the
formation of character and personality. Who is to say that the science fiction
writer’s method is not the best, the most fruitful, the most relevant to life
itself?
The seven stories in this volume are adult science fiction – in contrast to
space pantomimes like Star Wars – and in one way or another they deal with
people under threat. Not the impersonal and unreal menace of invaders from
Mars or giant ants, but with the genuine and far more disturbing threat which
comes directly from within ourselves or, at a single remove, from products
embodying our desire to impose our will on Nature.
In 40 years of reading and writing science fiction I have come across
many notions which were supposed to be alarming, but I am no longer
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frightened by stories about ecology, death or deranged politicians with their
fingers on the nuclear trigger. I don’t like those ideas, but I don’t lose any
sleep over them. What does bother me is that old threat from within.
Possibly the most depressing words I’ve ever heard came from a mildmannered Richard Attenborough, telling what he regarded as an amusing
anecdote about the making of his Oh! What a Lovely War. There were
hundreds of extras in the film and they were issued with uniforms from
wardrobe on a totally undiscriminating basis, the main concern being to give
each an outfit which fitted reasonably well. Sir Richard went on to relate that
during tea breaks the few who had been given officer uniforms, purely by
chance, stood apart in little groups and didn’t drink their tea with the “other
ranks”.
The story is funny, but it chilled my blood because it showed how easy
it is for a dictator in any part of the world to modify ordinary people’s
behaviour in a radical way. What was even worse was that I understood the
psychology involved and – for one vulnerable instant – almost sympathised
with it. If my behaviour could be altered by a few scraps of cloth and tawdry
emblems, I wondered, what am I? Does what I regard as “me” genuinely
exist?
That is one kind of threat from within, effective death of the personality,
but another incident connected with war showed me that things could go even
further.
During the evacuation of Dunkirk some of the rescue boats could not get
as close to the beach as others, so the soldiers were told to divide into three
groups: strong swimmers, moderate swimmers, and non-swimmers.
Eyewitness reports show that some men, who would otherwise have been
saved, drowned while trying to reach the boats because they had placed
themselves in the wrong categories. They had died because some wayward
element of their personalities, stalking the shadowy hinterland beyond
rationality, would not allow them to admit that they were poor swimmers!
Again, I was horrified by those accounts – because I instinctively knew
that I might have done the same thing. That’s the real threat facing all of us.
We might die next month, not as a consequence of war, crime, disease or
accident, but because we don’t understand what is going on inside our own
heads.
Each of the following science fiction stories forms the starting point for
an apposite commentary written by a psychologist. I found the commentaries
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interesting, informative and illuminating, and I was grateful for the
opportunity to read them.
The insights I gained may, in some small way, help me to stay alive.
June 1986
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Bob Shaw’s Patented Ever-Fail
Get-Rich-Quick Schemes
Here’s an invaluable piece of advice – for free! By all means carry on saying
no to dangerous drugs, but if somebody ever tries to interest you in buying a
metal detector, not only say no, but take the infernal instrument and break it
over his skull.
I was under the spell of my metal detector for about three years, on and
off, and although I had many quite pleasant hours with the brute, the only
really memorable thing to happen was that I fell off a castle.
It was my own fault, I have to admit – giving way to a lust for gold
which would have earned me a starring role in The Treasure of the Sierra
Madre. People who buy metal detectors usually assure you they are not trying
to find buried treasure. What they are doing, the line goes, is indulging in a
practical interest in the past, and the notion of turning up treasure trove is far
from their minds.
They are, of course, telling lies.
I’m as interested in the past as anybody else, and I can recommend
metal detecting in a rural area as a very relaxing way of passing a few hours.
Dry land fishing is the term I invented for it. There is a strange, ineffable
thrill – vaguely science fictional and fannish in nature – in getting a signal
from a grassy clod and gradually breaking it apart, checking each fragment
with the detector, knowing that somewhere inside it there is a metal object
which may have been there for hundreds of years, and that you are going to
be the first to see it in all that time. But, at the same time, only an absolute
nerd would try to claim that he would be just as happy to uncover a 1930s
bottle cap as a 1730s gold coin.
The only thing I ever found which could vaguely be classed as historical
was a musket ball, which I detected in my own front garden in the Lake
District. People who have never done any dry land fishing may be surprised
to learn that there were two classes of objects which I turned up every time I
went out on the prowl. The first one is money. The whole of Britain is seeded
with low value coinage of fairly recent manufacture. The second class of
object was used cartridges. Perhaps that gives a clue as to the chief
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preoccupations of the human race.
Anyway, I eventually managed to find a little club in the Ulverston area
so that I wouldn’t feel so conspicuous when out alone with my detector. That
was another problem – I hated being seen with the damned instrument.
Groups of urchins would follow me around, the bleeping of the detector
would attract cows from miles away, and every casual passer-by would go
hundreds of yards out of his way to ask what I was finding.
Oddly enough, this embarrassment factor has resulted in a weird
phenomenon. People who do find treasure are often making their first sorties
with a brand new detector – and this enrages the real pros in much the same
way the football pools experts get upset when fortunes are scooped by old
ladies with their first entry. The explanation is that the metal detector neofan
is highly embarrassed at making a spectacle of himself, so he racks his brain
to think of a private spot, near at hand, where he can operate unseen. And this
is exactly the same kind of thinking employed by somebody who has some
loot he wants to put away and yet have easy access to.
I should admit that my detector was not a total dead loss. One day an
adolescent friend of my daughter came to the door in tears because she had
been out horseback riding in a field and had lost a gold watch given to her by
her parents only the previous day. I was tied up with work and couldn’t go
with her, but I showed her how to switch the detector on and wave it around.
She went off with the instrument to search a large field and came back an
hour later happily showing off the watch.
I wish I could tell a similar success story about my detector club. It
turned out the MD fans are as hard to regulate as SF fans. When a bunch of
us went out on a group search we would solemnly vow to proceed exactly
line abreast at a fixed speed and to pool all our finds for equal division later
on. What always happened was that two or three would scurry ahead, and I
would hear their bleeps in the distance and look up to see them cramming
stuff into their pockets. And, when asked what it was, they always claimed it
was nails or barbed wire they wanted to remove from the land in case some
sheep got choked. Hah!
That kind of inconsiderate behavior had shrunk the club to two by the
time we got round to trying our luck at Shank Castle, about six miles out of
Ulverston. The castle was part of a farmer’s land and he used it as an extra
barn. That sort of thing was characteristic of that part of England – a farmer
would have a thousand-year-old ruin of a castle on his property and think no
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more of it than having mushrooms pop up in his pasture. (Ulverston’s chief
claim to fame is that Stan Laurel was born in it. When I first lived in the town
I used to think it was odd that somebody so famous had been born there –
then I realised Stan Laurel couldn’t have been born anywhere else. It was a
Stan Laurel place.)
Anyway, farming land is very bad for metal detecting, mainly because
agricultural machines keep shedding bits of themselves all over the place and
giving useless signals. Joe and I poked around the ruins for a while without
any success. After a while I got fed up and was thinking of heading off to the
nearest boozer for a pint of bitter – then I got one of my brainwaves.
About twenty feet up in a ruined wall was a little window. I got this
vision of a distraught noblewoman up there, when the wooden floors still
existed, watching her husband go off to battle and getting so agitated that she
didn’t even notice showering gold rings, necklaces, ear rings and so forth all
over the window sill like designer dandruff.
This is it, I thought. I climbed over a pile of sharp-edged boulders
beneath the window and swarmed up the wall like Dracula in heat, finding a
toehold on every little projection. When I got to the window I checked it out
– and there was nothing. That heartless bitch had watched her hubby go off to
be killed and hadn’t even given him a farewell wave! Probably her boyfriend
was already sneaking up the stairs at the time.
Puffing reflectively on my pipe as I considered the fickleness of human
nature, I began to edge down the wall again – but the very first stone I
entrusted my weight to flipped itself out of the wall in something like a
billionth of a second.
There was no time to react. I fell that twenty feet in a kind of slow
motion consciousness, fully aware that life or death depended on the
arrangement of the rocks I had clambered over on the way up. Strangely, I
felt no fear – only a sick rage over having put my one and only life in
jeopardy in such trivial circumstances. I’m glad I didn’t get killed, because
the sort of language I was using when I hit the rocks would almost certainly
have offended Saint Peter.
I smashed into the boulders on my back, bounced a couple of times and
rolled on to the grass. The cursed metal detector, following a different
trajectory, somehow managed to land on top of me, inflicting further bruises
– but, miracle of miracles, I was still smoking my pipe and it was
undamaged.
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It took weeks for me to get over that fall. My back, shoulders, arms and
legs were covered with huge contusions which went through the strangest
colour combinations – yellow, green, black, magenta, brown, purple... If I
hadn’t managed to get to a pub with Joe in a few minutes and down six pints
of Hartley’s best bitter, it is quite possible that I would have expired.
That was the main part of the disaster, but there was more to come. The
salt had not yet been rubbed into the wounds.
A few days later I heard from another idiot in metal detector fandom
who lived a bit farther south. He had just bought his first instrument and had
been trying to think of a place to try it out. Somebody had told him that if he
saw old broken red tiles in the ground that was a sign there had been a
Roman villa on the spot. He remembered seeing a place like that, so he went
there, and while he was tuning up his detector he happened to glance down at
his feet – and he found three Roman coins! They had been lying there, on the
bloody surface for almost twenty bloody centuries, and he got them – without
even giving one wave of his bloody detector!
That finished me with the whole futile business. I sold my metal detector
soon afterwards and am now devoting my time to much more promising
pastimes.
Finding the Loch Ness monster is going to make me rich and famous.
August 1986
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The Extra Dimension
Like quite a few other writers, I tend not to read very much. When I drift
down out of the office in the late afternoon, having spent the day putting
words on paper, I don’t really feel like staring at pieces of paper on which
people have been putting words. As a conscientious would-be intellectual I
openly despise television, but secretly I think it’s great, and spend far too
much time watching it. That’s about all I’m fit for in the evenings, because
writing doesn’t just give me a headache – I get a sore brain.
Nevertheless, I continue to feel guilty about not reading as much as I
should – because practically every book I read yields up something which is
valuable in my own work. By reading ten times as much, the reasoning goes,
one might become ten times as good an author.
All this soul-searching has come about because I was asked about the
genesis of The Ragged Astronauts, and on thinking about it realised that a
non-SF novel – discovered by chance some twenty years ago – had
influenced both my earliest SF novel and the most recent. The book was The
Hunters by James Salter. He was a jet fighter pilot during the Korean
conflict, and he was acutely aware that his was in a way the first “science
fiction” war in history. He wrote about it in a terse, economical style which
made me sick with envy, and the story he told had a poignancy I feel to this
day. (The Mitchum film version bore hardly any resemblance to the book and
was totally unworthy of Salter’s vision.)
My first novel was Night Walk, published in 1967, and on sitting down
to write it I found myself petrified with fear. I had published quite a few short
stories and was beginning to feel quite at home with the form – but how did
one pen the opening paragraphs of a novel? A novel, for God’s sake! I
dithered around for days, scrapping opening after opening, overawed by the
grandeur of the undertaking and shocked by my own presumption in tackling
it.
Finally – in desperation – I decided to cheat. I’m giving away trade
secrets here, but one essential in any art or craft is learning the most effective
ways of being dishonest. I decided to take the opening of The Hunters, the
book I admired so much, and use it as the opening of Night Walk. A
comparison of the actual wording will show that I am not kidding.
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The Hunters:
A winter night, black and frozen, was moving over Japan, over
the choppy waters to the east, over the rugged floating islands, all
the cities and towns, the small houses, the bitter streets.
Cleve stood at the window, looking out. Dusk had arrived, and
he felt a numb lethargy. Full animation had not yet returned to him.
It seemed that everybody had gone somewhere while he had been
asleep. The room was empty.
Night Walk:
A winter night, sharp and frozen, had moved in over New
Wittenburg, pressing down hard on the bitter streets, laying uneven
swaths of frost on the concrete desert of the space terminal.
Tallon leaned against the window of his room, looking out....
He had dozed on top of rumpled bedclothes for several hours, and
during that time the world seemed to have died. The hotel felt
empty.
That piece of blatant thievery did the trick. It got me into the first novel and
my own voice took over from there – but further on in The Hunters was a
sleeper, a group of a few sentences which knifed straight into my
consciousness and which was to have a much greater influence on my work.
One might even say that the passage led directly to the creation of The
Ragged Astronauts. It described Cleve Saville, the book’s hero, leading a
patrol over Korea in a cold blue sky....
Suddenly Pell called out something at three o’clock. Cleve looked.
He could not tell what it was at first. Far out, a strange, dreamy rain
was falling, silver and wavering. It was a group of drop tanks,
tumbling down from above, the fuel and vapour streaming out of
them. Cleve counted them at a glance. There were a dozen or more
of them, going down like thin cries fading in the silence. That many
tanks meant MiGs. He searched the sky above but saw nothing.
All at once it hit me that Salter, pilot as author, perceived the situation in
three dimensions.
The height factor has always been important in aerial combat, right since
the first fluttery skirmishes over WW1 France, but Salter wasn’t talking
about separations measured in hundreds of feet. He was talking in terms of
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miles. Riding on the back of a jet engine, an instrument provided him by a
new technology, he had moved into a rarefied blue environment in which the
vertical dimension was more important than the others. He had become a
Fairy Chessman. The hero of his novel knew there were two groups of planes
going into action directly above him, but they were too far above him to be
visible. He also knew, though I haven’t quoted this bit, that there was action
below him, but he couldn’t see the planes involved – they were too far away
as well. For the moment he was lost, but not in any way previously
understood by mankind. He was vertically lost.
I don’t know if I’m getting my feelings of wonder across to you. Science
fiction is like that, bless it. The range of ideas is so wide that not all of them
will connect with everybody. For example, the notion of cloning human
beings stirs some authors, whereas my reaction is: all right, you have a bunch
of people all the same – so what?
The concept of personal freedom of movement in three dimensions has
always entranced me, always produced that delicate and delicious tremor
within the thorax which is endemic among science fiction fans. I got it
strongly reading Brian Aldiss’s Hothouse. The cobwebs to the moon had
verticality. (The emphasis on the word is to show that I’m not giving it its
accepted meaning in this article.)
For many years I had a yearning to write a story featuring verticality.
My 1979 novel Vertigo was a step in that direction, but in it the vertical
dimensions were too limited to be fully satisfactory.
They could be expressed in metres, and my compulsion was to deal in
thousands of miles. There was a period when I considered giving Orbitsville
a huge interior atmosphere and setting a story there, but that would have
produced an uneasy blending of disparate themes.
I was beginning to wonder if it would ever be possible to put a handle on
the idea, then one day while idly glancing through an atlas of the solar system
I noted the peculiar relationship between Pluto and its single moon, Charon.
The two are quite similar in size, and Charon revolves around Pluto at a
surface-to-surface distance of only 15,000 kilometres – less than the distance
British fans travelled when going to the worldcon in Melbourne!
Furthermore, Charon hangs above the same spot on Pluto – an awe-inspiring
spectacle for the notional inhabitants of either body.
That was it!
I had seen those facts on paper a few times previously, but not until this
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occasion did I experience that turmoil at the centre of the being which is often
referred to as inspiration. That’s the way it works. When you’re in the market
for an idea, the conscious mind seems to put a requisition slip in to the
subconscious, a search begins and – sooner or later – bingo!
In that single moment I saw the universe of The Ragged Astronauts in its
entirety, though without details as yet – the sister worlds of Land and
Overland, each hanging at a fixed point in the other’s sky, looming,
beckoning, occupying a large portion of the heavens, occulting the sun every
day, producing a diurnal cycle of foreday, littlenight, aftday, forenight,
deepnight, aftnight....
And that was where the real work of planning the book began.
Built into the original inspiration was the idea of a journey from Land to
Overland, but it had to be an epic journey. In other words, it had to be
accomplished by people whose science was not quite up to it. That premise
fixed the inhabitants of Land at a level of technology roughly equal to
sixteenth-century Europe. And brought with it the first major problem.
Even when assisted by low gravity, the voyagers would be unequal to
the task of crossing an interplanetary vacuum, so – not without qualms – I
took the steps of enveloping both worlds in a common atmosphere. Arthur C.
Clarke had some complimentary things to say about Orbitsville, but he also
gave me a few words of gentle reproof about the validity of the science. I
tried to placate him in the sequel by naming the originator of my FTL drive
Arthur Arthur, but I doubt if that was enough. I could visualise him and
everybody else with astronomical knowledge shaking their heads at the
thought of small worlds having atmospheres thousands of miles deep.
But when you’re a professional SF writer, you don’t abandon a
cherished idea without a fight – so I moved my sister planets into a different
universe where some of the laws of physics differ from ours. When writing
The Ragged Astronauts I didn’t go into detail about the differences – it isn’t
that kind of novel – but suffice it to say that the differences are exactly those
required to make possible all the things I wanted to be possible in the story.
When you create a fictional universe you became a microcosmic god – and
half the fun of it is in taking advantage of the system by laying down your
own laws and issuing your own set of commandments. In the case of The
Ragged Astronauts, no matter what technical or scientific objections readers
may come up with, they will be overcome by the rules of my alternate
physics.
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So far, so good. I had given myself an environment with thousands of
miles of vertical air space to work with or within. I had the prospect of being
able to write chapter after chapter of pure verticality – but verticality is
meaningless without horizontality, which in this context means a world and
its people and their history. This brings us to what I believe to be one of the
main basic differences between science fiction and mainstream fiction.
The classic seal-of-approval technique for creating a mainstream story is
to take a handful of characters, throw them together, let them interact and
report what happens. If you try this technique with a science fiction story,
nothing will happen. That is to say, nothing of much interest to the science
fiction buff. Like it or not, when writing SF you have to start with an
idea/situation/environment in a way that explores all the attractive intellectual
avenues.
That may sound like heresy to members of the literary establishment,
but in real life environment and circumstances play major roles in the
formation of character and personality. Who is to say that the science fiction
writer’s technique is not the best, the most fruitful, the most relevant to life
itself?
I can aver (choosing that verb because it recently occurred to me that I
hadn’t read about anybody averring anything for decades) that on setting out
to devise a cast of characters appropriate to the Land-Overland environment I
found the task strangely compelling. It was far from easy, but those
characters came alive inside my head, and in the six months I lived with them
I had many nightmares, many sweet dreams and much intense satisfaction. It
wouldn’t be fair to anybody, least of all to me, to disclose too much about
that side of the story before the book has fully reached its market, but I can
talk about some of the practical difficulties that had to be faced.
One of them concerned internal time. I had decided that Land’s equator
would not be tilted with respect to the plane of its orbit so that daily eclipses
could be featured. Fair enough, but when it came to the actual writing I
suddenly realised how useful longish periods of time – such as months and
seasons – are to an author. It was fiendishly difficult, while trying to live in a
world without months or seasons, to stop using phrases like, “In the spring of
the following year...” It is very convenient and natural to refer to an event as
being “three months away,” but it looks odd and stilted if one changes that to
“ninety days away.” For all I know, in spite of my best efforts, one or two
incongruities may have slipped through.
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Another difficulty sprang from the simple fact that it was necessary for
the purposes of the plot that Land should have no metals. (No metal-type
metals, that is – I first studied chemistry 40 years ago and still can’t get used
to the idea that calcium is a metal.) Time after time I would notice that I had
used a phrase like “silver tongued” or “golden haired” – though not as banal
as those – and would have to find a substitute. That was a self-imposed
discipline. It probably would not have mattered to anyone else, but I felt that
having created a world without metals it would be unethical of me to employ
metallic adjectives while describing it. The problem had two sides. On Land a
wood known as brakka is used in place of iron, but to describe a person as
having “a will of brakka” would have been clumsy and would have sabotaged
the suspension of disbelief.
Then there was the question of names for animals, foods, units of
measurement, etc., which do not exist on Earth. This is a matter of continuing
concern to SF writers. Way back in the 1940s there was a story in Astounding
in which an alien being introduced itself to a human as “iGlann”. I was
deeply impressed. Oh boy, I thought, that’s great. That’s really alien. Only
later did I begin to fret over technical queries like: how did the human listener
know the alien’s pronunciation of its name called for a lower case initial
letter? How was it that an alien alphabet, with no relationship to our own,
could do such funny things to printed English?
In The Ragged Astronauts I decided to give exotic names only to things
for which there are no equivalents on Earth, and to explain them immediately
in context. For everything else I used familiar terms. My contention is that if
every word uttered is in an alien language, and the author is translating to
avoid the kind of difficulty which led to my giving up on Shogun, he is being
a bit arbitrary, not to say niggardly, if he doesn’t translate every possible
word. It’s to do with the suspension of disbelief business again. The illusion
tends to tremble and dissolve when you read “I have ridden ten gorkles to
meet you”, and then have to look at a footnote or glossary which tells you the
gorkle is a unit of distance equivalent to two miles. Why not simply put down
“20 miles” in the first place and get on with the story?
Problems like that help to make science fiction so much fun to write –
which reminds me of something. I should be producing SF at this very
minute. See you around!
October/November 1986
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Silverberg and Slow Glass
In 1986, Foundation magazine ran three essays from the collection
Robert Silverberg’s Worlds of Wonder in which Silverberg
discussed favourite SF stories by Brian Aldiss, James Blish (who
had died more than a decade earlier) and Bob Shaw. Brian and
Bob were invited to respond. [Ed.]
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on Bob Silverberg’s essay on my
short story, “Light of Other Days”. For me one of the most important
passages in the piece is: “All right, we have slow glass. How do we find an
idea for a story to use it in?”
I occasionally teach creative writing, and one of the things I impress on
students is the importance of plot. Strong plots may be unfashionable in the
literary establishment. An “okay” writer may feel that inventing a compulsive
story line is an admission of weakness, that if he is as good as he is supposed
to be the interest in his work will be sustained by the sheer perfection of the
writing, the insight into the human condition, etc.
I have two main objections to that stance. The first is that in my
experience editors and readers like good plots, and that if you want to make
money from writing that is the road to take. The second is that plotting is not
incompatible with those other desirable elements. Why not combine them all?
(I have an uncharitable feeling that the main reason for the demise of the O.
Henry-style sting-in-the-tail stories is that they are so bloody difficult and
labour-intensive to think up.) To me an idea for a story is like a diamond, and
a plot is a device for holding that diamond up to the reader and turning it this
way and that so that every facet will in turn fire its own little prismatic ray
into the reader’s eye.
Getting back to “Light of Other Days”, I was delighted with Bob
Silverberg’s reaction to the basic idea. We are in the same trade, and he
understands the value of what had come to me as much as I do. I was
determined not to waste it. I carried that idea around with me for two years,
taking a huge risk, as I discovered when Larry Niven pipped me to the post
with the first novel about worlds which encompass suns. During those two
years I thought of numerous plots, any one of which would have produced a
saleable story – but none of them was the right plot. (One of those I came up
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with was the exact plot which John W. Campbell suggested to me in a letter
after he had accepted the original story, and which was later published in
Analog as “Burden of Proof”.)
Finally, after two years of working on the idea while in the bath and
waiting for trains and courting sleep, the plot of “Light of Other Days” came
to me. The actual writing of the story took two evenings – I was holding
down a day-time job at that stage – but all the thinking paid off. That story
has now been anthologised more than thirty times, and has made as much
money as some novels.
Every now and then somebody in the movie or TV world senses its
suitability for a visual medium and makes overtures, but nothing has yet
come to fruition. I live in hope, and even though that hope is fading with the
passage of the years I have the consolation of knowing that, as a writer, I
once did something exactly right.
Winter 1986/1987
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Escaping from a Monster of the
Mind
The nightmarish beast looked like an insect – glistening brown on its upper
surfaces, pale grey legs seething beneath its armoured body. But it was as big
as a man and it was rushing towards me, hideous jaws agape. If I were to get
away from it alive...
I would have to do... what? That was the problem – I had no idea how to
finish the sentence. Science fiction writers routinely deal with problems like
the one above, trusting to their imagination and narrative skills to find a
solution. But there I was – with over twenty books and several literary
awards to my credit, freshly back from Atlanta where I had been guest of
honour with Ray Bradbury at the World SF Convention – and I was quite
unable to finish a simple sentence....
I stared at the paper in the typewriter and strove to make some headway
with the daily 1,000 word stint. But the words refused to come together. By
the time I got one part of the sentence assembled the rest of it had flown
away. I found myself thinking about the tax bills, the repairs needed for the
roof, the looming deadline for the book – anything except the maddeningly
elusive content of that vital first sentence.
The grisly multi-legged being – fictional, but to me ever so real – was
still in pursuit, still clashing its jaws at my heels.
I had a headache and felt badly hung over, although all I had drunk the
night before was very light gooseberry wine. In spite of having had seven
hours’ sleep, I was lethargic and so drowsy that it was impossible to keep my
eyes open. I dozed off sitting at the desk, something which had become a
habit of late.
A full hour after beginning “work” I had not typed one word, and it was
depressingly obvious that, again, there was no hope of achieving the day’s
production target. I was locked into a nightmare as bad as the one in my
current book because I had become a writer who could no longer write.
This is the way it is with me now, I thought, too muzzy even to feel
panic at the prospect of my livelihood going down the drain. Perhaps it’s an
effect of becoming middle-aged.
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And then, suddenly, like the voice of a stranger inside my head, came a
startling new thought. “You were never like this before. There is something
seriously wrong with you.”
The revelation, the discovery of the obvious, was so intriguing that I put
on an overcoat and went for a walk by the Bridgewater Canal while trying to
be objective about my condition. The list of symptoms I drew up was an
imposing one: drowsiness, inability to concentrate, lethargy, headaches which
sometimes lasted for days, occasional giddiness, moods of black depression
or murderous unreasoning anger.
It all seemed to have started in the spring of the previous year, so –
trying to think like a scientific investigator in one of my books – I looked for
a change in my habits or diet over the intervening period. The word diet came
readily to mind because I was engaged in a battle with my weight problem. I
have always been a large and heavily built man, but by the beginning of 1986
my weight was creeping close to an appalling 19 stone, and I had vowed to
do something about it.
I had gone to my doctor and he had prescribed a drug called Ponderax,
which provides not only an appetite-depressant but, I naively hoped,
something like the natural ingredient which enables many people to stay slim
without effort. With the aid of Ponderax and a low-carbohydrate diet I had
taken off about four stone in nine months – a period which covered that of
my strange malaise.
Not really expecting it to be as simple as that, I went to a pharmacist and
asked if fenfluramine hydrochloride – the active component of Ponderax –
was known to have side effects. He produced a heavy book, located the right
place and handed it to me.
It was an eerie experience reading that passage – almost as if its author
had been lurking around my house and making notes. It was all there. Every
symptom I had listed, plus one I had not cottoned on to – powerful
enhancement of alcohol.
Suddenly the glistening, many-legged monster in my book and mind
seemed to be losing ground. I felt that I was drawing away from it, reaching
safety.
Now I had an explanation for all the mornings on which I had lurched
about the house, mind too clouded for disciplined thought, moods swinging
from rage to crushing depression. I don’t think I could ever actually
contemplate suicide, but I had begun – in those bleak hours – to see certain
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advantages in the state of being dead.
With understanding came a profound sense of relief and I swore off
Ponderax on the spot. Following the chemist’s advice, I tapered off the
dosage over a period of eight days, opening the blue-and-white capsules and
discarding progressively greater amounts of their contents. Even so, for a
couple of days after the last one I had bouts of trembling during which I
could hardly write my name.
But one morning some days later I woke up to find that I felt lucid,
energetic, keen to go to the typewriter and get on with my work. I was
wonderfully competent again, easily able to write the daily three pages.
The nightmare had ended. I had escaped from the clutches of my own
private, custom-designed monster. Looking back at the episode, I was
amazed that it had taken me so long to catch on to what was happening. The
explanation had to be that I was, literally, dopey.
That’s the way these things sneak up on you – like the imperceptible
creeping of the tide which cuts holiday-makers off from safety before they
realise what is happening.
And I can attach no blame to my doctor. Several times while renewing
the prescription he asked if I was experiencing any side effects, and each time
I assured him there were none.
Significantly, I am now keeping my weight under control without the
aid of a drug, and without even having to count calories. I do it by avoiding
starchy foods, sweet stuffs and beer, and by exercising regularly. The
regimen is an easy one to follow now that I am used to it, and if only I had
been sensible all along none of my problems would have arisen.
Ponderax has been around for a long time, but I am one of the
unfortunate ones for whom it is not a good idea. I count myself lucky to have
escaped from that clattering, glistening brown insect, that ravenous beast of
the mind, with only one novel seriously late in reaching my publisher.
Especially as I have since learned that in at least one manslaughter trial
the defence had been that the accused was taking Ponderax....
26 May 1987
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Friends on a Train
Looking back on that long, hot summer of 1945 – when the drums of war
were at last falling silent in Europe, and the swifts and swallows were darting
silently over the parks and streams of my Ulster boyhood – I wonder why it
was that I had no inkling, no premonition that during those heat-hazed days I
was to fall in love for the first time, to lose an old friend, and to come close to
a dangerous friendship which could have cast a dark shadow over the
remainder of my life....
The above passage should be read in sleepy, reverent tones by a young
woman with a strong American accent. I’ve always wanted to write that kind
of opening for one of those interminable nostalgia series our TV people love
to import from the USA. Now that I’ve done it, I might as well go ahead and
complete an article for Martin* – especially as every line of the opening
paragraph is absolutely factual.
* Martin Tudor published this in his fanzine Empties. [Ed.]

The old friend referred to was called Tommy Carswell. He lived across
the street from me in Belfast, and his family also had a small wooden
bungalow in the nearby resort of Bangor. One fine Saturday morning in 1945
Tommy and I were on the train on the way to the bungalow – two thirteenyear-old boys planning a weekend of drinking Radio Crush orangeade,
smoking illicit cigarettes and trying to impress the hell out of Bangor’s
maidenhood.
We were feeling pretty good about life, and things got even better when
the only other occupant of our compartment – a tall balding man with hornrimmed glasses and a brown suit – took a flattering interest in our
conversation and began giving us squares of chocolate. The chocolate won
him a place in our hearts right away because the sweet ration at that stage of
the war was only about 3oz a week, and Tommy and I had a permanent
craving for anything sugary.
When we reached Bangor, the man – he didn’t tell us his name – said he
liked us so much that he wanted to take us to the local cinema that evening.
He arranged to meet us outside the Tonic at six o’clock, and disappeared into
the crowds in the main street.
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Hardly able to believe our luck, Tommy and I hurried to the bungalow
and told his mother all about our new adult friend and how he was going to
give us a wonderful treat that very evening. What happened next should teach
the astute reader a lot about how society has changed in recent decades. Mrs
Carswell – a mature woman – was delighted on our behalf and gave us an
extra sixpence each to spend at the cinema!
At the appointed time Tommy and I showed up at the Tonic, a rather
plushy cinema which, although it had a daft name, was a palace of luxury
compared to the Spartan establishments in which we were accustomed to
watching the Flash Gordon chapters. Ten, twenty, thirty minutes went by
without any sign of our new friend, but just as we were about to give up hope
he appeared, looking somewhat agitated, and explained that something had
happened to prevent him joining us for the evening. All was not lost,
however. He gave us a handful of silver – more than enough to see the movie
and buy ice cream – and said that if we would meet him in downtown Belfast
on the following Monday evening he would treat us to a proper visit to the
cinema.
Better and better!
Tommy and I went into the Tonic, enjoyed the show, almost got sick by
smoking five Passing Clouds between us, rambled back to the bungalow and
brought Mrs Carswell up to date on our burgeoning new social life. Again,
she was happy for us! This Mr X was obviously an Edmund Gwenn figure
whose mission in life was to go around making thirteen-year-old boys happy.
Back home in Belfast the following night I told my parents all of what
had been going on. Are you ready for more of the passing-of-innocence stuff?
My father was a policeman, who at that time had one German bullet and two
IRA bullets in him, and even he gave his blessing to the idea of Tommy and I
setting off into central Belfast the following evening for a rendezvous with
the enigmatic Mr X who had a predilection for the company of small boys.
As arranged, we set off and met Mr X in Arthur Square at seven o’clock.
He took us into the Capitol, and it is here that the story becomes more
personal, fateful, and significant for me. The movie that night could have
been any sample of the dross that commonly filled the screens in those days. I
have, for instance, no idea of what picture I saw with Tommy in the Tonic
only two days earlier. But the film in the Capitol was A Song to Remember,
with Cornell Wilde totally miscast as Chopin. The female lead was Merle
Oberon, then at the height of her incredible beauty, and I fell hopelessly in
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love with her. In addition, I was exposed for the first time to Chopin’s genius
and it transported me into realms of emotional delight which dominate my
musical tastes to this day.
When the three of us came out of the cinema my mind was still aswim
with images of oxygen-rich blood dropping onto black and white piano keys.
I had lost all interest in my previous ambitions – becoming an ace fighter
pilot, becoming the fastest draw in the west, becoming the world’s best
cricket player. All I wanted was to be a consumptive composer, consort of
Europe’s most beautiful women, all of whom bore an uncanny resemblance
to Merle Oberon.
In that state of mind I was scarcely aware of Mr X taking Tommy aside
and whispering to him for a while. But on the bus on the way home I received
a severe jolt when Tommy told me his news. It transpired that Mr X had a
cabin cruiser moored in Bangor Bay, and that he wanted Tommy to go with
him for a jolly outing on the water on the following Saturday.
“What about me?” I said. “Why didn’t he ask me?”
Tommy gave a smug smile. “He doesn’t like you as much as he likes
me.”
Devastated, I slumped into my seat. To anybody familiar with today’s
terrible dangers to children, the following lines will seem quite incredible –
but I swear to you that I am relating a simple catalogue of facts. Tommy and I
went home to our parents and told them every detail of what had happened,
and what was planned for the following Saturday.
Tommy’s parents saw the whole episode as a vindication of their belief
that they were innately superior people, that their son would inevitably
graduate to a higher level of society, and that it was only natural that a true
gentleman would want nothing to do with that scruffy Shaw brat.
My father, the policeman, went along with them! This is what comes, he
told me, from not washing your neck properly and not giving your shoes a
good shine.
I still remember the Saturday afternoon on which Tommy set off, alone,
to Bangor. His parents waved him off as though he were leaving to take up an
Oxbridge scholarship, and I hovered on the sidelines feeling sick with envy.
Perhaps I should have been more fussy about my shoes, I told myself. I could
just do with a bottle of Radio Crush and a packet of sweetie tobacco right
now.
I waited up as long as I could that day, but was sent to bed before
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Tommy got home again. Next day, Sunday, we had lots of time together and,
still as jealous as hell, I interrogated him about the previous afternoon’s
adventures. To my astonishment he refused to reveal a single detail. He
looked moody and abstracted, and no matter how much I coaxed him I was
unable to extract anything about the jolly jaunt on the water. At the time it
seemed to me an indication of extreme selfishness.
Although we lived close to each other for a year or two longer we
ceased being friends, and became cool nod, distant wave acquaintances.
September 1988
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Merry Christmas
... for 1988/1989 – on 14th March 1989.
From President of the Christmas Should Be A Movable Feast
Association, and co-founder of the More Reading on Christmas Cards
Movement: I hope you will have a lovely time on Christmas Day, which – as
you can see from the above – falls on 14 March 1989. One of the reasons I
founded the CSBAMFA is that I was pretty ill just before the old-fashioned
fixed date for Christmas, and did not get round to sending out the
conventional type of card. I came down with acute bronchitis, spent three
weeks confined to bed and a further month convalescing. I used to think
bronchitis meant having a bit of a cough, but thousands of people die from it
every year and I have been given an insight into how they do it. On the few
occasions when I dared look at the back of my throat it resembled crimson
wallpaper closely covered with yellow polka dots. The dots were ulcers
which hurt so much when solid food was going by that eating simply wasn’t
worth while. For almost a week I lived on ice cream. I ate it with a teaspoon,
fashioning it into little canoe shapes which I then sent sailing down into the
fiery furnace of my thorax. Each one expired in a satisfying puff of steam.
Had it not been for my superb constitution – carefully preserved by a life of
clean living and moderate habits – I might not be here today. I might be
somewhere else – Paris, Rio, Scunthorpe – but enough of this introspection!
On with the seasonal greetings....
As is only befitting on the occasion of a religious festival, I should pen a
word or two about the great controversy of the day – the Rushdie affair. It is
important for the freelance author to look out for new markets, so when I saw
TV pictures of those zealots in Bradford burning a copy of The Satanic
Verses my commercial instincts were aroused. I wrote to the BBC, ITV and
some local newspapers informing them that I had published a couple of
dozen books which had made irreverent comments about practically every
religion going. The books, I said, are printed on top-grade paper, are easily
ignited and will give a satisfactory blaze right through to the last page.
Leaders of religious groups wishing to carry out ceremonial burnings of my
work, I went on, can obtain copies from all leading booksellers. The
humourless bastards who edit the letters in the local media totally ignored
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me, but – although I was peeved at the time – I have since become quite
relieved. It is bad enough having hit men from the Stephen Donaldson Fan
Club stalking me for remarks I made about his books without my having to
go into hiding from a bunch of characters from the Arabian Nights.
On Christmas Eve (i.e. March 13th) I will be setting out on my second
visit to Australia – and I go numb with astonishment every time I think of it.
If anybody had suggested, back in 1950 when I entered fandom, that I would
some day travel the world as a consequence I would have dismissed the
notion as purest fantasy. The work we did on fanzines in those days was a
labour of love, with emphasis on the word “labour”. In the absence of spaceage reproduction technology, three of us – Walt Willis, James White and I –
used to spend an entire evening setting up one page of a 50-page fanzine in
lead type. But it was done with joy. We were among the handful of people in
the known universe who were addicted to SF. The more scorn that was
heaped on us by the mundane world – and there was a lot of it – the better we
felt, because we knew we were the star-begotten and we were nostalgic for
the future. The future has arrived, and in many ways it is more rewarding
than any of us expected, but those convivial evenings of a past in which we
were materially less well off continue to have a special golden glow.
May 1989
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The 1990s

Bob Shaw masthead from his own Perspex Parrot 1, mid-1990
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Perspex Parrot
It’s a weird thing, but suddenly I feel quite nervous. I’ve published millions
and millions of words as a science fiction writer, as a journalist, and as a
fanzine contributor – but this is the first time I’ve ever sat down to compose
an editorial for a fanzine of my very own. The responsibility is daunting.
What am I supposed to say?
This is probably the penalty for having dithered around for some time
before taking the plunge into publishing. Some people in fandom have
commented that it can be hard to get me moving on any project, and I will
confess to having been a bit slow off the mark on occasion. Looking back on
it, I do think that stalling for forty years before pubbing my ish was probably
being a little sluggish. Still, there’s no harm in testing the water before you
dive in. Let the shipwrecks of others be your sea marks, I always say. To lead
is to be blind to the necessity of following, I always say. Well, I can’t always
say it, because sometimes I’m saying the bit about the shipwrecks, and in
between times I have to use my mouth for other purposes such as drinking
beer and cursing That Woman, but you know what I mean, and also I have to
get out of this paragraph before total incoherence sets in....
Phew, this editing business is no joke! Now I know how Defoe, Hearst,
Beaverbrook, and people like that must have felt. I know what to do next –
Explanation of Intriguing Odd-ball Title! That’s always good for 200 words
or so.
Just before WW2 the citizens of Belfast were astonished when the
government of the day plucked a thriving aircraft factory out of its
comfortable habitat on the south coast of England and plonked it down next
door to the local shipyard, Harland & Wolff. (Digression: I’m reminded of
one of the least successful jokes I ever delivered at a convention. Harlan
Ellison, I said, and Gene Wolfe have abandoned their plan to collaborate on a
novel, because nobody would buy a book produced by Harlan & Wolfe. Even
the Ulster people in the audience failed to raise a titter. Perhaps the joke was
not smutty enough for them. I know they all laughed their heads off a few
minutes later when I did a similar fake news item about Cunard and Air
Lingus having dropped their plans to merge because of disagreements over
the new company’s trading name.)
394

Anyway, the highly skilled workforce of Belfast suddenly found itself
presented with a unique opportunity to move into the forefront of technology,
and also to spearhead the drive against Hitler. The aforementioned workforce
responded magnificently with a dedicated, whole-hearted, patriotic
production drive – of cigarette lighters.
Looking back on the period with the cool analytical eye of a Toynbee or
a Gibbon, I suspect that the good burghers of places like Ballymacarrett and
Glengormley – being notorious Woodbine addicts – must have had an in-built
urge to produce a handy means of igniting the weed for many decades. The
snag was that suitable tools and materials simply were not available. It is
quite possible that generations of unsung folk heroes laboured amid the
mighty forges of the shipyard – using 10-ton billets of iron and groundshaking drop-hammers – in their best efforts to produce a cigarette lighter
which would slip neatly into the waistcoat pocket or lady’s purse.
One can visualise them wearily trudging home, bent double under the
weight of their latest creations, coat pockets sagging to the ground and
bumping over the cobbles – only to be greeted with derision by dissatisfied
prospective customers.
And then – at the blackest hour – a bunch of politicians in far-off
London stepped in and, for no reason that anybody can understand, delivered
a huge factory filled with machines which could work to .001 inches with
materials like aluminium and brass!
Backed by the prayers and blessings of half-a-million nicotine addicts,
the artisans of Ulster flocked to the aircraft factory and began an orgy of
production never equalled in modern history. This was what a lifetime of
inhaling Park Drive fumes had honed and shaped them to do; this was their
destiny. Cigarette lighters poured out of that factory on Queen’s Island in a
glittering flood, the individual components of which were cunningly
machined to resemble Guinness bottles, rifle bullets or lipstick tubes. Or,
quite often, when inspiration had failed, they simply looked like cigarette
lighters.
At the time of which I speak, the Shorts aircraft plant was always in
common parlance referred to as the “lighter factory”. That may sound like a
joke, but not so long afterwards the whole place had to be reorganised
because a War Ministry study showed that, for the building of a bomber, the
number of man-hours in Belfast was three times greater than at any factory
on the mainland.
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I was an eight-year-old schoolboy when all this started, so tobacco and
the means to set fire to it were of little concern to me; but perspex parrots
were a different matter.
As part of the aviation technology which Shorts brought to Belfast was
an incredible new material which looked like glass but was light, unbreakable
and easy to fashion into any desired shape. I was an incipient science fiction
fan, and to me this wonderful material represented nothing less than the
future.
For some inexplicable reason, when the lighter-makers of Ulster were
challenged by this new substance they reacted in only one way. They
produced parrots. These birds always had long droopy tails, curving in under
the body, which lowered the centre of gravity so much that the creature
would sit happily on a perch and rock about a little in response to air currents
with no danger of falling off.
The district through which I went to school was deprived in today’s
sense of the word; but the people who lived there didn’t see things that way.
They cared passionately for their little rented houses; they looked out for the
neighbourhood and each other; and the result was something special,
something which is difficult to explain in the social climate of 1990.
Everybody knew everybody else’s business – something which would be
resented today – but it meant that there was a local consciousness which was
genuinely life-enhancing. People who had rarely read a book, who had never
even heard of Faulkner or Orwell, partook of an incredibly rich theatre of life.
In those times, parents who suddenly found themselves in need of a light
bulb or a stomach powder could send a seven-year-old child out in the dark to
buy what was needed without the slightest qualm about that child’s safety. I
can remember going on night-time journeys to the opposite side of the city so
that my mother and her sister could swap library books – a trip which
involved four separate trams – and as a 12-year-old feeling warm, safe and
protected all the way.
(Looking at that last sentence, I have to admit that nostalgia and
sentimentality got the upper hand. I didn’t feel warm and safe and protected.
To do that I would have needed to be aware of some threat. As far as I was
concerned there was no threat – I was simply a small human being going
about his legitimate business in old-time Belfast.)
That was the overwhelmingly positive side of things, but for a sensitive
child (yes, I’m talking about myself) there were certain disadvantages. Most
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of the terrace houses I passed on my way to school sported the ultimate status
symbol in the bay window – a gleaming, multi-coloured perspex parrot – and
my house didn’t have one. There was no way to put things right, because
nobody I knew had even the slightest connection with the lighter factory.
Somehow the absence of a polished plastic Psittaciformes from my family’s
front window made me feel left out of things. Rejected. Never quite
belonging or fitting in.
Of course none of this matters a hoot to me now. It’s all in the past, and
long forgotten. It’s completely trivial and laughable, and if any Freudian socalled psychologist tries to suggest otherwise I’ll be happy to go round to his
house and smash his head in and jump up and down on his shattered skull
until his brains come squirting out of his nostrils. I have a perspex parrot of
my very own now, and nothing can take it away from me, so sucks, booh and
yah!
Well, that takes care of the title – now for editorial policy....
I think that, basically, PP is going to be a letter substitute. Over the
years I have built up an enormous guilt complex as regards the number of
fanzines I have received without making any response. Every fanzine is a
labour of love and deserves a loc, but writing all day renders me incapable of
writing in the evening, and so the piles of reproachful paper grew and grew.
In my defence I can say that I never dumped a fanzine – I always found
good homes for them with neofen – but I will feel a lot better when, for the
first time in my life, I’ll be able to send “the usual”.
Eastcon
The Eastercon was highly enjoyable this year, even though the weekend got
off to a bad start in the Shaw household, otherwise known as Boshkone. In
hot weather such as we’ve been having I tend to suffer from leg cramps in
bed. With me they seem to be particularly severe – the calf muscle twisting
into an S-shape and threatening to snap off at the tendons – and the pain is
very bad, so I do my best to avoid them.
The best way is to avoid making any sudden leg movements, so when
getting up I go in for a languid, cat-like style of movement which may be
disturbingly erotic for anybody who sees it. But on the Friday morning I
woke up with a cramp, and in the agony forgot all about being languid and
397

catlike. I tried to leap out of the bed to get the blood flowing down into the
affected leg, got tangled in the quilt, made a convulsive effort to kick free of
it – and promptly got a cramp in the good leg!
For the first time ever, I had cramp in both legs at once, and just had to
lie there and wait for the old corpuscles to meander back into knotted
muscles. It’s a process which takes a lot longer than when you’re standing up,
and by the time I eventually got back on my feet I could scarcely walk. Two
days later my calves were still painful to touch, and since then I have
developed a fear that someday I’ll get a cramp so bad that the Achilles tendon
will snap. The leg would look rather strange, with the muscle just hanging
down behind my knee like a bag of sausage meat. I hope that never happens,
but if it ever does I’ll publish a photograph of the leg so that you can all see
what it looks like.
I went into the above in some detail because I had undertaken to go to
Eastercon on my pushbike and the cramp made the trip impossible. The
weather was just right for a 15-mile ride, and my new bike has one of those
little clips which are meant to hold a flask of glucose-and-water but which I
have found is just the right size for a bottle of Newcastle Brown.
It was a shame things didn’t work out, but I didn’t let that spoil a good
con. An interesting discovery was that the real ale bar was selling a tasty
brew called Wobbly Bob. Even more interesting was the discovery that the
drink lived up to its name. After a few pints I was distinctly wobbly (although
my tortured leg muscles must have been partly to blame). It was quite an
experience to see the toughest gladiators of the beer-drinking set being mown
down by this murky potion of modest price. I am reliably informed that
during Ken Campbell’s GoH speech Henry Newton, who had also been
drinking WB, and I were seen slumped up against each other in mutual
though unconscious support.
Henry is treasurer of the Warrington SF group, and one of his
qualifications for the post is that he is the only fan I know whose name is
entirely made up of SI units. In chemistry textbooks one can also find
Henry’s Law, which states that the amount of gas absorbed by a given
volume of liquid at a given temperature is directly proportional to the
pressure of the gas. I can’t prove it, but I’m almost sure that the law was
derived from studies of Henry’s behaviour after a few glasses of beer. He
starts running back and forth to the toilet a lot.
Anyway, Eastcon ’90 was a hell of a good convention. There are people
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who make a profession out of going around and finding fault with
conventions and not enjoying them. Why do they bother going?
Hair Piece
About three years ago I started to go bald at a furious rate.
At first I thought it was a trick of the bathroom light. Then the kitchen
light started playing the same trick, and soon afterwards I glimpsed myself in
a pub mirror and realised I could see my scalp right back to the crown of my
head. There was no doubt about the matter. Fifty years of sporting a
reasonable thatch had lulled me into believing it would always be there to
provide shade in the summer and protection in the winter – but now it was
deserting me. I was going bald.
I had seen other men lose their hair, some at quite an early age, and I
could never understand why they got so worked up about it. Some of their
antics – such as adopting the celebrated Walnut Whip hairstyle – had filled
me with condescending amusement. Why did they bother? Didn’t they realise
that hair is unimportant? Didn’t they know that a man can look better without
all that stuff on top to distract from his features?
But somehow when it started happening to me I was less philosophical.
It isn’t like losing a leg, I kept telling myself, but all at once I was aware of
the hair clinic adverts in the local papers. Trichologists, they usually called
themselves (Greek root, no pun intended, trichos = a hair). Everything I had
heard until then had convinced me that male baldness is irreversible, and that
anybody who claimed to correct it was a crook. But after dithering for a few
days I went along for a free examination “just for the laugh”.
The clinic was in seedy premises in the same Liverpool street in which
Gladstone had been born, and its owner was a small, fiftyish, flashily dressed
man who bore a startling resemblance to Liverpool comedian, Johnny
Hackett. He began the interview by asking me if I knew how the word
trichologist had been derived. I did know, because I had looked it up the
previous day, but it was obvious that he was out to impress me and instil
confidence, and – so as not to spoil his routine – I said I didn’t.
“Tri means three,” he explained, all the while grinning the enormous
Hackett grin. “We work with three things – the hair, the root and the scalp –
and that’s why we’re called trichologists.”
I gaped at him in silence for a long moment, wondering if I had been
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unlucky enough to blunder into the real Johnny Hackett in some hidden
camera show. How much of a frigging expert could he be, I wondered, if he
still didn’t know where the name of his profession came from? I was about to
make my excuses and leave when he spoke again.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “You’re thinking that promising
to regrow people’s hair for them is an ideal set-up for a racket, and that I
won’t be able to do anything for you, and that all your money will be
wasted.”
This was so uncannily close to what I had been thinking that, somehow,
it bolstered my faith.
“Liverpool is officially a city,” he went on, “but in reality it is one big
village. I’ve been in business in these same premises for fifteen years, and if I
was a charlatan I wouldn’t have lasted six months. I only take on clients I
know I can cure. I haven’t had one failure in all that time, and you aren’t
going to be my first.”
These were fighting, uncompromising words... the sort of words I
wanted to hear... so I signed on for a course of treatment. Each session only
cost a few quid, but the snag was that there had to be fifty of them, so quite a
bit of money was involved. I was going to pay by the week, so I consoled
myself with the knowledge that if things didn’t go well I could always (no
pun intended) drop out.
There began a strange period of my life, an entire winter, in which I
drove to Liverpool three times a week. The treatments were administered in
little cubicles by women who continually chatted to each other over the
partitions. The sessions involved manual massage, dabbing of the scalp with
lotions (some of which stung), mechanical massage, more dabbing, more
massaging. Always there was the massaging. On the days I didn’t attend the
clinic I had to apply coloured fluids morning and night, and make sure to
massage them in. Massage, massage, massage....
I would soon have become too bored to continue, but after some weeks
an amazing thing happened. My hair came back! It felt really weird for a
while – a furtive crew cut growing up under what was left of my normal
length hair – but Johnny had been vindicated and I persevered to the end of
the course. By the time it was finished I actually had more hair than five
years previously.
For months afterwards my mind kept returning to the little adventure,
mainly because the belief that male baldness cannot be cured is as widespread
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and firmly held, and just as erroneous, as the conviction that the Mary Celeste
was called the Marie Celeste. I became intrigued by the subject, started
researching it – and eventually came to the realisation that balding men, and
women, can regrow their hair by the simple means of massaging cold tea into
their scalps twice a day.
I said cold tea, but coffee would do. Or lemonade, or squirrel semen, or
water in which fanzines had been boiled, or beer, or virgin’s tears....
In short, it doesn’t matter much what you rub in as long as you do it
regularly and vigorously. (I am tempted here to make a pun about the
medium being the massage, but don’t want to risk giving you the idea that
this article is just a spoof.) What I found out was that anybody who is losing
or has lost his hair has only to rub his head energetically with a towel for four
minutes a day, and – unless there is an underlying medical condition – the
hair will return. It is all to do with the supply of blood-borne nutrients to the
papillae, but that isn’t a suitable subject for a fanzine.
The real subject of this article is the strange nature of the rules which
govern publishing in this country.
To me the mastering of any subject is made up of three distinct phases.
There is the period when you are struggling to take it all in. That is followed
by the beautiful, fulfilling moment when you realise you’ve got it. Then
comes the urge to proselytise, to dash around passing the good word on to
anybody who will listen.
I duly got the evangelistic craving, which – I have to admit – was
considerably reinforced by the notion that there would be money in it.
Millions of people who would like to have lots of hair are losing it and would
be quite happy to part with (no pun intended) a bob or two to get it back. I
was willing to give them the benefit of my researches – not for some cruelly
exploitative sum – but for only the price of a couple of drinks.
I got to work and produced an eight-page pamphlet, in the same format
as this fanzine, which was genuinely informative and well illustrated. It was
called You Needn’t Be Bald, and was priced at £1.75, which I reckoned
would give a profit of £1 a copy after allowing for expenses such as
advertising. At this stage I was quite worked up over the scheme. An advert
in Exchange & Mart would reach millions of prospective customers every
week, and it would need only a small fraction to respond for me to make a
good income. I named my little outfit Trichogen Press – which I thought was
rather nifty – and even rented a P.O. Box to handle the expected volume of
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mail.
I wrote a good advert explaining what was on offer, mailed it off with a
cheque to E&M, sat back and waited for the loot to roll in. But what actually
happened was that E&M returned my cheque with a note to say they would
not accept my advertisement.
Baffled, I wrote back and asked them to explain. They wrote back and
said they weren’t going to explain – they weren’t accepting my ad, and that
was that. It takes a lot to put me into a bad temper, but E&M had succeeded. I
rang the relevant department and refused to be put off until I had an
explanation, and eventually was informed that as a member of the
Advertising Association the magazine could not accept my ad. It turned out
that nobody is allowed to claim to regrow hair, or even to improve hair! The
AA clings to my former belief that baldness can’t be cured, and refuses to
countenance fake claims to the contrary.
“This is crazy,” I spluttered. “Every week in E&M there are adverts for
books which claim to teach you how to levitate and float around your living
room! To me that seems a trifle less likely than growing some hair.”
“That’s publications,” the woman said. “Nothing to do with medical
ethics.”
It would be medical if somebody tried to levitate from a fourth floor
window, I thought, but in the end had to give up the argument. Eventually
E&M agreed to run a bland little ad which offered advice on scalp problems.
Even then, I couldn’t just ask for people to send £1.75 to my P.O. Box.
“You could be a criminal,” the woman explained, showing a flair for
customer relations. So I had to advertise an explanatory leaflet and order
form with my full address. I duly went through the motions, but did so with a
heavy heart, knowing all the while that without a hard-hitting advert the
whole enterprise was doomed.
And that’s how it turned out. Only a trickle of replies came in and –
even though my leaflet was a masterpiece of copy writing which brought a
100% order rate – I barely made enough to cover advertising costs.
Another problem I hadn’t anticipated was that quite a few of the people
who wrote in didn’t do so on a straightforward business basis. They went into
all kinds of details about worries such as lack of confidence, and I found
myself being drawn into the role of an agony aunt, something for which I had
little ability and even less interest.
In the end it was with a sense of relief that I closed down Trichogen
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Press. The above is, of course, a cautionary tale. I’ve learned my lesson, but
lately I’ve been noticing that doctors who give the public medical advice
often get asked what can be done about painful mouth ulcers – and they never
can help. I have an infallible cure for mouth ulcers, and there must be
millions of sufferers out there who would be happy to pay a mere £1 for
relief.
If only I could figure out some way to get past the woman at E&M....
Hubble
I’m pretty disgusted with the media coverage of the Hubble telescope. The
only time interest was shown was when it seemed things were going wrong.
Apparently the mysteries of the universe are of less interest to the press than
naughty vicars and the like.
Talking of such mysteries, I’ve always had trouble in reconciling two
particular bits of my astronomical knowledge. I’m quite happy to accept the
result of the Michelson-Morley experiment – that when you measure the
speed of light from any given star you always get exactly c. If the star is
coming towards you its speed is not added to the speed of light; if it is
retreating the speed is not deducted. In other words, the speed of the light you
measure is not affected by the motion of its source.
Fair enough, but when I read books on cosmology I find statements to
the effect that the most distant galaxies in our expanding universe are going
so fast that the light they emit can never reach us. For instance, James
Muirden in his Guide to Astronomy, when talking about galaxies at a distance
of 13bn light years says: “A galaxy at this distance is receding at the speed of
light, and therefore its light cannot get a start – it is being dragged along
behind!”
To me he seems to be saying that the speed of light is affected by the
speed of its source, but I suppose there’s an explanation for it. It may be
something to do with what Paul Davies says on the same subject in The Edge
of Infinity. He explains that the distance between the galaxies is increasing
“not because they are moving apart in the traditional sense” but because the
space in between them is “continually swelling”.
Science grows more wonderful all the time.
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The above illo is not one of Arthur Thomson’s, but is an attempt by me to
draw a little farewell sketch in his style. Another penalty for having been so
slow at pubbing my ish is that I’m too late to get an Atom illo for PP.
The following paragraphs were written soon after I heard of Arthur’s
death and have already been published in Vince Clarke’s fine 100-page
tribute. There’s no point in my trying to expand them....
Arthur Thomson and I always lived far apart; circumstances seemed to
conspire against us meeting more than once every four or five years; we
exchanged only a couple of letters in decades – and yet I knew that he was a
good and close friend. There is no contradiction involved. Anyone with even
a smidgin of fannish telepathy could tell he was one of the Good People.
I entered fandom forty years ago, and stayed precisely because it
contained a few people like Arthur. It wasn’t necessary for me to meet him
regularly in the flesh – he was always around in the mental hyperspace of
fandom, enriching my life with his talent and personality. It is hard to accept
the fact of his death. Somehow it seems an affront to all that is good and right
in the universe.
Cliché Corner
I recently heard a BBC reporter interviewing an expert from the Ministry of
Agriculture and Fisheries on the vexed question of why Continental fishing
fleets do so much better than the British.
“Why is it,” the reporter said, “that the French can catch fish and sell
them so much cheaper than we can?”
“The reason,” the expert replied solemnly, “is that the French have more
ships on the ground.”
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Trust the Frogs to think up a sneaky idea like that! There are our lads out
there in the North Sea, daily risking their lives in treacherous waters to bring
us the harvest of the deeps, when all they have to do is keep their ships on the
ground. Mind you, I’d like to see the machine the French hurl their nets out
with. It must be the nautical equivalent of that Iraqi gun.
I Suppose You Think That’s Funny
Some years ago I introduced a character called Warren Peace in my only
humorous novel to date, Who Goes Here? I am now embarking on a series of
three novels featuring the same character, and I’m doing so with a certain
amount of trepidation.
Most people’s idea of what is dramatic or exciting is pretty much the
same, but when it comes to deciding what is funny one is on shaky ground.
(“Shaky ground” is a cliché, but it’s a brilliant one.) In this country it is
possible to become very rich and famous as a professional comedian without
ever having said or done anything funny. Cannon and Ball are a prime
example.
Particularly worrying for me is the case of Garrison Keillor. January
before last I took a bad cold, the weather was utterly depressing, and I knew I
was doomed to pass a couple of days in bed. When I was a kid that misery
was always alleviated by my mother bringing me one or two of Richmal
Crompton’s William books from the local library. Coincidentally, for the
previous month I had been bombarded by fanzine and general press
references to Keillor as being the funniest man in the world.
That was what I needed! Hour after hour with the funniest man in the
world. Using the last dregs of my strength I went into town, blew £7.45 on
Lake Wobegon Days and Happy to Be Here, came home and sank into bed
with a tremulous sigh.
When I started reading the former my mouth was already tweaking at
the corners, paving the way for giggles and full-bodied guffaws. It took me
perhaps an hour – with the tweak muscles at the corners of the mouth
gradually beginning to flag – to realise that I was totally bored by Keillor’s
interminable pseudo-historic ramblings. Try as I might, I couldn’t find
anything funny in them. I couldn’t see the joke. I then turned to the second
book, hoping for essays to put alongside Thurber and Perelman and Patrick
Campbell, and found it even worse!
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Is this due to some fundamental difference between the current British
and American/Canadian ideas of what is funny?
I hope not, because all British authors depend on American sales for a
decent living, and I’ll be spending the next year or so writing stuff that I think
is funny.
One Man’s Mutt...
Not so long ago I was having a quiet pipe in the pub when a woman
acquaintance, call her X, rebuked me for forcing her to be a passive smoker.
That irked me for a number of reasons. One of them was that for a large
part of her adult life X had burned up about 40 Kensitas a day, and in my
experience of cigarette smokers an admitted 40 means 60 or 70. Another
annoyance was that she was equating cigarette smoke with pipe smoke!
As it happens I’m not really bothered by cigarette smoke – but I also
revel in the aromas of paraffin stoves, the smells given off by petrol, hot
engine oil, leather seats in old cars, newly applied paint and varnish, creosote
and hot tar, and the resin used in fibre glass work. These are smells which
cause lots of people to reel away squirting antihistamines up their noses. It
has always been obvious to me, however, that the scent of a high-quality pipe
tobacco is in a different class altogether.
Insurance company statistics have shown that pipe smokers tend to live
longer than people who don’t smoke at all. That fact is so unwelcome in the
present climate of opinion that it is no longer mentioned, but it exists
nevertheless. The tobaccos I smoke are so carefully chosen that people
nearby have complimented me on them, and have actually asked me to blow
more smoke in their direction. Sometimes I’ve been forced to say, “You’ll
have to be patient – the people on this side put in their request before yours.”
That’s partly why I got peeved with X. She represents a movement
which has begun in this part of England to ban smoking in pubs altogether!
“Breathing smoke is bad for you,” their argument goes, “so you have to cut it
out.”
“Fair enough,” I counter, “but pouring a carcinogenic liquid like alcohol
down your gullet is also bad for you. Ever since the days of Raleigh the pub
has been a place where one can go to enjoy a chat, a drink and a smoke. If
you can’t stand tobacco smoke the remedy is obvious – don’t go into pubs.
And if you are happy to risk cancer from alcohol but not from tobacco, start
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your own smoke-free pubs.”
In case I’ve given the impression that I’m an aggressive smoker I should
say that I never smoke in other people’s houses unless they are in favour, or
in other people’s cars, or in shops or public buildings. I have wandered away
from the point of this little discourse, because for a while I forgot my main
reason for objecting to X’s comment.
The real annoyance was that she was the doting owner of one of the
most revolting dogs I have ever encountered. Now, I don’t mind people being
dog-lovers – but I do object to being forced to be a passive dog-lover.
I’ve had occasion to watch X’s hound going about its quotidian affairs.
In a fairly typical hour it will devour a dish of rank kangaroo meat, and then
go around emitting farts which display the classical properties of gases by
assuming not only the shape but the volume of their container – which is
another way of saying they spread to every part of the house. Then the hound
goes out for a stroll, during which it meets several other members of the
canine fraternity and in time-honoured tradition sticks its nose up their bums.
(If dogs are so clever why have they never worked out a better way of saying
hello?)
Next, it discovers places where other dogs have been and celebrates the
event by joyfully sinking its snout in little puddles of urine and little mounds
of excrement. That done, it notices that it has disturbed a few bluebottles
which were happily patrolling the turds, and – instead of apologising – runs
after them, snaps them in its jaws and chews them up. Pleased with its
achievements, the hound ambles back into the family residence, lies down
and enthusiastically and noisily licks every square centimetre of its bulging
pudenda.
The next big event in its life is that X shows Bob Shaw into her living
room and invites him to sit down.
The hound responds by leaping straight onto Shaw’s chest and shoving
its germ-laden snout into his mouth!
There is no way, professional wordsmith though I am, that I can explain
how objectionable I always find that experience. And then – on top of
everything – to have X complaining to me about passive smoking!
As far as I can determine, there are thousands of civil servants and antitobacco volunteers going around calculating how many people die every year
because of passive smoking – but what about passive dog-owning? How
many people have gone to an early grave because of things like distemper
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and bluebottulism?
In future issues I may touch on the subject of passive pop music
listening, passive knitting and passive lager drinking.
Levin’s Baby
For many years many people, ranging from reviewers in the heavy Sunday
papers to long-time SF fans, have been telling me that Ira Levin’s first book –
A Kiss Before Dying – is one of the best novels ever written. Recently my
curiosity became so intense that I ordered it from the local library, and with
some misgivings – on account of the Keillor experience – settled down for a
good read.
At first I was a little disappointed because I quickly recognised the plot
from an old Robert Wagner film. It’s the one in which he gets a girl pregnant,
promises to marry her, lures her up to the roof of the registry office building,
pushes her to her death, and finally gets caught because the girl’s sister is
alerted by the fact that the victim was wearing something old, something
new, something borrowed, something blue. (I really liked that bit in the
movie, because a woman just might catch on to something like that in real
life, whereas no man ever would.)
I can remember this story too well, I thought at the start, but I needn’t
have worried, because the book goes into a spiral of complexities that the
film didn’t even attempt to deal with. It reminded me that, no matter what
movie buffs may claim, the screen is not a good medium for conveying
intricate and subtle thought processes. That’s why so many SF movies are
unsatisfactory.
I had read that Levin was only 23 when he wrote Kiss, and that gave me
a second interest in it. I wondered if he could really have been a brilliant
writer at that age, and therefore paid extra attention to the text. Levin’s
command of words was shaky – I squirmed a little as I spotted quite a few of
my own old faults – but it was intriguing to see him learning on the job, so to
speak.
He would write economically for a page or two, then remember it had
been some time since he had put in a good simile to improve literary quality.
So in a description of a street at night we get, “Yellow windowed houses
faced each other on either side, like timid armies showing flags across noman’s land.” Or how’s this for somebody changing expression? “The exultant
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expression clung to his face for a moment, like a stopped movie, and then it
cracked and slid slowly away, like thick snow cracking and sliding from a
canted roof.”
A dollop of that kind of stuff every now and then brought the story to a
halt like, if I may try it for myself, a speeding locomotive plunging into
drifted snow and, bucking and twisting, gradually exhausting its kinetic
energy and screaming like a wounded elephant as ice and snow came into
hissing contact with red-hot metal. No, I can’t do it right!
Levin also had a habit of demanding more of his adverbs than they were
capable of giving. More than once he had characters walking “bitterly”. How
do you walk bitterly, for Kryzake?
All that apart, I was compelled to read the book right through and I
enjoyed it. It reinforces the advice I give to aspiring SF writers – get yourself
a really good idea and you’re IN.
mid-1990
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DeepSouthCon 28 Speech
I think it’s only appropriate, after having been introduced by Forry
Ackerman, that I should reveal some of my connections with the movie
world. There’s not many people that know of them.
When I’m at a good room party at a convention and the telephone rings,
a dead silence usually falls over the whole room. So I’ll say, “If that’s
Stanley Kubrick for me, tell him I’ll call him back tomorrow.” It was a nice
joke, but after the first two or three times, they stopped laughing.... Then last
year, sitting at home with a few fans around for a drink, with a noisy party
going on, the telephone rang. I went to it and picked it up, and on the other
end of the line was Stanley Kubrick. I turned around to everybody and said,
“Shhh! I’ve got Stanley Kubrick on the line here!” And they said, “Yes, Bob,
yes... we’ve heard that one before.”
I was quite stunned by the whole business. He didn’t want to make any
of my stories into a screenplay, but he’d bought a Brian Aldiss short story
and he wanted me to develop it with him. The original story lasted three
pages, and he wanted me to turn it into a 120 minute screen epic. I realised it
was a sticky wicket right away, but I took the job anyway. Kubrick has lived
in England since he made Lolita, which has been a long time. He doesn’t like
flying and for some reason he doesn’t like the States. I had to go through two
sets of electrically controlled gates to get into his estate. He gave me a room
to work in, about the size of this room, and there was a kitchen right next to
it. The first thing he said to me was, “Do you like Chinese food?” I said yes,
so he waved his hand, a door opened, and people came in carrying plate after
plate of steaming hot Chinese food, and set them all over the table. It made
me quite dissatisfied with my lifestyle....
He said, “If we are going to work together, we’d better be real close.
You’ve got to get used to that so when we talk together, if I say something
that you think is stupid, you’ve got to be able to say, ‘Kubrick, that’s shit!’”
So I said “All right, I’ll try to work up to that state.” We kicked ideas around
for week after week, and he kept turning down my good ideas and putting up
his bad ideas. In the end, I decided to take his advice. When he came up with
a really awful one I said to him, “Kubrick, that’s shit!” And do you know
what he did? It was a revelation to me. He gave me the sack! So that was the
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end of my collaboration with Mr Kubrick.
I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to be in the movie business, anyway.
There are far too many clichés in films. In England, old timey science fiction
films are largely made out of clichés. You’ve got these sort of movies set in a
village in the south of England, in the 1920s or 1930s, where something has
happened. The local bobby comes up on his bike and finds a body on the side
of the road; there’s a bag of cocaine – about the size of a hot water bottle.
There’s always somebody there – the village postmistress, the village idiot,
someone you would find in 1920s rural England. And he always picks the
bag up, cuts it with a knife, tastes some, and says, “Yes, that’s cocaine, yeah,
that’s it! That’s cocaine!” How do they know?
I like a good detective story. Sometimes I am fortunate enough to see a
good play about crime. When I see a crime I know immediately what it is.
When something happens, I know what it is. Nobody in the movies ever
does, so they have to go and stick their fingers in. And they say, “Yes, that’s
blood....” I think the all-time classic cliché is when somebody gets killed, say
a policeman gets killed on duty. And somebody’s got to take the news to his
wife. Now they never do it the way a normal sensible person would do it. Say
if Officer Jones has been killed on duty, wouldn’t you just pick up the phone
and say, “Hello? Widow Jones?...”
It’s a matter of extremes. Say somebody’s mother has been killed by a
maniac, and chopped up, and boiled in a pot. Now that’s a hard thing to break
to someone. They say, well, first of all they always say, “Sit down.” They
don’t impart this sort of news to anyone unless they sit down first. And once
they are sitting down, they don’t want to lead up to it. They just say, “Your
mother was chopped up by a maniac and stewed.” Couldn’t they just sidle up
to it, and possibly start off by saying, “You know how your mother always
wanted to make a good stew?”
There is one film that’s really criticised for its clichés and that is The
Amityville Horror. I’ve been watching pictures like The Exorcist. I had a
cliché in mind about the priest who would fight the devil to the very death.
He would just go in there and fight, and not ever give up. But the priest in
The Amityville Horror was a man after my own heart. These people moved
into this house and started having bad experiences, and they rang the priest.
He went round in his car, and parked. He was walking up to the front of the
house and he thought he heard something saying “Go away”. So he went
away. The rest is about all the awful things that happened when he actually
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went back, all the supernatural appearances. One of them was the muffler fell
off his car. When he got home he developed a rash on his hand, and he took a
head cold. Obviously Satan was really at work here.
A masterpiece of clichés is Star Wars. One of my favourite scenes – the
big scene to me – was the battle over the Death Star. What it boiled down to
was that the Death Star was a sort of planet – a huge planet-sized weapon.
And you always find in a science fiction super planet, that there’s always a
little porthole. There’s always one somewhere. This one was located at the
end of a sort of metal canal about fifty miles long, and it was right at the end
of it. The plan was, if you could just go up there, and shoot a missile into the
porthole, the Death Star would be destroyed. The entire planet was run by
computer, and the computer analysed the attack plan and said it had merit.
The attack plan was to get into this 50 mile long canal and fly along it all the
way, and then shoot the torpedo into the converter.
I may be devious in my thinking, but to me a better plan would have
been to just sort of fly around a little bit somewhere else, and then pop into
this canal – sort of “here you are, stupid”. To show you how stupid the
computer on the Death Star was, you had this design, with all these hundreds
of cannon defending this little hole that goes down to... I don’t know, the
captain’s toilet or something. It seems to me a more cost effective solution
would be to put a metal grille over the hole. Luckily they didn’t show the
actual details of what happens. I can just imagine what would happen if it
ends up in the captain’s toilet. I just hope he wasn’t sitting on it at the time.
And that is the main reason I’m not having anything more to do with
Stanley Kubrick.
June 1990; published October 1990
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Life Is But a Raffle
Life has its low points, but to make up for that there are times when the old
cup runneth over.
My cup was definitely runnething over on the evening when my wife
and I set off for Perth, Australia, where I was to be guest of honour at
Swancon 14. Firstly, there was the fact of the trip itself. I entered fandom
away back in 1950, and used to cycle over to Walt Willis’s house three times
a week to help with the work on Slant and its successor Hyphen. Doing so
was a matter of pure fannish joy, and if an oracle had told me that I would
some day travel the world as a direct result of it I might have died from a
simple surfeit of happiness. So there I was in a nice aisle seat of a 747,
starting my second trip to Australia, feeling so good that I could almost have
looked at a picture of Margaret Thatcher without my stomach muscles
clenching in the usual knot.
Secondly, we had arranged a two-day stopover in Singapore and I had a
grandiose scheme in mind. Scanning the map of Singapore provided by the
travel agent, I had discovered that our hotel was only a block away from the
famous Raffles Hotel. As well as the famous Long Bar, the Raffles has the
legendary Writers’ Bar, where generations of authors have signed their names
on the ceiling. I had a copy of my latest book in my briefcase, with my photo
on the back cover to prove authenticity, and I was prepared to bribe every
barman in the place if necessary to let me inscribe my name up there along
with Somerset Maugham and all the others. We were due to check into our
hotel at 8:00 p.m., so the expedition to the Raffles would make a great start to
our stay in Singapore.
Thirdly, there was the fact that our plane was leaving from Manchester.
I live only 15 minutes’ drive from Manchester airport, and thus was spared
having to make my way down to one of the London airports. To anybody
who knows England only as a speck on the globe, this may not seem much of
a bonus, but in this country we have never become psychologically adjusted
to time-consuming journeys. Motels are practically nonexistent in Britain
because the scale of the country is such that, if one is really determined, even
the longest journey can be completed in one grim-faced shot.
The 747 had taken aboard only a handful of passengers in Manchester,
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and was scheduled to land briefly in London to pick up the main load bound
for the Far East. The 175 mile hop was nothing for the great silver bird, so
all-in-all – as we sat there listening to the jumbo’s engines stirring into life – I
was in one of those moods in which all prospects are pleasing to the eye.
When I say that all prospects were pleasing, I should mention one little
cloud on the horizon in the form of a woman seated next to Sarah in our row
of four central seats. She looked and sounded like the English actress Thora
Hird, and was accompanied by her husband – a geriatric hulk of about 300
lbs., who was fast asleep in the aisle seat farthest from me. Thora had flown
to Singapore once before and thus, quite naturally, was an expert on the
design, construction and operation of long-range aircraft.
She engaged Sarah in conversation and immediately endeared herself to
me by saying it was a good job that I had been placed at the opposite end of
the row from her husband because it would help to balance the aircraft. I have
never been of a build that one might describe as willowy or lissome, but I felt
the comment was quite uncalled for and I decided to ignore her for the rest of
the flight. Unfortunately she had one of those razor-edged, George Formby,
Lancashire voices – the aural equivalent of a laser beam – which can
effortlessly slice through the roar of a football crowd, and ignoring her
proved to be quite impossible.
Everything she said about the aircraft was wrong, but somehow she
managed to impress Sarah with her “knowledge”. That was rather galling for
me, especially as I had worked as an aircraft designer, so I was forced to try
calming Sarah down as she reacted uneasily to the flood of alarming
pronouncements which came forth.
The irritation started almost at once. As soon as the engines got going in
the confined space of the loading fingers some of the exhaust, as always
happens, was picked up by the air intakes and recirculated through the cabin.
Thora shot bolt upright, nose twitching like that of a gopher, and she
said, “There’s something wrong with the engines – I can smell fuel!”
Sarah gripped my arm. “There’s something wrong with the engines!”
“Nonsense,” I said. “I’m a qualified engineer and I’m telling you the
engines are just fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“Trust me.” I managed to calm Sarah down in spite of Thora’s continued
claims that her finely attuned senses had diagnosed serious trouble, and the
plane took off on the little flip down to London. We got there in a matter of
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minutes, the main load of passengers came on board, the engines revved up
and then – unexpectedly – fell silent again.
“I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen...” the captain announced, “but our
departure has to be delayed because we are having a little engine trouble.”
Thora sat up straighter, directing a triumphant I-told-you-so look at
everyone in the vicinity.
The captain went on to explain that a gearbox on one of the engines had
begun to leak some oil, and that it would have to be replaced before the flight
could continue. The odds against that fault developing in such a short flight
were astronomical, and of course it could have had absolutely no effect on
the burning of fuel – but the damage had been done. Sarah now regarded
Thora as an aircraft faultfinding genius.
We had to disembark, and we spent two hours in the Heathrow snack
bar, during which I drank the awful free beer and tried to convince Sarah that
it had all been a coincidence and that Thora was a total idiot. Eventually we
were allowed on board again, and to my chagrin the whole miserable,
infuriating process started all over! The engines started up, some exhaust
came in through the ventilation system, Thora shot upright – and by now I
could almost see the gopher whiskers sticking out on each side of her snout –
and said, “The engines still aren’t right – I can smell fuel!”
I told Sarah to pay no attention or I might be forced to kill her; we taxied
out to the runway; we lined up – and then we turned back. The captain
announced that our departure had to be delayed because one of the hydraulic
pressure warning lights on the control deck was giving what appeared to be a
false reading.
Thora almost stood up and took a bow.
I, in turn, almost went down on my knees and pleaded with Sarah to
listen to me, to believe that it was all a ghastly fluke, that Thora was a
cretin....
To cut a long story short, as they say, I can relate that we finally became
airborne four hours later than scheduled. The lost time was not made up, and
when we checked into our hotel in Singapore the time was midnight instead
of 8 p.m. It was too late for the planned excursion to the Raffles, and we were
tired out in any case, so I decided to be philosophical. We’ll pop into the
Writers’ Bar in the morning, I decided. It’ll be quieter at that time of day. The
mood will be more reflective....
On the following morning, immediately after breakfast, we nipped
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around the corner to the Raffles. I was clutching my book, and looking
forward to ordering a sinfully early Singapore Sling and coyly introducing
myself to the head barman.
But things didn’t work out that way.
Before we got within fifty yards of the Raffles’ main entrance we saw
that it was the centre of a mob of tourists, all of whom were unsuccessfully
trying to get in. Some were trying to bribe their way in, others to fight their
way in, and they were being repelled by an army of native defenders, some
dressed as waiters, others as workmen. It transpired that the Raffles was
being closed for six months of renovation – and can you guess the exact
moment at which the doors were shut?
You’ve got it!
Midnight on the previous day, just as Sarah and I were checking into our
hotel four hours behind schedule!
It is, of course, important to adopt the cosmic viewpoint in matters like
this, but it still churns me up every time I remember that a little oil seal
springing a leak over Sutton Coldfield robbed me of my chances of
immortality in Singapore.
Sometimes I suspect that that Thora woman had something to do with it.
October 1990
Bob Shaw’s wife Sarah Shaw was previously referred to, both here
and in The Full Glass Bushel, as Sadie Shaw. In later life she chose
not to use the old nickname. [Ed.]
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Mickey Mouse Works
The background to this piece is an item from Ansible 24, March
1982, edited by Dave Langford: “Bob Shaw has an offer you can’t
refuse: ‘YOU WANT TO MAKE MONEY FROM WRITING? I
WILL PAY YOU £20/£30 PER PARAGRAPH! ...If you want to
make quick cash by writing, forget about Omni. Forget about those
253 publications to which Dave Langford is consulting editor....’
For some while Bob has been writing storylines for European
Disney comics (slightly more adult than the US originals); having
swiped the plots of his own books and millions of others in
Disneyland form, he needs yet more ideas – paragraphs suitable
for expansion into two-page storylines. Contact him directly for
further details (3pp closely typed). ‘Better than catching your
pudenda in a rat trap,’ he observes.” Years later, the US fanzine
editor Brian Earl Brown requested the inside story....
It is quite likely that some of the Disney material you asked about was
thought up by me, but I didn’t do scripts. Gutenberg Press of Copenhagen
were the publishers, and they had a conviction that the British sense of
humour was better for their purposes than the Continental one. So they set up
a system in which established British writers submitted one-page or two-page
synopses which were then handed to Danish script writers for development.
The story boards were then sent to Spain, where the artists had the right style
and also worked cheap. So it was quite a big operation involving a lot of
anonymous workers, of whom I was one. I had to sign an agreement that I
was giving all rights and would get no credit.
It was Harry Harrison who got me in on the act while we were in
Copenhagen doing a co-GoH stint at a con. The pay was good by my
standards – anywhere from £150 to £400 per idea, depending on how many
pages it made. (And that was about 8 years ago.) I was in a state of euphoria
when I came away from that meeting. I was convinced I was going to get
rich. I’ll think up three or four ideas a week at first, just to get rid of the
mortgage, I told myself. Then I’ll slow down to one a week so that I won’t
burn out too soon and will have a nice (tax-free) income for life.
The scheme worked all right, but only for a short time. I remembered a
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couple of occasions when I earned about £300 just by thinking up an idea
during the train journey to the monthly editorial meeting! Those meetings
were the only thing I did not really care about. An editor came over from
Denmark once a month, stayed in a good hotel for a few days and
interviewed the writers one at a time. He was a nice man, and he always took
me out for lunch at some of the best restaurants in London – but the snag was
that after lunch I had to do readings for him. He had a stern sort of face to
begin with, and it used to get more and more gloomy as I read through an
idea, even if he liked it. The whole process made me writhe with
embarrassment.
I would, of course, have persevered – but within a few months I had
begun to dry up. They demanded very original ideas which always had to
have an O. Henry-style twist in the tail. That was hard enough in itself, and
when you added in all the restrictions – no puns or other wordplay because of
multiple language publications, no sex, no realistic violence, no politics, no
complex science or technology – the job became impossible. Another snag
was that these people had been publishing Disney stuff for thirty years and
had used up a lot of ideas, which meant that I sometimes came in with what I
regarded as a sure-fire notion, only to have it bounced.
It is to my credit (I think) that I lasted a little more than a year. I made
quite a bit of money, but then I wore out. Harry told me the same thing had
happened to him and other writers.
I was using the full range of characters, and was supplied with a booklet
which detailed their personalities, outlook on life, etc.
December 1990
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Play Mystic for Me
Jim White’s article in Trap Door #9 brought it home to me that although I
determinedly follow the doctrines of materialism, as befits a science fiction
writer, I have been plagued for most of my life by little episodes – such as the
one Jim described – which cause a considerable degree of strain when I try to
fit them into my model of the universe. It’s a bit like the situation I used to
encounter as a kid when doing a difficult jigsaw puzzle. I would cram a piece
in and try to ignore the alarm bells which were triggered by barely
perceptible mismatchings of the spigots and sockets. (Those are general
engineering terms. Has the jigsaw puzzle industry generated special words of
its own to describe the interconnectors?)
One early example came about a year after I was married, when Sarah
and I were sub-renting part of Walt and Madeleine Willis’s house in south
Belfast. It was a Saturday morning. Sarah was preparing lunch and found she
was short of some ingredient, and she sent me on a purchasing expedition to a
shop a few hundred yards up the road. When I went into the shop there was a
group of people, obviously tourists and strangers to the area, already at the
counter. One of them was a women in her fifties (i.e., about thirty years older
than my wife was at the time) but – for some reason I will never be able to
explain – to me she was my wife!
I swear on my honour as a Knight of St. Fantony that I almost spoke to
her in virtually the same words as Jim used to the ghostly George Charters:
“What are you doing here?” And I remember very well that she almost spoke
to me. She seemed to know me. There was a moment brimming over with
karma potential, when two strangers might have made contact, but it passed
and I bemusedly left the shop clutching my pot of pepper or whatever it was.
I know how daft this sounds, but I had a feeling that I had just encountered a
time-variant version of my wife who had come “back” to visit her own past.
It was a bit like that story in Astounding where time travellers arrive to rent
houses which will give them a good view of the nuclear attacks of World
War III.
As I said above, I am a materialistic, non-mystical atheist – but that
incident has remained fresh in my mind for 35 years. Its implications are so
much at variance with my outlook on life that this is the first time I have
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shared the experience with another person.
And there’s more!
Within weeks of that incident, on a Friday night, I had a rather strange
dream. In the dream it was a sunny Saturday morning and Sarah was
preparing lunch. She discovered she was short of some vital ingredient and
sent me off to the same shop to buy what we needed. On the way I glanced
down at the footpath and saw – of all the unlikely objects – a hatpin. I picked
it up, and on close examination saw that it had a peculiar egg-shaped head
with a spiral groove running all the way around.
Next day things worked out exactly as in the dream. I was sent off to
buy some cooking ingredients, there was brilliant lemony morning sunlight,
and on looking down at the pavement I found the hatpin! I picked it up. The
pin was slightly rusted and the head was precisely as I had seen it in the
dream.
This was another weird experience, but it differed from the first one in
that I had material proof which could be shown to others. I dashed back
home, grabbed hold of Walt, and told him all that had happened.
And – very gently, very considerately – he brought me back down into
the mundane world. He explained the stuff about the left and right halves of
the brain receiving information a fraction of a second out of phase, and how
that can lead to memory tricks. The big test of any precognitive dream, he
explained, is that you must tell another witness before the dreamed-of event
occurs.
That made sense to me, especially as I respected, admired and revered
Walt more than any other person I had ever met. I was the offspring of stolid,
working class parents who had forced me into engineering against all the
indicators of my school results – top of the class in English and art; bottom of
the class in maths, chemistry and physics. Many of what should have been
my most fertile years were spent in the misery of analysing load paths in steel
frames, when I should have been gorging myself on arts courses.
I knew in my heart that my life was going to waste, but there was
nothing to be done about it because there was nobody in any branch of the
family to whom I could turn for guidance or support. For instance, my
grandmother moved to a new house when I was about fourteen and found that
a previous owner had left behind a typewriter in perfect working order. I was
already experimenting with writing, and to me that huge old desk typewriter
had roughly the same allure as a Porsche would have today. I asked if I could
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have it, but my mother and grandmother – aware that I was contaminated
with airy-fairy literary ambitions which might stop me from becoming a
draughtsman – said it wasn’t theirs to give. The previous owner might come
back for it at any time and they were honour-bound to look after it for him.
That sounds fairly reasonable, but their idea of looking after the
typewriter was to leave it lying in the open air in the back yard! There was a
family visit to my grandmother once a week, and for months I had to watch
that typewriter slowly turning into an oblong block of rust. For a while I tried
dousing it with oil each time I saw it, hoping that somebody would have a
change of heart before it was too late; but it was all in vain, and eventually
the typewriter was consigned to the garbage can.
The above anecdote might enable you to understand what it was like for
me – at the age of eighteen – to encounter Walt Willis and to be introduced to
a liberal world in which reading imaginative literature was considered a plus,
rather than as a sign of some deep-seated degeneracy.
There is no way in which I can adequately explain how much Walt’s
friendship for me changed and enriched my life. He lived in a house which
was four times as big as the one I had been brought up in; he had the best and
most subtle sense of humour of anybody I had ever met; he was cool, urbane
and infinitely knowledgable – and he was a science fiction fan!
Suddenly, out of the blue, I had proof that it was not absolutely essential
to gain City & Guilds engineering certificates in order to make one’s way
through life. I had a new role model – although I don’t think that term had
been invented in 1950 – and I desperately wanted to live up to his
expectations of me.
That’s why I tend to attach undue importance to this matter of
precognitive dreams. The hatpin dream was only the first of many that I have
had, but I have never been able to persuade Walt to accept them, because of
his rule about an independent witness. The snag is that the dreams don’t
come in a form which compels me to come down to breakfast, grab
somebody by the lapels, and say, “You’ve got to hear this...”
For example, one night at a convention in Birmingham I dreamt that I
was chatting to a friend who suddenly cried out that he had lost his contact
lenses. I helped him search and immediately found them. They were lying on
an indigo carpet, and the odd thing in the dream was that they seemed far too
big and clumsy – like one-inch glass hemispheres.
Next day I was at the hotel bar with friends. We ordered gin-and-tonics,
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and the barman accidentally dropped an ice cube onto the carpet. In that hotel
the ice cubes were fancy affairs, looking rather like fat hour-glasses, and
when this one hit the floor it split in two – leaving two hemispheres of ice
lying on the indigo carpet of the bar. I looked down at it and saw the exact
image from my dream, but naturally I had not told anybody in advance about
the dream incident; therefore there was no proof that the dreaming mind can
rove freely in time.
It probably looks as though I have wandered away from the initial
subject of this article, but I haven’t. It was all to do with the long-lost,
summer-dream days of Irish Fandom. As I said, I had an ambition to prove to
Walt that I really did have precognitive dreams. I dream every night and I
dream a lot, so it is out of the question for me to launch into long and boring
accounts of the dreams each time I meet a friend. Thus it was that I missed
my big opportunity.
One Saturday night in about 1960 I had one of the most vivid dreams of
my whole life. Walt and Madeleine and their two children had been on
holiday in Donegal all that week. I dreamt I was with them, and in the dream
I was sitting on a small hill overlooking a small bay which curved away to
the right. Madeleine and the children were swimming and splashing around
in the water, and the remarkable thing was that the water was so clear that I
could hardly see it. It was as if they were somehow magically suspended a
few inches above the silvery sunlit sand. The vision was so clear that it sticks
in my mind to this day.
On the Sunday morning I decided to cycle over to Oblique House,
knowing that the Willis family would have returned from holiday, and that
dream was on my mind during the whole of the bicycle ride. When I got to
170, Walt invited me up to the Fan Attic and we chatted for a while about
plans for the next Hyphen. Suddenly, with no preamble, Walt decided to tell
me an interesting little detail from his holiday. It transpired that he had been
sitting on a small hill, with a tiny bay curving away to his right, and
Madeleine and the children had been in the water. He had been struck by the
fact that the water was so clear that he could hardly see it, and his family
seemed to have been suspended in mid-air....
To this day, I still revile myself for not having spoken first. I know what
happened; I know there were no hemi-cranial psychological tricks involved –
but I will never be able to prove that to Walt.
Similarly, Jim will never be able to prove to anybody that he saw
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George Charters long after his death. He can’t even prove it to himself, but
the big lesson that science has learned in this century is that the universe is
infinitely more complicated, subtle and strange than anybody ever previously
realised.
It’s all food for thought....
January 1991
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Seasonal Greetings
...from the President of the Christmas as a Movable Feast Society!
This year it has been decreed that Christmas is on the 10th of January
1991 – partly because that’s the day my best briar is due back from the pipe
hospital; partly because it’s the anniversary of the birth of Wilf McVittie,
inventor of the only typewriter with a line spacing that matches the lines on
the back of the Post Office’s air letter form; but mainly because I got all my
correspondence into a bigger mess than usual this time and missed the
deadline for normal Christmas posting.
In this annus mirabilis, people throughout the world have been thinking
hard about the demise of communism, the Hubble trouble and Brazilian rain
forests. I, however, have been occupying my mind with one of the great
imponderables of history – why is it that some people have no sense of
humour?
It all began in my office one Saturday lunchtime a few weeks ago. I
listen to Radio 2 when I’m working, trying to keep the volume such that I can
hear the middle-of-the-road music but not the vacuous chatter in between. At
midday on Saturdays there is a programme, hosted by actor Gerald Harper
(Adam Adamant, in the early TV series), in which any listener can nominate
a good, kind and thoughtful neighbour to receive a bottle of champagne.
That’s fine with me, but of late Harper’s dawdling, affected, condescending
delivery has begun to penetrate and irritate the depths of my soul.
One fateful day he got on my nerves so much that, in a fit of
peevishness, I grabbed a sheet of paper and – in spidery script suitable for an
octogenarian – wrote him a letter which was an obvious parody of those he
reads out every Saturday. I don’t like anonymous letters, and as I was
personally having a tilt at Gerald Harper, I felt obliged to disclose my real
name and address. The following is the main text:
Dear Mr Harper:
Each week I hear you giving a bottle of champagne to a good
neighbour, and I would like to nominate my friend Bob Shaw for a
bottle because I think he is the best and kindest neighbour one
could ever hope to meet.
This summer a big Rottweiler dog came into my back garden
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and tried to kill my cat, Daisy. The cat was so terrified that it took
refuge in the top of my old pear tree. Bob’s house is behind mine,
and when he saw what was happening he rushed into my garden
and drove the Rottweiler away.
He was not the slightest bit afraid of the dog, even though he
is partly disabled from his time as a fighter pilot in Korea. Not
content with driving off the horrible dog, Bob then climbed up the
tree and rescued Daisy, who was too scared to move. Ever since
that day Bob has popped into my house three or four times a week
just to make sure that Daisy and I are all right. I am a widow and
find it hard to cook for myself because of my arthritis, but Bob
always brings me some lovely home-cooked food. He is a
wonderful cook and I am sure he could win prizes for it if he tried,
but I would like him to have a prize for being the nicest neighbour
in the world. He hardly ever touches alcohol, but I am sure he
would enjoy a glass of champagne in the knowledge that it had
come from you and the BBC.
Yours sincerely, Edna Baines (Mrs)
I mailed the thing off, luxuriating in the strange tranquillity which comes
from writing a letter to the media, and thought that would be the end of it.
(The most I expected was a note saying “Nice try, Mr Shaw, but I wasn’t
born yesterday.”) It was a considerable shock to my system, therefore, when
the letter was read out to millions of Radio 2 listeners on Saturday, 1
December. To make matters worse, it wasn’t Gerald Harper who did the
reading. He was off ill, probably as a result of trying to sound like the old BT
dialing tone every time he speaks on radio. It was good old Vince Hill, the
nicest nonentity in showbiz, who did the reading. My poisoned dart had hit
the wrong target.
And, to make matters worse than worse, a couple of weeks later a bottle
of really good champagne was delivered to my house. None of your
Sainsbury’s or Tesco stuff here! Sadie is quite embarrassed over the whole
episode, and currently we are lying low, waiting for the heat to die down.
I think I’m finished with practical jokes.
Sincere best wishes for Christmas and the New Year!
April 1991
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Twenty Years of Novacon
I have missed only two Novacons. The first was when I was guest of honour
at Novacon West in the USA. That convention was deliberately held on the
same weekend as the pukka Novacon, so in a way I wasn’t really absent. The
second was when I was GoH at a con in Belfast. The event had been
advertised before I realised it also clashed with Novacon – otherwise,
honestly, I would have declined the honour. That’s how much I like Novacon
– my favourite convention.
My love affair with it began within seconds of my setting eyes on the
Imperial Hotel. Jim White and I were nearing the entrance when a nice lady
approached us and showed me a piece of paper on which were written the
words: Lager, Stout, Bitter, Mild, Cider.
She said, “Have you drunk one of these in the past fortnight?”
“Madam,“Madam,” I replied, “I have drunk all of these in the past
fortnight.”
“Excellent,” she said. “Would you care for some free Guinness?”
Bemused and deeply impressed with the way the Brum group organised
reception, I followed her into a small room off the lobby. She sat me at a
table on which were six small glasses of stout.
“Try those and tell me what you think of them,” she said, making ready
with a clipboard and a pen.
I dutifully worked along the line, enjoying myself tremendously, until –
as in a Ramsey Campbell novel – I came to a concealed horror. The stout in
one of the glasses was chilled! Clutching my desecrated throat in dismay, I
told the woman my pedigree as an Irish tippler, explained that chilled
Guinness violated centuries of hallowed tradition, that it was an obscenity,
that it numbed the taste buds and completely ruined the connoisseur’s
enjoyment of the complex flavours, and that it was her duty to inform her
employers that it should on no account be allowed on the market because it
would lead to violent revolution among all discerning drinkers.
A few months later every pub in the country began chilling the
Guinness.
So much for market research! Since then I have boycotted what used to
be my favourite drink, but – even though the grim incident is permanently
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associated in my mind with the first Novacon – I still love this special
weekend. Does anybody know where I could get a small immersion heater
which would fit into a pint glass?
November 1991
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Key Bored
Bloody computers!
I have been a lover of science fiction since the age of about thirteen, and
in the ensuing decades have grieved over the bad things that have happened
to my favourite branch of literature.
Bloody computers!
The first disaster, taking them in chronological order, was Hugo
Gernsback. Until the early part of this century one could open a general
interest magazine and find in it, among all the other stuff, a science fiction
story. The yarn would simply be there, without any special editorial
comment. At that time it was considered perfectly normal for established
writers to make occasional forays into highly imaginative realms.
If things had only stayed that way, SF would now be an integral and
inseparable part of mainstream literature, and we would all be better off as a
result. But Gernsback came along and, practically unaided, created the
cultural ghetto in which SF languished for a very long time, and from which
it never really escaped. Has anybody noticed that the little boxes in which the
Sunday heavies condescend to review a clutch of SF novels are becoming
more and more infrequent? It is ironic that one of the field’s major awards is
named Hugo.
Bloody computers!
The next disaster was Star Wars.
For years and years before that film came along I was busily conducting
a personal crusade in which I endeavoured to convince the public that SF was
not all about rocket ships and ray guns and robots. I kept preaching that there
was a serious and thoughtful and mind-stretching kind of SF which was
worth any adult’s time to read. Others were promulgating the same message –
and I like to think we were getting through – then Star Wars arrived.
Since that moment screen SF has degenerated into space pantomime.
Special effects rule OK! It makes me sick to think about it. If our wonderful
genre was going to be translated to cinema, if millions of dollars were going
to be spent on each production, why oh why could not the beneficiaries have
been the wry, subtle, learned, beautiful, magical, unique, soul-nourishing,
mind-enhancing books and short stories which hooked us on SF in the first
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place?
Bloody computers!
Why do I keep repeating that phrase?
In my opinion the computer is the latest ailment to blight the literary
seedling of science fiction.
Part of the problem is with the word itself. It is an impressive word, full
of important echoes and connotations. When doting parents buy ten-year-old
little Jimmy an electronic game which encourages him to waste precious
hours of his childhood by chasing tiny monsters around a screen, they never
say, “We’ve just bought our Jimmy a game which lets him chase tiny
monsters around a screen.” Oh, no! They say, “We’ve just bought our Jimmy
a computer.”
Not only that, but they say it in a tone of voice which suggests that, at
that very moment, little Jimmy is upstairs running a quick check on James
Clerk Maxwell’s equations for the propagation of electricity.
The science fiction field, also, is infatuated with the word “computer”,
with the underlying concept, and especially with all the associated jargon.
When I first started to read SF everybody was agreed that, within a
matter of weeks of the first landing on the Moon, we would have an inner
planet empire. That turned out to be a load of balls, but it didn’t prevent every
SF writer of the day making the same cosy prediction. The only area of
uncertainty lay in arguments about Venus being a swamp world or a dust
bowl.
Today, practically all SF writers agree that in the future anybody who is
anybody will be a computer freak. In the next few centuries, if many of the
current stories are prophesying correctly, the bulk of the world’s conversation
will be no more than permutations of technical terms relating to 1990s
personal computers. For the beginning SF writer, the royal road to a Hugo or
a Nebula is to buy several PCs and commit their manuals to memory.
I can understand the logic. Early in this century, when radio was still in
its infancy, a good hotel would employ an expert – a state-of-the-art superduper specialist – to stand in the lounge and “operate” the radio for the
benefit of the guests. That was because the radio was a brand new
technological mystery, and it was obvious that nobody but a dedicated genius
would ever be able to make it work.
A thoughtful parent in those days, trying to plan safe future employment
for a child, could have been forgiven for thinking: radio is just beginning; the
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hotel business is expanding; in a few years from now there will be millions of
hotels looking for radio operators. If little Jimmy learns to tune in a radio
he’ll be set up for life.
The flaw in that thinking is what I call the esoteric assumption.
In the beginning every technological device is difficult to operate. (I can
drive, but I would hate to try driving an 1895 car.) To make the thing work,
the owner has to have good theoretical and practical knowledge – but
commercial pressures soon come to bear. In pursuit of maximum sales, the
manufacturer eventually ensures that the device can be operated by an
unthinking dolt.
The same will happen to computers, thank God. There will come a day
when a person who wants to know how many Icelanders live in Poland will
just say, “Computer, how many Icelanders live in Poland?” and the machine
will announce the answer and that will be the end of it. I look forward to that
day, so that the computer can be relegated to its proper insignificant place in
stories.
When it comes SF writers will perhaps go back to dealing with new and
exciting concepts, to giving us action and excitement and colour instead of
acres of computer jargon. I used to think the most overused visual cliché on
the screen was the person tapping the telephone rest after the other party had
hung up. Now it is the image of people, young and old, tapping computer
keyboards and goggling at VDUs. I have grown to hate the furtive little
sound that keyboards make, especially when they are being operated at speed.
It reminds me of rats scampering behind the wainscoting.
Basically, computers are dull things. They certainly are not interesting
enough to displace human characters in the unfolding of fiction. Let’s drive
them off the printed page, and off the cinema and television screen, and let
science fiction get on with something else.
Spring 1992
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Bargaining Up the Wrong Tree
I hate having to buy or sell something. One of the things that get on my
nerves after making a purchase, specially when a good sum of money was
involved, is the reaction of friends. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going
to buy an xyz?” they always begin, following by (a) “I could have got you
one from work at 70% off”, (b) “For the price of a beer I could have sold you
the one I got for Christmas – and it’s unused, still in the box”, or (c) “I
dumped a perfectly good one last week”.
I’ve become so neurotic over that that I now find it almost impossible to
go shopping for anything that costs more than a few quid. Days and weeks
slip by while I go around buttonholing friends and acquaintances telling them
I’m about to make a major purchase. Incredibly, the most common response
then is, “Go for the top of the range, Bob. Spend the maximum you can
afford. Don’t mess around with so-called bargains and second-hand rubbish.”
Needless to say, I’m also very bad at selling, the main reason being that
I just can’t bring myself to haggle. I’ve only met one other man who was
more embarrassed when it came to discussing money – and he became my
literary agent. We made a great pair for a while. I used to have to telephone
publishers and plead on his behalf while he, in a state of funk, waited at home
to hear the outcome!
On very rare occasions I advertise an item for sale and find myself
dealing with a real softy, somebody as inept as I am at the whole bargaining
process. We correctly classify each other at first glance; he immediately
offers the full asking price; I mumble my grateful acceptance; we make the
exchange, shake hands and part company at once, both of us trembling and
with a light sweat on our brows. Sometimes the entire transaction is over in
about sixty seconds.
But, as I said, the customer is usually the opposite of a softy. With my
flair for originality, I call this kind of person a sharpy. I can identify a sharpy
as soon as I see him coming along the path to my door. He might be aware of
my presence behind the living room curtains, but he doesn’t show it. As he
approaches he studies the whole frontage of the place with a look of purest
contempt. I have to suppress an urge to dash out and apologise for the state of
the paintwork. Already, before we have even spoken, he has established a
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buyer’s market. The eyes are the surest indicator of a sharpy – they are
usually pale grey or pale blue, and they seem to view the universe with an
ice-watery disdain.
If what I’m selling happens to be a car it is even easier to spot the
sharpy. He is accompanied by a scowling individual who reveals himself to
be a motor mechanic by the way in which, even before the doorbell has
sounded, he throws himself savagely at the car and does his best to inflict
permanent damage on it. A favourite opening move is to try wrenching the
wheels off with the bare hands. I have never figured out why they do that.
Hardly have negotiations begun when the sharpy – having shown
complete lack of interest in everything I said – fixes me with those pelagic
orbs and makes an offer which is so far below my hopes that I immediately
experience a strange psychic malaise, a deadly paralysis of the will. I know at
once that I’m doomed. It’s “The Cat and the Canary” all over again. This man
is a natural financial predator and I am his natural prey, and the most that I
can reasonably hope for is that he will proceed to disembowel me quickly and
cleanly, without inflicting too much pain.
A lifetime of that kind of thing has reduced me to a commercial
jellyfish, but once in a while – to mix a metaphor – I try to show a little
backbone and force the worm to turn. Usually it happens in response to the
jeering of my family after I have completed one of my “deals”. To a man,
they expect me to sell things for more than I paid, and to buy things for much
less than the vendor paid. For years I have tried to point out the inherent
unfairness of this charge, but to no avail. They continue to regard me as an
idiot.
Thus it was, many years ago, when it came time for my son to have his
first bicycle, I decided that – once and for all – I was going to Prove My
Mettle. I was going to demonstrate to them all that I was a good provider, that
I too could go out into the world and do battle for the sake of my fledglings.
There were two children’s bikes advertised that night in the Belfast
Telegraph, both in convenient districts. One was in for nine quid and the
other for five. (I told you it was a long time ago.) I memorised the addresses
and set out in my car, all the while vowing the mightiest of vows – this time I
was not going to be a sucker. The family were going to be proud of me....
Not trusting my ability as a haggler, I decided on a simple strategy.
Regardless of how good a bicycle might look, no matter how much of a gift it
might seem, I was going to offer two pounds less than the asking price.
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Deciding to start at the lower end of the scale, I went to the first of the
addresses. It was in a pleasant well-to-do suburb. Assuming a cobra-like
stare, I marched up to the door and rang the bell.
The door was opened by a kindly-looking man who was smoking a pipe
and wearing a roomy cardigan and carpet slippers. Behind him in the hall was
a gleaming bicycle which looked practically new and which was exactly what
I had in mind for my son. He gave me a tentative smile, and I liked him
immediately and instinctively – but, I reminded myself as I entered the
orange-lit hall, this was no time for sentiment.
I inspected the bicycle and at once fell in love with it. This machine was
a real bargain, better than I could reasonably have expected. The owner was
practically giving it away, but – sticking to my new-found principles – I
glared at it with every sign of distaste. I rubbed my chin and tried to turn the
look of distaste into one of positive loathing.
“I suppose it’s passable,” I said grudgingly, “but I don’t think it’s worth
more than three quid.” Backing up my opinion, I fished three banknotes out
of my pocket.
The effect of my words was immediate and dramatic. The man gave a
barely audible whimper and stepped back with a stricken, despairing look in
his eyes. I gazed at him in some concern, and then recognised that helpless,
hopeless expression – it was the one I always wore during an encounter with
a sharpy. For a moment I was puzzled. After all, a drop of two quid in the
price wasn’t all that catastrophic. Then a terrible realisation came to me – I
had mixed up two addresses. I had just offered three pounds for the ninepound bike! Its owner was an archetypal softy and he thought he was dealing
with a sharpy.
We stared at each other in mutual dismay. The centrally positioned
orange lamp was swinging gently in a draught, highlighting one face and then
the other, as if we were in an old movie. Time slowed to a crawl. One by one,
the pores of our foreheads exuded beads of sweat. It was one of the worst
moments of my life.
“Look,” I finally said weakly, full of remorse, “I... perhaps... maybe...” I
wanted to apologise, but my flustered and guilt-ridden brain refused to
formulate the words.
“Three pounds?” the man said dully, surrendering to his softy’s fate.
“All right – three pounds will do.”
“But, but...” I felt an urge to drive the price up. I almost wanted to go
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down on my knees and beg his forgiveness, but suddenly he had become
quite brusque and forceful. He snatched my money, shoved the bike forwards
and bundled me out into the darkness with it. The slamming of the door
showed how anxious he was to bring his humiliation to a quick end.
Feeling slightly ill, I took the bike home, and – human nature being what
it is – was soon boasting to the family about how I had haggled and driven a
hard bargain. To this day, however, I still wish I had offered seven pounds for
the damned machine.
July 1992
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The Half-Life of Brian
I have known Brian Aldiss so long that I can’t quite remember where our first
meeting took place – it was at a convention sometime in the early 1960s and I
think it was in the bar. I recall clearly, however, being somewhat nervous of
and over-awed by this tall, urbane guy who, although at quite an early stage
of his writing career, seemed on familiar terms with most of the legendary
greats of SF, and who had impressed me from afar with his imagination,
cosmopolitanism, humour, erudition and sheer literary ability.
I was pleased that in person he turned out to be so friendly, and I was
astonished that he recognised my name and could even quote fanzine pieces I
had written.
Talking to Brian made me feel good, and the effect has never faded in
spite of all the conversations since then and the decades that have lapsed. He
recognises one’s point of view, and has the ability to lead the most
unpromising chinwag into intriguing byways.
One of the best weeks of my life was in late 1973 when Brian and I, in
the company of two other writers, did an Arts Council tour of the Sunderland
area. The four of us talked to schools and literary groups, did broadcasts,
swapped our favourite anecdotes, and found a hotel barman who did not mind
us bringing in our own bottle of whiskey every night so that we could talk
and drink into the wee hours without squandering the whole week’s fee. If I
ever get into a Groundhog Day situation those are days I would like
fashioned into a time loop.
Another early memory is of the 1974 Eastercon in Newcastle, the first
con which was crazy enough to choose me as Guest of Honour. Sadie and I
hosted a room party which became so crowded that I was reduced to sitting
on the floor in a corner amid a press of bodies. I couldn’t see much from that
lowly vantage point, but suddenly became aware of Brian’s face appearing
above the crowd at the far side of the room at approximately one-second
intervals. Repeatedly it would rise almost to the ceiling, hover there for an
instant, then sink out of sight again. There was a far-off, contemplative look
in his eyes – as though he was pondering an ethereal point of philosophy –
which suggested he was quite unaware of the strange up-and-down
movement of his corporeal form. I could almost have believed that his
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powers of thought were so great that a psi vector caused him to float
heavenwards during periods of meditation.
It took me a while to realise that he was accomplishing the levitation by
using my bed as a trampoline. The inspirational spectacle did not last long
because the impacts of his body, which is far from astral, caused the bed to
collapse. The hotel management charged me a fiver to have it put right, but I
never held it against Brian.
Throughout the years he has given me encouragement with my work and
shown me great personal kindness. I guess it’s obvious that I’m a fan of
Brian’s, but there was one occasion when he really upset me. While I was
undergoing a long spell in hospital last year he sent me one of a limited
edition of his short stories. There was a yarn in there about a cockroach,
living in Prague, which awoke one morning to find it had been transformed
into Franz Kafka. The pure envy I felt over that idea caused me to lapse into a
moody silence and be rude to the nurses for days.
I don’t hold that against him either, and at Novacon 25 will possibly buy
him a drink – for old times’ sake.
October 1994
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Introduction to “The Mercenary
Mirage”
The following short story is – for me, anyway – quite an historical document.
I first tried my hand at writing SF way back in 1954, when I was a mere
stripling. The first six stories I wrote sold immediately to magazines like
Nebula and Authentic. This gave me an inflated idea of my talent and
abilities, and it was with an air of cool confidence that I penned my seventh
story, the one you are – I hope – about to read. “The Mercenary Mirage”,
however was rejected by all the British editors of the day. Then aged 24, I
was touchy, proud and given to grandiose moods in which I thought I could
punish the world by withdrawing from it. Accordingly, when my last
masterpiece failed to be appreciated, I quit writing and even sold my
typewriter.
More than ten years later, when I had grown up somewhat, I returned to
the fold and since then have published many novels and short stories. But
human nature is a strange thing. One of my proudest boasts as a professional
writer has always been that I published 100% of my output. The statement
was true, but not exactly true – because of the damned “Mercenary Mirage”.
Even the title seemed to be accusatory.
Over the ensuing decades I tried to make myself forget about the story
and I had almost succeeded, when a few years ago an envelope with a
Californian postmark plopped through my letterbox. I opened it and
discovered a yellowed original manuscript of “Mirage”! There was no
accompanying letter, but the sight of those old quarto sheets triggered a host
of neurones in my brain and memories came flooding back.
I recalled that my friend, Forrest J Ackerman, had been dabbling in the
literary agency business back in the mid-1950s and that I had sent him the
story in the hope that it would be a great success in the USA, thereby
teaching the cloddish British editors a lesson. That dream failed to come true
and eventually I had completely forgotten it. Obviously, 35 years later, Forry
had been rationalising his world-famous collection of SF memorabilia, had
found the manuscript and instead of dumping it – as most people would have
done – had mailed the story back to me.
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Therefore by courtesy of Forry Ackerman, here it is....
November 1995
The story itself is straight SF and thus outside the scope of this
fanwriting collection. Curious readers can find it in Overload, the
Novacon 25 Guests of Honour anthology booklet, at the Internet
Archive:
https://archive.org/details/Novacon_25_Special_November_1995/p
age/n25/mode/2up. [Ed.]
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Appendix

Panel from Fen Crittur Comical Books with Walt Willis and others,
Autumn 1952

439

Quotes and Nuggets
Fan File
I was born in 1931 in the middle of the depression – our bedspring sags very
badly. Due to a piece of thoughtless impatience on the part of my parents my
birthday fell on December 31st. This pure stupidity meant that one present
squared me for Christmas, birthday and New Year – say! Maybe they weren’t
so stupid.
At the age of nine a peculiar effect thrust itself into my notice. In every
comic or magazine I bought I always wanted to read first the stories about
rockets and space flight. For a while I refused to believe the obvious
implications and laughed it off. After all, things like that never happen to
people you know. But it was futile – I found myself standing for two hours at
a shop window looking at the ASF cover for Lester del Rey’s “Lunar
Landing” – and I wasn’t able to get the money to buy it! For years I
wandered through life alone and laughed at by friends until I met James
White and Walt Willis. The latter had been living less than a mile from my
front door all the time.
I knew he was there, of course. The same way astronomers worked out
the existence of Pluto by its effect on the orbits of the inner planets and
various comets. I knew there was some person who periodically flooded the
market (second-hand bookshops) with mags. Periodically too – he drained it,
generally just before I got there.
Before I became an actifan I was keen on several hobbies such as living
and being human, but I don’t get time for that now.
August 1951
Stunned Speculation on the Manchester Mushroom
Dave Cohen reports that the recently formed Manchester SF group now
numbers 35 members. I’m sure this phenomenal expansion must be due to the
tremendous urge to organise things that drives the tall, lanky frame of my
friend Dave. He awes me. He gives me the impression that he is living in a
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much faster time flow – accelerated metabolism or something. He takes
responsibility, he looks after details, he organises! I’m afraid of him.
I can’t help wondering if Dave has a special chair at the club and
whether any neofan ever incautiously sits in it, and if so, is he reproved with
scandalised whispers? I wonder if there are any in the club who don’t care
much about the letters that Dave as chairman reads at each meeting, and do
they talk in low voices? And does Dave give them reproachful looks and
make veiled ejection threats of the I’m-not-mentioning-any-names-but-theoffenders’-conscience etc. type? And do the good members turn and glare at
them?
Winter 1951/1952
God to a Spider
I have browsed around the house for the last couple of hours and having run
out of brows I decided that it was high time that I dropped you a letter. Since
I got back to Erin I have been working like mad. The new firm is absolutely
marvellous, it has got so that I hurry to it in the morning, and at half past five
pack up with a twinge (or is it a tinge) of regret. I suppose it would be a
twinge, though I used to think that a twinge was a twouch of colour. I have
been doing a fair bit of fanning at Walt’s too.
The night before last I was God to a spider. I went up to the bathroom
and there I saw this huge insect dangling from the cistern. I was rather
surprised ’cos it was the first one I had seen in mid-winter. I couldn’t bring
myself to just crush it out of existence. Even in the summer when they
abound I hate to do it, especially on a big one. I stood for a moment
undecided – then I remembered that my brother had received an air rifle for
Christmas.
I hauled it out, got some slugs, and then I was ready, almost. The
thought came to me that the spider, however obnoxious, had some claim to
life. So I selected three slugs & ruled that if it survived those I would carry it
out to the garden and set it free. I opened the bathroom door and went to the
end of the landing, opened the front bedroom door and went to the far end of
that – giving the insect the whole length of the house. I took aim, allowing
two inches for the flattening of the front sight, and fired. I had forgotten that
the gun I was using was not one of those cheap toys one usually sees but a
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heavy pre-War German job.
When I went to see the results of the first shot I found that as well as
almost deafening me in its departure, the slug had splintered the woodwork
around the feedpipe, caved in part of the pipe itself, and scattered stilltwitching pieces of spider over a two-inch radius. It was horrible. I’ll never
do it again.
January 1953
Pun Primer
In Belfast we have a strict tenet of punning which says that to be truly, and
not mechanically, humorous, a pun must have relevancy. Anybody can take a
word and come up with several alternative meanings by using the known
pun-making processes, and trot them out, labelling them puns. Actually they
are puns, but of a purely mechanical form. I don’t think there would be much
difficulty in constructing a robot that could produce these puns in large
quantities. The word “relevancy” in this case means that the pun should be
inserted into the conversation or script in such a way that it seems to have
been inevitable when one looks back on it. I have known fans to try and edge
the conversation into the proper track for the presentation of their pun as
much as ten or more speaking turns in advance. I remember one occasion
when it took a certain fan almost ten minutes before he could drag in Lee
Hoffman talking her mother into permitting her to attend her first convention
so that he could say “it was a case of mind over mater”. All this applies to the
pun that has been thought up in advance and not to the truly spontaneous pun.
Here again the pun must dovetail properly. If the conversational opening is
not of the exact size and shape to house his pun, the punster must swiftly and
skillfully fill in the additional framework required before releasing his
masterpiece. The really memorable pun is constructed in the same manner as
an onion, i.e. it has layers, each one complete in itself. Similarly a brilliant
pun has strata upon strata of meaning – a very difficult thing to achieve. A
pun with three semantic layers is as rare as a ten letter word at Lexicon.
June 1954
Absent-Minded Astronauts
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Dear Editor:
“Operation Mars”* was guilty of the one mistake that should never be
made by a writer who worships at the shrine of the progress of science –
namely, underestimating the power of the scientific mind. In my job I work
with men who are nowhere near the level of the sort of men who would get
into the first spaceships; they are merely competent engineers, but it is a
pleasure to watch their minds in action. Trained, efficient, scrupulously
careful and working to a system of procedure with built-in checks at every
important point.
* A story by E.C. Tubb in Nebula Science Fiction 11, December 1954. [Ed.]

These men are a considerable step down from what space pioneers will
be and, I can assure you, they would never forget about the difference in the
lengths of Martian and Earth days. Surely that is a mistake on the same level
as an editor casting off, I think it is called, a story and forgetting that one can
print on both sides of the page.
This seems to be quite a common feature of stories by even our best
authors – brilliant scientists overlooking a point that any school boy or
science fiction writer could pull them up on. Who that has read Wilson
Tucker’s marvellously written and conceived The Time Masters was not
surprised and annoyed by the ending? A superwoman, an intellectual giantess
who feeds her husband, who is a mere genius, all the dope on how he is to
build a spaceship. As well as this she wangles her way into the select few
who are in charge of the whole project so that when the ship is complete she
can steal it. Finally she steals it and blasts off to return to her own
supercivilisation. When she is safely into space it turns out that she, who had
designed the ship and worked on the organisation of the whole project, hadn’t
known it was only an orbital rocket, and she was trapped for ever, doomed to
circle the earth for eternity, imprisoned on a Man-made moon, etc., etc.
September 1955
Fan Chess
News flash! The Fan Chess Committee, centred in Great Falls, Montana, has
ruled that for the world Fan Chess tournament next December, a Faned shall
be able to move two squares forward and one to the side, and also that a
Neofan shall be able to capture a BNF provided the BNF is not on its own
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side of the board. The effect this will have on the game can well be imagined!
December 1958
An Old Fan and Tired?
I thought the [Irish Fandom] Christmas Card this year was yet another
masterpiece in the series. It had that cameo-like, Disney-like atmosphere to
perfection. What a warm little scene full of fannish good cheer it evokes. I
liked the little message at the end too. People should remember that fandom
is for fun. When I came into it I came with that understanding and that was
how we conducted our fannish affairs for years, but of late this new attitude
seems to have crept in. This business of law suits, jazz snobbery, the influx of
arty types and bongo drummers, the Communism flaunters, the casual
droppers of words about narcotics. To name but a few. No longer do people
write about how to waterproof your fanzine, or aqueous vapour, or turning
bicycles into printing presses. Instead we get boring (though pointless) drivel
about Sandfield liking jazz, or political polemics, or the latest ream of
pseudo-legalistic wrangling in the Sues and Shocks Department. The
Average Fan seems to have changed. A few years ago I felt that this entity
was a mature person, usually a family man, quiet, respectable in his work but
possessing a sense of humour and an imagination that enabled him to develop
a fannish personality on the side. Now he seems to be a different being
altogether. I haven’t a good enough knowledge of fandom to describe him but
he is definitely different and, to my mind, not so well worth knowing as of
yore. Fandom is worth staying in because of the remaining noble-type fans
but let’s hope that the ranks don’t thin out any more. I remember with regret
people like Bob Foster and Alan Hunter – not brilliant fans and not made any
more interesting by their apparent lack of interest in concubines etc. etc., but I
liked them. Am I turning into an old fan and tired?
March 1959
A Word from the Co-Author
Most people who like to write will have had the uneasy experience of looking
back on something they wrote years before and realising that they couldn’t do
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it again. When this had happened to me a few times I jumped to the obvious
and depressing conclusion that whatever powers I may once have had were
deserting me with the speed of a glass of Whitbread disappearing down Ian
McAulay’s throat. I seemed to be gravitating along the ladder of success.
The Enchanted Duplicator changed all that, I’m glad to say. Looking
back on my share of it I feel that I couldn’t do it again, in fact I don’t feel any
sense of authorship at all. This was what led me to realise that if you get
inspiration and produce something with it, it is only to be expected that you
could never do the same again. You have had your say, and the subject is
closed.
I hope the above paragraphs will explain why this foreword contains no
penetrating insights into TED, and no fresh thoughts on the theme. It was the
Bob Shaw of many years ago who took part in the project, and the Bob Shaw
of today reads the finished work merely as a bystander. I think that the parts
Walt Willis wrote are better than the parts I did, but I derive a lot of quiet
egoboo from the fact that nobody has been able to delineate our separate
contributions.
August 1962
A Presentation to Terry Carr
I would like to say how very much I enjoyed reading Lighthouse. In fact, if
you search around in the envelope in which this letter came you will find
your copy of an award which has been won by only one other fanzine. It
might look like nothing more than a Belfast bus ticket (in fact it is nothing
more than a Belfast bus ticket) but there is a story behind it....
Having lately moved house to a place which is only 100 yards from a
main bus route, I have quit driving to work and have rediscovered the ancient
pleasure of reading fanzines and prozines on the bus. I say ancient because it
was about 18 years ago that I got so engrossed in a copy of Fanscient that I
went a mile or so beyond my stop and had to walk back. And a couple of
weeks ago I did the same thing with Lighthouse. You, sir, are in exalted
company. I doubt if these bus ticket awards will ever become as prestigious
as Hugos, but they have a real personal meaning.
late 1967

445

Advice to a Beginning Writer
Bob Shaw was one of several SF authors privately interviewed by
Don Malcolm for the BSFA SF Writer’s Bulletin at Sci-Con ’70.
In my opinion, having worked in a newspaper office for a number of years as
well as being in SF, the most useful piece of information is that any time an
editor is opening a manuscript, regardless of who it has come from, he is
praying that it will be good. And if it’s good, he’ll buy it, regardless of who
wrote it. That’s something that the absolute beginner should remember: he is
almost on the same footing as the established pro.
Q. Yes, this is very encouraging, I think. Following on from that, I suppose
you would say that the appearance of the manuscript itself is quite important?
Yes, it would seem to be, having had to read some myself. I can
remember being put off by an ugly manuscript, so it’s worth the extra effort
to make a job of it. It’s just like selling anything else, appearance counts.
Some American author said that up to twelve corrections per page of
manuscript was quite all right, but I wouldn’t like to have up to twelve
corrections in a book manuscript.
Q. What do you think of the idea of the SF Writer’s Bulletin as a kind of
forum where matters of interest to writers, both amateur and professional,
could be discussed?
I’d say that for a person like myself, who is working in a place isolated
from the main SF community, it would be a very valuable thing to get views
and comment – it would be the nearest thing you could get to talking to other
members of your profession.
Q. It seems to me that if we could have had something of this kind some time
ago all this nonsense about Old Wave versus New Wave might never have
arisen, because we would all have understood each other a great deal better.
Would you agree?
One of the things I have noticed in all the arguments is that when a New
Wave fan is talking about New Wave he isn’t talking about the same thing
that an Old Wave fan is talking about when he is talking about New Wave...
and vice versa. It gets complicated, you know....
Easter 1970; published July 1970
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The Bun Is the Lowest Form of Wheat
Many thanks for the copy of Focal Point, which I note you sent airmail. I was
impressed by the number of postage stamps stuck all over it and would have
added them to my collection but for the fact that I have given up stamp
collecting because it was interfering with my career. As I always say –
philately gets you nowhere.
As usual, I found it fascinating and informative, and was particularly
interested in the news item that SFWA is setting up a Speakers Bureau. This
could be particularly valuable to me because the speakers in my record player
seem to have gone wrong and I haven’t the technical knowledge to fix them.
All I know about my player is that it has a main speaker and a tweeter, and a
mass of electronic wiring in between to ensure that never the main shall
tweet.
I enjoyed Steve Stiles’s report on the Buxton convention, but I regret to
say that when I showed it to James White in the office this morning (we work
in the same PR department) he got pretty annoyed over a couple of
inaccuracies. These were that my jokes about 103 equalling an empty plate
on the Chinese menu and the cold which came in from the spa were wrongly
attributed to him. He asked me to let you and Steve know that he does his
reputation enough damage with the lousy jokes he thinks up on his own
without having any of mine blamed on him. Actually, I don’t see what he’s
getting so worked up about. I’d be the first to admit that some of my efforts
are slightly less hilarious than others, but I have never sunk as low as his
biscuit company joke, “Scribbans Kemp be choosers.” (Biscuit company
jokes are a very specialised sub-field of humour, in which I once paralysed a
meeting of the Northern Ireland Hotels & Caterers Association with an ad lib
spoonerism on the Peak Freans/freak penis combination.)
6 July 1970
The Rustle-Bedspring Diagram
I would say that Maya is now on the main sequence of the Rustle-Bedspring
diagram, which tells the lifetimes of fanzines and places them in categories
such as Well-Read Giant, etc. On the main sequence, Maya can look forward
to a long period of stability, which is what traditionally attracts the best fan
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writers and inspires them to make the extra effort to keep up their quality.
It occurs to me that the joke above requires the reader to have not only a
strong stomach but to know about the Russell-Hertzsprung diagram, and is
therefore a proof of what Pete Weston said about an interest in astronomy
being common among SF fans. I think he is absolutely right there, even if he
mistakenly believes I don’t know how to say “flower”. One of the things
which separates fans from other people is that fans know exactly where they
are in the universe and how little they mean to it, whereas if you stop
somebody at random in the street the odds are that he will be ignorant about
basic astronomy. It is a well known fact that the people chosen to write
scripts for science fiction movies and TV series don’t know anything about
science fiction, and this often manifests itself in the way they regard words
such as star, planet, galaxy and nebula as being completely interchangeable.
A further proof of Weston’s Theorem!
November 1975
The House on the Borderland
The main news is that I’ve changed my address. My previous house was a
neat modern box which was so small we couldn’t have embossed wallpaper;
but it did have one advantage in that the only maintenance required was the
changing of a lightbulb now and then. The new house is at least three times
as big, in a pleasant Victorian terrace, and has bags of character, as the saying
goes, but it was in a ghastly mess when we moved in and I’ve had to work
like stink to make it habitable. “Like stink” is an apt term in this case. The
previous owners had six cats and a dog, all of which apparently spent their
time defecating in the corners, and it took ten whole days with scrubbing
brushes and Jeyes fluid before I had eliminated the animal pong. Then I had
to spend time with Kleen-o-pine, trying to get rid of the smell of Jeyes fluid.
Now there’s just the smell of the Kleen-o-pine to go....
On top of that, literally thousands of man-hours of work are ahead of me
in fixing the place up. I’m not complaining too much, because if the house
had been in good order it would have been way beyond my price range. But
there’s been no chance at all for fanac lately and a pile of unlocced fanzines
stares at me in mute reproach. Here’s the sort of interesting problem one
encounters in a house which has the aforementioned bags of character. My
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TV picture kept getting worse and worse for no apparent reason, and I
suspected the aerial or its lead. I followed the lead back through the house
and found a link in the cable. When I unscrewed this about an eggcupful of
water poured out! This cured the picture trouble, but did you ever hear of
anyone having a waterlogged aerial cable before? I suppose I could always
convert it into a shower unit.
Editor Peter Roberts added: It was shortly after this that Mr Shaw
first discovered the hidden sub-cellar and that strange lights were
seen in Ulverston....
January 1977
Ming the Mercenary
You owe me some money! The reason is that, as a full-time pro, I have a
strict rule never to read a fanzine or do any fanac before putting in my day’s
stint turning out science fiction. But Mota came in as I was having breakfast,
I incautiously glanced at your “Mein Con” report*, got hooked, spent ages
reading it, and here I am writing a fan letter without having produced a single
word of interstellar epic to pay the mortgage. If you feel suitably guilty about
this you can recompense me by cash, Giro cheque or an April 1943
Astounding.
* Tom Perry had written a report for Terry Hughes’s Mota on Mancon 5, the
1976 UK Eastercon. [Ed.]

Seriously, I thought I was good at the fannish nostalgia bit until I read
your article. It was full of love for fandom, observation, wit, nice writing, and
I think it got a deep strength from the fact that you saw the convention from
two viewpoints simultaneously – the experienced old-time fan, and the neo at
his first convention. The plight of a new fan attending a con for the first time
interests me a lot because I recall very clearly what it was like to be on the
outside of every conversation, and how wonderful and heartwarming it was
when somebody I knew to be a BNF or an author took the trouble to make
me part of what was going on. At conventions now I tend to be in the thick of
things, but I do my level best to meet new fans every time and to make them
welcome. The question your report raised in my mind was: is my best good
enough? I’m going to fret over this for some time to come – which is a tribute
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to your writing.
Mind you, I’m not by nature well suited to a job on a reception
committee. Recently I got a letter from a British fan asking me for a
contribution to his zine, and he said in it that he had been afraid to ask me in
person at the convention because I looked so “sinister, mean, and broody, like
an outsize Ming the Merciless”. I was so taken aback that I agreed to write a
piece for him, even though I really hadn’t time to do it. Luckily, for me, his
zine folded a week or so later, so I didn’t have to keep my promise.
April 1977
You Can B. Shaw
I enjoyed your editorial, D. West’s fanzine reviews (didn’t he write War and
Peace as a warm-up?), H. Bell’s cover, D. West’s cartoons, J. Brosnan’s
conrep, P. Roberts’ stuff about early fandom, and G. Charnock’s case notes –
except for the passage in the last mentioned where he states I was sneaky
enough to let myself be bribed by the Gannets with offers of booze. This is an
outright untruth, and they never gave me the four cans of Newcastle Brown,
anyway. The only loot I brought away from that football match was my
cherished memories of seeing the fannish mind trying to cope with the harsh
realities of physical combat. I have seen very few football matches, but have
noticed the way in which professional players are quite happy to run into
each other at high speeds, regardless of the consequences. Fans, however, are
different. Two of them run at the ball from opposite sides, and as they draw
nearer to it you can see each one thinking, “If we keep doing this we’re going
to get hurt.”
So they jam on the brakes in the last second, come to a standstill a few
inches from the ball, and stare at each other for a while with looks of mingled
embarrassment and relief. The only exception I saw to this pattern of
behaviour was when G. Pickersgill ran straight into A. Isaacson and laid him
out cold for a few seconds. I guess I should have blown the whistle on that
one, but I let it go because I was annoyed at Alan for having a better beard
than mine.
In the above paragraph I referred to everybody, à la D. West, by an
initial and surname, and I find it quite surprising the difference this makes to
the flavour of a person’s name. Who, for instance, would be afraid of
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somebody called M. Ali? Who would lust after a nonentity like R. Welch?
Doubtless there are lots of well known names in fandom which would be
similarly transformed and robbed of their magic, but I can’t explore the
subject right now because the pubs will be opening in a few minutes.
April 1977
Writing Funny
Eric Mayer raises some interesting points in his comment on my last Mota
piece. [The Game of Dog and Crab – Ed.] I would like to assure him that
everything I write in articles like that is absolutely true. It would be easy to
start making up bits and slipping them in for effect, but to do so would be to
break a pact with myself and to admit failure as a writer. Eric gets to the heart
of the matter when he complains about an abundance of “unstructured”
material in his own zine – because structure, or pattern, is probably the most
important element in the sort of writing we’re talking about. One of the few
advantages in growing older (I’m 47 now) is that when you look back
through your memory in search of usable material for articles there is an
increasing amount to choose from and that gives you a better chance to see
patterns or to find bits that will fit into structures you devise. It’s a bit like
being asked to make designs with coloured beads – a bigger sample of beads
gives you a better chance. It is easy to stretch an analogy like that too far, but
with the passage of time it’s as if the light shining down on your tray of beads
shifts like the sun, producing colour changes in the beads and enabling you to
see patterns that weren’t discernible before. I’m in danger of sounding all
pedagogic now, but this business of form in any kind of writing – and
especially in humorous writing – can hardly be over-emphasised. You can
take a collection of trivia as the basis for an article as long as you ensure that
you arrange and interconnect them in such a way that the underlying form is
well made and aesthetically right. I still do it by, before I begin an article,
making a list of all the available components, staring at them until I can
devise a satisfactory sequence, and actually numbering them in the order in
which they are to be used. Only when that is done will I start to write the
article itself, but by then most of the vital work has already been done. The
method may sound terribly cold and calculating, a recipe for doing away with
spontaneity, but in writing it’s the pieces on which the author has worked
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hardest at his craft which appear most like an effortless flow of words.
June 1979
Practical Joke
Dear Mr Langford: I have been writing to fan editors for many years, but this
is the first time I have ever read a fanzine....
To aid Chris Priest in his search for the perfect practical joke, I’d like to
describe one I invented many years ago while living in Canada. There was an
unpopular character in our office who had this habit of logging his car
mileage each time he bought petrol, and of working out to three decimal
places how many miles he was getting to the gallon. Apparently he used the
information to diagnose all kinds of things about the car, and it was vitally
important to him – so I decided to balls up his system. A common, uninspired
practical joker might have siphoned off some petrol from his tank, but I got a
better idea. I brought three or four others in on the thing, and every other day
we had a whip-round and bought a gallon of petrol (it was ridiculously cheap
out there at the time) and surreptitiously poured it into his tank. There is no
way to describe the confusion, bafflement and doubting of reality that this
bloke went through as it gradually dawned on him that his car was using no
petrol at all: I can still see him repeatedly going over the entries in his logbook, and struggling to comprehend what was going on, and never coming
near the truth because – after all – no practical joker is going to do his victim
a good turn by providing him with free petrol.
I submit that this is close to the perfect practical joke because it was so
funny for the perpetrators to watch and yet it did not harm the victim in any
material way.
February 1980
Law of the Jungle
As a pipe-smoker for some 25 years I was quite intrigued by the various
references to the art, although in this country the government seems to be
trying to stamp it out by means of punitive taxes. Do you know that a pound
of decent pipe tobacco here costs about $45.00? Just think what that kind of
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pricing would do to business in your* store. Any time I am in the States I go
around buying up tobacco and cigars like a maniac and puffing them every
chance I get. I am rather conscious of the fact that smoking is very much out
of favour these days, and therefore I tend only to smoke in the open or at
home. (At Disneyworld a couple of years ago I thought I was safe to have a
cigar whilst going to see the open-air Robinson Crusoe exhibit, but one of the
staff pulled me up with the stern injunction – “No smoking in the jungle,
please sir.”)
* Marty Cantor’s. [Ed.]

January 1981
Hugos There?
A wry note here regarding the vagaries of fan publishing.... When I got my
second Hugo I conceived a grandiose notion of going all out to win a third
one in a row, announcing that I was withdrawing from all future Hugo
contests, and sitting back secure in the knowledge that I would never have to
write again if I didn’t feel like it. Accordingly, I pitched in and wrote some
major articles in my very best style and mailed them out to major fanzines
whose editors had been plaguing me for years to let them have MSS. Guess
what happened next? Not one of the articles was ever published and as a
result I don’t think I’m even on the Hugo nominations list this year. It’s
things like that which soon sort out the trufans from the dabblers.
August 1981
First Visit to the South
There I was, sitting at home in the English Lake District, sipping a half-pint
whiskey malt, enjoying the sunshine and idly turning over in my mind the
idea that I should begin to think about making a few notes for my talk at the
DSC*. Hardly had I reached the bottom of my fourth glass when the
telephone rang. Doing my best to sound reasonably sober, I picked up the
instrument and found I was speaking to an editor in Copenhagen for whom I
do some comic strip work. We chatted for a minute then he said, “By the
way, when are you going to the States?”
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* DeepSouthCon 19 in Birmingham, Alabama, 28-30 August 1981. [Ed.]

“Not ’til the 26th,” I replied.
“Oh,” he said, “you mean tomorrow.”
“No,” I said, “the day after tomorrow.” I was so convinced that he was
wrong that I gave him a big argument, when my eye fell on the calendar –
some day I’ll have to get that eye glued in properly – and it dawned on me
that he was right!
That gave me some thirty minutes to pack up my case, wrap up my daily
affairs, and catch a train to London. I managed to make it, but only just, and
when I got here I found I had left behind all kinds of necessities, such as
clean clothes, money, and my watch. That is the reason I did not present my
usual self at the DSC – a cross between Beau Brummell and Prince Charles –
but it is a measure of the goodness of the Birmingham fans’ hearts that they
pretended not to notice anything amiss. And I have had a ball!
late August 1981
TED Author Credits
The Enchanted Duplicator has an odd history. I thought up the concept on
my own, worked it out in some detail, including the name of the story and of
the hero, then came to Walt with the package. He was delighted and agreed to
publish it. The plan was that we would work closely together to write the
narrative, but there was a very good summer that year and for a couple of
months I became more interested in going out with my fiancée than in fanac.
Walt was left to do the bulk of the writing on his own and he got a bit cross
with me and, naturally enough I suppose, he published it with his name first
in the credits.
When Ted White ran it as a serial in Amazing he reversed the order of
the names, mainly because I was the pro and he wanted to sell magazines,
and a couple of subsequent publications in fandom followed his lead,
possibly because I was still active and Walt wasn’t. So even though I
originated the work – Walt was the one who made it a reality, and I don’t
mind his name appearing before mine.
Spring 1982

454

On Perfectionism
I was reading the last ish of Pong and nodding my head, as is my wont, at
your various pronouncements about fanzines – then something odd happened.
At page 7 I found my head describing a vertical ellipse which gradually
changed to a circle and then to a horizontal ellipse and then to an undisguised
sideways shaking. It dawned on me that my head was disagreeing with
something you had written, and on reflection so did I. It was your castigation
of the Rune editors for their approach to producing fanzines. Nobody is going
to deny that there’s more pleasure to be had from receiving a good fanzine
full of the best writing and artwork than there is from a not-so-good fanzine.
That goes without saying, but surely we can’t afford to make it a crime for a
faned to enjoy the act of publishing even if his zine has room for
improvement.
You can draw an analogy (justly, I think) with any other hobby, pastime
or sport. A person who takes up guitar playing or gardening or golf is entitled
to enjoy the activity even if he isn’t all that good at it – so why should fanzine
publishing be different? Consider the case of a fan who really does try his
best to produce a good fanzine and it so happens that his best isn’t really very
good. Do we send around a couple of heavies from the Fanzine Police and
tell him to piss off out of fan publishing or else? Or, going further, consider
the case of a fan publisher who habitually doesn’t try his best because it’s his
nature to be a sloppy easy-going slob. I can live with that. It’s no great
hardship in my life. Fanzines are a unique form of communication – and I
feel I’m being communicated with uniquely if a sloppy easy-going faned
sends me his sloppy easy-going fanzine and I pick it up and say to myself,
“Let’s see what sloppy easy-going things has old Fred Dinkle been up to
recently.”
Walt Willis has been quoted a few times of late, and I recall him saying
– on this very topic – “If a thing is worth doing it’s worth doing badly.” The
producer of the worst fanzine in the world should, in my opinion, keep right
on doing it if that’s what he enjoys. That doesn’t mean that I want fandom to
be swamped with bad fanzines, or that such a thing is even likely. Market
forces will prevail in fandom, as in the macrocosm. If a fanzine is so bad that
nobody wants to read it the publisher will get no egoboo and he will feel
inclined to quit. But if he still wants to go on and on doing his own
deplorable thing, it’s his time and energy and money, and I say good luck to
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him. One of the things I love about fandom is its ability to accommodate
misfits and weirdies and eccentrics and sloppy easy-going slobs, and I hope it
never loses that ability.
Looking back over my experience with fanzines I can discern four main
epochs. There was the time when all you needed for the basis of a fanzine
was a review of Destination Moon and an announcement that Ed Noble was
getting married. It was followed by a period when all you needed was a
review of 2001 and a statement by Bill Rotsler that he was blasé about nude
women. Then came the age in which all you needed was a review of Star
Wars and an attack on Pete Weston because he enjoyed organising
conventions. Now, I fear, we’re at the stage when all you need is a discussion
about Joseph Nicholas’s views on what is wrong with fanzines. Does nobody
realise it’s all getting very boring? Instead of all this involuted fretting about
the worth of fanzines we should be striving to produce the ideal fanzine
article.
Did you know that Peter Roberts’s godfather once owned a tin mine?
19 April 1982
Correction
Many thanks for [File 770] #70, which I enjoyed all the way through – it was
good seeing our worldcon through the eyes of an impartial expert.
Please, however, correct a detail in your report of my Serious Scientific
Talk. You have stated that my coworker is Erich von Däniken – and I’m
afraid this may get me (and perhaps you) into some kind of legal trouble. My
partner in all my scientific endeavours is Von Donegan, the German-Irish
researcher and inventor of the solar-powered sun bed. The similarity of
names is purely coincidental.
December 1987
Swelling and Skating
Your piece about your reactions to Wendy’s illness struck a chord with me
because only a few days ago my son – a hefty and supremely healthy 25year-old – was rushed into hospital. He had had a terrible cough for a couple
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of days, but it seemed nothing to worry about, then something happened to
him. Air got out of a lung or a tube into his chest cavity and he swole up, as
they say, before our very eyes. Within seconds his face and throat were three
times their normal size, and he was almost unable to breathe, and we thought
he was going to die on the spot. An ambulance got him to hospital quickly
and he was given oxygen to keep him alive, but I had several hours of
waiting there, wondering if the worst was going to happen. I have been in
situations where I knew a loved one was dying, but this was much worse.
Oddly enough, the doctors were unable to find out how the air had got out of
the lung and into his tissues in spite of many X-rays and other kinds of tests.
Over the next three days he shrank back to his normal appearance and now
seems perfectly fine, but if any fans – who tend to know more than doctors –
can offer an explanation I’d be glad to hear it.
Another chord was twanged by Bruce Gillespie’s evocative piece about
the train set and the dream it inspired. When I was about fifteen I discovered
ice skating. I could only afford to go to the rink about once a fortnight, so I
had a hunger for the pursuit and I used to dream that the streets of Belfast
were made of frozen black ice in the winter, and that I was abroad on them on
skates, speeding along through the darkness in effortless silence, travelling
the length of the city in minutes, not speaking to anybody – just revelling in
the lonely purity of the experience.
About ten years ago I got a phone call from the Fokker aircraft company
in Amsterdam asking me to hop on a plane, stay with them for a few days and
write a brochure for an aircraft they were mounting a sales drive on. The
money was good and I had never been to Amsterdam, so I gladly took the job
on. It was in a bitterly cold period of winter and I was on my own in the
evenings, so I used to wander about, and I found that the canals were frozen –
just like the black ice streets of my Belfast childhood dream. The thing which
really impressed me was that lots of people were out skating on the canals,
but they weren’t behaving the way Brits would have done in similar
circumstances, i.e. shouting, swigging from hip flasks, pushing each other
over, and so on. No! They were speeding along the canals in dark cloaks, not
speaking, seemingly revelling in the lonely purity of the experience – just as
in my dreams.
I used to watch them from one particular vantage point which I liked
because adjoining the bridge where I stood was a nice-looking restaurant, and
in the corner seats by the window I could see groups of friends having dinner
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together, revelling in the congeniality and the roseate light and warmth. By
turning my head one way or the other I could see two extremes of experience
– the enjoyment of loneliness, and the enjoyment of company. As a teenager I
would have chosen the canals, but as an adult I would have preferred to be in
a party of good companions sitting up in that corner of the restaurant, thriving
on the conversation and the human warmth.
Then I came to the point where life yields up the goodies. About five
years ago I was guest of honour at a convention in Amsterdam. It wasn’t
winter but the weather suddenly turned abysmal – dark, cold, wet, depressing
– just as the con was drawing to a close. Suddenly a committee member got a
brilliant idea and led a bunch of us to one of his favourite restaurants, where
we could have a few hours of gregarious relaxation and fun. Yes! It was the
restaurant I had stood outside years earlier, and our party got the exact corner
seats which I had once envied from my cold station on the bridge. There were
no skaters on the canal, because it wasn’t frozen, but I could see them there in
my mind’s eye. And I could also see myself standing on the bridge – but this
time I was also here in the favoured position, with good friends and the good
food and the good wine.
March 1989
Interzone Newsflash
Here’s a titbit of news for you. My story “To the Letter” (IZ 27) was bought
for reprinting by Reader’s Digest for £750! That works out at about a quid
for every four words – the sort of rate I like.... They cut out all the best jokes,
but they gave the book it was in (Dark Night in Toyland, Gollancz, 1989) a
good plug to 20 million readers.
I have always enjoyed IZ for its fictional content, but with the arrival of
number 31 I am very much aware of its value as a news medium. It was a
great pleasure for me to learn from your columns that my “Dark Night in
Toyland” (IZ 26) won the BSFA Award for the best short story of 1988.
Nobody had bothered to inform me! Does this mean that I will get some kind
of a trophy? It doesn’t need to be anything elaborate. Perhaps (paraphrasing
Hancock in “The Blood Donor”) a simple little plaque saying: “He wroteth
for others that others might be uplifted.”
March/April 1990
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How Do They Say It?
It’s zesty and zingy,
Is the name of Vinge;
And a cheerful ring,
Attaches to Vinge.
But something so dingy,
In the sound of Vinge;
And surely they cringe,
At the mention of Vinge.
April 1993
Certificate
This is to certify that

Dave Langford

has been declared an

Honorary Member of the Ancient Society of Martians in Exile
and is entitled to all the privileges accorded to a citizen of the Red Planet.
These privileges include:
1. THE RIGHT TO MEASURE HIS/HER AGE IN MARTIAN YEARS
(A Martian year is equal to 1.88 Earth years, but by interplanetary
agreement – and to save too much counting on tentacles or pseudopods – it
can be treated as being equal to 2.0 Earth years, which means that a person
who is, say, 50 by Earth calendars is entitled to declare to all and sundry that
he/she is 25.)
2. THE RIGHT TO EXPRESS HIS/HER WEIGHT IN TERMS OF
MARTIAN GRAVITY
(Surface gravity on Mars is slightly less than half that of Earth, which
means that a person of sixteen stone would weigh less than eight stone on
Mars. In cases where an Honorary Martian does not want to strain listeners’
credulity, he/she may decide not to claim the full Martian allowance. In other
words, an Honorary Martian can claim to be any weight he/she thinks fit.)
In return for these privileges all Honorary Martians solemnly promise:
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(a) never to take part in or assist invasions of the Earth,
(b) never to indulge in indiscriminate canal-building,
(c) never to take the names of Edgar Rice Burroughs, Stanley
Weinbaum or Ray Bradbury in vain,
(d) never to stow away on Mariner space craft or similar vehicles,
(e) always to take appropriate steps on seeing another Honorary Martian
suffering from the complaint which is endemic on the planet of endless
deserts, namely – acute thirst.
Signed Bob Shaw
(Chief Martian in Exile)
undated
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Original Appearances
For clarity the editors have added numbering – I, II, III – to the repeated
column titles “The Fansmanship Lectures”, “The Mortal Gael” and “BoSh
Tosh”. We have given titles to various items originally published as untitled
letters: “Greener on the Other Side” and “Never Respond to a Review” in the
main list below, and almost everything listed as “Quotes and Nuggets”.
The 1950s
“The Fansmanship Lectures I” – Slant 5, Spring 1951, edited by Walt
Willis.
“I Remember” – Phantasmagoria 2, Spring 1951, edited by Derek and
Mavis Pickles.
“The Moon Will Be Hell” – Phantasmagoria 3, Summer 1951, edited by
Derek and Mavis Pickles.
“The Fansmanship Lectures II” – Slant 6, Winter 1951/1952, edited by
Walt Willis.
“1961” – Slant 6, Winter 1951/1952, edited by Walt Willis.
“The Fansmanship Lectures III” – Slant 7, Winter 1952/1953, edited by
Walt Willis.
“An Inexpensive Fanzine Printing Press” with Vince Clarke – Slant 7,
Winter 1952/1953, edited by Walt Willis.
“Crud and Punishment” – BEM 3, September 1954, edited by Mal
Ashworth and Tom White.
“The Modern Mariner” – Alpha 13, Winter 1955/1956, edited by Jan
Jansen and Dave Vendelmans.
“Wholly Berry” – Grue 29, April 1956, edited by Dean Grennell.
“Goon Abroad This Year?” – Retribution 4, October 1956, edited by
John Berry and Arthur Thomson.
“The Top of the Turnip” – À Bas 9, November 1956, edited by Boyd
Raeburn.
“A Chance of a Ghost” – Retribution 7, 1957, edited by John Berry and
Arthur Thomson.
“I Refuse to Budgie” – Veritas 4, June 1957, edited by John Berry and
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Arthur Thomson.
“Greener on the Other Side” – untitled letters in Oopsla! 22, September
1957, and Oopsla! 25, July 1958, edited by Gregg Calkins.
“None But the Loony Heart” – The Compleat Faan, December 1958,
edited by John Berry.
“Filthy Looker” – Retribution 13, May 1959, edited by John Berry.
The 1960s
“Lesion of the Damned” – Retribution 16, January 1961, edited by John
Berry.
“Where There’s a Willis There’s a Waysgoose” – Void 23, January
1961, edited by Ted White, Greg Benford and Pete Graham.
“Purple Writers of the Sage” – Retribution 17, July 1961, edited by John
Berry.
“Dragnit” – The Scarr 1, April 1963, edited by George Charters;
reprinted with new afterword in When Yngvi Was a Louse, 1982, edited
by Eric Bentcliffe.
“A Funny Thing Happened to Me on My Way to the Typewriter” – The
Scarr 3, January 1964, edited by George Charters.
“Take Me to Your Leader” – The Scarr 4, April 1964, edited by George
Charters.
“Discourse on Metaphysics” – The Scarr 6, November 1964, edited by
George Charters.
“Slobland Revisited” – The Scarr 8, June 1965, edited by George
Charters.
“Air on a Harp String” – The Scarr 120 [15], May 1967, edited by
George Charters.
“The Cosy Universe” – Warhoon 24, August 1968, edited by Richard
Bergeron.
“The Mortal Gael I” – Warhoon 25, November 1968, edited by Richard
Bergeron.
“Eyes Right” – Shangri L’Affaires 75, December 1968, edited by Ken
Rudolph.
“The Mortal Gael II” – Warhoon 26, February 1969, edited by Richard
Bergeron.
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The 1970s
“The Jaundiced Goggle” – Scottishe 55, March 1970, edited by Ethel
Lindsay.
“Speculations on Fan Mortality” – Science Fiction Review 36 (second
series), April 1970, edited by Richard E. Geis.
“The Mortal Gael III” – Warhoon 27, September 1970, edited by
Richard Bergeron.
“BoSh Tosh I” – Focal Point 2:13, 14 September 1970, edited by Arnie
Katz and rich brown.
“BoSh Tosh II: How I Saved Winston Churchill’s Life” – Focal Point
2:20, 21 December 1970, edited by Arnie Katz and rich brown.
“BoSh Tosh III” – Focal Point 2:21, 4 January 1971, edited by Arnie
Katz and rich brown.
“The Extraordinary Behaviour of Ordinary Materials” – Energumen 7,
July 1971, edited by Mike and Susan Glicksohn.
“BoSh Tosh IV” – Focal Point 3:2, 17 August 1971, edited by Arnie
Katz.
“By a Specious Correspondent” – Egoboo 13, 8 October 1971, edited by
John D. Berry and Ted White.
“James White” – Novacon Programme Book, November 1971, edited by
Vernon Brown for the University of Aston Science Fiction Group.
“This Is... Uh... He Publishes... Er” – Warm Heart Pastry 1, [undated]
early 1972, edited by Neil Goldfarb.
“The Jig Is Up” – Rats! 14, January 1972, edited by Bill Kunkel.
“Never Respond to a Review” – untitled letters in Algol 18, May 1972,
and Algol 20, May 1973, edited by Andrew I. Porter.
“BoSh Tosh V” – Tandem 1, January 1973, edited by Arnie and Joyce
Katz.
“Two Recipes” – as “Deadline Stew” and “Martian Madness” in
Cooking Out of This World, August 1973, edited by Anne McCaffrey.
“All Our Chester Days” – Blazon 1, April 1974, edited by Eric
Bentcliffe and Keith Freeman for the Knights of St. Fantony.
“Bicycle to Betelgeuse” – Tynecon ’74 Programme Booklet, April 1974,
edited by Rob Jackson for the 1974 UK Eastercon held in Newcastle
upon Tyne. Artwork by Harry Bell.
“Billion Year Esprit de Corps” – Cypher 11, May 1974, edited by Jim
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Goddard and Mike Sandow.
“Hi, Fen!” – Random 6, February 1975, edited by Mike Gorra.
“Once Upon a Tyne” – Maya 7, February 1975, edited by Rob Jackson.
Artwork by Harry Bell.
“Allies in Sunderland” – Prevert 1, March 1975, edited by John Jarrold.
“Beyond Apollo by Barry Malzberg” – Foundation: The Review of
Science Fiction, March 1975, edited by Peter Nicholls.
“Bringing Them Out of Their Shells” – Mota 11, July 1975, edited by
Terry Hughes.
“Beer” (speech delivered Autumn 1975) – Mimosa 19, November 1996,
edited by Rich and Nicki Lynch.
“Prediction or Predilection?” – Diaspar 17, November 1975, edited by
Terry Carr.
“Income Taxi” – Maya 10, March 1976, edited by Rob Jackson.
“Escape to Infinity” – Foundation: The Review of Science Fiction, June
1976, edited by Peter Nicholls.
“Irish Rose by Patrick Wyatt” – Foundation: The Review of Science
Fiction, June 1976, edited by Peter Nicholls.
“Introduction to ‘The Exorcists of IF’” – Algol 27, Fall 1976, edited by
Andrew I. Porter. Artwork by Atom (Arthur Thomson).
“The Writer’s Year” – BSFA Yearbook 1977, [no month given] 1977,
edited by Dave Lewis for the British Science Fiction Association.
“The Two-Year Warning” – Seacon ’79 Bid Progress Report 3, April
1977, edited by Graham Charnock for what became Seacon ’79, the
1979 World SF Convention (Brighton, UK).
“Tango Time” – New Statesman, 15 April 1977, edited by Anthony
Howard.
“Wetfoot in the Head” – Maya 14, July 1977, edited by Rob Jackson.
Artwork by Harry Bell.
“How Short Is ‘Short’?” – Rigel Magazine 60, December 1977, edited
by Guido Eekhaut.
“Talking a Lot of Bilge” – Mota 24, March 1978, edited by Terry
Hughes.
“PRO and Con” – Maya 15, June 1978, edited by Rob Jackson. Artwork
by Jim Barker.
“The Game of Dog and Crab” – Mota 26, November 1978, edited by
Terry Hughes.
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“The View from Serendip by Arthur C. Clarke” – Vector 90,
November/December 1978, edited by David Wingrove for the British
Science Fiction Association.
“Auld Slang Sayings” – DNQ 16, April 1979, edited by Taral Wayne
Macdonald and Victoria Vayne.
“Pro Lapse” – Matrix 23, April 1979, edited by Simon Ounsley for the
British Science Fiction Association.
“What Is Science Fiction? My View” – Science Fiction Book Club
News, Summer 1979, edited by Paul Begg.
“Confessions of a Philistine” – Inca 1, July 1979, edited by Rob
Jackson.
“Dreams of Empire” (contribution to symposium) – Seacon ’79
Souvenir Book, August 1979, edited by Graham Charnock for Seacon
’79, the 1979 World SF Convention (Brighton, UK).
“Tiles of Horror” – Seacon ’79 Souvenir Book, August 1979, edited by
Graham Charnock for Seacon ’79, the 1979 World SF Convention
(Brighton, UK).
The 1980s
“Coming Apart at the Themes” – Science Fiction Review (third series)
35, May 1980, edited by Richard E. Geis.
“BoSh of Arabia” – Energumen 16, September 1981, edited by Mike
Glicksohn.
“Has-to-Ride Belt, or A Streetcar Named Bizarre” – Anvil 22, July 1982,
edited by Charlotte Proctor.
“When Fandoms Collide” – The Zine That Has No Name 3, November
1982, edited by Paul Skelton.
“BoShcon Non-Speech” (delivered 20 November 1982) – Anvil 27, May
1983, edited by Charlotte Proctor. Transcribed and abridged by Steven
Carlberg.
“Private Passions” – New Internationalist, December 1982, edited by a
collective.
“James White: Two More Appreciations” – Albacon III Programme
Book, April 1983, edited by Dave Ellis, Frances Jane Nelson and Mick
Molloy for the 1983 UK National SF Convention held in Glasgow; and
Novacon 15 Progress Report 1, March 1985, edited by Eunice Pearson
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for the Birmingham Science Fiction Group.
“Comparative Fizzyology” – The Australian Fan Funds’ Newsletter 1,
December 1983, edited by Marc Ortlieb.
“Murphan’s Law” – Microwave 7, February 1984, edited by Terry Hill.
Artwork by Atom (Arthur Thomson).
“You Don’t Really Mean That” – Ron’s Raygun 2, September 1984,
edited by Ron Gemmell.
“A Word in Your Beer” – Mainstream 10, October 1984, edited by Jerry
Kaufman and Suzanne Tompkins.
“V: Plumbing the Depths” – Starburst 75, November 1984, edited by
Alan McKenzie.
“Seducers with Staples” – Focus 10, February 1985, edited by Sue
Thomason for the British Science Fiction Association.
“How to Be Sick” – Anvil 36, June 1985, edited by Charlotte Proctor.
“Aussiecon Two After-Dinner Speech” (delivered August 1985) –
excerpt in symposium “On Being Fans” in Thyme 49, January 1986,
edited by Roger Weddall and Peter Burns. Symposium compiled and
arranged by Peter Burns.
“Aussiecon Two Fan Natter” (delivered August 1985) – excerpt in
symposium “On Being Fans” in Thyme 49, January 1986, edited by
Roger Weddall and Peter Burns. Symposium compiled and arranged by
Peter Burns.
“Foreword to PsiFi: Psychological Theories and Science Fictions”
(dated June 1986) – PsiFi: Psychological Theories and Science Fictions,
January 1987, edited by Michele Benjamin and Jim Ridgway (published
by The British Psychological Society)
“Bob Shaw’s Patented Ever-Fail Get-Rich-Quick Schemes” –
ConFederation Program Book, August 1986, edited by Charlotte
Proctor for ConFederation, the 1986 World SF Convention (Atlanta,
Georgia, USA).
“The Extra Dimension” – Vector 134, October/November 1986, edited
by David V. Barrett for the British Science Fiction Association.
“Silverberg and Slow Glass” – from “Comment on Two of Silverberg’s
Worlds of Wonder” in Foundation: The Review of Science Fiction 38,
Winter 1986/1987, edited by Edward James.
“Escaping from a Monster of the Mind” – The Independent, 26 May
1987, edited by Andreas Whittam Smith.
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“Friends on a Train” – Empties 9, September 1988, edited by Martin
Tudor.
“Merry Christmas” – Anvil 49, May 1989, edited by Charlotte Proctor.
The 1990s
“Perspex Parrot” – Perspex Parrot 1, mid-1990, edited by Bob Shaw.
Artwork by Bob Shaw.
“DeepSouthCon 28 Speech” (delivered June 1990) – Anvil 52, October
1990, edited by Charlotte Proctor. Transcribed and abridged by Rich
Lynch, Charlotte Proctor and Rebecca Brayman.
“Life Is But a Raffle” – Anvil 52, October 1990, edited by Charlotte
Proctor.
“Mickey Mouse Works” – Sticky Quarters 20, December 1990, edited
by Brian Earl Brown.
“Play Mystic for Me” – Trap Door 10, January 1991, edited by Robert
Lichtman.
“Seasonal Greetings” – Anvil 53, April 1991, edited by Charlotte
Proctor.
“Twenty Years of Novacon” – untitled in Novacon 21 Programme Book,
November 1991, edited by Alice and Steve Lawson for the Birmingham
Science Fiction Group.
“Key Bored” – Nexus 2, Spring 1992, edited by Paul Brazier.
“Bargaining Up the Wrong Tree” – Anvil 54, July 1992, edited by
Charlotte Proctor.
“Introduction to ‘The Mercenary Mirage’” – Overload (Novacon 25
Guests of Honour booklet), November 1995, edited by Martin Tudor for
the Birmingham Science Fiction Group.

Quotes and Nuggets
Most of these snippets are from letters of comment published without any
title and given titles for the first time by the editors of Slow Pint Glass. Those
which already had titles are marked ¶ below.
“Fan File” – Quandry 13, August 1951, edited by Lee Hoffman. ¶
“Stunned Speculation on the Manchester Mushroom” – Slant 6, Winter
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1951/1952, edited by Walt Willis. ¶
“God to a Spider” – letter to Vince Clarke dated 1 January 1953;
excerpted in Science Fantasy News “Post War” supplement, Winter
1952/1953, edited by Vince Clarke.
“Pun Primer” – Bem 2, June 1954, edited by Mal Ashworth. ¶
(Originally an untitled letter; titled by Charles N. Brown for Bosh 1, 28
March 1969.)
“Absent-Minded Astronauts” – Nebula Science Fiction 13, September
1955, edited by Peter Hamilton.
“Fan Chess” – Fanac 12, December 1958, edited by Terry Carr and Ron
Ellik.
“An Old Fan and Tired?” – Hyphen 22, March 1959, edited by Walt
Willis.
“A Word from the Co-Author” – Bob Shaw’s introduction to the second
edition of his and Walt Willis’s The Enchanted Duplicator, August
1962, published by Ted Johnstone. ¶
“A Presentation to Terry Carr” (written late 1967) – Innuendo 12, May
1990, edited by Terry Carr and published after his death by Jerry
Kaufman.
“Advice to a Beginning Writer” – contribution to Q&A symposium in
SF Writer’s Bulletin 5, July 1970, edited by Don Malcolm for the British
Science Fiction Association. ¶
“The Bun Is the Lowest Form of Wheat” – Focal Point 2:8, 6 July 1970,
edited by Arnie Katz and rich brown.
“The Rustle-Bedspring Diagram” – Maya 9, November 1975, edited by
Rob Jackson.
“The House on the Borderland” – Checkpoint 78, January 1977, edited
by Peter Roberts. ¶
“Ming the Mercenary” – Quark 14, April 1977, edited by Tom Perry.
“You Can B. Shaw” – True Rat Nein, April 1977, edited by Leroy
Kettle.
“Writing Funny” – Mota 28, June 1979, edited by Terry Hughes.
“Practical Joke” – Ansible 6, February 1980, edited by David Langford.
“Law of the Jungle” – Holier Than Thou 9, January 1981, edited by
Marty Cantor.
“Hugos There?” – Boonfark 5, August 1981, edited by Dan Steffan.
“First Visit to the South” – TriContinental One-Shot, August 1981. ¶
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“TED Author Credits” – Boonfark 6, Spring 1982, edited by Dan
Steffan.
“On Perfectionism” – Pong 33/34, 19 April 1982, edited by Ted White
and Dan Steffan.
“Correction” – File 770 71, December 1987, edited by Mike Glyer.
“Swelling and Skating” – Sikander 15, March 1989, edited by Irwin
Hirsh.
“Interzone Newsflash” – Interzone 34, March/April 1990, edited by
David Pringle.
“How Do They Say It?” – Anvil 55, April 1993, edited by Charlotte
Proctor. ¶
“Certificate” – undated; personalised copies given at various times to
various fans.

Not Included
As already noted, the Serious Scientific Talks and the Glass Bushel columns
have their own ebook collections, the latter also including further writing for
Hyphen and the Bushel column’s 1984 revival in Science Fiction Review.
Slow Pint Glass covers everything else, at least at shorter lengths: the one
long fable The Enchanted Duplicator (1954, with Walt Willis) has seen many
editions including an ebook at the TAFF site.
Of course there must be some accidental omissions, the Bob Shaw
fanzine articles we never located or never heard about. Slow Pint Glass can
always be updated if any missed gem comes to light. We know about but
have been unable to trace the following three items – none thought to be
substantial – and hope to track them down one day:
Star*Rockets, issue unknown (not #1, #3 or #8), early 1950s, edited by
Raleigh Evans Multog.
‘Our’Zine, 1952, a one-shot fanzine by Bob Shaw and others: Vince
Clarke, Jim Rattigan, Fred Robinson and Mike Wilson.
“Trilogic Endings” in 1... Lift Off (Orbit Books promotional booklet),
1990, edited by John Jarrold [who does not have a copy]. The reported
title may be a garbling of 3... 2... 1... Lift Off.
Elsewhere, it was an editorial decision to include just a single example of
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Bob’s artwork for Slant. Cartoons from his early fannish career were for the
most part poorly reproduced and difficult to rescue for the ebook format: the
spirit was willing but the technology often wonky. The letters of comment,
mostly in “Quotes and Nuggets”, are a selection chosen on the basis that both
editors liked them. Knowing that Bob himself had a low opinion of the
straight science fiction (as distinct from fan fiction) he wrote in the 1950s for
Slant and other fan venues, we have left it out. Professionally published
fiction is of course outside the scope of this collection, and interviews (at
least ten appeared in print) are represented only by the Q&A session in
“BoShcon Non-Speech”.
Further deliberate omissions are listed below. Reprints with unchanged
titles are not included.
Fen Crittur Comical Books, Autumn 1952, by Walt Willis and Bob
Shaw; drawings by Bob Shaw, assisted by Vince Clarke; additional
material by Vince Clarke, Chuck Harris and James White. Comic-strip
pastiche of Pogo (here is a sample panel), plus FAPA mailing comments
by Walt Willis. Archived at Fanac.org.
“Estimate” – Peri 1, January 1953, edited by Ken Potter and Dave
Wood. Amateur fiction.
“The Return of the Space Boggle” – Confusion 14, February 1953,
edited by Shelby Vick. Three-page comic strip that has also been
described as a one-shot and may have been separately distributed.
Confusion is archived at Fanac.org.
Bosh 1 and Bosh 2 – both dated 28 March 1969 and run as inserts in
Locus 25 and 26, both April 1969, edited by Charles N. Brown. Reprint
compilations published in support of Bob Shaw’s TAFF candidacy, in
which we first found “Fan File” and “Pun Primer” in “Quotes and
Nuggets”.
“The Mortal Gael” – The Scarr 122 [17], June 1969, edited by George
Charters. Three-part column reprinting “The Cosy Universe” and the
first two segments of “The Mortal Gael I” above. The Scarr is archived
at Fanac.org.
“Follow the Sun” – Rigel Magazine 60, December 1977, edited by
Guido Eekhaut. Short-short story; straight SF.
Courageous New Planet – Novacon 11 Guest of Honour booklet,
October 1981, published by the Birmingham SF Group. Arguably fan
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fiction but reprinted in the Bob Shaw collection Dark Night in Toyland
(Gollancz, 1989), so this must be regarded as straight SF.
“A Simple Lie Detector for the Home Handyman” – Mad Scientist’s
Digest 9, November 1984, edited by Brian Earl Brown. Retitled reprint
of “The Extraordinary Behaviour of Ordinary Materials”, without the
introductory sentence.
“Non-Profiles of the Future” – Ron’s Raygun, March 1985, edited by
Ron Gemmell. Retitled reprint of “What Is Science Fiction? My View”.
“Shell Cases” – Trap Door 12, March 1993, edited by Robert Lichtman.
Slight rewrite of “Bringing Them Out of Their Shells” to explain the
Oyster Rating system after Walt Willis had mentioned it in a letter to
Trap Door. This drops the Filbert Knutt character, with the Rating
becoming Bob’s own invention; changes a couple of gags, so for
example “to attend a meeting of the Kent Science Fiction Society”
becomes “to read Battlefield Earth”; and omits the final paragraph.
“The Mercenary Mirage” – Overload (Novacon 25 Guests of Honour
booklet), November 1995, edited by Martin Tudor for the Birmingham
(UK) SF Group. Early fiction: see “Introduction to ‘The Mercenary
Mirage’” above.
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The End
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