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“Bon
Chance!”

“You are about to learn a new
definition of power.”

The guy used to work for Rosy at a
weekly Florida newspaper. Behind him
loomed the Vehicle Assembly Building,
enormous, silent, awesome, the third largest
edifice on Earth. A shift of my eyes and I
was looking at the subject of his comment,
poised on its gantry, a few miles distant.

Scott, a reporter, was not exaggerating for
effect. He’d been to a slew of these things
and he knew whereof he spoke.

To Rose-Marie, onetime NASA brat,
it was old hat. When she was 14, her father,
Joseph Green, had hosted one of the epic
parties in the history of science fiction.
Present, among others: Dan Galouye, Robert A.
Heinlein, Arthur C. Clarke. The site was Merritt
Island, Florida, and the occasion was the launch of
Apollo 11. Rosy watched the 36-story Saturn V
fly the next day — and she’d seen most of the rockets rise
since. Often she watched them from her daddy’s lawn. She
had even seen night launches before. But here she was,
because here I was, and she wanted me to see this.

This: STS-97, the space shuttle Endeavour, carrying solar panels to the International Space
Station. Just another shattle launch, one of many — but the first with Guy H. Lillian III in attendance.
Drowning my fear of flying in vodka and orange juice, and comforted by perfect weather, I'd made the
Journey to middle Florida from New Orleans that morning. By now I'd sobered up. Leaving the plane to
find those beautiful eyes laughing over a sign with my name, and her dressed like a chauffeur, had done
much to bring me back to the world — a world which, at the moment, seemed rife with joy, and which
now, seemed rich with excitement.

Rosy had secured press badges for herself and for me, calling me her photographer. So we had a
superb vantage: the press site just across the lagoon from launch pad 39-B and just down the road from
the VAB. Being part of the Fourth Estate brought additional benefits. Several hours before the 10 PM
launch, we were bused across Cape Canaveral to a building called the OMC, where we waited behind
barriers, scanned by SWAT cops carrying machine guns (index fingers extended past the trigger guard),
including one watchful dude on the roof. A silver Airstream trailer sat in readiness. When the five
astronauts appeared in their helmet-less red spacesuits, I spotted the Canadian in their midst, Marc
Garneau. Ishouted out, “Bon chance!” and was rewarded with an upturned thumb in reply.

It grew colder. Back at the press site we bought silly sweatshirts with launch paintings on the
backs. It grew later. On the TV monitors set up before the press stands we watched Garneau literally
twiddle his thumbs before they loaded him into the shuttle. The 10:06 lift-off time had been set to match
a narrow two-and-a-half minute window to allow Endeavour to catch the space station with a minimal




use of fuel. Gazing at the shuttle — clearly visible, especially through binoculars — I remembered a
friend’s dreary experience, sitting through hours of anticipation at a launch to have it scrubbed at the last
minute. For a moment as the countdown grew close we feared that would happen now. as a glitch
appeared during a planned hold ... but then the familiar reassuring words came through: Green as in light,
and Go as in Launch.

The famous digital clock on the lawn before us assumed yet another zero as the count dropped
below one minute. The lagoon before us, said to churn with ducks, alligators, even manatee, was hidden
by reporters and photographers hoping for a reflection shot. I lifted the binocs to my eyes. The egress
tower angled away from Endeavour’s side. Capcom’s voice began to recite numbers backwards
matching those on the giant digital timepiece. Ten — nine — eight ...

The nozzles at the base of the orbiter glared red. The rocket shuddered on the gantry and began
to move upward. Then the solids kicked in and I felt the wrath of God.

Force.

Sound.
Power.

The awesome flame smashed into the Earth, pushed
against the earth. drove its cargo upward and away in a
crackling roar of defiance that bruised your hearing like a
volley of gunfire ten feet from your face. Flame too bright to
stand through the binoculars. blasted down into the Earth,
denying its hold, and noise that rattled the stand and shook
the Earth drove me back to stare at the black cloud billowing
beneath the rising rocket as it peeled up and away, roaring,
crackling, the most intense and undeniable expression of
Jorce and power imaginable on this planet to any purpose
under Heaven. “God! God!” I screamed, calling on the
Creator to witness what wonder His children had wrought.

The flame was hidden behind the pillar of cloud. When it appeared again it seemed to dip lower,
and became a dot, glowing blue. “Look! Look!” Rosy urged, and I saw the solid fuel boosters drop away
from the spot of flame. Lower sank the dot, a new star speeding starwards and soon, across the horizon.

Acquaintances used to the ceaseless flatulence that normally courses from my mouth would have
been impressed — and relieved — by the remainder of the night. I was stunned into silence.

Things look different from Cape Canaveral. The moon looks different. Over the next two days, Rosy
and I toured the Cape and the Kennedy Space Center, and when I spotted Luna’s tiny, dim crescent in the
perfect blue sky, I realized she was different here. This is, after all, the place from which we attained our
beautiful companion, symbolic of so many wishes and so many dreams; and because of what we did from
Cape Canaveral, she is no longer the same. Still beautiful, but not mysterious; still lovely, but not
mystic. From here, we went there, and the Moon is no longer a dream, but a place.

She cost us, though. Her innocence was not purchased cheaply.

The tour of the old rocket sites on the Cape was very different from that of KSC. KSC has
Disneyfied its attractions into a cascade of visuals, films, exhibits — Rosy and I were photographed
touching a moon rock — and souvenir shops. It was all well done, a few dozen cuts above the norm; 1
loved it, and even Rosy, well-acquainted with tourism there, was most favorably impressed. On the
Cape tour, though. there were no films. no souvenirs — just old blockhouses, old rockets, slabs of
concrete from which even the scorch has washed away ... and history. That history carried with it



at the cape ...

Cape Canaveral and the Kennedy
SpaceCenter were rich in eye-
popping moments. Right: I'm not
bragging, that VAB is big! Below:
Rosy greets a spaceman.

Photos by GHLIII and
Rose-Marie Donovan



The astronauts come out

The shuttle goes up ...

And GHLIII goes nuts!



resonance, the one thing KSC couldn’t match.

The almost comically primitive blockhouse for the Explorer launch was only the first memory-
tickler for me. The cramped little concrete fist of a building was crowded with machines with less
computing power among them — we were told with glee — than our wristwatches. Yet in early 1958 a
miracle was achieved there. Well do I remember, in those first terrible months after Sputnik, watching
Vanguard after Vanguard crash and burn. A terrible insecurity about my country’s safety built in my 8-
year-old mind. Would the Russians conquer us? Were we doomed? Well do I also remember the
headline my dad held up to greet me one fabulous February morning: AMERICAN SATELLITE IS IN
ORBIT. The exaltation ... the relief.

That satellite was a six-foot bullet called Explorer. It discovered the Van Allen radiation belts ...
and more importantly, put America into space. The place it left from — Werner von Braun and Co.
peering through thick, thick glass at the Jupiter-C rocket, barely 400 feet away — was this one, this
place, right here.

Just down the road. another blockhouse, another pad, where an absurdly tiny Redstone stood.
topped with a Mercury capsule, supported only by guy wires, the gantry long dismantled. An ugly frieze
of Alan Shepard adorned the wall outside. Here, May 5. 1961, man entered space for only the second
time. Mr. Alba let our 6™ grade class listen to it on the radio. You think about courage a little differently
when you think about courage on Cape Canaveral. I had to blitz myself into semiconsciousness to handle
a smooth ride on a proven airplane for 80 minutes in cloudless weather. Consider Shepard’s shorter but
somewhat more pioneering flight. He didn’t know if his vehicle was going to blow his keester to
Hell&gone, since the only man who’d done anything similar was a world away, rode a different rocket,
didn’t speak English and wouldn’t talk anyway. But he did it.

Courage is a word you must think of differently at Cape Canaveral, particularly at the site we
turned into soon after. I forget the pad number, but Rosy said that, for years, NASA wouldn’t let people
go near it. It was a place of shame. Now the agency looks at it differently, and the place where Apollo
1 went to its destiny is now something of a shrine.

The pad is a ruin, dominated by the gigantic “milking stool” on which sat the Saturn IV-B.
When Wally Schirra’s Apollo 7 took off from this same site, returning America to its moon schedule, I
thought it looked cool, that big rocket sitting high off the ground. Now nothing remains but the concrete
torus held high by pylons, adorned only by a grim stencil, ABANDONED IN PLACE, and two tiny
plaques. January 27, 1967 ... God alive, the sinking stone in my heart when that news first broke. 1
looked on gruff Gus Grissom as a father figure, a hero since Liberty Bell 7 flew the day after my 12
birthday. If he’d lived, he’d’ve been the first man on the moon. And marvelous Ed White, the
irrepressible athlete who’d walked in space during GT-4. And young Roger Chaffee, buried next to
Grissom in those graves I'd visited in Christmas, 1983. The Arlington historian drove me all over the
cemetery, and their places I'd especially asked to see. There were flowers on Chaffee’s grave.

No one forgets. Nick, our guide, said that every January 27" Betty Grissom and other family
members come to this place to remember the sacrifice here made. Ilooked at the ruined launchpad and
saw it differently, as more than just a ruin. I saw it as a monument, accidentally profound, of
serendipitous design. The milking stool could be a vast roofless pavilion, our gaze drawn upwards to the
depthless sky. After all, the smaller of the two plaques read, AD ASTRA PER ASPERA.

We had passed. on our bus trip, a fenced-off Minuteman silo capped with a white concrete dome.
The wreckage of the Challenger rests inside. That place too is regarded with shame, and no one may
visit. Perhaps in time NASA will look at it differently. as they now regard the Apollo 1 site, and honor
those seven as they now honor those three. It would be most proper.

You might not believe this, but as we drove on, a bald eagle sprang from the side of the road and
rose, wings beating like a heart, for the sky.

In the KSC parking lot, as we drove up, we all but ran over Tony and Suford Lewis, who were in the arca



for Smofcon ‘00. We enjoyed much of the KSC tour in their company. That night Rosy and I drove into
Cocoa Beach, remembering our guide’s funny stories about the the early astronauts’ adventures on its
avenues. Our only adventure was a disgracefully few minutes amongst fandom’s secret masters, greeting
Eve Ackerman and Plokta’s Steve Davies, Pat Molloy and Naomi Fisher (for DUFF!), bidding honcho
Vince Docherty (U.K. in ‘05!) and others before we headed back to the home of Rosy’s dad and
stepmom.

Joe and Patti Green have known and somehow tolerated me for decades, and I knew 1 could
expect a warm and friendly time. But now Rosy and I had a bomb to drop which would make them look
at me ... differently. As the mushroom cloud spread, I reminded Joe that it was all his fault: he'd
introduced me to his daughter at MidAmeriCon in 1976. While Patti began assiduous planning for next
June, Joe brought out the Talisker.

Talisker Scotch, brewed on the Isle of Skye, is well-renowned for its bouquet ... and its power. [
was about to learn a new definition of that word. Protesting that, of course, this was not a test, Joe
poured me two fingers and, smiling expectantly, asked me what I thought.

I took the world’s most cautious sip.

Hoo! Wheeze!

... followed by the unmistakable suggestion of smoke.

During that wonderful evening Joe gave me a tape of the CNN launch coverage, and autographed
two of his books. They will be treasured. So will that Talisker, which from time to delicious time stil!
sends a smoky residuum through my memory onto my tongue. I may have to start imbibing on other
occasions besides plane flights. 1 may have to look at spirits differently.

Life is going to be different. Later, we hied ourselves to West Palm Beach — yes, in infamous
Palm Beach County — and laid the same news on Rosy’s mother, Nita, and her noble husband Harold,
who bought me a lobster and crab omelette. One could get accustomed to such treatment. I've known
Rosy for almost 25 years, known of her for longer than that. Had I been quicker on my feet, and attended
the 1968 DeepSouthCon, I could have met her then and there — when she was 13. (1 was 19, and
jailable; perhaps things worked out best as they did.) You will see, and read, of our visit to the Chicago
worldcon later in this issue, of the decision we made there and the hope we took from it. Hold open if
you can a weekend in June, 2001 for a visit to Merritt Island, Florida. We’ll let you know specifics in the
next Challenger. Wish us luck. Say, bon chance.

Reading and watching: just the stuff as winter creeps upon
us: Lost on Everest, the story of George Mallory and Sandy
Irvine and the 1924 expedition which may have taken them to
the summit and certainly killed them, and Vertical Limit,
weak eyewash which relies more on FX than story to convey
the awe of the high mountains. You get a much better sense
of the power and the danger of the Himalayas — especially
great Chomolungma, the Mother Goddess to the World —
reading of men who gave their lives for it, thirty years before
Hillary and Tenzing “knocked the bastard off.” Climbing in
primitive gear, with little but nerve and skill to guide them,
Mallory and his youthful apprentice were on their way to the
top when they vanished. They were on their way down when
they fell ... as is evident from Mallory’s frozen body, located
last year on one of Everest’s all-but-inaccessible slopes, sun-
goggles pocketed, rotten rope about his waist.

Did they summit? I doubt we’ll ever know. If poor
Sandy Irvine is finally found, he may have their camera with
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Right: “Well done!” says
GHLIII to the space dude.

Below: Rosy and I at a hands-on
moon rock exhibition. ‘Scuse me
while I touch the sky!
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him. and the old plates may still hold images that might prove the case. But considering when the

climbers were last seen. they could not have reached the summit in daylight. and there might not be
pictures. The best we can logically hope for is that Irvine recorded their furthest reach in a journal.
because the great Mallory did not.

The question isn’t really to the point. Mallory’s story proves other things — the appeal and the
power of Chomolungma. His death, however noble and however glorious. was tragic: George Mallory
had a wife he adored and children he loved; he would have rather gone home to his family, as any man
would have. But he would not let go of Everest, and finally, the mountain would not let go of him. He is
one now and forever with his mountain, which he climbed because it was there.

After Chicon 2000, I was in a great rush to expel an issue of Challenger into the world —
hoping to up my schedule to thrice a year, spring, summer, fall. This issue is a bit later than I wished. but
it is the third of the year, and hopefully the next will show no later than next April. Talready have one of
fandom's most original and creative artists working on the cover, and intimations of a theme. No, I
won’t name it. To do so would jinx it.

This is another eclectic issue of Challenger — translation, another mess. Themeless, haphazard,
with no common topics nor common perspectives, but blest as usual with great contributors: Mike
Resnick, Greg Benford, Bryana Norris, Charlie Williams, John Berry. Jeff Copeland, Steve Stiles, Teddy
Harvia, Kurt Erichsen. William Rotsler ... all have ridden these pages before, all are old friends. Thanks.
New to our pages are Julia Morgan-Scott, Sean Russell Friend. Russell Blackford ... and Rose-Marie
Donovan. Special Thanks to her, for her existence.

And may we together wish each and every one of you a very wonderful holiday, and a serene —
please! — New Year.

CONTRIBUTORS:
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Greg Benford has graced several issues of Challenger with his unigue critical vision. Just in
time for 2001, here he is once more ...

wAIzING 508 Shakespeare

Greg Benford

When I began writing fiction, as a graduate student in 1964, it was commonplace to regard the science fiction
field as just entering its great phase. Of course, there had been the Golden Age of 1939-45, and arguably a Silver
Age of the early 1950s ... but 1964 was rife with the hubbub of the early New Wave, and promise seemed to brim
everywhere.

An academic then referred to the field as “waiting for its Shakespeare.” When others such as Brian
Aldiss, particularly in his Billion Year Spree (later updated to Trillion). noted, H.G. Wells may have been the
founder of modem science fiction and its Shakespeare all in one.

Wells indeed laid down many of the great idea-
novels of the genre (though it wasn’t quite a genre then),
principally in his first decade: The Time Machine, War of
the Worlds, The Island of Dr. Moreau, The Invisible
Man. When has any writer had such a run, such a gusher
of creation? Of course there were antecedents to many of
his ideas. But he brought them to full, heartfelt dimension
with true dramatic clout — and often, in novels that we
would term novellas today, marvels of compression.

This he had in common with Shakespeare, who
came to the young English stage and made it grow up.

But the New Wave advocates felt that truly adult
SF would come only after the methods and crafts of the
mainstream literary styles were imported to bring to
fruition SF’s themes. And Tom Disch did produce Camp
Concentration, Joanne Russ And Chaos Died, Samuel R.
Delany both Nova and Dhalgren, Roger Zelazny This
Immortal, while Brain Aldiss, Michael Moorcock and
1.G. Ballard had their peaks as well. Sadly, most of these
works are long out of print. perhaps to be revived in a
zombie-like way by on-demand publishing, which can
cater to small audiences
wishing to catch up on some of the fine works of the last
half century.

But Shakespeare? None of these authors became
the commanding figure Wm. S. was in his age. (Or may
have been. There is curiously little documentation of
Shakespeare the man — no letters, occasional pieces. not
a single original manuscript. This had led some to
suppose that Edward Devere, in fact, wrote the works,
with the actor Shakespeare as a useful front. This leads to
a wholly different reading of the plays and sonnets — an
intriguing possibility, reminding us that even great figures
can carry with them an artful ambiguity to this day.) How

art by Bryan Norris
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come? Perhaps because no one can command the range of science, fiction and worldly knowledge demanded of
a great novelist now. That may be why we have no looming figures of Tolstoy’s scale. Science fiction. which
takes on the largest issues confronting the human heart and head. demands much more than a conventional novelist
needs to muster. Maybe it’s impossible to become the Shakespeare of SF any longer?

Consider a smaller question: who is the reigning figure, still alive, in modern SF? My money would be
on two old favorites, Arthur Clarke and Ray Bradbury. Clarke gave us 2001 and Bradbury The Martian
Chronicles, works that will live a very long while indeed. Bradbury says he’s not an SF writer. but he clearly came
out of the magazines that termed themselves that.

But is either our Shakespeare? Somehow I doubt that either has the range to deserve that label. Of the
two, Clarke comes closest, for my money. His amusing essays and Tales from the White Hart show his comic
side, while many stories and novels display his grasp of the largest scales available to the modern intellect.

It is worth pondering who we will have to fill their shoes. Among living American SF writers, Fred Pohl
and Robert Silverberg probably have spanned the greatest range, summoned up deep emotions and plumbed the
reaches of many ideas. But neither of these fine gentlemen would pretend to be a Shakespeare. comparable to
Wells.

And maybe there’s a reason for that.

SF has become the preeminent genre, emerging from lowly pulp origins to rule the visual media. Alas,
it is still a stepped-upon subsection of the lit'ry world. excluded from serious consideration. relegated to a box in
the back at The New York Times.

But the written forms feed the visual ones, as many authors (like me) who have had their work purloined
by screenwriters have woefully found. So we are influential, if not rich or famous. So here’s an audacious
thought: maybe our Shakespeare was Stanley Kubrick.

After all, in a stunning series he gave us in a mere few years Dr. Strangelove, 2001: A Space Odyssey.
A Clockwork Orange — all near-future works of genius, derived from novels, two of them acknowledged SF.
They showed us worlds nobody had visited yet, and made his name. When Kubrick died. he was going to resume
work on a film about artificial intelligences, which he had already lavished years of script labor upon, working in
turn with Brian Aldiss, Bob Shaw and Ian Watson. There was a flurry of speculation that Steven Spielberg was
going to take up the project, but it seems dead at the moment, alas.

1t’s startling to entertain the notion of Kubrick as SF’s Shakespeare — but remember, the Bard wrote for
a visual medium. too. And in keeping with our station in life, nobody in the general culture thinks of Kubrick as
a science fiction person at all...

Still. there is a deeper problem here, rummaging around for a science fictional Shakespeare. We are the
genre, the inventor of fandom itself, fanzines, big fan conventions, a fount of cultural innovation. But rather than
see ourselves as a partitioned piece of literature, better to say that we are a continuing conversation. No other genre
refers back so far to its Golden Age(s), citing works and comparing writers — just as this column has done. In
weeding out the new but derivative, by holding it up to the light of other days, we confer Grand Master status only
upon those who truly extend our mental frontiers, and relegate those who merely rearrange conceptual deck chairs
to the lesser ranks (where, these days, they get stuck writing franchise fiction and work-for-hire media tie-ins, just
to make ends meet).

Our field comprises a way for the general culture to see itself in a fresh light. Science particularly has
always used SF to think about the implications of its own work. That’s why so many scientists have written SF
(again, like me ... a phenomenon you can study further in some essays at my website, gregorybenford.com). Rather
than look upon our great works as resembling classical symphonies, to be played in grand halls to a passive
audience, think of us as a jazz band — swinging down Basin Street in full voice, blaring our messages, running
riffs on old standards that have new variants. fresh melodic lines, improvisation as the blood and rhythm of the
enterprise itself. Our band’s sign might well read, Jazz, That’s What We Are — because it’s what we truly do
well.

And New Orleans never needed a Shakespeare.
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And an immediate response ...

<5520(6{799(17‘9, Science Fiction
and all that JaZZ

Russell Blackford

Gregory Benford writes that science fiction is an improvisational artform which. like jazz, does not
need a towering figure such as Shakespeare. 1 agree that SF is highly improvisational in the way that he
describes — and. to that extent, the analogy to jazz seems right. As for his "audacious thought" that
Kubrick may be SF's Shakespeare, well I see the point — my only query is whether it's all that audacious.
Before I reached this part of his essay. I was wondering if the towering works of the genre might not be
prose narratives at all — novels and short stories — but certain films, especially 2001: A Space Odyssey.

Those two thoughts, then, SF's improvisational nature and the importance of cinema, are
plausible and consistent with each other. For all that, I think that the tone of Benford's article is a little too
sanguine, a little complacent. about current SF and where the genre is heading.

Science fiction started out as a genre of prose fiction, but that soon changed in the age of radio
and cinema. Narratives about rapid social change, the future, and the impact of science and technology
can be told in any form that lends itself to narrative in general: epic recitation, live drama, prose fiction,
comics, radio, cinema, television, or whatever the future has in store for us. And, while narrative is central
to SF as an artform, SF-related ideas can be developed and debated in non-narrative ways, such as in lyric
poetry and literary criticism. Science fiction motifs provide images for non-narrative visual art forms to
an extent where SF illustrators often seem to be lionized more than the actual writers. At the same time, a
parallel set of ideas infuses much modern philosophical writing.

Our culture provides vast scope for creative reactions to science, innovation and the future. Think
of a great conversation spreading out from the science labs into every other place where we encounter
thought and art, from technical philosophy to comic books and computer games. From the perspective of
committed SF writers, fans and other dedicated SF readers, printed SF is at the center of this huge
conversation. But at the same time, we have people "doing SF" — creating narratives about innovation and
the future — who have little connection with the fannish or professional SF communities.

An interesting publishing phenomenon in my country, Australia, has been the recent success of a
book called The Deep Field by a young literary writer. James Bradley. This book is set in the future, is
largely about the psychological impact of radical life extension, and uses other SF-style technologies such
as full sensory-immersion virtual reality. It has been embraced by the literary mainstream because of its
dense, often poetic, language and its commitment to in-depth portrayal of character. It is not marketed or
discussed as an SF novel. As it happens, Bradley is well-versed in SF and has written for the New York
Review of Science Fiction, but he has no connection to fandom and no one here (except me) would think
of him as in any way an SF writer. I'm sure we could recall other works such as this, part of the cultural
conversation that I've referred to, but not pigeon-holed as SF.

Although this larger conversation is going on, what happens in the fannish and professional SF
communities (as if these can be entirely separated) is an important part of it. It's not surprising that SF
narratives by the committed professional writers should feed off each other and improvise with ideas —
yes, much like jazz. At the same time, it's not surprising that a dominant entertainment medium such as
the cinema should generate the most prominent individual narratives, as seen by society at large. It
shouldn't even be surprising if some of the most important SF works of all were movies, such as
Kubrick's 2001, rather than stories told in printed prose.

13
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This sort of reflection makes Benford's ideas seem very attractive. but it also exposes a problem.
Consider how few towering works of SF ever came out of 20th century cinema. That leads me back to my
point that Benford is a little too sanguine. For a start. it's not obvious that improvisational artforms and
those which produce towering figures, reaching or approaching the heights of Shakespeare. are mutually
exclusive categories.

Of course, it's difficult to compare artforms that emphasize real-time performances and those
which leave behind compositions that can be preserved for posterity. Prior to modern forms of audio and
visual recording, the work of actors and musical performers was essentially ephemeral. unlike that of
playwrights or composers (though this, too, was often lost). A musical form emphasizing one-off
improvisations might have towering geniuses, but their genius could not be preserved like the text (even if
corrupt) of a play, or like an operatic score.

Some compositional artforms are, indeed, highly
improvisational in the sense that Benford identifies. Science fiction
is only one case in point. Although the emphasis is not on
performances that might change every evening on a musician's whim
or electric light of inspiration. there is a developing body of work
that reacts to previous work, sometimes by way of irony, satire,
inversion, parody or mockery, or simply by "making it new" in
keeping with the sensibilities and techniques of later times. This kind
of self-reflection and improvisation is common to many artforms, not
only jazz, with its radical emphasis on actual performance. Nor is it
inconsistent with the presence of individual composers and works of
genius.

Consider the tradition of English poetry. If we observe its
development from, say, Milton to Yeats, we see a process of
conversation and improvisation going on, similar to that which
Benford identifies in the SF field. We see this in both the overall
contours of the form's history and in much of the detail. Pope and
Dryden react against Milton in a particular way. Blake and Shelley in
another (and the generations of Blake and Shelley react fiercely
against Pope and Dryden!). As we work our way through Coleridge,
Wordsworth, Keats, Byron, Tennyson, Yeats — reaching towards the
present day — we can see the constant reworking of themes, ideas,
even lines, from poet to poet. This has not prevented some individual
works appearing sublime. If SF has failed to produce figures at least
approaching the towering genius of Shakespeare — its Miltons and
Shelleys — the improvisational nature of the genre is not an adequate
reason.

Of course. it may simply be too early to make judgments
about this. After all, are we convinced that mainstream contemporary

literature has produced writers on a level with Milton or the great

RW&OM. Romantic poets? No, but I'd be more confident of the place of Ted
Hughes or Seamus Heaney, or of prose fiction writers such as
Salman Rushdie, when judgments are made in two hundred years'
time, than I would be about any current SF writer.

I do have concerns about the direction taken by mainstream literary writing during the 20th
century, at the way some of the great Modemists — James Joyce, T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound — gave permission
for those who followed to produce fragmented, obscure, essentially private works in a manner almost
unprecedented in the literary traditions that I know. This has opened a gulf of incomprehension between
much serious literature and the general reading public. However, SF suffers different problems that are
associated with its very popularity.




Perhaps Joyce and the others stretched the traditional forms as far as they could go, at least in
certain respects to do with the intensity of language and the impression of psychological depth. That may
be one reason, quite aside from sheer technological change, why it is timely that cinema and television
have taken over as the popular narrative media. However. the technological and social circumstances we
live i have further impacts.

For a start, cinema and television are essentially collaborative artforms. Notwithstanding the
mystique of the director as auteur, it is not possible to speak of individuals working in cinema as
equivalent to Shakespeare. If a comparison is made between Shakespeare and Kubrick. I want to ask.
Kubrick working with what scriptwriter? Kubrick working with what specific actors? Kubrick, even, with
whose special effects? Perhaps SF's Shakespeare is not Kubrick or any other individual, but just the free-
floating world of modern cinema working at its best. In that case, we could look for a body of towering
creative work coming out of Hollywood and other film capitals, without expecting one auteur to
dominate.

However, what do we actually see? The dominant SF works in our culture are entertaining., in
many ways dazzling, technical products, sometimes, as with the first two Star Wars movies. given
additional strength and resonance by their respectful treatment of mythic archetypes. But the most
prominent SF is essentially a body of work aimed at children and teenagers. That, of course, is not a
contemptible thing. The production of intelligent narrative for young people, in whatever medium, is an
honorable and difficult occupation. All the same, Shakespeare, Milton, Shelley and Yeats would not have
produced such monumental works of literature if they were writing essentially for kids.

We have reached a situation where the cultural dominance of SF is closely associated with the
marketing of our most popular works of narrative art (not to mention music) for a young audience. The
dominance of SF in cinema has been achieved overwhelmingly by works aimed for this market.
Meanwhile, our culture's truly sophisticated art, aimed at well-informed adults, has become inaccessible
to the general population in a way that would have puzzled Shakespeare.

In that perspective, the dominance of SF in the form of Star Wars and similar is not such a cause
for rejoicing. I enjoy these movies and would defend them in some contexts, but they appeal mainly to the
kid in me, not the adult. By contrast, Shakespeare appealed to all classes and degrees of education, and to
adults across the full range of sophistication, in a way that popular narrative art seldom does today, and
the most popular SF even more seldom. Perhaps 2001: A Space Odyssey is an exception, a work that can
genuinely be compared to a Shakespeare play, but how many SF movies made since then have appealed
to the emotions and intellects of experienced, well-educated adults? By contrast, how many have been
downright insulting to our emotions and our intelligence? Too many.

[ hasten to interpolate that some very interesting and intelligent prose SF is being produced by
such writers as Greg Egan, Greg Bear and Gregory Benford, by Melissa Scott, Ursula LeGuin, Samuel R.
Delany, Thomas M. Disch, Ian Banks, Gene Wolfe, Jamil Nasir, William Gibson. . . . The list goes on and
on; I could name many others. But these are not figures on a par with Shakespeare or Milton, Shelley or
Yeats — or, if any of them are, it is not yet obvious. Sure, their work is sufficiently valuable to justify our
advocacy of it to the literary mainstream. Again, some of the blockbuster movies (Blade Runner is a
personal favorite) do have much to recommend them. And I've mentioned that some writers who
essentially work outside the genre produce impressive one-off SF works that are worth hunting down.

But we've reached a situation where sophisticated audiences, mainstream writers, most literary
critics and (I suspect) the Hollywood hacks who buy SF ideas and popularize the genre all view "science
fiction" as essentially a lurid variety of children's entertainment. This is not, as I once thought, a product
of ignorance and prejudice; it is quite understandable. The genre has come a long way in its public
prominence, but its image has not improved in the process. Prose SF is now dominated, in market terms,
by media tie-ins that lack even the knowingness and high production values of the movies and television
series on which they are based. If we expect SF to be a literature of ideas, a conversation about science,
innovation and the future, we are justified in feeling disappointed. Science fiction may have become a
dominant narrative genre but only at the price (all too often) of giving up its heart.

*
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Nearly 20 vears after his death Philip K. Dick still exerts an enormous hold on the imagination and
spirit of his readers. Among them. Gene Stewart.

ANTI-ANDROID THERAPY

— reading Philip K. Dick’s letters

Gene Stewart
art by Sean Russell Friend

When Philip K. Dick died, his wife Tessa offered to send a few pages of his correspondence to
anyone interested enough to provide an self-addressed stamped envelope. Being Dickheads from way back.
my wife and I were definitely interested. We sent our SASE.

What we got back is more than a mere memento, though, because of the emotion each letter carries.
Both PKD's emotions when he wrote them and our own response to what he wrote imbue the letters with
an aura of humanity so often missing from one’s idea of a writer. It’s a glimpse behind the public persona,
the reputation. and even the posthumous fame and academic consideration Dick and his work have received.
It’s a privilege and we’re sharing it with like-minded appreciators of PKD’s work as a way of honoring his
accomplishments in however small a fashion.

It's anti-android therapy, too. because it helps us remember that a human being created all those
incredible images and concepts; all those erudite, recherche, and otherwise brilliant reference-systems; all
those great books. A man. a husband, a father made those stories we love, and knowing that keeps each of
us from falling into the unfeeling, inhuman coldness of androidism that so fascinated PKD as an ethical,
ontological. and teleological problem. It was more than just philosophy when he wrote, it was survival of
humanity, and of each individual, that concerned him. His letters were a Voigt-Kampf test for each of us
lucky enough to have glimpsed the face and hands behind them, the heart and mind and soul of a guy who
wrote science fiction stories — and so much more.

Letter One — It’s dated July 21, 1981, and is addressed to his son. Christopher. It's typed, neatly,
in pica. There are no obvious errors or signs of haste. Three paragraphs and a brief post script center the
letter on one side of a sheet of 8.5 x 11 inch standard typing paper.

In the first paragraph he says he enjoyed the Sunday visit and regrets they can’t spend more time
together. He speculates that maybe someday he can buy a house and then Christopher can visit, and they can
have adog, cat, and “maybe even arabbit.”” This struck me as poignant whimsey for an instant. until the next
sentence, which tells of his friend Tim and Serena Powers, who “have a huge rabbit named Jennie” who “gets
into lots of trouble.” “One day she ate the telephone,” he tells his son, without explanation. I imagine the
rabbit chewed the cord, but the child-like image of a rabbit eating a telephone has a comic charm all its own,
a gentle exaggeration reminiscent of A.A. Milne. One can only imagine the children’s stories PKD might
have written about Jennie the Rabbit. He describes Jennie using a cat’s litterbox, then says, “... when she
1s spanked. she runs to the cat-box and throws all the sand out onto the floor ...” The Spanked Rabbit tus
becomes a great unwritten fairy tale.

In the second paragraph, he mentions wanting to hear about a trip to “Knotts” (Berry Farm), and says
he hasn’t been there in a long time. This, too, carries a note of angst, or perhaps a longing for the innocence
of childhood. “I was there before they improved it,” he writes, and asks if it’s true that there “... a whole
bunch of new rides.” An echo of Dick’s sardonic wit and genuine distrust sounds in that word “improved.”
does 1t not?

Third paragraph brings in the typical note of paranoia full-blown. First he says that a letter would
make him happy but that a phone call would do. He then says he’s enclosing a couple of dollars. In what
sounds like a hopeless prayer of paranoids everywhere he then writes: “Let us hope that the crooked
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postmaster does not slit the envelope open and steal the money, which he often does. to the great distress of
little boys.” And then. just like that, he signs off, “with love, Dad.” leaving us to wonder all the sudden
whether he might have purposefully left out the couple of dollars. just to provide that twist of plot all PKD
enthusiasts and genuine Dickheads know so well.

The post script promises that he’ll try to write more letters in the future. then says that he writes
many people all over the world. as far away as India.

It's as if India isn’t nearly far enough.

And as seems inescapable with things Dickian, the simple is not so simple and nothing is necessarily
what it seems, especially at first glance. And once again. such considerations are not in the least androidal.
but all too human.

Letter Two — This one shows a staple mark in the upper left corner. It’s dated September 25, 1981,
and is addressed “Dear Linda”, whom he greets with a simple Hi. At once, though. he states, "1 have
devolved into a prophet and crank and am mailing out the enclosed. It is an addendum to my novel Valis
...”" He says it contains the vision that the protagonist, “Horselover Fats. (me), was hoping for.” He claims
it took seven and a half years but “... finally came ...” aithough he doesn’t explicate the difficulties. He asks
that the vision be judged only by the *... very realistic concerns expressed in it.”

The second paragraph hopes all is well with Linda, then states that he's worked so hard that he had
to stop for a while. “I think this 22 million dollar movie Bladerunner based on my novel was just — is just
-- too much for me, having to deal with power-broker types from Tinsel Town.” He then characterizes a
dilemma that might pertain to him, to the movie, its producers, or any number of other things by writing. “So
much money, so much power, so much at stake.” A caption for either the USA or Earth itself is thus offered.
He ends the paragraph saying that he wrote a purely literary novel about a young woman in Berkeley,
something he’s wanted to do for 30 years, and that he’s sold it to Simon & Schuster.

Third paragraph. again the last, asks Linda to write or call sometime. He asks for a photo of her
child. and states that Tessa and he are on progressively better terms. In fact. they’re thinking of getting back
together. “She needs more support in the raising of ol* Christopher, who is areal handful.” And witha Love,
Phil, that’s it.

A plaintive coda: He includes his address and telephone number under his signature. Again, a pall
of wistful longing for a contentment never to be found hangs over the letter. One senses a sensitive man as
trapped in many ways by success as he’s been trapped by failure. What this letter does not seem to be is the
product of a prophetic crank. It’s sane and humane and calm, perhaps resigned. qualities cranks — and
androids — just don’t exhibit.

Letter Three — This one’s much more jagged-edged and enfolded. and is dated April 2. 1979. It's
from before the reconciliation we’ ve just pondered with him. “Dear Tessa,” it says, in ablunt opening, “Here
is the support money.” Terse but not quite bitter is how I'd describe it.

Second paragraph sounds like the opening of one of PKD’s novels. “Twoke up all screwed up and
freaked out this morning; I don’t know why ...” He suggests it might be from having talked long on the
phone with Laura, and “... learned from her how afraid she is of her mother.” More perfect fiction elements,
yet they spring from real life. This deepens the empathy for the man behind the man in the high castle.
It reawakens my own fears about Anne ...” his first wife, who is very jealous about Laura and the chance that
PKD might form a lasting relationship.

Is he projecting worries into the fears of others, or is he simply stating the situation plainly? One
cannot tell from context. “The ghosts of the past are still real.” He laments the “tragic” situation and labels
Anne “dreadful” and states his intention to send Laura a fixed sum, which he specifies parenthetically as
$200 every month, “so as to effectively emancipate her from her mother.” This view of money as a panacea
is soon to be proven a mistake in his own life. but one glimpses the dreams of poverty here, amidst the
slumber of soon-to-awaken success.

“A terrible sense of desolation lies over me, though. Laura seems so close and yet a billion parsecs
away.” And here, turning on a Dickian dime, he turns his mind to abstracts, and we get another glimpse of



the man, the man who used his intellect perhaps to duck for a while the shower of emotional and
interpersonal troubles that so constantly soaked him. He says. “Last night I amused myself by practicing
various ways to obtain the Fibonacci constant. Here's a strange one: x* - x = 1 equals 0. Solve for x. 1t's
1.618034. of which the Fibonacci constant is the reciprocal (1/x).”

He then types the word, “Also:” and fills the rest of the page with hand-written formulas. He adds,
“Love. Phil,” and then. in a hand-written post script he goes on with the formulas and mentions “... the
Golden Section of the reciprocal ...” And then he writes. in his combination script/lower-case printing,
“There are many formulas by which to derive the Fibonacci numbers. Why? It is mysterious.”

Omni exeunt in mysterium, of course. Eschatology from chess-math ends up being a sort of fitting
epitaph, at least for this phase of PKD’s emotional life.

It's a complex letter, composed mostly in one formless paragraph. He is by turns blunt. pleasing for
some sympathy, empathetic to the plight of others. angry, generous, suspicious, loyal, and desperate to
impress. perhaps. He loses himself in intellectual pursuits when the equations of human relationships blur
for him.

One is supposed to picture the solitary genius working away at his arcane numbers. In fact. though,
the Fibonacci sequence is obtaianble by simple addition. Itis the sequence 1. 1,2.3,5.8.13.21 ... in which
each new number is the sum of its two predecessors. His formulas are this sadly convoluted. a blunting of
Occam’s Razor on the grindstone of an obsessive-compulsive mind.

Please read the enjoyable historical paranoid fantasy The Eight by Katharine Neville for a fun —
and overt — discussion and use of the Fibonacci sequence. As for what it is ...

It’s used in computer programming — for example, in keeping track of trades or futures. as in the
oil market or stock market — as well as in chess — where it describes the incremental/exponential increase
of related to Complexity (Chaos) Theory and fractals, too. and is visualized often in tiles, an entire world
of patterning unto itself. If you've ever enjoyed the endless staircases and looped waterfalls and the self-
referential changing of fish into birds and back found in the art of M.C. Escher, then you've seen the
Fibonacci sequence visualized. It is applicable as a description of many natural and man-made things, from
the patterns of subflower seeds to architectural decorations.

One also imagines that PKD's own approach to plotting might have relied to some extent on the
patterns if not the actual numbers to which he here refers so enigmatically. See Ubik for a great example
of increasing complexity, which may well follow the Fibonacci numbers. Certainly his erudite and scholarly
approach to research and knowledge in general brought him many such useful, elegant puzzles.

Letter Four — This letter is a single five-line hand-written paragraph, dated 4/30/77, which reads,
in its entirety: “Dear Tessa, I am very impressed with the courage you are displaying under adverse
circumstances. I am very proud of you. You are certainly an extraordinary person. [ hope everything breaks
right for you. Love, Phil.”

That’s it. And I can only hope that PKD was lucky enough to have received such a letter at some
low point of his own sine-waved life.

Letter Five — A scrawl written on the wider axis of the paper. dated April 15, 1973, this one is less
a letter and more a legal document of sorts, a holographic assignment of rights. It states that Miss Leslie
Busby, “my fiancee,” participated “... to a great extent ...” in writing A Scanner Darkly and that he owes
her half of all income derived from it. It’s signed Philip K. Dick, his professional signature. and on the
bottom, appended in another hand (Tessa’s), is the note that “Leslie Busby i1s maiden name of Tessa Busby
Dick.”

Had he anything more, or more precious, to give? A rough kind of love shines through this brief
legal statement, and a gentle acknowledgment that maybe he did get by with some help from his friends,
lovers, and wives. He knew that even his work was not created alone. not really, and this small testimonial
indicates the high regard he had for honesty. It also shows a humble, almost Eastern Mystical quality
sometimes felt, sometimes glimpsed in his fiction. albeit in entirely Western Material terms.

Once again, we are lucky to have even as small as chance as this to have our android tendencies
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cured. by taking in the basic humanity of this genius, this writer, and this transcendent mind as it was
displayed in personal moments of correspondence, which means balance. after all.

“...everything about me. every facet of my life, psyche, experiences. dreams, and fears. are laid out
explicitly in my writing, and from the corpus of my work I can be absolutely and precisely inferred. This
is true.”

PKD wrote that in his introduction to the collection The Golden Man. The intro is quite personal
and human, very much an anti-android therapy regimen, and it’s recommended as a codicil to this brief
article, which is, after all, about only a paltry few of his letters. Still, one wonders if the sentiment quoted
above was mere rhetoric, or if he genuinely believed it.

Or did he simply hope?

In any case, he left behind the work. and his letters enhance that brilliant canon by offering some
personal shadings and shadows. Anyone else out there with letters from PKD should write in and share their
contents with fellow Dickheads. In this way we’ll get more of the man back onto the record. and eventually
maybe we really will be able to infer him absolutely and precisely. Think of it! Resurrection at last, eh?

It’s like the Human Genome Project, which is going to describe the human being’s genetic code to
the last chromosome and protein-sequence, eventually, as bit by bit the puzzle is solved. the mosaic resolved
into a recognized image. Each bit of PKD we can get onto the public record fills in a bit more of the detail,
and completes our picture of him to an ever-finer focus.

What could be finer? Knowing more, that's what. And. as an extra added benefit. as you get to
know PKD and his works better, you get free real-time concurrent anti-android therapy, which will do until
you find your own coupon with instructions on how to assemble your own empathy box from ordinary
household objects. (See “The Little Black Box™, collected in The Golden Man.)

Andremember: If they come for you, run, but stay human. It’s humans who do all the really amazing
stuff, after all.

Ul
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THE AMERICAR CLECTION

an embarrassed editorial by Guy Lillian

George W. Bush will take office as president of the United States on January 20. 2001, the culmination of the
most disgraceful display of power politics in the recent history of my country. For the first time in the seven
vears I have been publishing Challenger, [ must address my foreign readers in shame.

Not shame in my fellow citizens, not even those misguided wretches who voted for the Texas
governor. Almost half the country are Bush voters; throw a rock and you have a 50-50 chance of beaning one.
(I like those odds — pass me some rocks!) My shame — our shame — is with Bush’s operatives. We have
allowed a pack of punks in business suits to effect a coup d’etat in the United States.

Al Gore won this election. He won the votes of half a million plus more voters than did Bush, and 1
am convinced that a fair Florida vote and vote count would have shown him the victor there, as well. An
illegal and stupidly designed ballot in Palm Beach County, coupled with thug tactics and judicial dishonesty on
the highest level, has cost the American people the President of their choice. and elevated a shallow and
undeserving puppet to the ultimate political office: America’s representative to the rest of mankind.

It is a personal tragedy for Gore, of course. He has spent his lifetime in forthright pursuit of the
presidency. His public service has been consistent and lifelong, conducted with imagination and courage. He
came to his candidacy blessed with an outstanding resume, possibly the best any candidate has ever brought to
the race. He won as large a plurality of the nationwide popular vote as substantial as the first presidential
victory of Richard Nixon. He came within a single state of triumphing in the antiquated and anti-democratic
electoral college, a residuum of colonial times, The only reason Congress hadn’t bothered to abolish it was
because, for the last century, it hadn’t interfered with the people’s choice of their leader. Now it has interfered.
and the personal tragedy of one man has become a national catastrophe.

~ This election is a national catastrophe because we Americans have seen our proudest and most
precious institutions sullied. misused, and disgraced. We’ve seen the authority of the individual vote
abandoned to satisfy a coordinated mob. We’ve seen the concept of federalism — the authority of states to
conduct and control their own business — eradicated by the political party sworn to uphold it. We've seen the
dignity and the independence of the one institution we have held above petty power politics. the United States
Supreme Court, exposed as corrupt and false. Justice Stevens — the best of the lot — was right in proclaiming
the damage done to the reputation of the Supremes as all but irreparable. After all. if the Court can abandon its
principles and its most sacred practices for a transparently partisan rationale, who’s to say it won’t do the same
for reasons of personal profit? This decision is the Court’s bleakest, most disgraceful, moment since Dred
Scort.

The Republican Party once again proves itself willing to corrupt anything and anyone in the name of
its single, overwhelming purpose: the accumulation of power. They hated Bill Clinton because they couldn’t
destroy him. He said recently that though he was shocked by the GOP’s wicked application of its power, he
was not surprised by it. Remembering Watergate, remembering Iran/contra, remember the noxious hypocrisy
of the impeachment, none of us should be. The Republican voters I have known have principles to admire.
The Republican operatives we have seen in action are the lowest strain of whore.

The damage to Al Gore is permanent. He is a plodding man whose charm is not instantly evident.
Without the platform of the vice presidency to lift him above his lack of ready appeal, he will never win
another nomination. Bush, of negligible character, experience, and w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>