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CRYs AL SHLIP 10, Sept/Oct 1985. Produced at the Shipyard by a

buncn of wallies led by John

distribucion ot the tanzine.

The Captain's Decision Is Final

The Captain shook his

head, and went over the
again., There was enough there to
see him through the twilight of
his life, and no amount of refigu-
ring was going to change that and
get him offt the decision hook. He
had to make up his mind for
himselt. The hoarse sound of his
breathing tilled the office, as
his beleagured lungs fought to
draw air 1in through defective
bronchial tubes. He sat back in
his chair, looked at the piles of
mail awaiting an answer, at the
files of material awaiting atten-
tion, then sighed. Time to go.
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He rose and walked

peering out into

until he located the
of the wharf rat loating
other end of the shipyard.
"Kastus," he shouted, somewhat
weakly,"come here. 1 want a word
with you." The whart rat hauled
himself to nis feet, and shuffled
along the yard towards the office.
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Bucks, MK16 9AZ, UK.

Reaching the door, he leaned on
the jamb and waited for the
Captain to speak.
puffing slightly, the Captain sat
back down at his desk, took a few
deep and noisy breaths, then
spoke. "As you know, old mate,

I've not been well lately, and it
has brought a number ot things to
a head. I now realise that I can't
go on as I have been doing, and
that the strain of running this
little empire of mine is getting
me down. So, I've been doing some
hard thinking, and making some
difficult decisions, the upshot of
which is that I'm getting out
while I'm still healthy enough to
walk out. I'm moving to the
mountains, and leaving the
shipyard behind."

Rastus blinked twice, taking in
the news. "Uh, that's a shame,
boss." A worried look crossed his
face and he scratched his scrubby
beard. "Uh, what you doing with
the yard, boss? Closing it down?"

The Captain chuckled, then fell to
coughing as the laughter caught in
his throat. After a moment or two
of spluttering, he managed to get
his voice back together again.
"No, I'm not closing the shipyard
down, as there is too much tied up
in it, and 1'd get nothing back
for it. 1I'm appointing a manager
to run it for me, on a slightly
less lavish scale, and with the
frills around the edges trimmed
off. The yard will be producing
smaller ships, but more of them."

"Sounds like bloody 'ard work to
me, boss, " grunted Rastus. "Who's
the lucky guy who's gotta do it
all?"

The Captain grinned. "Oh, you know
him well. I'm sure that you'll get
on with him in all things, except



one. He'll stop you producing your
own rag-tag vessels. Mainly to
save time for the main event."

Rastus grunted again. "Don't like
the sound of that at all. What's
wrong with my little bits? Who 1is
this bloody new man, anyway?"

"It's you, you dumb bastard. I'm
passing the whole yard across to
you, on the condition that you
follow my instructons about future
developments. Don't look 8o sur-
prised: you've proved you can
produce the goods, so all you need
to do is combine the good points
of your little ‘'uns with my
vessels, and you're on your way.
What do you reckon?"

Rastus weakly nodded. It was all
too much for him to take 1in one
go. Would life ever be the same
again after this?

Real Life Intrudes

Yes folks, the Captain has hung up
his editorial shield and departed
for healthier climes, leaving
Rastus in charge to keep you
ravening readers supplied with the
necessary diversions. If the
change of direction is a bit of a
shock, then accept my apologies:
it all came rather suddenly to me,
too, believe mel

Funnily enough, the whole circum-
stances of my tfirst producing the
Ship are mirrored in the reasons
why I'm changing direction now.
About nine years ago, I had a bad
time with the asthma that 1I've
suffered from since childhood. A
combination of events conspired to
brew up several attacks which
finally put me into hospital early
one morning, an event my wife
remembers rather more vividly than
I, since she had to cope with the
whole thing while I just lay there
turning blue. After that, I shook
off the problem for a long time,
and turned the attack into a
pivotal event by resolving to
pursue a number of objectives more
avidly than I had been doing. I

was aware of fandom at the time,
though only through the Tolkien
Society, and I chose to concen-
trate my efforts on entering
fandom in a wider way with the
publication of my own fanzine, THE
CRYSTAL SHIP, a labour of 1love
that has persisted ever since,
with just a minor hiccup when 1
moved house six years ago and had
to take a couple of years out
while things got straightened out.

Over the last two or three years,
the asthma has been getting worse
during the summer months, normally
as a result of rotten congestion
from hay fever, the lesser ailment
fueling the worse. This year, I've
been particularly bad, culminating
in a period of three weeks during
July when I feel 1 came pretty
close to being hospitalised again.
Ironically, this occurred just
after a fortnight's holiday in
North Wales, which I returned from
feeling marvelously healthy, only
to succumb to further attacks.
It's a great place to live in, is
Milton Keynes!

Fortunately, I have a wife with a
will of iron, so she kicked me out
of the door in the direction of
the quacks and told me "Don't come
back until you've got something
out of them to control itl". Who
could argue? Certainly not me, I
didn't have the breath for it. So,
touch wood, fingers crossed, etc.,
the dreaded wheezes and sneezes
are under control again, at a cost
of me becoming one of the finan-
cial mainstays of the National
Health Service, but it has made me
reassess what I'm up to in this
daft lark we call fandom, and to
realise that I don't have the time
or energy left after I've finished
work to do everything that I was
trying to do.

So, that has led me to revamp the
future plans for CRYSTAL SHIP
ENTERPRISES. The first fruits you
hold in your hands, namely CS10, a
slim-line version of the CSs you
have been used to, 1 know, but
please bear in mind the fact that
I'm intending to get at least four



ot them out every year, and you'll
see that ['m not really short-
changing CS fans at all. Fans of
Li1'ol' RASTUS will note that the
runt has influenced the mothership
a tair amount, which 1is just as
well, since the runt is no more as
a seperate entity. There will be
no more issues of RASTUS.

Sadly, there will not be a QUIET
SUN, either. That project 1 have
abandoned, purely because I do not
have the necessary spare energy to
give it the attention it needed to
achieve the aims 1 set for it.
This decision pains me more than
anything else, especially as a
number ot triends had put a lot of
effort into producing excellent
stories tor the tirst issue, which
I have had to return to them
unused. [ hope that they will find
another outlet for those stories,
as I'm sure they will, since the
stories were excellent. To those
people who have been patiently
waiting for QS to appear, my
profuse apologies.

Enough of this gloomy stuff: if 1
carry on in this vein I shall end
up short-circuiting the computer
with my tears. What, you may be
asking, are the readers to expect
of the CRYSTAL SHIP in the future.
Well, a good deal more of me, I
hope. No, more than hope: that's
definite! Damn it, the major
reason I started this whole busi-
ness was to get me writing my
bloody head otf, which I haven't
been doing at all this last couple
of years. Oh yeah, cthere are
reasons galore why I haven't been
writing, but that's not the point.
The desire to put words down on
paper is as strong as ever, it's
just chat I've got better at
tinding excuses not to do the hard
work involved. So, Operation Re-
construction is going on, with the
aim of clearing out the clutter,
and getting the Shipyard back in
working order again.

1 shall still be publishing work
by two outside contributors in
each issue, leaving me somewhere
in the region of, say, 18 to 20

pages to fill, though some of
those will go to the loccol, natu-
rally, though I'm not certain of
just how voluminous that is going
to be with the new frequency. Do
regular small zines yield less
response? That I shall no doubt
find out soon enough.

One thing that will remain is the
artwork, and the CS trademark of
Conqueror paper. That I won't give
up while I can get it through the
OU Repro Department ar reasonable
cost. So, all you artists can
breathe easier, as I'll still be
requiring your services in future,
possibly more than ever if 1I've
got four issues a year to fill. So
keep the contributions coming!

What kind of material will I be
publishing? Well, I see no reason
to change the basic policy of the
CRYSTAL SHIP, which has always
been to publish anything that came
along which took my fancy, and
which 1 thought would interest
other people. Obviously there
won't be quite as wide a range in
each issue as there has been in
the past, but if one issue doesn't
appeal to you, then maybe the next
one will, Naturally, with greater
frequency of publication, I would
expect there to be a few more
topical pieces coming up in the
zine, so if there are burning
issues that you want to write
about, why not drop me a line?
There are precious few fanzines
that are publishing on a regular
basis nowadays, so make the best
use of the ones that are!

Right, now to get on with the
proper business of the fanzine.
Since this is by nature of being
an 'interim' issue, there is less
of me in it than will be normal,
mainly because of a 'full-sized CS
loccol'. I'm giving pride of place
to a very 'fannish' piece of
writing, by one of Britain's very
best fanwriters, just to confound
people's expectations about CS's
'sercon’' attitudes. Rastus in in
charge now, so any expectations
are strictly your problem, not
minel






SKEL:
LOC ON, TOMMY

Tales Of Parafandom

Back even before numbered fandom -- way, way back, there was the very
tirst tandom ot them all. This was eofandom itselt, back in the paleo-
tannish era. The only fandom that never re-invented the wheel. Why,
mention 'wheels' to a fan ot that era and they'd look at you as though
you'd gone out. "What's with this asshole and his obsession with wheels?
We're trying to invent the tanzine."

Well, invent it they did.

Which was only the start of the problem. Then they mailed it out.
Rignt away there's all these fans getting fanzines for the very first
time, and they didn't know what to do about it. Pretty soon it got
complicated. Everyone was mailing out fanzines. Fan A would ring up fan
B and say: "Hey, 1 got your fanzine. In return I'd like to come around
and put you up a washing line."

"Geez, | already got a washing line. How are you at fixing fridges?"

"Damn, no good at all. Hang on, Joe Phan said he'd come and dig my
cabbage patch when I sent him my fanzine. Do you need a cabbage patch
digging?"

And so it happened that Joe Phan travelled over three thousand miles
to dig fan B's cabbage patch as a torm of egoboo for getting fan A's
fanzine. Fairly soon it became obvious, even to these primitive fans,
that a labour/barter system simply wasn't going to work. So they
invented subscriptions.

Thus the second great flowering of fandom. This was so successful
that, even atter allowing for all the time they wasted re-inventing the
wheel, everybody had all the time in the world to pub their ish. Mind
you, as time went by things began to get a little hectic. Well, the only
way to get ahead was to take in more subscriptions than you paid out,
which meant publisning more frequently than the next fan, who was at the
same time trying to publish more frequently than you.

This fandom was trying to exist by taking in each other's laundry, in
eftect, and it wasn't until one tan read a treatise on Elementary
Economics and the Dynamics of Closed Systems, and published, that this
second fandom came to its senses and collapsed amid the debris of
crumbling twice-weekly newszines.

Something was urgently needed and, came the time, came the man. A
previously little-known fan, Lager o'Cremedementhe (born of somewhat
inebriated lrish parents) invented the solution that still bears his
name -- the LoC. His idea was that the recipients of a fanzine could
obtain turther issues by sending a letter to the editor. This idea took
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off like a rocket (must have been the LOx). Suddenly all the Cosmic
Minded Fans, who couldn't afford to subscribe to fanzines at costs which
must have represented all of ten minutes overtime, could now spend an
evening or two bashing out a letter to the editor and so get the next
issue FREE. Fandom was ready to enter the modern era -- or it would
be, as soon as it had re-invented the wheel.

Meanwhile, Back In Reality Prime...

...many things are different. One thing that 1isn't different,
however, is the basic importance to fanzine fandom of the LoC. The
letter of comment is probably the single greatest unifying factor in
fanzine fandom. More than that, it is the foundation, the very bedrock
upon which our fandom is built. Which itself is odd in a way. Well,
fanzines are full of articles, thousands upon thousands of them since
fanzines began, yet I don't ever recall seeing one on the topic of LoCs
themselves. Why is this? No, I'm not going to tell you -- it's a test
question. Get yourself a ream of paper and produce your thesis on this
subject. Send it to the editor of this fanzine, whose decision is final
(although probably also ludicrous). Remember, your degree in Fandom
depends upon this.

So what is a LoC?

Well, at its simplest, a LoC is the basic fannish medium of exchange.
The economy of Fandom is LoC-based. It is the one wuniversal currency,
the 'Open Sesame' to fandom. We can't all produce articles. We can't all
produce worthwhile artwork, we can't all produce a fanzine in trade...
but we can all write a LoC. It doesn't have to be a good LoC. If you
send an editor some lousy artwork he will fling it back in high dudgeon
(though an envelope would have been cheaper). If you send him a 1lousy
article the result will be similar. If you try to trade him your
crudzine you will hear nothing from him. At all. Ever again. But if you
send him a LoC, be it ever so dull and plodding, the poor sod will be so
overcome with gratitude and amazement that he will shower you with
issues of his fanzine until the cows not only come home but byre
retirement cottage.

Unlike mercy, the quality of LoCs is strained. The good ones see
print, wusually. The bad ones get wahfed. In a perfect world.
Unfortunately, here in Reality Prime, things aren't always perfect.
Often good LoCs are squeezed out because of space considerations, or the
editor's poor publishing schedule, whilst in other fanzines sometimes
the most diabolical LoCs see print. Nobody ever said that 1life was
particularly fair, or if they did it was probably in a seven-page LoC
published in a crudzine somewhere.

There are many kinds of LoCs and there is no 'right' type of LoC. No,
that's not strictly true. There is one criteria for the correct LoC. It
arrives. Other than that, there is no perfect formula for The Perfect
LoC. Some LoCs intensively and constructively develop some single point.
Some simply parade a catalogue of the issue in question with the associ-
ated value judgements. Neither extreme is right or wrong, because there
isn't a single recipient of a LoC for them to be right or wrong to.

A LoC is all things to all people.

There are four different categories of person involved with most LoCs
and each group has their own set of values, their own priorities. What
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is more, these priorities are often in conflict. What the contributor
wants to see in a LoC to the zine that ran his contribution isn't quite
the same thing that the editor of that fanzine wants to see. Other
readers of the tanzine, in the lettercolumn, have completely different
priorities, and what the writer of the LoC gets out of it is something
else again. Let us look at these four different priorities, in order ot
increasing importance. Which ot course means that we have to look at the
priorities of the contributor first. Yep, that's me. When you LoC this
issue ot CRYSTAL SHIP what do I, as a contributor, want to see in your
LoCs?

The Contributor's Needs

Try to put yourself in my place (here, have my overdraft for
starters). What do I get out of this deal? Not a 1lot, actually. Well,
the tirst thing I want is tor you to acknowledge my existence. Have you
any idea how irritating it can be for a contributor to read a LoC or
review of a fanzine in which he had a contribution, and for that LoC or
review to mention every other piece in that fanzine except his? You
start to question your own reality. You look at your hands. Did these
hands in fact type that article? Did it really appear in that =zine? Or
am 1 only a figment of my own imagination? I have cast this article into
the pool of fandom, and I at the very least need to know that it made,
if not a splash, at least a ripple. So mention it. Now! We know what
happens to procrastinators, don't we?

I know I am not unique in feeling this way. I recently got a letter
from Eric Mayer who mentioned just such an occurrence, namely that
someone discussed everything else in an issue of a fanzine except his
bit. Now it this can bother a guy like Eric, who is at the same time
one of fandom's better writers and one of its nicer guys, how much more
is it going to bother a mean old asshole 1like me? What you have to
remember is that your average contributor is a crotchety old twit with
paranoid tendencies. The first rule is not to ignore him.

You see, |l don't know whether you are aware of it or not, but the
contributor isn't paid *enormous sums* for his article or whatever. The
editor doesn't shower him with jewels or rush round bars of gold to his
address. The only thing the contributor gets, apart from an exasperated
note trom the editor acknowledging receipt of his contribution and
asking him what the hell took him so long, is the feedback from the
LoCs. If he doesn't get feedback, he doesn't get anything.

Of course, there is feedback and there is feedback.

The feedback the contributor would prefer is approving feedback. A
bad reaction is better than no reaction, but a good reaction 1is better
than a bad one. A contributor is only human. He wants approval, he wants
to be loved. He might want to stimulate discussion. He might have
deliberately left large areas of his topic undeveloped so that readers
can make a positive contribution, he might simply want to hear the
readers' opinions on a subject that interested him enough to make him
write the damn article in the first place. He might want any and all of
this, but first and foremost he wants approval. Kudos, plaudits, that
you will. He is insecure. Why the hell else would he be going to all
this trouble tor so little reward?

But ot course it is more than just approval that the contributor
yearns tor. He or she also wants to have their work appreciated for what



it is, that is, valued by a knowledgeable and discerning readership. Of
course, in fandom this is next to impossible, but we still hope. Nobody
said that contributors aren't stupid.

You see, nobody ever comments on the ‘'how' of the piece, on the
mechanics of the contribution. This is perfectly understandable. If you
do it right it is supposed to be invisible to the reader. In Computer
Software the term is 'User Transparent'. If the contributor makes you

laugh, you don't stop and say, "Now how did he do that?". Do you
buggery! You are caught up, entranced -- you rush on into the article.
If I evoke nostalgic memories you may smile at the memories, or feel a
hint of melancholy, but you don't stop and say, "How did he do that?".

It goes with the territory, I'm afraid. But, compare it with other
creations.

Take a piece of fine furniture, a wardrobe perhaps. How do you
appreciate it? You admire the craftmanship, or the material, or the
finish, or the design. You do not say "Wow, Mr.Chippendale! That 1is so
good it reminds me..." and then regale him with two pages-worth about
how it reminds you how you used to hide in your mother's wardrobe when
you were just a kid.

Or take a painting. Yes, you may tell the artist about the wonderful
effect his piece has upon you, but you will also talk about the line,
the bold brushwork, the imaginative use of colour, amongst other things.
Do you think that people used to tell Van Gogh how a particular bowl of
flowers reminded them of all their old gardening stories? Let me tell
you, if they'd tried bending his ear with that sort of response he'd
have cut the fucker offl No messing! Well, quite a bit of messing
actually. Lots of blood and all that. Very nasty -- in fact I don't even
want to talk about it. Suffice it to say that he would have very
probably been pissed off. And yet, apart from serious lit-crit articles,
nobody ever seems to think about how the writer did it.

The contributor needs all sorts of response -- Qualitive Response (I
thought it was brilliant), Quantative Response (Lots of people thought
it was brilliant), Subjective Response ( ...and it reminds me of...),
and Analytical Response (Jeez, I liked the way you used short, punchy
sentences to develop momentum...). I do not want to knock types one, two
and three, they are all necessary, but the one the contributor gets
least of is number four

So tar, though, all these requirements can be met by the LoC itself,
without that LoC ever being published.

If all the contributor gets for his efforts is the feedback from the
LoCs sent in to the editor, then it follows that he ought to see that
feedback. Some editors appreciate this and pass on such comments to the
contributor concerned. Some don't. There is a technical term for these
latter editors: that word is 'bastards'. Thus we see that given a kind
and caring editor, the needs of the contributor can nearly all be
satisfied without the LoCs in question being printed. This is fortunate
because it removes the main area of conflict. After all, comments like
"Skel's piece was so good it made me laugh all the way through" are
triffic for the contributor, but don't make for scintillating letter
columns. However, with his private egoboo service the contributor can
bathe his ego to his heart's content without bothering the rest of us.
Or is it that simple?



Alas no. There is something missing. To explain it is easiest to
quote a line of Jack Trevor Story's from his "Letters To An Intimate
Stranger" : -

"Writing is taking your trousers down in public, and what you are
depends very much on what you've got."

The tact is, when I take my trousers down in public, 1 expect the
awed applause to be in public too. Public appreciation for a public
pertormance (a standing ovation?). There is something curiously
unsatisfying about taking all ones egoboo in private, something almost
shameftul. One teels like a harlot, someone who has been used to give a
bit of cheap pleasure but who needn't be given open acknowledgement in

return, but who can be tobbed off with a few furtive photocopies. "Here
you are -- same time next issue?" Yes, the contributor does too have
needs in the area of published LoCs -- and if you think this last

paragraph sounds a little on the personal side, you're damned right!

When you get right down to it, the contributor exists in fanzines
through the medium of his contributions...or rather through the contri-
butions and the response to them. That's his only existence in fanzine
fandom. If the response to his article isn't printed then his fanzine
existence is cut in half. The editor has half-killed him. Editors are
like that.

So, it is this one need of the contributor -- to take some of his
egoboo in public, to cling tenaciously to his fannish existence -- that
brings his needs into contlict with those of the others concerned with
LoCs...and because it is only this single need that causes conflict of
interests, and because the contributor is outnumbered by everyone else,
his needs are more easily dismissed.

Contributors? Nar, put 'em in a bucket and piss on 'eml!

Vox Fanii -- What The Other Readers Want From A LoC.

Well, the fact is that the section of the fannish populace whose
needs most conflict with those of the contributor is that of the
readers. Now individually a reader is even less important than a
contributor. If a contributor can be compared to the snot up a slug's
nose (and I think he can), then the reader is the slime under its foot.
A reader is the living, breathing embodiment of the square root of minus
one...and is every bit as useful as a well-greased crutch.

A reader however has one thing going for him: he is not alone. What
is more, there is a collective noun for a group of readers. It is a
'Mailing List'. A mailing list is very important to an editor. It must
be, or else why would he go to so much trouble and expense mailing out
his tanzine to the various people on it when he could get almost as much
response, and save himself a fortune in postage, by sticking all the
copies of his fanzine directly in the dustbin?

But when it comes to LoCs, what are the needs of this ravening horde?
Basically, they want content. They have their own views on the topics
raised in the previous issue and they want to compare their views with

those of others among their peer group. They want input. They are
impatient with the dull and boring needs of the contributor. A 1lot of
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the response from a contributor's point of view consists mainly of
positive or negative egoboo:-

“"Thought Joe's piece was rilly triff. Larf? I near to pissed in
my shoes."

Not a lot of content in that, is there? OK for Joe, but strictly
Zilchville (Arizona) for everyone else. No, the other readers of a
fanzine see a LoC in a very unique way. To them it 1is simply a
mini-article -- one which is guaranteed to be on a topic about which
they are every bit as knowledgeable, and in which they are every bit as
interested, as the LoC-writer...namely the previous issue of the fanzine
in question and the topics which it brought up.

"Why Don't You Write Me?" -- The Editor's Needs

The first thing to remember is that the Editor is not the Fan, and a
LoC is something more than a letter, in this context anyway. A LoC is a
'‘Letter of Comment'. The term 'Comment' can be interpreted pretty
loosely, but if it gets so loose that it drops of completely then all
you have is a 'Letter', period. Take for instance a missive that starts
out like this:-

"Got your fanzine -- it wasn't bad, but that's not why I'm writing. I
want to tell you about this weird-shaped lump I found in my porridge
this morning. It's a long story, which all started blah,blah,blah...”

Well, you don't need to have cornered the market in braincells to
realise that whatever this is (boring, probably), it certainly isn't a
LoC.

The editor's first requirement is that you write about something that
interests the editor. Sounds obvious, doesn't it? Do why do so many
people fall at this first hurdle? I mean, from the foregoing it is
obvious that when you write a LoC to editor A it will be considerably
different to a LoC you might write to editor B. Not only the content of
the LoC, but also its tone. For example, were you to write a LoC to John
on this issue of CRYSTAL SHIP it would be nothing like a LoC you might
write Rob Hansen on the latest EPSILON, or one you might write me on the
latest SMALL FRIENDLY DOG. It isn't simply that the subject matter of
our respective fanzines is different, though of course it is, but that
our interests and approaches are different, and that these differences
are reflected in our fanzines.

A LoC is supposed to reflect these differences. It isn't good enough
to simply lay your own concerns upon the editor in question. If your LoC
doesn't concern itself with the interests of the editor then it isn't
really a LoC at all. Some fans of quite long standing still get this

wrong -- well, I suppose it is far easier to write about one's own
concerns. One general example is a woman whose LoCs crop up all over the
place, or perhaps one should say 'Her LoC', because irrespective of

where they appear, they are all virtually interchangeable. No matter
which fanzine she is responding to both the tone and the bulk of the
content do not vary. This is because she is not really responding at
all, rather she is simply hitting us over the head with her own
concerns, finding some flimsy and spurious connection in order to
introduce them in LoC after LoC.

"



A more specific example concerns a LoC I received on a recent issue
of my own fanzine. What I'd done was print a section made up of fatuous
statements 1'd found in other fanzines, of foulups in committing the
thought to paper -- a sort of fannish "Colemanballs". What I wanted was
a bit of light relief, with an unstated but implied moral that we should
not take ourselves too seriously, nor assume that people mean precisely
what they appear to be saying on the printed page. However, one of the
quotes touched upon the subject of 'foreign language' TV programmes and
in mocking the quote, one reader assumed I must be mocking the
sentiments the writer had intended to express. Thus I became the lucky
recipient of a one-page LoC which hectored me about the values of TV
programming for minority racial and cultural groups. Arsehole! He never
stopped to ask himself why I'd used that quote. The bottom line was that
1'd mocked someone who was generally taking a favourable line on a topic
dear to the heart of the LoCer. His button was pushed and he was off,
salivating all the way, like a greyhound after the ‘'hare'. He never
stopped to question whether the prize was real or how foolish he might
look running around in circles.

A LoC is the issue of a unique pairing. It is fathered by a particular
fanzine and it is out of you (in racing parlance -- after all, you do
the bulk of the work). You and CRYSTAL SHIP produce a different issue to
that which will be produced from the pairing of you and MYTHOLOGIES, of
you and THIS NEVER HAPPENS, of you and ERG.

However, over and above this basic requirement, the editor needs much
more from a LoC. Not only does he want you to say something which
interests him, he wants you to talk about things which will interest the
other readers, and furthermore, he wants you to talk about it with wit,
style and flair. Hard to please, isn't he? The editor is a bit of a
pimp. Not only is he interested in what you've got, he wants to make it
available to other people. He has a habit to feed, a monkey on his back.
It's called a fanzine, and when it gets you hooked there's no way back.

Just as a collection of readers is called a 'Mailing List', just so a
grouping of LoCs is a 'Letter Column'. No matter how big a fix of LoCs
you give to a Letter Column, it always needs more, and the editor must
feed its habit, because the editor needs the LoC-col. A Letter Column is
very important to a fanzine, it provides it with 1its wunique identity.
Without a LoC-col to provide response to previous issues, every issue of
a fanzine would stand alone -- it is the Letter Column that gives a
fanzine the dimension of enduring, that makes it more than simply a
collection of single issues, and which therefore enables it to achieve
an identity. Take a fanzine like XYSTER, for instance. The fanzine that
is XYSTER isn't embodied in any single issue of that title, but in the
ongoing gestalt of all its issues to date, the influence of earlier
issues fading gradually as more recent issues move into the foreground,
but never fading entirely away. The fanzine, to be successful, must
achieve an identity of its own which is seperate and distinct from that
of its editor. QUANDRY wasn't simply LeeH, HYPHEN was not identical with
Willis, and today WARHOON isn't Bergeron, SFD isn't me, ANSIBLE 1isn't
Langford, and CRYSTAL SHIP isn't John. And, in achieving this seperate
identity, the dimension of endurance is vital, and it 1is the Letter
Column that has more to do with this than any other single factor.

So, another of the editor's requirements from a LoC is that he wants
raw material for his letter column. All this material is of course input
for his fanzine, and the most important single area of this input, the
most important single element, is ideas. The LoC-col is the door through
which the largest number of new ideas can make their entrance into his

12



fanzine, in a manner which is at 1least partly out of the editor's
control. The letter column is where the essential degree of wunpredict-
ability makes it's presence felt.

Finally, the letter column performs one other function for the faned.
His mailing list is his tribe, and he its chief. It doesn't matter in
the slightest that all the members of his tribe are also in other tribes
as well. None of them will be in exactly the same other tribes. The only
single tanzine that everyone on his mailing list has in common...is his.
To him therefore, they are his tribe, and it is in the pages of his
LoC-col that they recognise each other.

So How Do I Get The Next Issue? -- The Loccer's Needs

Well, the tribal analogy also applies to the LoCcer. After all, how
else can one get to be a member of the CRYSTAL SHIP tribe? John pub-
lishes, what...two to three times a year, with about four contributors
per issue. Well, OK, about eight if you include artists (and you have to
include them otherwise they tend to sulk and cry). That gives a maximum
size to John's tribe of about twenty-five, which, other than a pleasing
but chance similarity to his 1Q, isn't really that hot a number. Fortun-
ately the rest of us can get in too, with our LoCs. The LoC 1is our
tribal binding mechanism. It makes us a part of something.

We can't all draw. Why, even many of the people whose work graces the
pages of some fanzines seem to get in only because the editor in
question can't do two things at once, like namely breathe and exercise
artistic judgement. However, if you can't draw, if you don't feel
confident enough to tackle a pre-planned piece for an article, and 1{if
you or your sister/brother aren't sleeping with the editor, then you
still have one way of getting the editor's fanzine -- writing a LoC.

Now the means of the LoC are open to everyone. To obtain further
issues by some other means either requires a specific talent or
sutficient experience and 1longevity in fandom to produce your own
tanzine by way of trade. So, when a fan first comes into fanzine fandom,
he or she usually begins to contribute by means of LoCs. It is the means
of contribution most available to the new young fan. This is not meant
to denigrate the LoC, or the new fan producing it. Fans have only so
much time to devote to fanac. If a fan produces a fanzine he tends to
produce less LoCs simply because he has only enough time to do one thing
or the other properly. When 1 get into a LoC-writing phase my fanzine
languishes. When I am gung ho in pursuit of my next ish, I hardly write
a LoC from one week to the next. But that's OK for me, because I can
probably maintain my membership in the tribe by trading fanzines.
Basically therefore, when I write a LoC, it's because it has been ripped
from me -- it's because I have been so stimulated by the issue in
question that I simply had to respond.

The same thing happens whether or not you have your own fanzine to
trade. Sometimes the LoC is dragged from you -- it would be far harder
not to respond. You want to be a part of this sharing of 1ideas and
opinions. Fireworks are going off in your mind and you want to share
this experience, to join in. It's great, isn't it?

But sometimes it isn't all fireworks. Sometimes the Earth doesn't
move.

Sometimes you have to fake an orgasm.

13



Let's tace it, the most basic need of the LoC-writer is to get the
next issue, and there are going to be times when the Earth doesn't move,
when you enjoy the issue in question in a simple, low-key manner, but
aren't triggered to a spontaneous response. This is bound to happen trom
time to time and tortunately most editors don't demand response on an
issue-by-issue basis. However, is you haven't responded for an issue or
two, and yet again you've finished an issue that you quite liked in a
low-key way, but which hasn't triggered enough personal connections --
you've got a problem. This is where all those dull and tedious LoCs come
trom, the ones that tend to get WAHFed, the ones where neither the
writer or the editor is really interested in the LoC, it's just
something that must be gotten through in order to keep the fanzine
tlowing.

Ot course, if you have a fanzine to trade you get out of this
problem, unless the other guy publishes more frequently than you do, and
writes you interesting LoCs every issue too. Then, if you still enjoy
his fanzine, but find that it isn't quite speaking directly to you =~--
well you could always try writing him an article instead.

(C) STEVEN  Fox 1964

Art Credits

Arcwork this time was entirely from the store cupboard, which had been
topped up recently by a batch of material from Steven Fox. Hence the
gredominance ot Steven's work in this issue. Full credits as follows:

‘sover -Steven Fox, titles by Me

Steven Fox also did pages 2, 5, 14, 21, 25 and 36

Joan Hanke-Woods did page 27

Brad Foster did pages 29 and 33

Steve Lines did page 31

All headines by Me, with some help from Letraset and Normatype
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A LONG ACHE OF TIME jdo

Last week saw the passing of my thirty-ninth birthday. Not a great
milestone in anyone's life, you might say: indeed, there are those of
you reading this who will snort and say "the lad's a mere stripling,
barely past the first bloom of youth". To me it was nothing
devastatingly important either: just another step towards the great
divide of the Big Forty, the time when I have to put frivolous thoughts
behind me, and "be responsible". This time next year, I feel I should be
going out and getting a short-back-and-sides, shaving offt the beard,
throwing out the jeans and anoraks in favour of a three piece suit,
possibly even taking up pipe-smoking, or something similarly middle-
aged. [ might even have to take up golf!

Nah, it wasn't those thoughts which made this birthday special. It
was the fact that I had to make my first speech in public, actually on
my birthday, a prospect that terrified me before, and still gives me the
shakes thinking about it now.

I suppose I should have seen it coming. After all, with the coming of
a new Dean to the Science Faculty, there were bound to be some changes,
and the fact that he ordained a Faculty Conference to discuss fully a
few of the more urgent problems facing us under the benign rule of Sir
Keet Joseph, the Rasputin of the Thatcher Cabinet, just made it more
certain that I'd be directly in the front line. 1 am, after all,
supposed to be the 'production expert' in the faculty, so it was only
natural that when a topic called 'devolution' arose, I'd be the one to
find out what it all meant, and then explain it to the faculty

I am sure you are all just bursting to know what ‘devolution' 1is.
Well, briefly, it's an administrative term used to indicate a process by
which responsibility for course production budgets is given to the
faculties, while departments other than the faculties retain the power
to spend all the resources involved in those budgets. Or, to put it
another way, They spend the loot, while We merely carry the can when
They screw up. Devastatingly simple, isn't it? For some reason, though,
academics tend to see it as something more exciting, something which
gives them Control over their Destinies. Guess who had to disabuse them
of their beautiful dreams?

It wasn't as 1f I never had the chance to duck: I was too dumb-struck
by the proposition at the time to be able to summon up any words of
dissent. Even a mere "No" would have done, but the vital supply of
negatives had got cut off somewhere around my knees, and not one managed
to struggle up as far as my larynx for hours afterwards. My wife was
later treated to the spectacle of me muttering "No,no,no,no...", as the
relief column finally broke through, only to find the dastardly
commitment already made.

The next few days were a blur. I had a paper to prepare on the
subject, and that priority: after all, as long as I got out the paper
with all the vital details, I could throw myself in the canal with a
reasonably good conscience before I had to give the speech, couldn't 1I?
Well, no. I might have had a rough summer, but it served to reinforce my
grip on life rather than loosen it: I wasn't going to let a mere speech
in front of my colleagues drag me down, no sirreel

But what colleagues to have to confront! I mean, these were in the
main all university lecturers, for chris'sake, experienced in the black
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art ot standing in front of a group of people and talking with
contidence, with wit, with polished perfection. Worse still, these were
OU academics, experienced TV presenters, used to talks in front of the
tar more daunting TV cameras, talks given to THOUSANDS.

Three days before the event, I decided that there was nothing for it:
I couldn't summon up the necessary courage to jump of the canal bridge
with a rock around my neck. I couldn't even work up a convenient asthma
attack: Pam had been through too much of that during the summer, and I
couldn't put her through it all over again. There was only one way to
go: I had to make the speech.

So, I sat down at the computer, thought "Right, let's really nail the
bastards to their chairs", and poured all the worries and frustrations 1
felt about the new system into the machine. Then I went back, knocked
out all the slanderous remarks, added a few jokes for the discerning
(with my jokes, you have to be discerning -- I did wonder about taking a
small flag with "Joke" written on it, to be held up at the appropriate
moment, but my embroidery wasn't up to the task), and tried it out on a
couple of victims (in written form, naturally). They were visibly
depressed: I knew I'd got it pitched just right!

Came the day of the conference and my birthday. I tried to look
wondertully gay and cheertul as 1 unwrapped my present, and opened my
cards. I even eat a hearty breakfast. It's quite amazing what you can do
on autopilot. The real me was cowering in a corner of my brain screaming
to be let out, preferably by the side entrance. I drove in to work
pertectly safely, while the raving lunatic inside tried to grab the
wheel and steer the car into a wall. I greeted everyone with my normal
cheery greeting, while throttling the impulse to scream '"you rotten
swine, you're only here today to see me humiliate myself". I sauntered
across to the meeting room, gaily conversing with colleagues, while
inside a demented, drooling cretin was urging me to make the break now,
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