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SOMEWHERE among the backwaters snd bayous of the comic world must stand
an old felse-fronted shack, roofless, broken-windowed, almost tumble-down
now, overgrown with weede and musty with decay. Hanging precarlously
above the sagging front door will be a feaded ond checkered eign:  Fox
Feature Syndicate, Victor S. Fox, Owner & Prop. If you go inside, pushing
your way through the weeds and the empty cola bottles end mildewed premium
coupons and broken cameras and rusty cap gunsg you will find heaped againet
one of the far corners, send interrupted now and again by taller, wider,
Esquire-sized magezines,” a ragged atack cf old comic books ~-- none of
them well preserved, not even the newest issueas. “In fact, if you thumb
through them, you'll notice a peculiarity of the climate here. Cnly the
older megazines are in passable condition; ' the nower ones are the ones
that smell of decay.

By now, you'll probably heve eeen enough to satiafy you. You'll edge your
way back to the door and ~== weaiching the sign doesn't drop on you ---
you'll shake your cuffs out and then you'll go on your waye

You shouldn't. You should stay a while. BSomething important happened

here ..- , ‘/1
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Yho's who at the baxr~b-cue: With Green Mask looking on, "Wews" Blake (with pipe) and
"tiews" Doakes (with cigerette) decide who'll be the Mask's aide. Pipesmoking Blake
clearly has the inside track. In the background, Semson end Joan Mason, Blue Beetle's
girl friend, return from & firewood hunting expediticn. While Blue Beetle jealously
awaits Joan, Dowino (clutching a bottle of pop from a case he's just filched at =
deserted soft drink stend nearby), the Green lask's boy assistant, miffed bscause the
Bestle has been upstaging them in Mystery Men Comics, +triea to conk him on the head
with hie boomerangs A4s usual, it goes satray, and Green Mask is going to get it in

* * »

I

In April 1939, just a few days short of ona full year after Supermsn had picked up
his firet avtoreobile, Fox Fublications, In¢c. issued Wonder Comics, the pilot model
of the Fox chain, shortly +to become Honderworld. By the end of 1941 Victor Fox was
publishing a string of nine comi¢ books, had placed one of his herces on radio comst
to comst, was-compoting monthly with Eaguire in a men's magazine featuring such
writers as Jerome ileidman,Chester B. Himesg, and Irving Wsllace, and was energatically
promoting a "nmew thrill" soft drink conteining vitemin Bj.

Offheand, you'd eny Victor S. Fox was a succepsaa

Wonderworld certainly was, anyhows A%t a time when most comic book art was cartecnish
Wonderworid'e featurs, the Flzme, was rendered with a skill and style thet has seldom
besn surpagsed ~-=- maybe it never has. And mixed in with the usual hack work of tne
period were such stripe es "Yarke, the Great ~-- Maester of Magic," "Spark Stevens --

of the Wavy," end "Dr. Fung ~- Master Sleuth of the Orient," all substential second-
ary features.



the neck againe At the barbecue, the Flewe, his Flame Gun set on full eutomatic, is
attempting with little succeass to get the charcoal burning. Meantime, Rex Dexter of
#ars, tempted beyond human endurence, prepares to give the Flame a hotfoate That
bright star shining above +the Flams herslds Stardust the Super Wizard, who is
travelling es usuel on higzhly accelerated light waves. 8tardust is in a quandry. He
has perceived Dexter's destardly intent but he left his Hotfoot Extinguishing Ray at
home, end his all~purpose Fire Extinguishing Ray would put out the barbecus, ag well.
Decisions. 'What's for barbecue? Fox, of course s«.

None of them were great characters, and only the Flame was e memorable one --- but
the other day, when I came upon them after an absence of more than twenty years, I
recalled each one with a fidelity that nostalpia slone cannot evoke.« & world that is
goene camd back to me. -

It was the eleventh issus, March 1940 ... The cover, of couree, wag by the illustrate
or of "The Flame." His neme wae given as Baasil Berold, end because it is a curious
neme, it may have been his real one. (Most of the peeudonymously drawn Fox atrips
were sipned by good old 4mericen-sounding names, ro matter what the aertists really
called themselves. Floyd Kelly, Charles Nicholas, end Arthur Dean were, at one time
or another, mctually George Tuska, Larry Antonette, and S. R. Powell.) As usual, the
Cover was marvelously complex and beautifully rendered.

In the upper~left, the Flame, clad in his skin-tight yellow uniform and the distinct-
ive red mask that fitted snugly over his eyes and head, his red, calf-length boots
ptriding in the air bis red cape billowing behind him, danglea by one gauntleted hand
from a chain thrown over the side of hia apeeding airplane as it roars through the
logotype. In his free right hand, drswn from its red, eylindricel holster, is the



mpesive Flame Gun. It spews out a great comber of fire st two enemy soldiers and st
the fanciful but grimly realietic cannon-sized weapon rearing up betwsen them, 1ts
stubby muzzle trained full on the Flame's cheat snd on the flame symbol there One of
the men, in the cap and brase of an officer, futilely levels a ponderous hand gun on
the Fleme's mid-gection; the other, crouching desperately below the eearing fire, at-
tempte -- frantically -- to wmanipulate the controls of the weapon. In the bnekgrognq.
other soldiers, infanirymen, race toward him acrose the smoking, barbwired battlefield,
rifles at the ready -- end a metallic-blue enemy plens circles in toward the kill.

And, neturally, the cover caption reads: "Glinging to the wing-tip the Fleme unleeses
a blast of fire." Well, they manaeged to be half-right this time, anyhow -

The back cover is almost as interesting. It's the Johnson Smith & Oo. advertisement.
A lot of timee that ad meant the difference between putting down a dime for a comio
book or waiting a couple of weeks or a month and borrowing it from a friend, or == if
he hadn't bought it, either, because the ad was old or not there at all == trading for
$t two for one at Chick's or Dave's or Chester's Magazine Exchange down on the avenue,
where in that heyday of the pulps they had every kind of megezine you could name -

(Including the Spicy series of pulps, which Chick or Dave or Chester wouldn't let
you look at.)

DIVING u-bost SUBMARINE OCnly £1.19 Powerful Dives or Rides On & Undsr Water Adjust-
able Diving Fine Ice Breaker Rudder Adjustable Ballast Chamber Realistic Gun Con-
ning Tower & Periscoge Grey Color with Trimmings 10} Inches Long A real beauty Zipe
Along On Top Of the Water, Will Dive Or Raise Itself and Travela Under Water By Its
Ovn Powerful Motor All Metsl +.»

]
FIELD GLASSES 25¢ Live CHAMELECH  BUILD FLYING PLANE FROM CHEAP PARTS Fly Your
Own Plane! Eook of plans telling how to build a low priced plane from junk yard
parta. 10 leeson Flying Course Ground School. Frice 25¢.

Johnson Smith & Co. would eell you snything your childish mind could conceive of« dnd

in the very small print some things it souldn't. DAICE HALL TC JHITE SLAVERY Thousands
of white girls are trapped into white slavery every year. Explains in vivid detail true

" gtories of devilish schemes to lure innocent young girls. Price 25¢ LIVES OF HOTCHA

CHORUS GIRLS 10¢ Yes, the Johnson Smith & Co. advertisemeni wae alwaye in the back

of your head when you plunksd down your dime. A new ad must have been looked forward

‘o eagerly by every publisher in the businecas «..

ne inside front cover listed the winners of a recent contest == the early Fox comics uad
contests at the drop of & beeny —- and Norms Richerson, Box 86, Hardesty, Oklehoma was
the first prize winmner« Across from this announcement was the first page of "The Flame"...
LA AL

The Fleme's eplash panel, embellished with a medium-sized "The® in script end a buge
"Fleme” in a vaguely Eastern style of letitering, a noncommital "py" and sn Old English
"Bgeil Berold" -- as well s & minor forest fire of flamee snd a bust drawing of the
Flame himpelf ~- contains the legend:

"Greedy for power end territory, King Rodend, ruler

of the tiny Balkan country of Kelnar, sende his forces

ageinst the peaceful kingdem of Dorns, an act that

threatens to throw the entire world into war a.."
And then the story begins. It is not the usuel Flanme story of giant metal man-carrying
spidera attacking New York end climbing through the city as though it were e collection
of twigs, or of an invasion of super-tenks capable of boring their way through any
obstruction; this one tells of bia origin as well -~ and even the eight-panel page of
the time (today's six panel page was not yet standard) allows little elbow room fsr the
usual dramatic complications. I'm going to tell it to you, howsver, for it could serve
as m virtual template for the early Fox comics. And what fapcinated us, in enother time,
hahould always interest uas, nowe

+



At intelligence headquarters in the capital of Dorna two uniformed figures pace the
floor: an elderly, white-burnsided wman, tall and erect; a young and beautiful blonde

girl, Wearily, the wen turns to his companion. "I'm afraid, Maria, that our forces
haven't a chance,"

"Why? Because of Rodend's fire cannons?"

"Exactly! Nothing can stop them! Asbestos burns like thunder before them.®
"I knov just the one to stop them." Maria clenches her fists. "The Flame!"
"The Flame? Vhat do you mean?"

"Listen," #aria says, "I'll tell you his story...®

Twenty-five years mgo in the Chinese city of Ichang, close by the Yangtse River, a son
wvas born to the Reverend Arnold Charteris and his wife. 1In season, the river became a
flood, and Charteris, knowing the end was near, placed his son in a basket, put a small
locket around his neck, and set his makeshift cradle upon the water,

After hours of {tossing and bobbing on the swirling current, the tiny basket, swept
swiftly along through the raging sterm, suddenly disappeared into a small cavern opening.
Into the murky depths it sped, finally coming tc & country overrun with exotic flowers
and plants growing in wild confusion, "I hear a baby's cry! It comes from that basket
in the river! By Teo! Ii's a baby! Sent by the gods to succeed our recently deceased
Grand Lama!" Picking up the foundling, the Buddhist priest hurried to his lamasery,
"Look, Brethren! Heaven has given us a new leader!®

The child grew inte marhood. For hours, he jousted and wrestled with the other youths,
strengthening his naturally powerful body; end in feats of magic, too, his prowess far
excelled that of his teachers.

One day, a band of explorers, one of them Maria, stumbled upon the Utopian valley.
"ay 1 see that locket you are wearing?” a visitor asked the High Lama. "d-vhy, it
contains a picture of the Reverend Charteris! Remember him, James? He was drowned
in the flood -- say, this must be his son!"

Two hours later, after they had spoken to the priest who found the child, young Chart-
eris was called to the old man's study, "Your place is in the outer world, my son!
You must go! Tonight I will reveal to you wy most polent secret of magic -= tonight,
you will be given the pover over flame!"

That night a great procession filed itw way from the palace, led by the son of the
Reverend Charteris, still clad in the blue robes of the High Lama, 3Behind him, at
the head of the train of monks, the cld priest walked, bearing a golden ceremonial
cushion. {riding between two jade pillars, from whose crests burned twin whits
flames, they ascended to a broad warble dais lying at the feet of a massive, tower-
ing green Buddhe, The priest kneeled upon the golden cushion and gestured, and as
layers of smoke began to form in the air about them, young Charteris removed his robe
of office and stocd waiting for his trial and investiture,

The old man raised his arms, Charteris -- clothed in white fire, entwined in the lay-
ers of curling smoke -- soared upward above the face of the huge idol, Transfigured,

he grew larger and larger, until he drawfed the priest below him, Green rays c¢f en=
ergy burst from the staring Buddhe, and for a time, Charteris became one with the flame.

Then it was over, Power greater than any other man's was his. He was the master of
flame... The next day the old man and his pupil exchanged farwwells, My son, you
leave us armed with potent mystic powers == use them for goog!"

"It will be sol"

Maria concludes her story. "So you see, the Flame is the one man who can help us!
He will do as I ask,,.." b



Suddenly the door is thrown open and.a tall, muscular men strides into, the room, "Flame!"
karia cries,

"I came as socn as I received your message,”

Told of the power of Rodend's fire cannon and Dorna's inability to stand before them,
the Flame agrees te help. PRunning out to his plane, he leaves for the front immediately.

Small 7ire guns ars brought up as he dives over the trenches, and the enemy attiempis to
burn him from the sky. The Flame passes through unharmed, Fastening a chain to the
fuselage, he climbs out on the Wing of his hurtling plane. "Here's where you get & dosc
of your own medicine!" he cries, and grasping the chain, he goes cver the side,

The Flame hedgehops across the battlefield, swinging from the end of the c¢hain, and
Rodend's scldiers begin.to panic. The great Fire Cannon is brought into asction: “Nothin:
can resist th&i!" The Flame dives toward it, and as the monstrous weapon roars, his own
handgun looses a vbolt of fire at its muzzle, And: "unable to find an outlet, the searing
Tlames expend, and the gun is blown to bits.!

Landing in the widst of the smoking remains, the Flame's fists lash out, Rodend's sol-
diers, dazed end frightened, cry for mercy, raising their arms in surrender, Soon the
soldiers of Dorna take charge of his captivea, and hs wings his vay toward the head-
quarters of the cruel King Rodend..,

In his chawmbers, Redend, a Hitlerian figure with a small mustache and a wild tangle of
kair falling across his forehead, broods over his war maps., An aged servant enters,

"You rang, sire?" .

"Poke up that fire -- it's getting chilly in here, "

As the old man stirs up the burning logs, the Flame, arms crossed over his chest, mater-
ializes from out of the crackling blaze, Rodend and his man-servent fall back in fright,

"What do you want?" screams Rodend, drawing his heavy automatic pistol.

"I have come to give you your dus!"™ The Flame tears Rodend's pistol from him as
though he were an avkward child, and like a pneumatic hammer, his gauntleted fist pounds
at Un; Rodend's, face. ; ,

"Spare me! I beg of you. I will do anything you say, anything!"

"All right, here's what I want you to do,,.."

Farly the next morning at intelligence headquarters in Dorna,,., "Maria! Maria! King
Rodend has. ccased fighting and.,.."

"I know -- here's a note from the Flawe: 'Glad to have helped, Don't hesitate to call
on e when you need help to_overcome evil,,,.'"

And the story is over,

In those nine Osterized pages, blemding together chunks and pieces of Shangri-la, the
story of Hoses, the theory of reincarnation, technologically isolated super—scientific
veapons, mythical European kingdoms, magic, and mysticism, are a whole dead. world, The
vorld before World Var II. Today, the story seems uninspired and centuries away; WAEEL,
it evcked an array of aging but powerful and contemporary symbols, our final comprowmise
with the 19th Century and its simultanecus belief in science and magic, democracy and
autocracy, romenticism and realism.-- and in the symbol of the Flame it evcked, too,
less gracefully, loss felicitously than Jerry Siegel!s conception of Superman and his
origin, the new and idealistic symbol of the 20th Century.

It is easy to laugh at the superficial, paper-doll images of the men vho ran around in
public in their long underwear yelling, "Up, up, and away!" and "Shazam!" and other in-
enities at the top or their lungs or sniffing hard water formwulas or driving Batumobiles
barcund as though they were Model A Fords or living "in the caverns beneath the Nev York



Morld's Fair® -= or hedgehcpping battlefields dangling from the bellies of airplanes
while trying to pot the soldiery with revolver-sized Flame Guns,

But it is not so easy to laugh at the hearts of these paper dolls, Most, like Raggedy
Ann's, had "I Love You" written on them,

It may be that the popular literature of the '30s and early '40s is unique in history,
for from the pulp magazines' the Shadow and Doc Savege, through tc Superman, Batman,
Captain Marvel and the Flawe, the heroes fought for idealistic beliefs of justice and
right, and not: for personal profit,”'Not even the fofk.heroes of the pmst can meke that
claim =~ the taint of personal interest c¢lings to almost’mll of them., 4nd it is the
simplified vworld of the comic strip where symbols can artistically replace represente
ative realism more easily and convincingly than any other story=-telling medium, in
which the Idealist reached his flower, Idealists are sometimes funny. Idealism never
is. The measure of those brightly costumed refugees from the Charles Atlas ads is not
their preposterous appcarance, but their symbol as men with the power to satisfy any
desire, satisfying their desires by doing good, It was naive of them, perhaps; I don't
think it was childish,

The costume heroes brought another unique thing to the kids sitting out on the back
stoop at home -~ or in the pocl of shade behind the school cafeteria at lunch time --
vhile they read comic books and talked comic books: Liberation, bMythologies and fairy
tales have always placed a penalty on the possession of supernormal powers by men.
Icarus fell. Cinderella tripped. But Superman never fell ~~ and if he did, what dif-
ference would it make? Billy Batson wight trip, sure, but a quick "Shazam" would get
him out of trouble, For the first time in mess literature, physical Iiberation from the
confines of the ordinery brought reward to the hero, rather than disaster.

Coulton Waugh, in his history of the comic strip, takes up the masked costume here and
wonders: ‘hy in the United States of Amerieca should " justice be hooded"? Like many
cthers before and since, Coulton Waugh wissed the point,

Charlie Chaplin, in his most successful pictures, played a noble and hoenorable man who
was & victim of circumstance. A king disguised by nature and a cruel society as a
tramp, his low station in life and his inadequate body hid his real worth. The great
pathos of those pictures was achieved by suddenly revealing that the wretched and laugh-
able little figure on the screen vas a man, just like you and me, who was doing the best
he could in the shape and circumstances life hed imposed upon him, City Lights, perhaps
Chaplin's finest motion picture, tells of his love for a blind girl, and of his efforts
to obtain money for an operation on her eyes =~ even though he knows that when she seces
him she may reject him, For the blind girl only knows him for what he really is, for
his kindness, his goodness, his innate nobility, OShe does not sec the false picture of
him the world sees and laughs at as he struggles through one ordeal after another to ob-
tain the money her syes need,

Trash, too, can use the materials of art, It is no accident that the Shadow was Lamont
Cranston, rather than Lamont Cranston the Shadow. EFor is it an accidmmt that Clark Xent
was really Superman in disguise, They were the prototypes of their kind and the most
nearly perfect in conception, and their messapga was not that this ordinary wan conceaizd
an extraordinary man, but that this extraordinery man cencealed an ordinary man -- that
the world did not commonly see the real person behind Clark Kent's glasses or Cranston':
urbane but not unusual appearance, The costume and the wasks revealed the real individ-
ual by hiding the superficialities of his day-to-day mspect, just as the girl's blininssz
revealed the true character of the little tramp,

The costume heroes said tha&t men could be vastly more than they were, and that they vere
vastly more than they seemed to be, And there, in those swarming little rectangles, :
they demonstrated it. '


justice.be

*The Flane" was et @ graat sirip «~ it wes Bersld's marvelons gifi for anaiomy and
garish realisw that susisined it ~» and in its attribution of mystic as gl s seiene
tifie powers to the Flame, the symhbelism was weekoned; nonethsless, when you were not
quite ten and the spirit of things counted far more than thelr styles or -= even -
their contendt, it wes scmetbing you leoked forwerd 1o,

It is far easier to criticise art than trash. 4rt appeals to the emotjons amd the ims
+ellect; trash appeals ‘o one or the otber, but mever to beth, Yet the perenpial suc-
cess of the over-intellectualized trash that passes for "literary' fiicdion and the en-
during populerity of the over-emotjonallzed #rash 6F writers like Gene Stratton-Fovter,
fcgar Rice Burroughs, Jack VWoodford, Zang Grey, and iickey Spillane {and Chester Gould
and Jerry S-ﬁ.e-gal) dewand undsrstanding; for sometimes Ahe '.spir‘.l-:b ©f first-renk trash ie¢
more impertant -than the content of second~rank srt, And sinee with Yrash i1 ds the sp”
of ‘the thing -thai counis =-'in the end, ‘the oxly thing that counts ~~ the customary stdy .
ards of art criticism gan ngver epply.

1€ we want to see ¥"The FPlame" and ‘the olhers flor whai they reslly were, Ve musi undove
stand, as wo understood then, what they tried to be, not whed they aciwally ackieved,
nor what we believe art might heve made of them,,,.

e
liagicians vere -very big in these days de0, Ehere vas Tbib, the Envincidle, In Rilank
Jomics, and Zatsra, in Action == and Herke, the Greed, why sauns right afier e F'i.aue
in Yonderweorld, v

Yarke ‘had 4 time of it. #He vwas msualily pretiy well dvewn himself, dui he ofien hac <o
assogiate wifh as ill-drewvn.a erev @f rescels A9 you cauld find enyvhere, Even dhe o
lice Wwere owt of propertion in the Farch iesws, and I dmnsing 33 really offendsd Yarwe,
a fastidious dresser and a men Whe <learly bellieoyel & gerdlemer's right grm shaull e

as logg as his left g(.but no longer) . ‘hpperentily, Yarke jimself wes drewm by one artiot
-+ a map With a speslding acqueintance -with aratomy .- end the rost of Hhe gtrip wes 1Ll -
in by whoever wes hendly. 3d guess it wes a4 bilg mondh Tor Yok wher his own argist
would illustrate the rest of the shbrip, 400,

‘Despite his nane, ',Za..rlf:p wes @an American-looking figllew, tell, with g@zg;ngea:b]Le but other-
vige undisiingeished fesdures, He complegely lacked the depertment slore dymmy Apprare
ence of [endrake or the repuied wgliness of Warleck, the Whgerd, dn Rickel ®ouics., As u

said, Yerke vas & fastidious dresser, He -wore - white dde anl 4aild, a red <ape, and an
Lochre %urben yith a bloodered gem in the sonter of i4. MWhen he went 4o bed Wi dqok ofif
the gppe. He was a rather Ffastidious telker, too, En this epiande, Aaptadn Slebdd of
the Hettotde Baresy’ calls on Yarke, and Yerke saye, Hello, To what mey I oradii vaur
unexpested visiid"

Weld, Yarke mey have been .a wagician, alj right, bui jne was ng .eeor.

i+ geens an Hast Indian Seventh Son of a Seventh Son is atdempiing to find 4vo jevels
~ $he Hwkn jewelp of wlogd me -Whose popaepeicn Wil give hm Lolam OMOX Al Iagda. g
of 4he shones is draced 4o .o .gang of Amerigan ghieves, HAfter three or four of -them
found deed, Cppiain Debit decides 4it's &ime 40 request Yarko's help bacapsc, 1 aa ne
laughing stook of ghe gown," Yarko takes a look -at -the hofies and goes houe fo bed.
After :ne hes taken off this cape and gotden under the covers, wirite FHie, tails, durban
and all, end turned out the ddights, iwo Fast Indians atdack him, ‘I# .eppeers the othar
Twin Jewel of Blood ~- -the Ada-La-foda .-~ ip dn his turban, Yarko lkicks then out o1 bos
knocking one head first into a largé vase conpeamiently lecaged af the foot, fhern, torc:
magic, the turns the other one -upside down and makes hia &apin 1dke a top undil the polic,
arrive, : .

A few months late the Seventh Son of the S8sventh Son gathers his -people together once
again, He is o quitter: “The -famed Yarl has sent s the ,@_da-j,;a_-_k__ﬂ;da‘, but he- stili
8ypossesses dts sister. e must get 44!



Yarko, who had returned the Ada-la<Hida be-
cause the sight of it killed any but the
rightful ovner, suddenly appears in a vise
ion, "Ture!" he intones,- *You are the Seva
enth Son of the Seventh Son of the Order of
Aribah, but you have erred in your ways, and
do your sire hath given you only the Ada-La-
Hida! He entrusted me with the other which
I wear on my turban., Were you to be given
the Ada-La-Hoda, you would become very pow-
erful,,, Power turns the heads of men,
There would be eternal tumult in Indie,

Hiake no further attempts to gain it!"

The Seventh Son of the Seventh Son of the
Order of Aribah looks properly convinced.
Maybe because the vision of Yarko is as big
as a house,

Actually, this is & rather-tame Yarko adventure., He once took on an army of men cone
ceived up out of mendrake roots, and vrestled to the death with the astral body of a
black magician vwhile they were both hundreds of feet tall, Unlike the other icomic bool
magicians, Yarko dealt largely in the metaphysical and the mystic, rather than in "sim-
ple" magic, and if the content was not often distinguished, the spirit was....

After Yarko came "Shorty Shortcake, "Shorty" was signed by "Jerry Williams" who was
actually Klaus Nordling, the artist for "Spark Stevens" later on in the book. Although
Shorty ves drawvn in the animated cartoon style of the time -~ a huge head, with coat-
button eyes and shiny Rudolf Valentino haircut, a tiny bedy, and arms and legs like
lengths of garden hose == there is a liveliness that comes from an understanding of the
comic book medium, (If Basil Berold had & major fault, it was that he was primerily an
illustrator, rather than a comic strip artist,) :

Although you'd never guess it, Bhoriy is in Guatemuiu thi, month o —aii L 0=
fessor Gnu, who. is a very sore, if not actually mad, scientist., OGnu has inventeéd an
"HoO iiagnet" which draws "all of the waters of the countryside" to his . door. Shorty,

vho doesn't want to pay a dollar a glass for
a drink, heists the megnet, nearly drowns in
the flood that follows, is ceptured by Gnu's
oversized carrier pigeon ("Carrier Pigeon

40 x Normal Size Product of Professor Gnu"
the sign on the birdcage reads), is almost
eaten by a thirty foot earthworm, saves hiue
self by gulping a little of the professar's
Enlarger Fluid, busts out of Gnu's laboratory,
grows a wile high, is struck by lightning, and
rained on until he shrinks (that's what Pro.
fessor Gnu needed all that water for), and
finally soars off in a glider presented in
appreciation for his accomplishments ("Gee
thanks, " says Shorty)....

"Patty 0'Day -- Newsreel Reporter” follows,
It was a nothing strip: "Death to ze Ameri-
can!" "Gome on, I'll lick the bunchk of you!"
"He's unconscious!" "Good! Too bad he has
fallen down this well! Ha~ha!" "You muMer-
ing beasts!® "We only follow orders!',. .. 9




Then, on page 32, where the modern comic book
peters ocut with an ad for a blackhead extract~
or or a genuine cardboard "Frontier Cabin'
"big enough for 2-3 kids" ($1.00 a cabin, 5
for $4.00), Wonderwerld presented "Dr, Fung

-- Master Sleuth of the Orient," The credit
says "Arthur Dean"; actuaslly it was drawn by
S.R., Powell, an old timer who took over the
"Shedow" comic strip from Vernon V. Greene

and who is still active today,.

Dr, Fung was a small, bald man, with a white
mustache and goatee, and glasses that fell
down over his nose, He was aided by Dan Bar-
rister, a blond American considerably taller
than Dr. Fung, who wore calf-length boots,
blue riding breeches and jacket, a white shirt
and a black necktie, In this episode, Dan had quite a time with that necktie, Right
after a tough fight he had to strip it off and open his collar at the throat -~ to show
he'd really exercised (kind of like old %ime vaudeville dancers who used to throw off
their coats and roll up their sleeves to indicate they really meant tusiness) -~ and
then get it tied again and that tough collar button fastened again before the next
panel,

"Invited by hig old friend, Alzes Rapkut, to inspect a
mysterious pit," the flash panel reads, "Dr, Fung takes
Dan Barrister to his house in ancient Persia...."

: Well, you'd know it. The
hole's been there for years, but the minute they look over the side, "By Allah's beard!"
(as Alzea Rapleut puts it) the earth heaves and cracks open, throwing Dr. Fung and Dan
Barrister headlong into the pit. They fall for hours, Then: "Dan! We're slowing up!
Welre beginning to float down! Someone is behind this!"™ Finally they fall into an
enormous glass jar and are seized by green, apelike creatures with suckers for fingers
and built-in unicycles for legs who bottle them up in glass cylinders and ship them
through an overgrown department store pneumatic tube,

At the end of the trip, standing before her throne, is a gdod-looking blonde girl in

red shorts and halter, "Earth people!! At last my prayers are answered!! Please take
wme back to the land where I was born, I'm sick of being queen of these horrible crea.
tures!” Her name is Rima, and she fell into a seemingly bottomless ravine years before

while exploring the Himelayas with her father,

"Can®t you speak louder, girl?" Dr., Fung asks, "I can hardly hear you!"

She doesn't dare to, though, because -- although she can whisper in double exclemation
peints =« the green things are very sensitive to noise,

[}
Suddenly: "Dan, look!" cries Dr, Fung, as the girl throws her arms sbout him for pro-
tection. A green creature twenty feet high rolls into the room on his organic. unicycle,
"It is 'He'!" screams the girl, "'He' is angry! I'He' will kill you!!"

"Dan!" yells Dr. Fung, "Shout! Quick man! Scream your loudest!"

Jan screams, "He" claps his hands over his ears, and they race for the "suction elevator"
that brought them -= Rima 1s going to reverse the "gravitation machinery" controlling i+,
At the laat second "He" dives into the shaft, too, and is carried to the surface, unable
to gain on them because "the pressure is even,” (That scream of Dan's must really have
shaken him up, otherwise "He" would have reversed the "gravitation machinery" himself.)

i As Dr, Fung leaps from the mouth of the pit he calls to his waiting friend Rapkut (a
patient man, evidently) for & gun, and kills the monster as it emerges,



"Back to my own pwople at last!" says Rima, and then she clears up any doubts about her
age, "I vas only six years old when I fell down there fif'teen years ago! How can I ever
thank you?'

"Your happiness is encugh!" says Dr., Fung, who, despite his vigor, is apparently tco old
for the game, Barrister, however, is up on his addition, and knows what a girl's taliin-
about when she tells him she's over eighteen., His nand reaches for her waist,

A vsychiatrist’s might reach for his notebook,

Ted Maxon, The Phantom Rider," by Cecelia bunson is next. The source of Miss.usunson's

inspiration is revealed in the closing panels: "Who are you, wmister?" "Who am I? I acx
the Phantom Rider, the friend of those in trouble! But my real name must always remain
a secret.™ The Phantom Rider adjusts his mask, and "with a 'Hoof it, Streak!' he is gone

-- to reappear vwhen needed...”
Tex was shortchanged all around. He didn't even have a kemo sabe,,.

In those days almost every comic bock ran a iwo-page humor strip. In Wonderworld it
vas "Don Quixote in Modern Times" and it was about Don Quixote in modern times,,.

Klaus Nordling, like most of the early comic hook artists, was no wonder with e pen;
unlike most of them, with his cartoonist's feel for exaggerated action and foreshert-
ening, he made up for his lack of finggh. His strips moved., Although he was never in
~- sey -- Jack Cole's league here, his comic book sense was superior to any other Fox
artist, except, possibly, Dick Briefer.

For VYonderworld (aside from "Shorty Shortcake," which was done in his usual style), he
drew "Spark Stevens -~ of the Navy," an adventure strip paralleling the service movies
flollywood had been making for years: two women-chasing, action-hungry, free-wheeling,
light-hearted buddies who were always beating up on spies -- when they weren't beating
up on eachother over a girl, Nordling did the job well, And reading them today is much
more pleasant than looking at Pat O'Brian and James Cagney on TV, Spark and Chuck seem
like nicer guys,

They were big guys, too. None of this Cagney fancy-dan stuff with the fists, Spark

and Chuck were willing to take one to give one, and you couldn't beat them, not if there
were a dozen of you, in anything like a fair fist-fight, When they were taken out, ther
were taken out with a gun or a knock on the back of the head -- or some other unfair,
unfmerican, method, Chuck was bigger and blonder and nad a heavier jaw. The jaw vas a
giveavay, of course: Chuck wes stupider as well., Spark (althougk he had a hell of a
punch, naturally) carried s normal sized jaw, 'so that meant he was the smart one of tune
two. OSmart enough to get the strip named after him, anyhow,

This month they're "in the native quarter" of Guam, complaining btitterly about the
scarcity of women, (Spark and Chuck spent all their time in the tropics, I guess, for
they alvays wore whites., And no matter what happened, they kept them clean. Some gurs
have a knack.) Suddenly, a vwhite girl cells "Hsst! Say --" from a second story windo',
A4 rough hand immediately claps over the girl's mouth and she is snatched from sight,
Svark and Chuck run upstairs, and one, two, three, four, knock out the red-suitecd, to-
tally bald villain (no hero ever knocked out a villain with a fringe over his ears) anc
his three gorillas. The girl is "the Colonel's Daughter"; and %hen she discovered tie
spies stealing military maps from government files, they "spirited" her to their hidecut.

While she has been talking and Spark and Chuck havc been listening with both eyes, the
inconspicuous man in the red suit has crept to the wall behind them. He presses a lever
and a Murphy bed falls out, knocking Chuck and Spark unconsdous, i1



Yhen the thugs finally woke up, they wonder: "Wot'll we do wit! 'em?" 3ut Red Suit has
g solution: "Spider Cavern, Vit the dawn come also the spider! Ha! Our two sailors
vill never see the sun again!"

fiell, just as the night is 1iftiing, gobs manage to free thewselves "by rubding their
bonds against the jagged rocks." And just in time, too, for here come ithe sgpiders, and
you've never seen anything like them, They skipped dinner the night before —- and maybe
the midday snack, too -~ and they are hungry. Spark and Chuck climb the walls of the
cave frantically, but the spiders hurry after them in a masgs so thiclk it looks like an
overwrought shag rug.

"Holy ==-! They're gaining cn us!!" gays Chuck.

"Gotta match?" msks Spark, cooly brandishing the bleckened end of cne of the clubs thev
have been Tighting the spiders off with, “Lucky these puys left these oil-soaked torcha:
behind,.." Spark explains, and they aurl the burning torches into the writhing, hungry
cerpet crawling toward them. The spiders, who wust have been on & heavy diet of nipgh-
test gasoline, ignite with a gusto that would have delighted O, 3, DsMille, and Spark
and Chuck, coughing and wheezing, follow the smoke {Chuck, the wit, calls it "Eau-dec-
garbaga"),as it drifts to the entrance,

There, they take cover behind a couples of boulders, and when Baldy and his pals show up
“o see how breakfast went at Spider Cavern, one, two, three, they capture the spies and
herd thex into the mouth of the cave., Spark hurries off to get help, and Chuck, intent
on keeping the spies holed up in the cavern, does not see the menacing figure creeping

up behind him. That's when Spark proves the strip was named after the right hero.

"1 wondered wvhere the fourth guy was!" he exclaims, vhopping a rock on the spy's head
just as he was about to plug Chucl., (It proves, too, that Spark could count, end that
was more of a rarity in the ccmic world than you might imapgine ~- as was showvm recently
in 'The Several Soldiers of Victory.")

The sailors rush back to the village to save the Colonsl's Daughter. But she has al-
ready been saved: "Lucky we came along and untied ya, or you'd have starved to death in
there,” two so0ldiers are telling the girl as she gazes up at them in rapt admiration,
Hearts burst out of her balloon as she exclaims, "My heroes!"

“And Spark and Chuck -- as their movie counlerparts always did -- lose the girl again,
(In one episode, thev saved iwo girls and Houble dated, They were dollarand it locked
like the boys were heme- frec at last, but then the girls got fo pgossiping and exchanging
fashion news and recipes.) 3ut next month they'll try once more...

The last astory in the hook was "K-51 —- Spies at War," s middling:strip drawn by Powell
under the name of "Barron 3ates," It was all scrunched up in ten and cleven and even
tuclve panel pages. You virtually neccded to be Tiny Tim to read it,

Page GL closed the magazine on a note that would thrill any young sucker's heart:
Absgeoelutely Free!l!
THE COMICSJOPE
reg u. s. patent office

Bot a toy but a real projecter
A New Awazing Invention Show your own films
at howme «-~ charge adpission --- run real
net mevie parties. DNow you can screen comic
strips in your cwn home and maice them in any
size and in full color and give a real movie
show, Nothing to buy, Everything free.

Well, almost free. You actually sent in three coupons (one from each of the Fox waga-
|pzines of the time) and fifteen cents "to cover the cost of wailing."



A friend of mine tore the coupcns out of magazines in a second hand store, sold & grecer
tack some pop Lottles he'd just pilfered from the storeroom, and sent away for the new
amazing invention, He got his monsy's worth,

The "Comicscope was a flat chunk of cardboard, brightly and crudely printed with pictures
of the current Fox heroes, which could be folded into a smell box; and a glass lens as
lumpy as the bottom of a pop bottle, and a fourth the size, inserted into a short, black
cardboard tubs., Vhon the box was assembled there was 2 hole in the front for the lens a-ad
one in the bettom for a lighthulb, and a slit in the side to push the sample Comicscope
strips through. It worked -~ once you'd sealed up all the gaps ir the seams of the box
"ith masking tapc and squeezed into the Llackest closet you could find w- but it was hardi:
worth it, The Uomicscope sirips were abominably drawn and orinted, not in full color, but
in red and black on a saffron background, You couldn't use regular comic strips, naturzllzs,
because the printing came ocut backwards, ard besides, vho'd want <o cut his cowmic hooks ir
little.ribbons about two inches wide, S

Yhy Fox peddled the Comicscope is a puzzle, There was obviously no money in it == tha
fifteen cents must really have gene for handling and mailing costs -- and although new
Jomicscope strips cost a fair ancunt, they were so crummy it is hard to believe Fox had
any genuine expsctation of selling them. The Comicscope must not have hoosted sales for
his comic books, either, for you almost never saw an old Wonderworld with one of the cou-
rons missing., Of course, he way have used the names of those who answered for an adver-
tisers' sucker list, but the chain carried so little outside advertising even this scems
unlikely,

The real. answer is -probably- thot Fox was-a -promoter. -Fromotors witl promote things, even
when there's no money in them, just to keep thcir hands in == rather like CDr. Snaffle-
blocker, the Hollywoed physician in one of Jack Woodford's rrare non-sex novels, who was
discovered as the story opened performing an abortion or a chipmunic...,

And finally, the back inside page carried adas for two new Victor Fox comic books, 3cience
Comics and Weird Comics., Further along, we'll take a brief look at them.

Ihis was the eleventh issue of Wonderworld Comica, March 19L0.* A year earlier the com-
pelition hadn't been as stiff., But new things had. changed, Superman was appearing in a

*after this article was completed and im Dick Lupoff's hands, I discovered a letter by
Ron Grahaa in Alter~Bgo, a comic book fan magazine published oy Jerry Bails of Inkster,
Michigan, indicating that Wondsrworld Comics had an earlier incarnation as Yonder Comics,
and featured "Wonder Man" rather than "The Flame." HNeither my memory nor the great stack
of Fox comics Bill Thailing had lept me werc of any help. - I asked for more information
from iir, Graham, and he referred me to David Wigransky of Yashington, D.C., HKere is Hr.
Wigransky's reply:

"1 had the first issue iiay 1939, of Yonder Comics, which was alco the
first Fox Fublications Inz. comic book, I lent it to kionte I. Bourjaily (head of the
cowric art studie which illustrated most of the Fox comicz of that time: 1939241) abcut
six years ago, and he never returned it. The numbers and dates wcre consecltive, so that
none vere skipped vhen. it-became VNendsrworld Comics and starred !The Flame! rather than
"Wonder Man,' However, I don't know the exact issue the change tock place,

"!Supsrran! of course began in Action Comics 1, June 1938, so 1 think 'Yonder ian' was
ine segond superhero in comic. books {or at least -tied with ' Batman! which I t¥ink also
began in May 1939 in IC's own Dotective Comics. )

"Jourjaily teld wme DO Comics filed suit against Fox Publications, claiming 'Wonder Man!
infringed upon their character 'Supermen,' And even though they were successful, I suess
y *he time the case vas won there were so wany and varied superherces springing up that
they decided ary more suits of this kind would be ridiculous, - W3



quarterly all his own, So was Baiman. Captain .arvel was just getting off ithe ground,
The Human Torch and Submariner (we called him "Submarine~-er") were going great guns,

Jay Garrick kad breathed the hard water formula and become the Fastest Man Alive. And
yet, because of Berold and because in 1940 vwe still responded to fragments of beliefs

and feelings and attitudes of the 19th Century that Wonderworld exploited, the book, if
it had lost ground, remained far more thrilling and competitive than a present-day com—
parison with the other -- the mainline -- comics would seem to allow, Ve took Superman's
and Batman's and the others! way of looking at things with us (as they took ours). ‘e
didn't take Yarko's or X-31's or Dr, Fung's or even much of the Flame's

But in its day, it was a good comic book, And it was the best of the Fox chain.

11

Honderworld was an immediate success, and five months later Fox brought out Hystery

Hen Comics, v featured Fox's most enduring characters, Green bask and Blue Beetle;

a science flCulon strip by Dick (Frankenstein) Briefer called "Rex Dexter of rars,” and
Klaus Nordling's ¥"L{, Dralze -- of Maval Intelligence." Other than a two~page "Hemloc!
Sholues and Dr. Poison," by "Fred," a remarkable cartoonist wtho 'did wonderfully wild and
corny Luo-pagers for alwost every comic boolk outfit in the business without ever (as far
as I know) signing his name, the rest of the storiss are without interest, There is th=
usual magician and the Nsual-secret agent and the usual western abd the usual Cecelia
runson derivation, this time from Fu Manchu,

"Green Mask" and "3lue Beetle" were pretty usual, too, It is probably the secret of
their succegs 2o
(Hote cont'd from preceding page) "'Yonder Man (or, I think, .'The Yonder ian,’ with
'The' in fine print -- I'm only going by memory) vas more of a 'Superman' 1m1tatlor than
the others, I guess, as his alter ego was also that of a nevspaper reporter. He had
blond hair, and an all-red costume (the belt may have been yellow)., All I recall abeout
the,costume is a short cape, a little less than waist-length. The strip was illustrated
~Will @isner, though I'm sure he signed a pen-name, which way have been the phonetic
1llis Herr! (any”ay, I do know he used 'Willis Nerr' at some time). 'Wonder lan' ha:
about the saie povers as 'Superman’ I should say -- although they weren't gone into as
‘thoroughly, so nerhaps he didn't have all -of- thew (suéHas x-ray vision). I hazily re-
meitber that Wonder lian had no 'origin'; the series just began with his alter ego going
overseas -as - e—ar-correspondent;—arnd-therr switehing to hif super-identity to Tight a
bunch of Nazi soldlers (they were called something else, of course, as we weren't veti a*
var vith Gerxany)," e
Trhe change froa onder to Wonderworld took place some time before the sixth issue, an-
parently, for I've seen a reproduction of this cover in Mystery Men Comics 3, Siace it
vas common prattice for distributers to require that three full issues of a new monthl:y
magazine be printed befere they would handle it, it's very likely 'Yonder Comics lasted
into the second issue -~ and perhaps as long as the fourth,

I"

Although Wonder Coumics and "Wonder Man" founded Fox Publications, their inf'luence on t ¢
Fox wegazinns and the comic field seems negligible, So Monderworld Comics and "The laze’
evern though they came along a fev monthslater; would still appear to remain the signif-
icant Fox Fublications comic¢ book and character in the forwative uwonths of the compar:,
Jut en interesting fellow, that "Vonder Han,"
R S S T
Znd when Faweett Publlcatlono started its line, onec of the original entry was Master
Coumics, featuring, you guessed it, "Master Mnn". ‘Master lan had a rather mundane or-
igin: pills and exercise and such, but it got him, too, to the same state as the oric-
inal Superman. He was very sirong, could withstand a lot of punishment, run at great
speed and for great distances, leap fantastically but not remlly fiy, He was pressured
out and replaced by Minute Man, a non-super superpatriot, who in turn gave uay to Can-
Iqtain Marvel Junior who ran in Haster Comics for a full decade, to the very end.
RL
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In the beginning, "Green Mask" was drawn in a style halfwey between "Reg'lar Fellers
and early "Red Barry." Green Mask wore dark blue tighte with & yellow atripe (down the
side ), skin-tight pale blue doublet and trunks, a massive, nail-etudded leather belt,
cavalry boots, = dark blue, ¢rimson lined cape --- and a cloee-fitting derk green mask
that covered his head and eyes and knotted in the back to fall in two trademarknatreamera-
The artist, variously called "Walter Freme" "Michsel Barrett" and "Jerry Logen, was
obviously no resder of Esquire. (Berold, who did the marvelous covers for Myslery Men,
or the color contrel man, even tried changing the colors of Green Maakja costume in an
effort to devise something more compatible with that maek —-- but nothing ceme of it.)

Aided by "the only man who knows the Graen Mask's real identity," a reporter named
"News" Doakes, he solved a number of uninteresting c¢rimes that bored the police, rather
then baffled them, into inaction.

In later iesues, under & variety of indifferent artiets, he acquired an off—st?ga iden~
tity as Michael Shelby, the son of a murdered senator who had opposed gangsterism; -
gained super~-powers from a "Vita-Ray"; picked up a bumbling boy assistant nam:d DOTan,
who -—— fittingly -- threw boomerangs; took on a new aide nemed "News" Blake ( NGW?
Doakes was probably tod undistinguished a neme for a Vita-Rayed superman to associate
with)s and finally lost most of his super-powers when it became clear his future lay

in being a Batman imitator.

In the summer of 1940, Green Mask acquired his own comic book, ultimately outlasting
all the Fox heroes, except Blue Beetle, and meny of hias betters in other magazines as
walle It is not only in politics and breskfast cersals that mediocrity has a certain
staying power e.s :

"Blue Beetle" began es a secondary feature in
Mystery Men. Within & half-dozen or so
issues he opened the booke His own bi=-
monthly magezine appeared in February 1940,
snd soon afterward he had a twice-weekly
radio progrem. His durebility wee eo grest,
he eurvived Fox Fublications itself. ie'l]
come hack to him «.«

Dick Briefer was no acience fiction
artist. His spaceships looked like
hot weter heaters installed by a mad
plumber. He was no science fiction
writer, either: "Look, Dr. Harvey! Are my
eyes deceiving me, or ie thet a cone shaped
planet I see in the glass?" Yet, when he
worked on it, as he did in many of the serious
"Frankenstein® etories, Briefer had.a
certain way with borror aend pathos
that transcended his writing and
illustrationa.

Right: Michaeel 8helby
as the Green Mask.



5 WE MUST DESTROY %T4h00€=
AS SOOM AS HE ARRIVES [ ¢.F
HlM N THE DARK 2 Uut —

The first "Rex Dexter of Mars" eirips display hils early atyle at its best, before he
began to splash the ink mround in big, loose, broed, black strokes -— and some of them
display his tamlent for siory, as well.

Tex Dexter of Mars, "Here on Earth -- 2,000 4. D.," helps save the planet from a terrible
menace » PFor this he receives the scclaim of Earth. But twa issues later, Dexter brings
a huge, fripght-maddened Kong-like creature to Earth for exibition. When it runs emok,
destroying end meiming, he ie forced to kill it, etebbing into its brain through one of
the helf-humen beast's bulging, horrified eyes. Earth forgete its acclaim, it demands
bis death, snd so Rex Dexter's friend the President of Earth is forced to exile him.

His fiancee, Cynde {pronounced "Sin-dee" Briefsr tells us), reavows her love and joins
him as he ventures from planet to planet. Eventually, Earth forgives PRex, end he returns
now and sgein to aid ua.

If you coulld look over the scientific absurdities, "Rex Dexter" was often an entertaining
strip. It was a popular one, too, snd Rex had his own comic book for a while. He might
have had it longer, tut Briefer went on one of his periodic humor binges -~ and he
ween't near as funny then as he was later with the "Frankie" Frankenstein yarns ...

Klavs Nordling of "Spark Stovens" signed "Lt. Drake -~ of the Naval Intelligence” as

'F. Klaus." Other than that, it was pure Nordling, a men who handled his blacke and

his action & lot better than hie anatomy. The stories were good fun, though, esnd his
drawings improved steadily. Lt. Drake, a blond chap with a tickler sized mustache, pgot
aromnd a lot, investigating trans-Atlantic gemblers, opium smugglers, and such -~ the
kind of activities you'd think would mske the Coamst Guard jealous. Nordling muet have
rad a thing about spiders, because a couple of monthe before Spark end Chuck had all
that trouble in Wonderworld, Drake got mixed up with them, too. These didn't come wall-
to-wall, however. They came in little gelatine capslules that melted in your bedclothes
while you slept, relessing an angry black widow «.«

Fysiery Mon Conics had a potential it never realized. Under an asdroit publisher, "Green
Fask” and "Blus Bestle" and "Rex Dexter" could have become outstending: the materiel

was there to Le used. The success they achieved in their 1mperfectlons hints at the
greater succeas they could have had. '

It wae becoming incressingly evident that Victor Fox wes a promotor, not a publisher.
Hor an editor.
o e oF %

In November of '39 Fox issued his third megezine, Fantastic Comics; the following Janu~
ary Science Comics appeared; and in-March Weird Comics, the last monthly of this first
saries was distributed. They were all out of the same sitcupot =-- the mest picked off

and the vegetables watersd dowm --- that Wonderworld and Mystery Men had bsen ladled from.

Fantastic was outstanding in one way, though. It published the most preposterous and
grotesque comic hero ever c¢reated. His name was Stardust.
16



. The feature character, however, was a reincarnation of Samson, "“Cut of the wist of his-
tory comes the mighty Samson,.. Like his ancient forebears Samson pits his trewendous
strength against the forces of evil and injustice,,..” Samson was a thick-muscled, o¢ld-
fashioned, iiiddle Zuropean looking fellow with long blond hair, blue thonged sandals,
and a pair of woolly trunks thet looked wore like a mess of pudlc hair with delusions of
grandeur, In later issues he put a belt on, but it didn't improve the effect much.

The early Samson stories were compounded out of Wonderworld!'s greatest flaws, PRather
lhan true coimic strips, they were a series of tableaux; and where Basil Berold could

rise above his weakness here, and make a virtue of it, "Alex Boon" could not. The nanc-
less lLuropean backgrounds, the 19th Jentury kings and rulers and iron men in their stif?f
~ collaered uniforms, the super-weapons that merely belched larger shells and wore poisonous
gasses, and had been invented in the last century by Robida or Verne or VWells -- these
could have been surmounted and advantageously used, as they were in VYonderworld, if os
in Vonderworld, they had been tied to B contemporary symbel such as the Flame. Samson,
standing there in hie reincarnated carcass, hairy, natural-looking pelt, and shoulder-
length hair, was hardly that symbol;

Soon, tke arfivork was wmodernized -~ if not improved -~ and Samson took on a vaguely
.Anglo-Saxon appearance, the locales were woved nearer home, the villains Americanized,
and 3amson provided with a hoy assistant, David, who, although he scarcely seemed ado-
lescent, vas similarly clad (beside Samson, vho was always lifting hiw out of harm's vay,




he looked about the size of a vet fox terrier). The improvements wangled him his own bi-
monthly magazine -«- but they didn't cure the basic weakness, vhich vas Samson hiwmself, ...

"Professor Fiend," by "Boris Plaster" was a two~-pager that was four pages long. It vas
drayn by “Fred” of "Hemlock Sholmes and Dr, Potson" (who mlso drew “Billy Bounce, the
Kid Detcctive," occasionally, for liystery lien, and -~ among a legion of others -- "Mike,
the Mescot” and. "Mortimer, the Monk," for Columbia Comic Corporation's Big Shoi Somics).,
"Fred" was wild, and he wasn't sublle ("EFureka! I've just invented a bladeless knife so
people can't cut themselves vwhile slicing bread!"), but for some ungodly reason hc vas
funny, He still is,

It is "Stardust -~-the Super Yizard,"” hovever, vho will c¢nsure iumortality for Fantastic
Comics, No commentary, no copy, can do him justice, You must sit face to face with the
real thing. Anything clse is like watching the last days of Powpeii with your eyes closed,

"While a secret army of spies and murderous terrorists conspires to
undermlne business, and the government,” says the flash panel, "a
distant radic ¢all is picked up in America -- B message transmitted
from sowetrhere out in spacel®

Then, leering up out of the comic book page, we see these spies and terrorists, beetle-
browed, incredibly prognathous, thelir shori, thick muscular necks seeming to reach up
for their flat and receding foreheads to haul them even further down. Imagine Dasil
Yolverton, the creator of Lena the Hyena in "Li'l Abner," doing a dead serious job.*
Laagine something worse, Now == perhaps -- you have the villains of "Stardust" in mind.
The story begins:

"Listen to this, you mugs! Sterdust is coming to visit the

carthi He's the super crime wiz who is busting spy mobs on

a lot of planets! 3oy, will he be on our neclsi!"

The broadecasting

companies fill the air Ulth details that terrify wven our big-shot nub11c enemies --

"Stardust, that wmaster tind of the universe, with a mysterious kno”lcdge of eriminals,
end their plans, will arrive on our planet townight! He is traveling at dhezing speed,
on highly accellerated light waves! At 9:45 his powerful light will be visible in the
direction of .ars, and at ten o'clock he will land some place in the U.5.A, to begin a
merciless cleaneun of spies and grade-~A racketeera,.."

The leaders of the secret army of svies and terrorists call an eamergency meeling,..
.his scientific use of rays, has irade him master of space and planetary forces,"
their radio proclaims; "the gas of a certain star has made him iumune to heat or cold.,”

"We must destiroy hiin as soon as he arrives!" the terrorist leader shrieks. "Get him in
the dark! Use the typhoid pgerms, and poison gas on him! Use our lot-X Fusing Liquid on
his apparatus! Take him apart.with the atomesmasher! Turn the nev shredding puns cn hin!
Get him ovl of the wayi®

But then the radio ~oes on: ",,.Stardust carries artificial lungs that enmble him to
breath safely, under any conditions ~- he uses nev spectral rays, that can make him in-
visible or as brizht as the sun -- he wvears a flexible, star-matal skin, controlled
through rays from a distani sun and.rendering hia 1ndeat;uot1blc by chomlcals, or h=
electrical or violent forcel”

flell, that stops the terrorlats "He's sa superlor ve won't be able to touch him! Ve
] off ¢ a vhile, ‘and vorl iz the night ve'lre
*0f course Wolverton did serious work, "Spacehawk" in Blue Bolt Comics was a darned

good space opera, and ran for gquite a vhile., Later on, Yolverton did at least one cover
for Heird Tales of the Future, a very bad cover, and much of the interior art for ""tI'y
|gthis cons jderably better than the cover, but not up to “Spacehawlk."
RL




scheduled to bump off the president -- we ought io do the job before Stardust gets hers
let's use our expanding bullets, and serd our two best shotsti™

The two killers are sbout to plug the President when there is a sudden blinding flashﬂ
a8 it disappears, Stardust steps forth to say, "You arc now in the power of Stardust!

Take a blond, long-necked, ten foot tell cctomorph -- a thin ten foot tall ectoworph --
and laminete him with great bulging wmuscles until his head pops up out of them, dispro-
portionstely small, like the heed of a man wearing six overcoats, clothe him in a purple,
square-necked, skin-tight uniform with o wide, red-spotted, yellow belt, end yenk out
every tooth in his head, replocing them with a set of choppers two sizes too small. You
now haove a duplicate of Stardust, the Super Wizard.

Next, the terroriste nend bombers over Washington with their new Liquid Fleme Bombs.
Stardust wipes out the planes with their own bombe, and durne his sttention to terrorist
headquarters.

"Adjust the long-ronge automatic finder ... get a focus and smesh him into a fogl!"
screams the leader, directing work on the huge atom-emasher, which looks like s metal-
spined red eand blus toiler standing on &n encrmous pogo stick.

But: "When Stardust feels the finder being focuscd on him, hc relesses his powerful
Boomerang Ray, and the atecm-smasher smashes itself ... The spies flee in panic.”

Stardust uees his "Magnstic Rey" to draw the spies and terrorists within reach. Then
he picke them up end throws them cut the window, using nis "Suspending Ray" just before
they crash on the adjoining roof top.”“Then, relessing his "Secret Rey," he brings in
front of the terrorists the skeletons of the innocent people they have killed. Using
ancther --- unspecified --- rasy, he trensporte an officc full of G-men to the roof top
to teke the spies and terrorists into custody.

Above you, are the lsaders of the spy army, with ny complimentst In five minutes they
will drop! Good luck!" says Sterdust, flashing awsy into space.

The G-men'e eyes follow his vapor—trail until it vanishes. And then one says: "That's
Stardust! And we didn’'t heve a chance to thank him!®

And: "In the naxt exciting issue of Fantnstic Comics, Stardust btattles "Rip-the-Blood!"

i,

Faoooh !

A year later, Stardust found love. Ruching to Earth to save the planet from encrmous
vultures a med Venusian scientist named Xeos had unlesshed --- he got here, by the weay,
"in his tubular spatial, travelling at terrific speed on accellerated supersolar light
waves -—- Stardust arrives in time to rescue a girl the fiend hed ordered up for himself.
Evidently feeling that it ie no time to take chances with rays, Stardust rams the wvulture
carrying her head on, without even mucsing a hair. The dead beast drops the girl end
"the girl begins falling." A% the last moment, Sierdust ewcops down and saves her. Then:

"Are you hurt?"

"I think not! But I'm terribly upset and scered.

"Shall I toke you back to your home?"

"Oh, plesse, don't take me back! Those birde have wrecked our home and killed my parentst”
"You must feel terrible! But isn't there some place you'd like to go?" -

"I'm all alone in the world; but you're so kind I'd like to be with you until I get over
my frightt” ' :

"But I have duties to attend toll '

"Oh, plesse take me with you! I'1l try not to be of any bother!"

"ould you like to come to my privete star for e while? It's very reatful therel” 19
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IN HIS LABORATORY, STARDUST STUDIES
His SCOPES » - ~

| |

"Oh, Stardust! I'd be crazy
about itt”

Finally: "They arrive on Star-
dust's star ««."

"This may be your caestle as
long as you wish‘?

“Oh-hi T can hardly believe itl" [

I can hardly believe it myself. If we can have primitive art, why can't we have prim-
ative trash? If Grandma Moses and Mickey “alker can become famous, why shouldn't "Fletch-
cher Hanka"? \

(I cen see Henks naw, standing proudly before his one-man show. He'd be blond, of -
course; balding probably -- ectomorphs have fine hair and ueually begin losing it fairly
early; thin -- there might be the suggestion of a pot belly, though, after these twenty
years; tall, ourely. And long necked. Those early maturing, hard muscled, strong jawed,
mesomorphs who mode his teens miserable trouble him some yet; and even now Hanks may have
difficulty talking to the prettier feminine patrons. 4nd the dark .o well ... the dark
8till bothers him a little, and he always reaches around tho corner to turn on the switch
in the gellery washroom before ho actually goee in.)

Edmund Pearson once published Queer Books, a marvelous ssmpler from eccentric novels and
speachen and stories. Today, he would have included "Stardust."

Science Comics and Weird Comice didn't even have a "Samson" or s "Stardust® to leave to
posierity.

The titles of somo of Science's sirips tell the story: "The Eagle" (this wes a few months
after "Hawlmen" appearsd in Flash Comics), "Electro" ("Jim Andrewe, electrical scientist,
is working with a palr of giant electrodes ... 'Good heavene! There's going to be an
accident herel'"), "Cosmic Carson" (by "Buck Rogerd" curent artist, George Tuska, and
fully as good), "Marga, the Panther Woman" (Van Dorf, a mad physio~biolozist, escaped into
the heart of the Africen jungle from an asylum. He had been confined there for attempting
to produce a race of people with the blood of panthers fused into them. Ae hostape, he
brought a beautiful, white, blonde nurse with hinm eod)




leird featured "Thor, God of Thunder," a reincarnation of Thor, god of thunder; then,
vhen this reincarnation didn’t go over, "The Dart", a reincarnation of "the ancient
Rowan racket buster, Caius Martius." Reincarnationewise, Victor Fox was scraping the
bottom of the barrel, In private life, the Dart was Jaius iartius Vheeler, a timid high
school teacher of Roman history; Thor was a guy vwhose girl kicked sand in his face.
"Thor" mutated into Peter Thor, an explosives expert who was able to fly around in a reod
and blue costume as "Dynamite Thor" by periodically exploding little charges of "Dyna-

mite nills." Weird also carried another of Fox Publications! alliterative "science
fiction" strips, "Blast Benneit" (altogether, there were "Blast Bemnett,”" "Cosmic Car-
son,” "Perisphere Payne," "Space Smith," "Flip Palcon," and "Sub Saunders"), There vas

“3irdman,” too, but he wes no “"Havwkman" copy: the feathers grev right out of his hide.
-Unless he kmew a chicken plucker, it's unlikely he had an alternate identity,.

As if to wake up for all this, Basil Berold worked overtime on the early covers, They
are some of the most well-drawn, damnedest comic covers ever printed, One -~ in the
second issue of Veird ~- has remeined in my memory for twentymone vears,

In the center of the page -~ her flesh translucent below the neck, displaying her skele-
tal structure and the outline of her body -~- stands a beautiful blonde girl, eyes staring
blankly shead as though she is hypnotized. Before the girl, connected to a cabinet stud-
ded with dials and buttons and knobs, is a huge white crystal ball blazing with an orange
corona, Its rays, apparently fluoroscoping the girl's body, illuminate a garish labora-
tory crammed with hizarre vacuum tubes and insulators; they illuminate, too, the rec-
tangular panel in the wall behind her, and the immense, swarthy man -- his Bastern face
hideously contorted ~= clad in a dark turban and robe with a figured red sash, who looms
menacingly, massive arms reaching out as though he is about to mug or strangle her,

Blue robes billowing in the right foreground, 2 totally bald, vaguely Mayan-looking wuan
crouches over the controls of the crystal ball., On his head is a peculiar apparatus oe-
sembling a switchboard operator's headphones, but from its top two calibrated structures
are thrust and miniature arcs of lightning play betieen them,

On.the left is an open Egyptian mummy case, In that case, fully wrapped, except for his
face and the right hand is a husky man with distinctively English features, The free
right hand holds a .45 calibre automatic pistol, and a shaft of fire leaps from its
nuzzle to the chest of the Mayan, whose gnarled hands are twisted in agony.

The cantion reads: "The mummy stirred,..a gun flashed and blasted the fiend inte eternity,

The astonishing thing about all this is that it damned near looks real. The crazy pic-
ture looks almost convincing, The cover illustrates nothing inside, and for twenty-one
vears I've been trying -- from time to time -- to concoct a reasonable explanation for
the scene.

I haven't had any luck,
: I1Y

A time of consolidation and expansion followed, New titles were issues, but all wvere
based on established Fox Publications characters., Although Science Comics and Rex
Dexter went under, Saumson and Big 3 (Fox wvas alvways a promoter: the comic featured

"Blue 3eetle," "Samson," and "The Flame") took their nlace. lith these two; the four
surviving parent megazines, and Blue Beetle, The Flame, and Green kiask, .Fox had a stable
of nine comic books by the end of 1940 -- not bad for a wan who'd published his first
one a year and a half before,

Now, with comics talcing-up less of the publisher's time, Fox magazines began to adver-
tise somebthing new, It was called "Kooba Cola." I+ was "America's Greatest Nickel
Value," "A Hew Thrill!" "The Long Tall Drink That's Tangy and Cooling as an Ocean Breecze.
And the-good-looking blonde said, "I'1l take Kooba with ihe new tang and extra zest -~ ¢
Americal's favorite cola drink with Vitemin Bq."



I've never met anyone vho even heard of Kooba Cola, let alone actually drank the stuff,
It must have been sold sometthere, though, for soon contests vere started and a premium
campaign began, (You could get a raincape for 195 Kooba bottle caps, although by that
time you'd probably be so waterlogged you'd hardly need it; and a basketball for 745 -
caps =~ after all, your graandchildren could play with it.)

In July of '41, while all this was at its peak,. Swank Magazine (no relation to the
current publication), "For the Han Vho Knows," ogled the newsstand customers for the
first time. It was a tall, saddle-stitched, Esquire-sized magazine, listing V.3; Fox
as_publisher, and packed with Zgquire-style girlie cartoons (Micheel Berry, Bill YWen-
zel), pin-ups {vou'd never recognize Dinah Shore), articles (a chapter from Irving
Wallace's recent The Square Pegs ~~ that one about George Francis Train, who ran for
dictator of the United States and posed for Phileas Fogg of Around the Yorld in Zighty
bays -- appeared in the January '42 issue), fiction (Jerome Veidman, Chester B. Himes),
and departments (Hy Gardner, Leo Guild, Caswell Adams -« and the anonymously conducted
“Prom the.Bachelor's 3ar," which revealed, among the Vhite Horse Yhips and the Vhiskey
Collinscs, the ingredients of a "Kooba Cooler": "Fill a tall glass with ice cubes, Add
juice of lime or lemon, Pour in one small whiskey glassful of Bacardi Rum and fill with
sparlkling Kooba Cola.") It claimed a reader audience of 1,300,000.

To the public, things must have looked good for Victor Fox,
v

In the space of monihs Xooba Cola vanished, Svank collapsed, Blue Beetle left the air,
and Fox's comic book chain fell to pieces,

Swank's actual circulation swas nearer 100,000 than 1,300,000. ¥Fox was figuring ten to
thirteen readers per copy. All promoters are optimiats,

Svank had its virtues, quite a

feu of theam, But it had its
faults, It was too checap for the
Bgquire readers, and too high-
class for the people who say "high-
class®" PFox tried to pump up cir-
culation vith cartoons that vere az
little startling for a mass circ-
ulation magazine twenty vears aco:
In September, a dishevelled bru-
nette smirks at the reader, "It
alvays makes me feel better.,”

And a near nude blonde leers from
the January issue, ",,,then I said,
I'm going as 'Nevw Year's Eve...
eating my apple won't stop me."
Unlike Playboy's nudes, the car-
toons didn't help Swank on the
nevsstands, and the only adver-
tisers they attracted were peddlers
of men's girdles, and elevator
shoes. By March '42, even the’

. Kooba Cola ad had vanished, 3ut
“*" +then, by imrch '42 Xooba Cola
itself had vanished. )

Soon, Swank followed it into
oblivion; unlike Playboy's
format, nobedy ever successfully
L4 copies mnything of Esquire's.



liaybe Kooba Cola had its good points, toe, Perhaps & publisher with a healthier siring
of comics could actually have established a nevw soft drink through nis magazines aloae,
But Fox's xmagazines were sick, now, They could not even sell ithemselves, nor could the
"Blue Beetle" radio program, for it, toc, was gone, Bercld had left "The Flame" and scon
"ondervorld end The Flawe died. Daylight was showing through the cracks in fox Publicatir
false front, The other wagazines, badly dated now, went one by one, leaving only CGreen Lo
and Blue Beetle,

By 1946 Fox had a whole new line of nine comic books, with Green rask and Blue Beetle
for the anchor men, but even though the new corporation name, Fox Feature Syndicate,
sounded important, the new title were veak: Cosmo Cat, Zoot, Wotallfs, Jo-Jo the Tonge
King, 2ib Tickler, Rocket Kelly, and A1l Top. None of them were monthly Y and titles
changed frequently. Fox tried new promctions and new premium campaigns, KNothing would
have helped but betier art and better stories. Grean Hask felded. In desperation he
turrnod to crime comic books: Murder Incorporated, lamous Crimes, and Orimes by MHowen.
Even Blus Beetle was dominated by "frue' crime yarns and the title charecter almost
vanished from the covers, By 1948, the Fox nagazines, despite excursions such as lieet
Corliss Archer, o teenage comic, were leaning heavily on jungle queers and seantily clad
costume hercines like Phantom Lady to do what only better stories and illustrations could
do -- and Corliss wasn't above showing a little thigh, herself,

Of all his original titles, only Blue Bestle was left. The character of the strip had
been changed so many times it had virtuvally no buyer image at all, Fox was in deep troubl
LA A A A

Ir the beginnin Blue Beetle was probably an accident. . Something to bolster up the
Fystery len ultle. The third issue, for example, leads off with a nine page Green Mask
yarn; Blue Beetle is buried in a four-pager toward the hack of. the book -- he doesn't

even have the finishing spot, Bui there were no human relationships to bring life to
"Green lask" as they had to the comic hook leaders, "Superman," "Betman," and "Captain

iarvel," and the others.

Sure Green liask and "News" Doaks worked together, but the reporter was only a handy
rews source; Green lYaslk did without him easily enough -- and Green liask's privete 1ifs
vas so utterly anonymous you began wo wonder vhat he.-vas covering up. Without the mask,
maybe he was Rin-tin-tin, :

Blue Beetle, however, needed his friends: Dr., Franz, who had devised his malled costure,
and helped him with disguises and scientific identification worl; lMike Mannigan, his
heavy-set, semi-comic -- and unsuspecting -- pardner in his real identity as Dan Gerrctt,
a rooky policeman; and, aficr the strip developed, Joan Mason, rcporter and Garrett's
girl friend. (Garrett dumped an equivalent of Green Hask's "News" Doake; a dishevelled
newshavk nexed Charley Storm,)

Cliches they were, but they allowed plot development and reader identification and breught
at least a semblance of "real life" to Fex's magazines, vhere most of the heroces didr't
seem to have a close friend in the world, It's no vonder Blue Beetle soon became Mygtery
kien's most popular character,

lic wore Blue tights of a special lightweight mail, a close~fitting, thighelength blue
doublet and hood of ihe same material, a leather belt with a blue beetle symbol set Into
the center of the yellow buckle (which conteined a secret compartment for sheleton keys
and such), and a black domino mask. In costume, Garrett looked much like a medieval
“night stripped of his trappings, standing in his naked body armer,

Garrett's pardner on the police force, Mike bMannigan, was convinced -- no matter vhat
heroics- 3lue Beelte nerformed -~ that he was a criminel, and alihough he frequently
helped Blue Beetle capture cracks, vhen the work was done Mannigan tried to capiure nim,
too, They hit eachother over the head so many times their skulls should have looked -like
scele models of the Andes, 23



I+ was probably this gimwick that interested the radio producers, It gave the show the
predictable, mechanical format they needed for broadcasting: Dan Garrett and Eannigan

on patrol duty, a crime is committed, Garrett evades his pardner and becomes Blue Beetle,
solves the crime with the help of Dr, Franz or Joan Mason and the hindrance of iannigan,
and finmlly escapes- Marinigan's clutches to become Rookie Fatrolman Den Garrett -- vhe
missed the whole thing ~- once again, It should have interested them, anyhow, because
this was substantially "The Green Hornet's" format -- and it was doing very well just then.

Ry September of 1940, "3lue Beetle" was on fourty-four stations from coast to coast, tvice
a veek, including WMCA, New York, and KSAN, San Francisco. And like "The Green Hornet, "
2ach .epigede was complete. in itselfl, something of a novelty then when serials were still
going strong. .

Then, like the rest of Fox's paper empire, the "Blue Beetle" radic shovw went under,
Trying to find the right formula, Fox tinkered with the strip continually, The writing
vag never good -- it never realized the inherent possibilities of the characters -« hut
the anonywous arfworlk, crude in the beginning, improved under an artist of some skill end

_style -- and then declined agein ai the hands of the like of Larry Antoinette (who also
drev "SubwZero Man" for Blue Bolt Comics) and others. For a time, possibly inspirec by
TickeTock Tyler, "The Hour Man," Dr, Framz came up with "Vitamin 2-X" for Garrett, a
concoction that gave him temporary "super-snergy."

3y the winter of 1945, however, Blue Beetle ves quarterly, drawn with astonishing inepti-
tude by a cartoonist named Stoner (the "officiel’ name of the artist vas “Otis," and it
endured through several carioonisis, just as had the original "Charles Nicholas," and, a
little later, "Walter Swift"), Fox had come up with a new circulation gimmick: readers
sent in their photographs, and each issue & boy and girl were selected to accompany Blue
Beetle on his edventure, The strip had given up resemblance to the original; Blue Beetls
now had super=-povwers, including flight, ard only Joan Mnson remained of the criginal for-
mat «- she was the kids' chaperone.

The gimmick, as usual, didn't pay off, But Fox had a new one by late '46: "Green Premium
Coupons.” They were printed in every issue of Fox comics, and they were really a bargain,
a lot better thgn S & H Green Stawps, If you saved every coupon from every Fox magazine
published, you could have goiten -~ free == a pair of boxing glcves after only seventesn
years, or a magic set or wallet after twelve and a half, The orly disquieting note was
that Fox Feature Syndicate reserved the right tc withdraw without notice any or all of
the premiums at any time.

3y now, Blue Beetle had lost most of his super~powers and was wmaking his living.again es
& rookie patrolman., Stoner was still at work, and the dravings were worse then ever,
But Blue Beetle was bi-monthly once mcre; maybe the premiums gimmick worked for a while.

Less than two years later, those kids saving up for boxing gloves discovered they should
have sold short, Fox was pushing crime comics now, and Blue Bectle had moved up to a
monthly, A new "Blue Beetle" artist -- a considerable improvement on Stoner -- was at
vork and the strip had returned to something resembling 1ts original format,

Then the bottom dropped out., Sales fell off and Blue Beetle went bi-monthly again.

Fox, who had sexed up stories a la Fiction House to raise circulation, now went a step
further in an effort to stay in business. And vith the instinct of a man in the wrong
business, he did the thing that has destroyed marginal publishers again and again and
again, What Victor S. Fox did led directly to the establishuent of the Comics lJode
Authority, His magazines were not the only oncs, nor was he principally responsible,
but without Fox and the publishers like him, the Code would never have come intc being,
Censorship of adult literature is an evil thing, Censorship of a child's literature,
by someone other than the parents, is not a good thing -~ but it is a better thing than
Qithe license that permitted Victor Fox to publish as he did.
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The Fox Feature Syndicats and Blue Bectle
turned toward the sado-masochists, the
fetishists, and the other hangers-one in
the borderlands of sexual neuroticism,

The May 1948 issue began with a story about
a beautiful, long-haired, blonde who had de~
vised "the biggest plan in the world" for
maiking money., Clad in a Tilmy leotard, cut
to the thigh con either side, and a2 halter
vith shoulder-length, fingerless gloves --
typical fetishist costume -- she begins a
caupaign of murder, On page two, she drives
a knife into the throat of "the debutante of
the year,” just after the girl has undressed
Tor bed, and drops her calling card, a win-
iature spihinx, in the blood that runs out

upon her breast, On page three, she plants s e
another knife between the breasts of a strip- -y@;v-/ fﬂk‘\ 57' N
teaser dressed in bra and panties, The zirl- e TN / (%( g 7
she murders on page eight shows only a bit of /I = Oy 150 L )
thigh as she takes a knife in her throat, N Ty gy A, J.,f—éﬂ . Q\\
hy did the killer do it? "They think I'um ?A“i { iy By \:>/ w
med, eh? Just wait'll I've killed a half a o @ oo~ =~ P -
/ o {\“_“\/l.‘//_/'

I start snatching them and their friends will i R
fall cver themselves to pay ransom! They'll A .
know I mean business!" \K:

\\ g
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In the next, July 1948, issue:

dozen prominent women,,.as the 3phinx! Then #/;7\:--”
7
-

"Seamen perished in plastic webs! Such
was the nightmare woven with the skill
of the spider by a sowmbre team vho hood-
winked justice until BLUE BEETLE himself
decided to become entangled in the case
which wae plotted by a twisted brain,
then fulfilled by a mistress of murder,
"THE BLACK ®Ipoit

That {irst linc would fascinate a psychiatris?

The Black Widow's dress, supported by two
narro¥ straps, plunges to the waist in the
front and back, and at thc sides it is slazh:
from waist to hewm, revealing her thighs and
hips. The bra cups, with her nipples as ti>
center, are twc spider webs, She wears Frer:
heels, Virtual duplicates of this cestume »-»
be found in the most extreme fetishist drawia
and photographs,

The Black VWidow carries a device that eject
filaments of plastic siwmilar to spider web=z,
She sprays the faces of her victims with +i.:
goc, and as they strangle to death hefore her,
ey - ~——— -~ she-1eaves her—sign, a dead Blaek” Wido™ snider
upon their bodies. VWny? ",..I bave quite a,
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score to settle with the Navy! One stupid sesman left me at the church.,. And Torty
years apo my father vas disgraced with a dishonorable discharge! No.,., Ve hold no love
for the Havy... Neither of us!" Ultimately, she and her father, the mastermind, capture
Hike Mannigan and Joan rlason, and take them to the cellar of their home, vhere, against
one vall, an snormous plastic spider web is voven, In the concluding scene, the Black
Hidow deliberately itills her father with the plastic spraygun as he dangles from the
center of the web, obstructing her clear shot of Blue Beetle,

You do not have to be a Frederick Verthan to read the weanings of these stories and
their words, MNor sven Imow much about sex symbolism.

These stories werec sold teo boys and girls., They were sold to children without sexual
experience, searching for the weanings and relatlionships of sexual experience, The
3ack ‘Adow and the Sphinx must have helped them in their search.

LA R R
I don't Mnov how muchbinge Blue Beetle was published, Fox Feature Syndicate went on,
Later that year, the third issue of Urimes by Youwen appeared. The cover displays four
attractive voasn, guns in their fists, their cleothes in tatters, atiempting a jail
break, They are trapned on the top of the priscm wall, and the guards are machine-
gurming then, "You asked for it,.,sister!" a guard yells as he shoots a blonde dovm,
The brunette, her eyes bulging, cries "Aangn! Gy leg!" The redhead fires back at the
guard tower, “Here's one fer lucki" she screams. And -the other blonde, the best look-
ing one, kneels in the fereground, a blazing sub-machinegun cradled in her arms. “Iry
this in ya belly ya louse!' she says.

Bight years before, the Flame's foster father had sent him out inte the world from the
pages of anotner Fox wagazine. He hed said, "My son, you leave us armed with pctent
mystic powers -- use them for good!”

Victor Fox had come a long vay.
v

3lue Beetle wade his final appearance in the mid-'50s.,* The Fex Feature Syndicate was
dead at leal, snd Blue Bestle was headlined in a special issue of Space Adventures, a
Charlton Publication. His performance in costume was only a token one, irrelevant to
the story, and Dan Garrett -- still a rookie con -- solved the crime in his other blue
uniform, the one with the badze on it,

% was & sign of the times that he swent almost = page trying to figure out a vay to get
rid of Mike Mannigan and into costume, In the old days he'd have told Mannigen there
vas a lead he uented tc follow up; by '54, he wrecked the patrol car -~ "realism" was in,

The decline cf the idealistic super-hero, and the ascendance of the all tco mertal hero-
victir and hero=villain =~ culminating in the Feldstein IC comics -~ was inevitable.
Jhen America entersd YWorld War II, our eyes had been turned inward for a decade; Steine
beck, 3arovar, and Caldwell, each an idealist, were our leading 'writers. Ue carried
thet home=grevm idealiswm into the var, and, at war's end, we discovered it had ‘not been
enough, We discovered, “oc, that some of it had been false, BSaroyan, who depeaded so
much on his personal vision, cracked wide open in The Adventures of Wesley Jackson;
Caldwell became an aimless haclk; Steinbeck a more conscienticus one, As a nation o
turned first to disillusiomment, then to self-sxamination and self-criticism, then to
self~revilement and despair and apathy. OCur literature followed us, And our popular
literature, of course, did too,

In science fiction, Galaxv appeared cn the scene as the last vave of disillusionment

8 C the tide of caustic self-criticism to success with Ray Bradbury's
*Well, not quite. There was yet ancther appearance of the 3lue Beetle in an "I'" re-
print comic in 1961, The comic was called, for some reason, The Human Fly, and lastcd

only one iasue. As with all IV comics te date, distribution was spotiy at hest. The
naterial, also as in all IY comics, was reprinted without copyright credit,
: RL



"The Fircman," published in book formm as Faaremheit 451, and Xornbluth and Phl's "Graw:-
Planet", which Ballantine Books issues as The Space Merchants. And then Galaxy -- and
much of the resi of science fiction -~- went out with the tide and came back in with
self-revilement and despair,

It has been suggested that, beyond her nature as a person and as a sexual symbol, woman
syiabolizes the orld to man, Perhans this is so, If it is, it may explain the hatred
of wouair in our post=iar, Cold Yar, literature (and 1ife), for we have surely hated the
verld we live in, Perhaps it explains the success of lickey Spillane's liike Hawmaer, a:.c
lan Flewninz's Jawmes Zond stories, and the countless other, similar, stories of "detect=
ien." 1In any cose, the posiewar detective story hes mirrored our disillusionuent, too.

Lar or no var, however, the decline ¢if the
super=hero vwas inevitable, The rhytha of
idealism, disillusiomment, selfw-criticism,
seli-revilement, despalir -- and then, when
the emotions have e:hausted thewmselves,
the Pounding of a new optimistic realism
o1l _the sound principlez of the old ideal-
ism, followed by the creation cf a new
idealism, Is &n inevitable onec itself,
Already, in the comic world we are seeing,
perhans, in the revival in somevhat alterw-
ed forms of {the costume heroes of the past,
the firs% signs that the cycle is making a
full turn,

layte even 3lue Beetle will cowme back once
more....

The decline of Victor Fox and his wagazines
was inevitable too. He bhagan with a remark-
ablc artist, 3asil Berold, and a"seller's
nwarket for the comic hoolz costume hero,

3ut popular fiction and trash mirror their
times, they do not -- like art -- create
thea, and Fox, by 1941, was a wan out of

his tiwes, Vhatever his age, he was born
trwenty=-five years taoo late, -

Iven so, hec wight bave survived as others have. But Fox was alvays a promoter, never 2
publisher or editor, Like all promoters, he could never understand that you cen't sell
neonle entertainment -~ not with prize contests and premiums == they have to Luy it,

dor could he understand what every good editor and publisher kmows, and whal the bad
ones seewn never to believe -- despite the bleached bones of foo many magazinecs tc count
-- that you can always scll sex, but you can never sell depravity, not in the long haul,
net in the conpetitive market. The public only pays for whkat it wants, And most people
have a mean streal of decency in them.

This was Viector S. Fox's education, He bagan his career in his best blue: suit, standing
in line for a high school diploma. He ended it, blue jeans gaping at the Ilmees, being

. ichard Kyle

By way of a PS, it should be noted that Fox Features also attempted newspaper sundic-
ation -~ bath national and abraad -- of features such as Blue Beetle (drawn Ly Jacle Kirby,
and the Hawk (draim by Mill Zisner, although pseudonywously). They didn't lact. N3
R¥ .
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FOR ADIME

THE SERIES SO PARL..

In responss to popular demand (East Coast Al Lewis agreed to demand it in exchange
for being permitted to tape our record collection) here is a suwmary of tne "All in
Color for a Dime" series to date. The column marked grt# refers to the article in the
series, The column marked igﬁ refers to the issue cof Xero in vhich the article appear-
5d. Author is obvious, but artist, note, refers only to the swiper/stenciller. The
original artists involved are generally mentioned in the articles themselves, Title
and topic is alsoc obvious, with the latter in parenthises on the lowver line,

art# is# author ~ artist title end topic
1 1 Dick Lupoff  Tom Hief The Big Red Cheese

{Captain Marvel, other members of the larvel Family)
1.1 3 Dick Lupoff .. 8ylvia White Shaz=Urk!
: \ (additions and corrsctions to 1)

1,2 8 Otee Sindgr)s " i At Home with the narvels
';v%‘_ (additions ané corrections to l)
2 2 Ted Thite™ W Y it The Spawn of i, C. Gaines
b {heginnings and dovelcpment of the IC comics chain)
2.1 3 Ted Thite v - Son of the Spawn of i, C. CGaines
(additions and corrections to 2)
3 % Jim Harmon x 9 A Bunch of 8wsll Guys
(Al1-Star Comics and the Justice Society of America)
& 4 Don Thompson Maggie Curtis Ckay, Axis, Here We Coue! N
(Timely proup Zﬁhpt America, Human Torch, Nawmor/)
5 6 Dick Lupeff Sylvia ' hite The Several Soldiers of Yictery :
(Leading Comics and the Seven Soldiers of Victory)
& & Diclt BEllington " : le to your Leader Take
(Planet Comics and the Fiction House group)
Fi 7 Don Thempson  Maggie Curtis The Yild Ones
(The Spectre and Dr. Fate)
8 8 Richard Kyle Jim ioriarty The Education of Victor Fox

(Fox group /Flame, Green lasl, Blue Beetle, ete./)

Additional AICFAD articles will appear in the final two issues of Xero, later this year,
after which the series will be transferred to Don Thompson's fanzine Comic Art,

Before you vaste any effort writing for back issues, there are none available. Sorry.
1f you live within visiting distance of New York, you are welcome to look over the [ile
set of fero: otherwise, you're strictly on your owm for the time being., OSome time in

1963 the entirs series (or at least that pertion appearing Xero) may be collected, re-

published, and offercd for sale. Plans are still nebulous, hovever, no orders are be-

_ing accepted as yet; details will be announced if/vhen plans become more solid.
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