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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




GOOD MEN CAN BREATHE EASIER … 
THE KNEES OF THE EVIL TURN TO WATER!


Doc is not always so intent on the battle that he has no time to dispense philanthropy. Hot in pursuit, he halts to give an old blind woman a card which will get her into a hospital owned and run by Doc and an operation which will cure her. (Possibly the knife wielder will be Doc himself.) He gives a man down on his luck fifty bucks to tide him over while he is working on the job Doc will arrange for him with one of the several hundred factories, airlines, shiplines and trucking lines he owns. Doc Savage, the Unconquerable! Doc Savage, the Incorruptible! Doc Savage, the Greatest Hero Who Ever Lived!


DOC SAVAGE 
His Apocalyptic Life




As the Archangel of Technopolis and Exotica As the Golden-eyed Hero of 181 Supersagas As the Bronze Knight of the Running Board Including His Final Battle Against the Forces of Hell Itself.






Call up the fiends.


—Prometheus Unbound







But first I mean


To exercise him in the Wilderness;


There he shall first lay down the rudiments


Of his great warfare, ere I send him forth


To conquer Sin and Death, the two grand foes …


—Paradise Regained







Up from Earth’s Centre through the Seventh Gate


I rose, and on the Throne of Saturn sate,


And many a Knot unravell’d by the Road;


But not the Master-knot of Human Fate.


—The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám







1 The Fourfold Vision


I could find out how the weather was on Friday, February 15, 1933, by checking an almanac. But it doesn’t matter whether it was cloudy or snowing or clear and sunshiny. That day will always be bursting with a golden light. That is the day the first issue of the Doc Savage magazine hit the stands. That is the day I first saw The Man of Bronze, put down a dime (which I was lucky to have in that depth-of-Depression time), and walked out of Schmidt’s drugstore quivering with anticipation. That day is indeed golden—much like the day the Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson rowed up the Isis with three little girls and there composed for their pleasure a story about Alice and a white rabbit and a hole which led to earth’s center. It was actually rainy that day, but Dodgson remembered it as “a golden afternoon.”


That is the day I accompanied Doc and his five eccentric aides on the first of his 181 supersagas. It was a long journey, lasting until the summer of 1949. And it ended, sadly, where Alice’s adventures began—in the earth’s center.


I was twenty days past my fifteenth birthday when I first saw the bronze man with the strange golden eyes, in his torn shirt, clutching a little black idol, shadowed by three Mayan warriors peering from behind an ancient Mayan pillar.


I never knew Lester Dent, but thirty-nine years after I my first encounter with Doc Savage I met the widow of the man who had written most of the supersagas under the house name of Kenneth Robeson. Mrs. Lester Dent told me and my companion, Jack Cordes, that the Doc Savage stories had been written with the fifteen-year-old male in mind. It was presumed by the publishers that the majority of the readers (at first, anyway) would be near that age group. I chuckled and replied that Jack and I still loved Doc, so we obviously hadn’t grown up yet.


This, in a sense, is true. There is a fifteen-year-old in my brain, and he loves Doc. There is also a seven-year-old who still loves Billy Whiskers, a nine-year-old who still loves Oz and the heroes of ancient Troy and Achaea, a ten-year-old who still loves John Carter of Mars, Tarzan, Rudolf Rassendyll, King Arthur, Og, Son of Fire, Umslopogaas and Galazi, the Ancient Mariner, Captain Nemo, Captain Gulliver, Tom Sawyer, Hiawatha, Jim Hawkins, and Sherlock Holmes.


“Smitty’s” drugstore was half a block, if you cut down the alley, from the little old white house (it had once been a country school) at 609 Hanssler Place, Peoria, Illinois. Smitty’s stood on Sheridan Road and Loucks Avenue, on a triangular, boat-shaped intersection. It was truly a vessel for me, one which I boarded for many a fabulous voyage down the Mississippi of a boy’s mind. It was here that I came across my first science-fiction magazine, the glowing first issues of Air Wonder and Science Wonder, published by Hugo Gernsback and illustrated by Frank Paul.


The Gernsback magazines came out in 1929. In 1931, I first saw, amidst the odors of ice cream and chocolate sauce, the dark broad-brimmed slouch hat and the pale burning-eyed hawk face of the Shadow. And it was here that I dipped my line into the waters and brought up the fabulous Argosy magazine once a week. In those days, it featured short stories and serials about those heroes, Jimmy Cordie, Cohen the Fighting Yid, Singapore Sammy, Peter the Brazen and his archenemy, the Man with the Jade Brain, old Thibaut Corday and his fellow Foreign Legionnaire, Elephant Bill, the lawyer Gillian Hazeltine and his beautiful red-haired, green-eyed wife, the dark Norse witch, Lur, and her white wolf, and my greatest love, the Snake Mother. Those were golden days. At least, they had their golden moments, and these are what I’ve treasured up in my memory.


By the time I was fifteen and had met Doc, I had read the Revelations of St. John the Divine. Aside from Genesis and Jonah and parts of Job, I had read Revelations more times than any other book in the Bible. I had even had a number of terrifying dreams which sprang, in imagery, anyway, from Revelations. And I knew, of course, that Revelations was also called the Apocalypse. Webster’s definition of this is “apocalypse, noun [Middle English, revelation, Revelation, from Late Latin apocalypsis, from Greek apokalypsys, from apokalyptein, to uncover, from apo+kalyptein to cover—more at HELL.] 1: one of the Jewish and Christian writings of 200 B.C. to A.D. 150 marked by pseudonymity, symbolic imagery, and the expectation of an imminent cosmic cataclysm in which God destroys the ruling powers of evil and raises the righteous to life in a messianic kingdom; specifically, capitalized; the biblical book of Revelation. 2: something viewed as a prophetic revelation.


Apocalypse is also used in a sense not quite that of 1. It is sometimes applied to writings, or paintings, in which great forces—supernatural or natural—are at work, usually evil work, and great things are occurring. Cities are toppling, the earth is opening vast mouths and swallowing up armies, huge and hideous monsters stride the world, the sun is turning black or expanding into a giant star, hordes of half-human, half-beast things are torturing naked people, the stars are dripping blood. In short, things on a vast scale are threatening the world.


And there is always the feeling—even in the non-biblical writings and paintings—of good and evil in earthshaking conflict. Hell has broken loose, and only an archangel, or a hero, or God Himself can defeat it Nowadays, there is the feeling that the archangel or hero won’t show; it’s all over with the world. But in the earlier days of apocalyptic works, the savior would appear when needed.


At no time during my childhood and youth did I think of the Doc Savage stories as apocalyptic literature. In my young manhood and beginning of middle age, between 1949 and October 1964, I rarely thought of Doc Savage. Such childish things were behind me. I was reading Joyce, James (both Henry and William), Dostoyevsky, Balzac, Freud, Jung, Henry Miller (in smuggled editions at first), Shakespeare, Hooton, Cummings, Chaucer, Russell, Vaihinger, Wittgenstein, Camus, Sartre, Boswell, and the critics: Johnson, Wilson, and Fiedler. But the reprinting of the Doc Savage series by Bantam Books resurrected the buried fifteen-year-old. This was in 1964, when I was just beginning to turn back to the “classics” of my childhood and the poplit of my youth. And as the Bantams came out, starting with The Man of Bronze, I re-experienced the delights of my juvenile days. This nostalgic joy was tempered by a recognition of literary faults which I’d not noticed during the original readings. However, by then I had gotten over my snobbishness. I knew that much of the “great” literature of the world had, along with the great virtues that made them classics, great flaws. Dostoyevsky, Dickens, Melville, and Twain are splendid examples of this. Examples in poetry are Shakespeare, Milton, and Blake.


The “ungreat” literature, the poplit (mystery, romance, adventure, gothic) were put down or ignored by most of the literary critics (and, hence, the intellectuals) on the grounds that they had no merit whatsoever. This is just not so, and perception of this has begun to filter into the academic community. The French were the first to realize it, just as they were the first to appreciate that Poe was more than a mere poplit writer. There are elements in poplit other than just entertainment. Perhaps the first to state this was Nietzsche, who said he’d learned more about the human psyche from the hack Dostoyevsky than from any psychologist then living. (Yes, Dostoyevsky was a hack, though Nietzsche did not use that pejorative. He wrote at great speed to meet deadlines, seldom re-wrote, was paid near-starvation wages, was popular with the masses, and appreciated only by a few critics.) It was Jung who pointed out that there was more to be learned about the archetypes and symbols of the unconscious from H. Rider Haggard than from any hundred of self-consciously psychological artistes. And Henry Miller seconds this.


Just so, there is much to be learned from the works of the poplit writers, past and present. And the reader, even the Ph.D., can enjoy himself, if he puts himself into the proper frame of approach. First, he has to be able to enjoy the art of telling a rattling good story. Second, on rereading, he has to be able to abstract the elements that make them psychologically valuable. This requires a somewhat schizophrenic mind, but most scholars have this. Third, he has to be able to fuse one and two if he is going to emerge with the pearl of great price from the depths.


Why is it that A. Conan Doyle and Edgar Rice Burroughs, mere romance-adventure writers, are so vastly read today, while hundreds of their contemporary colleagues, so lauded by the critics, have dropped into oblivion? Why is it that these two, along with Haggard, will continue to attract larger and larger audiences, while so many so highly praised today will be forgotten? What are the ingredients of their appeal? Why is it that Burroughs, for one, has had a larger readership, and far more influence on literature, than has Henry James, a hyperconscious “psychological” writer?


This latter statement will drive the literati far up the wall (where they should stay), but an objective study would confirm it. This judgment, by the way, comes from Robert Bloch, a mystery-horror writer, author of Psycho, and a keen literary critic. He is widely read, knows the classic psychologists well, but brings up his stories from his personal psyche, which has an umbilical attached firmly to the collective unconscious.


Whether my argument is valid or not, I am convinced that poplit, despite its massive flaws, is worth a serious study. About this time I became aware of the body of people, many of them distinguished in their widely varied professions, who were devoted to the study of Sherlock Holmes. And I came across the biographies of so-called fictional characters. These included the lives of Sir Percy Blakeney (The Scarlet Pimpernel), Mister Ephraim Tutt, Nero Wolfe, Sherlock Holmes, and perhaps Count Dracula. (I haven’t got my hands on the latter yet.)


I began writing a “biography” of Lord Greystoke, or Tarzan, based on the premise that he is a living person. While I was doing this, the first of the biographies of Harry Flashman (the chief bully in Tom Brown’s Schooldays) and The Life and Times of Horatio Hornblower came out.


After finishing Tarzan Alive (not my choice of title), I started on this, Doc Savage: His Apocalyptic Life. I borrowed all 181 magazine editions, having lost my Doc Savages during my many moves around the country. Beginning with the first, I read the entire series. Usually, I read one in two evenings, but when I got to the later and much shorter novels of 1945-49, I could read two in an evening. After I’d made this sweep, I reread each one more slowly, taking notes as I went along. The third time, I picked some here and there for a complete rereading. And while writing this book, I reread a score or so completely and a number partially.


This continuous traveling through a Savage land enabled me to see what I might otherwise have missed. The Savage supersagas are apocalyptic.


They shake with cosmic nightmares. And they have strange bedfellows. One is the early and primitive (in a Grandma Moses sense) space operas of Dr. E. E. Smith. His Lensman series is the best example of his work. Another is the series by William Burroughs: The Nova Express (my favorite), The Naked Lunch, The Soft Machine, and The Ticket that Exploded. The third is Henry Miller’s Tropic of Capricorn.


William Blake, himself an apocalyptic poet, could have said of these, “I a fourfold vision see.”


Smith, Dent, and Burroughs have only their apocalyptic visions and a science-fictional background in common. Miller is not a science-fictional author. He is, if anything, a combination of a verbal Dadaist, an anti-Noble Savage Rousseau, and an explicitly sexual St. Augustine. But his visions have suckled the same early-twentieth-century nipples as the others. They are, perhaps, the most awe-inspiring and certainly the most poetic. Smith and Dent steer wide of any explicitness about sex, though even the tabus of pulp-magazine fiction did not keep them from a few hints about the sexual. (The Lensman series ends in incest between the Gray Lensman’s son and daughters.) Burroughs and Miller have not only their roots in sex but their pistils and blooms as well. Their sexual language is that of the masses—even if the masses are offended when they see it reproduced in the works of Henry Miller and William Burroughs.


Burroughs is a bridge, a sort of perverted Bifrost or Al Sirat, between Miller and the two science-fiction writers, Smith and Dent. Burroughs uses the cliché beings and gadgets of old-time science-fiction, and some modern pseudosciences, in his works. Though he is not technologically oriented in the same sense as are Smith and Dent, he is concerned with technology.


Miller, of course, wants nothing to do with Technopolis, the vast many-cubed city of machines and electricity, of automatons that run like men and men that run like automatons. He is its citizen, and he doesn’t want to leave it for the country, but he ignores or curses technology and its sons: robots out of the womb by the piston or the TV set.


He shares with the others a male chauvinism, though he is able to portray three-dimensional females in The Rosy Crucifixion. (And Patricia Savage, after all the supersagas are read, emerges as complete, except for her sexual life, and this can be inferred from various intimations.)


Smith’s epics are closest in spirit to Dent’s. They are, however, in a space and time remote from here and now. Unlike the opera of the others, his mostly take place in the galactic depths, on planets of far-off stars, or in the fourth dimension. His visions are the most cosmic because they’re not confined to this earth and this age. The howling winds of Aldebaran I push along the bloodthirsty Wheelmen, a sentient race with hub-heads and dozens of arms and hands radiating out like spokes. The personnel of an immense fort blow their minds on thionite, a psychedelic from the storm-ridden planet of Trenco. (This was published in 1939.) A superneedle-beam that slices a small planet in half. The hyperspatial tube which enables you to traverse light-centuries in seconds—if you survive. The super-evil Boskonians, using more than 200,000 such tubes to simultaneously attack Arisia, populated by the most colossal minds that ever existed, and they’re eons old. The world of Ploor and its sun going supernova when two planets, traveling fifteen times as fast as light, are hurled from Nth space by the devices of Kimball Kinnison and son. A mind-controlled spider disconnecting a villain’s thought-screen so his mind can be read without his knowing it. The Hell Hole of Space. The Sunbeam, which uses an entire solar system as a vacuum tube and planets as its grids and plates. The Material Cosmic All, in which every inhabited world in all of space is to be conquered and enslaved by the Boskonians, as opposed to the Cosmic All of the ultragood Arisians. An inertia neutralizer, enabling spaceships (and even planets) to attain faster-than-light speeds instantly with no disturbance to the passengers.


These and many other mind-bogglers fill Smith’s apocalypse. His visions, however, are too vast, too far-off, to concern us much here. And he is, of the four, the most borglumian. His characterizations do not even deserve this comparison; they are not sculptures but paper dolls. Still, he doesn’t come off badly when compared to William Burroughs. Dent is the best of them in this respect, if a consideration of Miller is confined to Tropic of Capricorn. The reader, however, has to travel through all of the Savage stories before he sees the major characters as round and complex.


But this doesn’t matter. An apocalyptic writer has no need to characterize people; he is out to characterize the universe. Or, if he stays on earth, the earth. And this is what Dent, Burroughs, and Miller do, though the world of each differs considerably from the others.


Before we leave Smith, we should note certain similarities between his hero and Dent’s. Doc Savage and Kimball Kinnison are both supermen whose goal is defeating evil. Kinnison is the result of centuries of human breeding, secretly controlled by the Arisians. Doc’s superior genes are the result of accidental matings, but his ancestors, like Kinnison’s, have inbred to some extent. Both have been trained from infancy for the conquest of vast evil forces.


Doc’s hair is a dark bronze, and his eyes are light tawny with many striking golden flecks. Clarrissa MacDougall, the superwoman who marries Kinnison, has a peculiar shade of red-bronze hair and striking gold-flecked tawny eyes.


Kinnison and MacDougall first appeared in The Galactic Patrol, in the September through December (1937) issues and the January through February (1938) issues of Astounding Stories magazine. Doc first appeared in the March (1933) issue of Street and Smith’s Doc Savage magazine. Doubtless, the similarities noted before are coincidental.


Doc’s headquarters are on the eighty-sixth floor of the tallest and most impressive skyscraper in Manhattan (hence, in the world). His three rooms occupy the entire floor, an area almost as large as the city block which the base of the building covers. Here are his small reception room, the much larger technical library, and the laboratory. The latter takes up two thirds of the floor space. From the windows of the eighty-sixth floor, Doc can see over fifty miles in any direction on a clear day. (Not much smog then.) Sometimes the clouds cling to his windows, and he can see nothing. Then, if he wishes, he can bring out his ultraviolet projector and his special “blacklight” goggles. With these, he can pierce the clouds.


Never mind whether or not he can see the city. He is master of all he surveys (though frequently challenged), and he surveys Technopolis often enough. He sees the greatest megacity in the world, laid out in orderly fashion, the trains and subways running on time, the machines pumping as regularly as a cheetah’s heart, the machines’ products issuing in orderly and satisfying numbers, the street traffic obeying the stop-and-go lights and cops’ whistles, the electric lights everywhere turning off and on as bidden, all highly efficient.


Then—Chaos enters. Chaos and her sister Evil, or perhaps Evil is the big mother. And Doc and his aides, the Famous Five, are busy combating Chaos and Evil. And then Law and Order are restored. But only momentarily. After all, the universe is entropic, and everything is going downhill, and at the bottom of the hill is Hell. Down there, at the bottom of the hill, and often below its surface, Chaos and Evil are breeding.


Fortunately, Doc is independently wealthy—in fact, is the wealthiest individual in the world. So what goes on below doesn’t bother him much except when Chaos and Evil come after him, and he has to leave his experiments in the Wizard’s Den. Then the mountaintop sorcerer comes down. Bronze lightning strikes. The minions of Hell pick up the mangled body of their latest black witch and retreat into their holes. Sometimes they flee without the body. Doc has taken their leader on his trimotored magic carpet to his “college,” where he disassociates them from their evil past and re-educates them. And they often go to work for him.


Still, no matter how often criminal disorder and sickness intrude, Technopolis maintains an outward unchanging regularity. The esthetics of civilized order keep the geometries straight, and from his stone-and-aluminum eyrie, the golden-eyed eagle sees beauty. For the time being, all’s right with the world, and Doc Savage is on the eighty-sixth floor.


But one of the dwellers below, Henry Valentine Miller, sees Technopolis as “… the highest form of madness …” He cries, “… the scaffold of the city’s mad logic is no support.” And “The city grows like a cancer … it is an insatiable white louse which must eventually die of inanition …” He means “to die as a city in order to become again a man.”


Doc has nothing of what he would call sick pessimism. If the world isn’t right, he’ll set it right. He stands on the running board of his limousine (or a taxi, or a stolen bakery truck) while his trollish assistant, Monk, drives, and the wind whips over his hair, which moves not, and his gold-flecked eyes miss nothing. The streets are cleared for him by NYPD’s finest, because Doc has an honorary commission, and the cops respect and admire him. (In his early career, anyway.) Traffic gets out of the way, and the drivers and pedestrians gasp with wonder at this giant mental and physical marvel, the Man of Tomorrow.


The bronze knight of the running board is on another quest. Good men can breath easier, and the knees of the evil men turn to water. Nor is Doc always so intent on the battle that he has no time to dispense philanthropy. Hot in pursuit, he halts to give an old blind woman a card which will get her into a hospital owned and run by Doc and an operation which will cure her. (Possibly the knife wielder will be Doc himself.) He gives a man down on his luck fifty bucks to tide him over while he is working on the job Doc will arrange for him with one of the several hundred factories, airlines, shipping lines, and trucking lines he owns. Bob Cratchit would have loved him, and Scrooge would have mended his ways sooner if Doc had been in the neighborhood. Fagin would have left town.


Henry Miller, the penniless Brooklynite, sees the city’s night as “incalulably barren, cold, mechanical … in which there is no peace, no refuge, no intimacy … to be of a great city … is to become oneself … a world of dead stone … of the secret perfection of all that is minus …”


He talks of the “door which the body wears.” Opened out onto the world, it can lead to nothing but annihilation. Opened inward, it reveals an infinity of trapdoors. And there are no horizons, no airlines, rivers, maps, or tickets in his world.


Doc Savage, of course, seldom opens the inward door for us, and he travels always with a map unreeling from a photographic memory. If there is no map, he makes one.


Miller goes from restaurant to movie to tavern to dancehall to beach, but all these places are “like abortive explorations of a myth.”


Doc generates full-grown myths wherever he is. He is, literally and figuratively, the Hero with a Thousand Faces.


Miller—and most of his fellow dwellers on the pavemented surface—cannot take root. The moment they think they have, the earth shudders, prelude to a dissolving of the universe, the stars float loosely, the self implodes, and Miller, along with Dante, is sitting at the lowest level of Hell. It is “a dead center from which time itself is reckoned.”


Doc, as we’ll see, began his career with certainty, with a self that is neither implosive nor explosive but rigidly contained in the magnetic field of his unique education. But we get glimpses of a loneliness which must have equaled, or surpassed, Miller’s or that of any other citizen of Technopolis.


However, Doc has the Great American Formula: Keep Moving. Motion, busyness, whether purposeful and productive or not, enables the self to avoid the self. And so Doc is busy in the laboratory or studying or lecturing or, mainly, in furious battle with the supervillain. But his actions are always productive. He, at least, doesn’t move just for the sake of motion.


There was little time for Doc to consider Miller’s question of “on what the tortoise stood.” Just as well. Miller says a study of this problem only results in madness.


Doc would doubtless have thought Miller contemptible, a potential candidate for his “crime college.” He would have abominated Miller’s shiftlessness, parasitism, callousness, and his incessant keenness for quim. But he would have agreed, in part, with Miller’s apocalyptic observation: “The whole country is lawless, violent, explosive, demoniacal. It’s in the air, in the climate, in the ultragrandiose landscape, in the stone forests that are lying horizontal … in the over-lush crops, the monstrous fruits, the mixture of quixotic bloods, the fatras of cults, sects, beliefs, the opposition of laws and languages … the continent is full of buried violence, of the bones of the antediluvian monsters and of lost races of man, of mysteries which are wrapped in doom … America is pacifistic and cannibalistic … Superficially, it looks like a bold, masculine world; actually it’s a whorehouse run by women … Nobody knows what it is to sit on his ass and be content. That happens only in films where everything is faked, even the fires of hell. The whole continent is asleep and in that sleep a grand nightmare is taking place.”


True in 1939, and many would say that that is still true in 1975.


Doc, though agreeing with much of this, would have rejected its pessimism and its whorehouse theory. The human brain at birth has the potentiality for good or evil; usually, the adult psyche is permeated with both, but the largest content is good. And as long as babies are being born, we have hope. He also knew that whorehouses are owned by men; the America of his time was patrifocal.


Doc lived in the Olympus of the skyscraper, while below the Depression did its work. When he went down into the streets, he was able to act forthrightly and vigorously to solve his problems. If he had to act outside the law to do it, and he generally did, he got away with it.


But the people of Miller’s world, the poor, the underprivileged, the sick, the demented, the perverted, the persecuted, came to Henry Miller looking for salvation. Henry, the poor man’s savior, was personnel manager of the Cosmodemonic Telegraph Company of North America. His stories of the woes of the unfortunates who crowded daily into his office are a minor apocalypse. And, no doubt, the would-be employees sometimes looked up at Doc’s skyscraper and thought of pulling it down and the wealthy in it. Doc must have had a controlling interest in Cosmodemonic, since he seems to have had huge blocks of shares in companies all over the world. Doc would have been appalled if he had known what was going on in Cosmodemonic, but it’s doubtful if even he could have straightened out that mess.


Miller must have been thinking of Doc’s skyscraper and perhaps of the frequent dashes Doc and his pals made around the globe in their battles against evil when he wrote, “From Apis”—the great bull-father god—”sprang the race of unicorns, that ridiculous beast of ancient writ whose learned brow lengthened into a gleaming phallus and from the unicorn by gradual stages was derived the late-city man of which Oswald Spengler speaks.” And Miller says that from the dead phallus “of this sad specimen arose the giant skyscraper with its express elevators and observation towers.”


Certainly, the latter phrase is a description of the building which housed Doc’s superspeed express elevator and on top of which was a dirigible mooring mast-observation tower.


Miller then says, “Now for the aluminum wings with which to fly to that far-off place, the bright country where Apis, the father of fornication, lives.”


Substitute “supervillain” for “Apis,” and you have a description which fits Doc’s flights across earth to tangle with the great fathers of crime.


Time and time again, in the Savage stories, a cataclysmic weapon is turned on New York City by a supervillain. The city panics, and thousands flee while more thousands cower in their homes. Dent shows us only the exterior of public alarm, the newspaper headlines and the jammed bridges and tunnels out of Manhattan. Miller shows us the city suddenly caught in a Vesuvian eruption, the deadly gases rolling in, the lava covering everything. And everybody, including the great financier J. P. Morganana, is caught literally and figuratively with his pants down. Though the derivation of the name of the financier is obvious, Miller may also have had Doc in mind when he described “J. P. Morganana sitting on the toilet bowl” when trapped by the volcanic gas.


Which leads us to the next apocalyptic, William S. Burroughs. He, like Miller, also deals out many hands onto the auctorial poker table. But whereas Miller’s sexual interest is in women only, Burroughs is compulsively interested in sodomy. The main themes in all of his books are male homosexuality, drug addiction, and a cosmic paranoia. Like E. E. Smith, he describes many kinds of extraterrestrial creatures. But since Burroughs’ stories are confined to this planet, he can be put into the same category as Miller and Dent.


He presents us with a series of horrifying images, all the more horrifying because the style is disjointed, broken, as if the mind of the narrator is in the tertiary stage of syphilis, corroded with heroin, or ridden by delirium tremens. Or as if he had blacklight goggles enabling him to see past the stable appearance of things into the blooming buzzing confusion at the subatomic level. Ignoring the language and the style, his stories do have certain similarities to Dent’s. There are the super-villains, the extraterrestrial invaders, the Nova Mob. And there is the Nova Heat—who could be Doc and his aides. The visions are scary; even listing the themes can have a spooking effect.


The Cancer Deal with the Venusians. The Orgasm Death. The Nova Ovens. The Reality Studio. “To live is to collaborate.” The Intolerable Kid. A Rumble in the Crab Galaxy. Another Twilight of Your Tired Gods. “… that black nova laugh.” The Venusian Gook Rot. The Caustic Enzymes of Woo. A Monster Crab with Hot Claws at Your Window. The Thing Police. K9 in Combat with the Alien Mind Screen. Magnetic Claws Feeling for Virus Punch Cards. Staked out under the White Hot Skies of Minraud Eaten Alive by Metal Ants. “Blast-Pound-Strafe-Stab-Rill.” Mayan Codices and Egyptian Hieroglyphs. “This, Gentlemen, is the Death Dwarf.” “I’ll Cook You Down to Decorticated Canine Preparations.” All the Pain and Hate Images Come Loose. His Metal Face Moved in a Slow Smile as He Heard the Twittering Supersonic Threats Through Antennae Embedded in His Translucent Skull.


Comes on Honest and Straight, and the smart operators all think they are conning him. How could they think otherwise until he slips on the antibiotic handcuffs.


The Nova Mob slide in and out of human bodies, control their hosts, suck the delight of life itself out of them, make them do all sorts of hideous things. It’s as if Dent’s supervillains had anticipated Burroughs’ Life Form A invading a series of Life Form B.


The Nova Police move in on the Nova Mob, and the parasites leave their dead hosts behind as they flee. They have wild names, as wild as those of Dent’s villains. Hamburger Mary, Uranian Willy the Heavy Metal Kid, the Brown Artist, the Subliminal Kid, the Green Octopus, Iron Claws.


The Nova Fuzz slip on the antibiotic cuffs and haul Willy’s heavy metal ass off to the rehabilitation center. (Reminiscent of Doc’s crime college.)


Neither the work of the Nova Fuzz nor Doc is ever finished. The supply of hosts and parasites is endless.


And the judge in the Biologic Courts? Isn’t he Doc? “The judge, many light years away from the possibility of corruption …”


Lester Dent’s nightmares reel through scenes of cataclysm, terror, and carnage.


The skyscraper, groaning, leans, and blocks of masonry leave it to sail across Manhattan. The dirigible mooring mast on top of it falls off while the citizens run screaming into the streets.


Large ribbons of flame crash across the heavens.


These are tied in with the man kidnapped in San Francisco and found dead in New York City three hours later. (This was in 1939, when air travel was much slower.)


The world is faced with the possibility of the dead being brought back to life, and an ancient Egyptian Pharaoh is loose on the streets.


A terrible weapon turns men into smoke. No man is safe.


A substance buried for eons in the earth’s bowels is being released by a volcanic eruption. Anything in its vicinity not tightly attached to the earth is hurled high into the skies. A two-ton palm tree sails through the night. Coconuts rain.


An island blows up and sinks, taking with it the last of the dinosaurs.


Mile-long tongues of flame leap into the skies.


In New York City, anyone who tries violence on another dies mysteriously, his eyes popping out. A mass evacuation seems imminent. Who dares to be angry?


Snowflakes the color of blood materialize and fall hissing on people, and these become dust.


Deep in earth, an ore turns its miners into walking lightning streaks. The earth opens up and swallows a glass factory.


Battleships are picked up and hurled far by some sinister force.


Giant invisible amoebae threaten the greatest of cities with their paralyzing stings.


A statue of a man a mile long lies on its back in the jungle. Panther tracks, the toes larger than washtubs, are seen in jungle mud.


People turn into blue clouds. All radio transmission, the world over, is turned off by an unknown genius. All powered vehicles are stopped by a push of a button. Crimson snow burns on Mount Shasta.


The Gulf Stream will be diverted, and Europe will freeze.


All over the city, men are turning into automatons. (This sounds like Miller’s description of the night denizens of New York City.)


The Inca in Gray scatters his deadly Dust of Death.


Huge holes are ripped in earth’s crust. The bodies of weird men float in the air while a strange melody plays.


A dying green man gasps that he’s been a prisoner on the moon.


A dagger two hundred feet high hangs in the heavens.


A monstrous spider stalks through a valley during thunderstorms.


“A rose-red city, half as old as time,” rears out of the Arabian wastelands.


Deep in the earth beneath Maine are strange beings, looking exactly like Homo sapiens, but they have frightening psychic powers. Either they are extraterrestrials or they are the demons of Hell itself. The first encounter between Doc and devils is a draw. But other conflicts are inevitable, with the odds heavily in favor of the “devils.” Doc has met and defeated the greatest of the human hosts of evil. Now he is faced with the origin of evil itself.


And there the tales end.




2 Lester Dent, the Revelator from Missouri


Lester Dent was born 12 October 1904 in La Plata, a small village in northeastern Missouri. He was the only child of Bernard Dent, a farmer and rancher, and Alice Norfolk, a schoolteacher before her marriage. His paternal grandparents came from Lancaster, Ohio, in 1858. Though Lester’s birthplace was in the Show Me state, his parents had been living for some years in Wyoming. Mrs. Dent had returned to La Plata to stay with her parents during the birth.


At the age of two, Lester went with his parents to Wyoming. Part of the trip in Wyoming was in a covered wagon, which took weeks to travel through country that a car can pass through in two hours. The elder Dent ran a ranch near Pumpkin Buttes.


Lester attended a country grade school and paid for his tuition by trapping animals and selling their furs. He had few companions and so was more often by himself than not. Mrs. Dent thinks that it was isolation and loneliness which drove him to make up fantasy companions and the adventures in which he and his imaginary pals were heroes.


Whether the ranch failed or the parents just got tired of the emptiness of Pumpkin Buttes is not known. About the time Lester was in eighth grade, the family moved back to La Plata, where his father dairy-farmed. Here Lester completed the eighth grade in a little white schoolhouse near the farm. (Today the building is visible from U. S. Route 63, about twelve miles south of Kirksville, but it has been converted into a farm storehouse.)


In 1923, Lester Dent went to Chillicothe, Missouri, to attend business college. He had meant to be a banker, but while waiting in line to apply at the college, he got to talking to another applicant. Dent was informed that, as a bank clerk, he would make a starting wage of fifteen dollars a week. A graduate of the telegraphy course, however, would begin at thirty-five dollars a week. That was enough for Dent, who switched his goals then and there.


After finishing his courses, Dent taught at Chillicothe Business College. In the fall of 1924, he went to work as a telegrapher for Western Union in Carrollton, Missouri. (The Cosmodemonic Telegraph Company is Henry Miller’s name for Western Union in Tropic of Capricorn. Dent, however, did not have Miller’s Hieronymus Bosch-like experiences with Western Union. But, then, Dent did not work for Western Union in Depression New York City, nor was he a personnel manager.)


In May 1925, Dent became a telegrapher for Empire Oil and Gas Company in Ponca City, Oklahoma. Here he married Norma Gerling, the daughter of Louis Ger-ling and Dora Weber, on 9 August 1925. They went that day to a movie, the title of which Mrs. Dent does not remember. She will, however, never forget that Lester was so flustered that he tried to give their tickets to a wooden Indian in the lobby.


The Dents moved to Chickasha, Oklahoma, in 1926. Here he was first a telegrapher for the Associated Press and then a teletype operator. Later, he worked for the Associated Press in Tulsa, Oklahoma.


One of his co-workers sold a story to a magazine for four hundred and fifty dollars, big money in those days and not so bad today. This intrigued Dent, who read a number of blood-and-thunder pulp magazines and thought he could do as well and probably better. While on the unbusy night shift, he wrote a number of stories. The first to sell was a novel for which Top Notch magazine paid two hundred and fifty dollars. Titled Pirate Cay, it came out in the first of the two September 1929 issues, on sale 1 August. He was startled shortly thereafter by a telegram from Dell Publishing Company in New York. It offered to pay his passage to New York and give him a five-hundred-dollar-a-month drawing account if he would write exclusively for Dell.


After recovering from his astonishment, Dent asked a friend in New York to check up on Dell. Was its owner, and perhaps its editor, insane?


On finding that both seemed to be as mentally balanced as any Gothamite could be, Dent got a leave of absence from AP. He and Mrs. Dent arrived in New York City on 1 January 1931, one of the coldest and bleakest days in Mrs. Dent’s memory. Things soon became rosier, however. Dent quickly taught himself the craft and discipline of turning in a required number of words in a certain format on schedule. He did not remain Dell’s exclusive property for long. He was soon writing for a number of pulp-magazine chains. This genre was demanding and tiring for writers, and only the sturdiest could survive in it. Dent had energy, and he ensured that the reservoir of his fertile and vivid imagination would not dry up from lack of pumping. He read omnivorously, from poetry to the literature of the latest advances in technology and science. He was not content to get all his knowledge from books. He got a first-class radio operator’s license and would, years later, build his own powerful ham radio set. He passed the rigid electricians’ and plumbers’ examinations. He got a pilot’s license and flew his own plane. Instead of just reading about climbing mountains, he climbed them.


His inflamed inventiveness, his expertise at pulp plotting and characterization, and his technical knowledge brought him to the attention of all the pulp-magazine publishers. Among these was Henry Ralston, a business executive of Street and Smith. Ralston had hired Walter Gibson in 1931 to write The Shadow stories. The success of this encouraged Ralston to hire Dent in 1932 to write a new series, the Doc Savage magazine.


Ralston was at that time credited with having invented the characters of the Shadow and Doc Savage. Now, however, we know differently. Ralston was an influential man with many sources of information for making good contacts. He got permission from the man who was the real Shadow to publish his exploits in fictionalized form.


Ralston struck another coup by getting permission from “Doc Savage” to publish stories based on his adventures. Ralston approached Dent on the project. Since Doc was the greatest gadgeteer of all times, and Dent had many qualities Doc possessed, and so could empathize with him, Dent eagerly accepted. Dent was himself the greatest gimmick writer in the field, according to Frank Gruber in his The Pulp Jungle. What better choice than a man who knew gadgets?


In fact, Dent wrote a string of novelettes for the Street and Smith Crime Busters magazine which were known as The Gadget Man Series. The first appeared in the November 1937 issue and was so well received that he continued the adventures of his gimmick-minded hero for three years.


According to Mrs. Dent, Lester did not like the name picked for the hero of the new series. He thought he had a much better name, which, unfortunately, Mrs. Dent can’t recall. It doesn’t matter now. Doc’s name has been so hallowed by long usage that anything else is unthinkable.


Dent also wanted to write under his own name, not the house name of “Kenneth Robeson.” He felt that he could do much better if his own name were on the masthead. As usual, however, the executives and the editors had their own way. But Dent did get at least some revenge years later. Somebody goofed, and the March 1944 issue contained The Derelict of Skull Shoal by, not Robeson, but Lester Dent. This caused some consternation and not a little hell among the editorial staff, and the error never again occurred.


In the beginning, Dent got $500 for each Doc Savage story. Later, this was increased to $750. These were, in the early years, about 65,000 to 70,000 words long. Often, he’d write two a month, which meant he was putting out 130,000 to 140,000 words a month, two complete novels, and getting $1,500 a month. This was $18,000 a year in the Depression, when eggs were ten cents a dozen. Moreover, Dent was augmenting this amount by writing at the same time and at a comparable rate for other magazines. There were times when Dent, writing under pseudonyms, could, and did, fill an issue of a magazine with his own stories. These often required eight or nine stories.


At times, he would write eighteen hours a day, day after day. Dent, being human, even if a pulp writer, had to stop to eat and go to the toilet. When this happened, he used a trick to make sure he’d continue with the same thought with which he had quit. He would stop in the middle of a sentence.


His usual hours, however, were from 9 P.M. to 3 A.M. He would then sleep until 10:30 A.M. He ate only two meals a day.


His favorite drink was milk, of which he could drink a quart at a sitting. Hard liquor was no problem for him, as it is for many writers. When he did drink, he preferred Irish whiskey. He did not know much of music and seems to have been tone deaf. The only tune he could carry at all was “The Whistler and His Dog.” His parents had a gramophone but only one record, which accounts for his ability to half-master that one song.


The Doc Savage magazine, like The Shadow magazine, was a great success. Six months after the first issue, it had a multitude of imitators on the market. All were short-lived.


There was good reason for Doc’s popularity, aside from a writer who seemed born for the job. The Depression had put almost everybody down and millions out. But the man who picked up a Doc Savage could become for an hour or so the wealthiest man in the world. Doc had a never-failing supply of gold from a lost valley in Central America. (Heroes often seemed to have a secret source of precious metal and jewels which enabled them to live well without working. Tarzan, the Shadow, and Richard Benson, the Avenger, are three examples.) The average citizen, a miserable creature in those days, was feeling frustrated, anxiety-ridden, and diminished in manhood and womanhood. But for ten cents he/she could be a superman/woman in both brain and body. The average man felt that vast evil forces beyond his control were responsible for his plight And he was suffering, while the criminals were certainly prospering. In Doc he had a hero who battled the insidious forces of evil. And who won. Moreover, Doc could take his reader away from his grim world into the most exotic of places around the world.


Ralston himself is said to have stated that Doc was four great people all rolled into one. He had Sherlock Holmes’s marvelous deductive genius, Tarzan’s perfect physique and herculean strength, Craig Kennedy’s knowledge of science, and Abraham Lincoln’s messianic qualities.


Despite the incessant requests for his stories from editors, Dent and his wife managed vacations. In 1933, on the very day that Franklin Delano Roosevelt closed all the banks in the country, the Dents left on a cruise to the West Indies and South America. They took a trip to England and Europe, along with Dent’s secretary, in 1938. In Prague, Czechoslovakia, Dent was questioned by the Nazis for taking unauthorized photographs.


Dent purchased a two-masted, forty-foot schooner, the Albatross, and he and his wife lived in this for several years. They sailed up and down the Atlantic coast of Florida and through the Caribbean islands, wintering in Florida. Dent became an expert deep-sea fisher and swimmer, and he also did some serious treasure hunting in the Bahamas. All that time, however, he was pounding away at his typewriter, turning out many stories.


Tiring of the ship, Dent sold it in 1940. He felt that he had mastered sailing and had learned all he could about treasure hunting and the West Indian and Caribbean seas. So he wanted no more to do with them. His nature was to learn a subject thoroughly and then drop it.


After the ship fever was over, Dent went to Death Valley to prospect for gold. He found little but he did learn much about the desert. He also met and visited with Death Valley Scotty.


His travels and search for gold earned him a membership in the Explorers Club, of which two distinguished members were Admiral Byrd and Doc Savage.


The same year that he sold his ship, he decided that he would “retire” to La Plata. Perhaps he had squeezed New York dry, too, and now wanted to re-establish his roots in his native soil. His retirement meant no slackening of work, however. He continued to turn out fiction, though he took more time at it. In between writing stints, he designed his new house and supervised its construction to make sure that it was done properly.


The Dent’s home was widely known then as the House of Gadgets because of the many devices he installed in it. These have become standard now, but in 1940 they were ten or more years ahead of their time.


As a prognosticator, Dent’s record beat that of Jules Verne. The list of gadgets that first appeared in print in the Doc Savage stories and only came into existence years later is a long one. Doc used radar, for instance, in 1934, though this was something the electronic scientists were then only messing around with in the laboratory. Ten years before they were actually used in the U. S. Navy, Dent had put shark repellent and sea trace (colored dye to mark the location of pilots downed at sea) into his stories. Dent wrote of nerve gas, supersonic dog whistles, anesthetic gas grenades, and ultraviolet “black light” photography before the general public, and many scientists, knew of their potential existence. Twelve years before wire recordings were offered to the public, Doc was using them.
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