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Introduction




I know, you’re thinking, do we really need another
book of zombie tales? But Deadworld is an important piece of
American zombie history.

Deadworld is a graphic novel series that
started in 1986 (and continues to this day) that follows survivors
in a post-apocalyptic world brought on by a zombie outbreak and
subsequent attacks led by the King Zombie, an intelligent zombie
who may have other supernatural powers. The Deadworld
universe has so much more than just humans slaughtering
zombies.

I remembered the Deadworld graphic novels from
my youth—their wild, frenetic zombie art bursting from the pages in
my local comic store in the midst of another attempt to resurrect
the Marvel and DC superheroes. They were gory and splatter-filled
and so very much “of their time,” yet the Deadworld universe
managed to re-invent itself and keep pace with cultural changes in
each incarnation over the years (which is why you’ll find stories
set in the 80’s post-apocalyptic wasteland devoid of cell phones to
an zombie outbreak that feels like it happened just last week.) So,
I was thrilled when Riverdale Avenue Books was able to pair up with
Gary Reed, the creative mind behind the resurrection and
re-animation of this classic zombie comic book series.

As the “zombie queen” that I have become since
editing the first zombie romance anthology in 2008 (Hungry for
Your Love, St. Martin’s Press), I knew the history.

I wanted to make sure this new generation of rabid
zombie-lovers watching their televised gore every Sunday night knew
that before The Walking Dead (TWD), iZombie or Z
Nation, Deadworld pioneered the way for serialized zombie
apocalypse fiction. Before sword-wielding heroines and
post-apocalyptic psychos with knives for hands became old hat, they
thrilled the readers of Deadworld back in the 80’s.

Just as we all know there would be no TWD
without Romero’s Night of the Living Dead, I believe
there would be no TWD without Deadworld.
Deadworld is the missing link between Romero’s Night of
the Living Dead and the shows of our current “zombie
renaissance.”

Each of these zombie universes reflect their
creators—there’s that old writer’s adage “write what you know.”
George Romero set his zombies in his hometown of Pittsburgh; Gary
Reed’s Deadworld reeks of urban Michigan, and Robert
Kirkman’s Walking Dead is so southern that it’s no surprise
to anyone that he grew up in Kentucky.

I was really looking forward to collaborating on this
anthology with Gary Reed, but unfortunately Gary passed away
suddenly in the midst of the project. He had loved the idea of
seeing the Deadworld universe and characters expanded into
prose, and I had promised him that I would bring him my
zombie-loving writers, so we have come together in this venture to
celebrate this next generation of zombie tales featuring stories as
wild and eclectic as those in the comic book series that inspired
them. You’ll find gay zombies, assassin ghouls, small town
revenants and big city undead, all bursting through these pages on
the heels of the Zombie King.

 


Lori Perkins

October, 2017


 


Remembering Gary Reed




By Kevin VanHook

 


Gary Reed began his publishing company Caliber Press
in an era where two large comic book companies dominated the
marketplace to the exclusion of almost everyone else. There were a
handful of small independent publishers, but they didn’t have a
huge output. Image Comics, Valiant, Malibu (in the sense of the
shared Universe of comics) and many other players who came around
in the 1990’s were still yet to come. Dark Horse had some success,
but most of the 1980’s companies were already gone. First, Pacific
and Eclipse were all pretty much out of the business. Now and
Comico would be gone shortly thereafter. Innovation was having some
luck with licensed properties and Dark Horse was doing well enough
with a mix of licensed material and original content.

It was that Dark Horse model that Gary found himself
emulating—consciously or not. He published Caliber Presents, which
was an anthology title that allowed creators to showcase their
ideas in short form or give a taste of a coming series. He also
published The Realm and Deadworld, two titles he took
over from Arrow Comics—another Michigan-based publishing house.
James O’Barr’s The Crow was an early title for Gary and a
popular one. Gary wrote the Fan Favorite Baker Street with
artist Guy Davis and wrote lots of other stories, sometimes under a
pseudonym.

There was a perfect storm of talent in the Detroit
area that Caliber was able to tap into. Vince Locke, James O’ Barr,
Guy Davis, Mark Bloodworth and others were local and all had strong
creative voices with stories they were interested in telling. Gary
was smart enough to let them do just that. He didn’t stop at the
local people though. He brought in dozens—possibly hundreds—of
creators and showcased their work in the pages of books that he
published. I was lucky enough to be one of them and to work with
Gary directly on a day-to-day basis in the office as a Production
Manager when I joined him about a year into his adventures in
publishing.

The Caliber ranks read like a Who’s Who of Comics for
the coming decades.

Jim Calafiore, Mike Allred, Philip Hester, Paul
Tobin, Ed Brubaker, Patrick Zircher, David Mack, Stuart Immonen,
and so many others did Caliber titles and with one over-arching
reason; creative Freedom. For me, more than any other aspect of the
man or the company, Gary’s willingness to just get out of the
creators’ way and let them tell the stories they wanted to tell was
the thing that made his company unique—there were no editorial
edicts, no continuity to adhere to, no house style. From the zany
to the macabre, to the surreal and just plain strange, Caliber
published it all. A lover of history and art, Gary created Tome
Press, a unique imprint to handle the more literary works that he
wanted to adapt into comics. Where else could you see a comic book
retelling of El Cid?

Gary’s impact was also felt on the people inside the
company who worked behind the scenes. Nathan Pride, Joe Pruett,
Chester Jacques—people who shared Gary’s passion for comics and
good storytelling—their lives were all changed by knowing and
working with him.

Gary’s efforts extended into the comic book
convention arena as well, with extensive work running conventions
in Detroit over the years. He spent time as the head of McFarlane
Toys and working with his old friend Paul Burke from Stabur
Graphics.

The impact of Gary’s work on Deadworld with
collaborator Vince Locke can’t be understated. Began by Stuart Kerr
and Ralph Griffith along with Vince, Gary took over writing and
publishing efforts and helped to build an audience for this
post-apocalyptic zombie comic book—a comic that pre-dated the
popular Walking Dead by more than a decade.

Before Gary passed away in October of 2016, he had
begun efforts to merchandise Deadworld Zombie Soda—something that
has found success across the country.

Gary had a lot of stories left to tell and a
beautiful family that he left all too soon.

If he were reading this right now, he’d probably tell
me that it was OK, but it was a little too talky. Definitely too
mushy.

I’ll stop now before I agree with him, just adding
that he was my mentor and my employer, my publisher and my
friend.

And I miss him.

 


Kevin VanHook

Los Angeles, California

October, 2017


 


Well, They’re Dead-ish…




By Thomas F. Monteleone

 


To get properly started, I’m going to need you to
step along with me into the WayBack Machine. I’m rotating the dial
to April, 1968... and the place is the Student Union Building on
the campus of the University of Maryland. At that moment in the
continuum, I was a college senior skating along with a few
electives and “gut” courses to wrap up my degree with not a care
(as long as your name wasn’t the Selective Service or the U. S.
Army).

One of my roommates in our off-campus apartment, Bob
Schaller, had mentioned a poster he’d seen earlier at the library
announcing the showing of a new horror movie called Night of the
Living Dead. For someone who’d grown up watching Chiller
Theatre at 11 p.m. on Friday nights to catch any pre-cable,
pre-VHS, pre-Netflix, pre-DVR horror or science fiction, I could
find (as well as reading anthologies like Zacherly’s Midnight
Snacks and Donald Wollheim’s Macabre), this flick
sounded like something I would really dig. Don’t forget—in the
Permian era of my youth, science fiction and horror had not taken
over the entertainment world as it has these days.

And that’s how Bob and I ended up in uncomfortable
folding-chair seats in one of the building’s larger function rooms.
Surprisingly, the place was packed, and there was a guy in the back
with a projector and a big portable screen up front. It was not
your usual theater experience, and I had no idea what to expect.
The word had leaked out the film was about zombies, a horror tale
staple always associated with voodoo, the Caribbean, and sometimes,
New Orleans. I had seen a few early zombie movies and found them,
as they say, wanting.

All of which is to say I didn’t have great
expectations for Night of the Living Dead, but hey, it was a
Friday night and I didn’t have a date, so... What the hell, right?
Worst case, I was delaying by a few short hours my sojourn to the
off-campus tavern called the Rendezvous where mass quantities of
tepid keg beer awaited consumption.

So there we are, about 350 of us, crammed into the
function room, sitting in the dark. A guy comes up before the
pull-down screen and tells us we are about to see an independent
“feature” filmed entirely in Pittsburgh by an intrepid (I honestly
don’t think he actually used that adjective ) young group of cinema
aficionados, and that we would be one of the first audiences to see
it in commercial release. That sounded pretty cool to the bunch of
us and we had no idea back then we were participating in the
time-honored practice of getting indie films out to any possible
audience by something called “four-walling.”

In the pre-YouTube, pre-Internet, pre-DVD world, it
was a very efficient and smart way to get your film seen.
The economics of four-walling is beyond the scope of what I’m here
to write about, so you’re just going to have to believe me when I
tell you it worked well enough back in the Paleolithic era to
launch a lot of films and film careers.

Now (as they used to say after a shit-ton of
late-night commercials), back to our movie: I remember sitting
there as Night of the Living Dead hit the screen and hearing
more than a few moans and guffaws as we all discovered it was in
black-and-white. But that stopped pretty quickly as the opening
scene—a visit to a graveyard by a brother and sister—suddenly took
a huge left turn into something creepy and very unfamiliar. I’m not
going to bother with a summary of the film’s plot or even any of
its seminal scenes. Either you’ve seen it, or you haven’t,
right?

There’s a larger point to be driven home here. That
the Student Union function room of Terrapins (University of
Maryland mascot ... aka Terp) sat in the dark in total
silence as this odd little film got weirder and weirder and
without question definitively creepy. The flashlight scene
at the top of the stairs sent shudders through the audience, and
that was just the beginning of how disturbing things were going to
get. A vague explanation for the reanimated dead eventually floated
past us—something about a comet or a meteor or something equally
silly—but at that point none of could give a shit. We were all
fixed like still-writhing bugs on corkboard upon the camera-jerky
images of lurching flesh-eating, impossibly alive corpses.

And they were called “ghouls,” remember?

Yeah, I have no memory of the word zombie
being uttered throughout the entire film, and a check on the
Internet of a raft of horror film sites and blogs confirms this.
But something happened, didn’t it? We were in the midst of what the
intelligentsia call a paradigm shift and we didn’t even know
it. By the time George Romero’s seminal horror film had achieved
even a modicum of legitimacy and he had found funding for a sequel,
the “ghouls” had been transmogrified into zombies. And a
new, although impermanent, attribute had been added to the
rapidly-changing canon of zombie lore: they not only liked to take
bites out of us, they had a preference for eating our brains.

Wow, where did that come from?

Since this is not a scholarly paper duly submitted
for peer-review, I can honestly tell you I have no fucking clue how
it happened. But for decades to come, we gleefully encouraged our
zombies to mob us in large numbers as they cracked open our skulls
with all the élan of Chesapeake oyster-shuckers. This was a far cry
from the stumble-footed zombies, spawned by Voodoo rites, who
seemingly had no idea why they were still animate or what they
should be doing about it.

In the 90’s and into the new century, the whole
zombie shtick continued to evolve, to redefine itself. Zombies
could still shamble, but some films allowed them to keep on their
track shoes, running after us as if their hair was on fire. Even
with that innovation, I never found the whole New! Improved!
Zombie! all that interesting. Most of the films had acquired a
template similarity that proved ultimately predictable and kinda
boring.

But only in the movies...

Something else was going on in the world of
comics.

Unlike my Night of the Living Romero experience, I’m
not sure exactly when I first discovered Deadworld published
by Caliber Comics but it was back when it was essentially all
black-and-white and pages were crammed with as much chaotic artwork
as possible. And it was definitely the covers and the interior
illustration that drew my attention—rather than any particular
stories about zombies.

It was the raw energy of the drawings, the
outrageously conceived panels and layouts that implied a kind of
schizophrenia rarely seen since the demise of the truly demented
comics of the post-60’s psychedelics. I confess I was not a devout
disciple of Deadworld. I never subscribed to it, or haunted
comic shops awaiting each new issue, and for that reason, I am not
well-schooled in its checkered history or even the major story-arcs
that have come and gone over the decades.

On the occasions when I would pick up an issue or one
of the graphic novels, I sometimes had trouble reasoning out any
plots that had been ongoing. So why did I revisit Deadworld
at all?—Especially if the whole zombie apocalypse trope never did
much for me as a compelling horror sub-genre. Over the years, I’ve
been invited to contribute zombie fiction to a slew of anthologies
about our dead-but-still-moving-around pals, and not once did I
ever write one. Nor did I ever buy one for my
Borderlands anthology series.

To answer the question, I think the charm and appeal
of Deadworld for me lay in the weirdness of the characters,
the inter-dimensional/supernatural elements which overlayed the
usual apocalyptic template, and the over-the-top energy you could
almost feel seething and rippling through the pages.

And I guess that’s the point I’m trying to make in
this short appreciation—Deadworld, as a comic, took the
whole new-zombie thing of Romero to new and interesting places that
never really happened in the movies. There’s never been a
character in any zombie flick as dangerous and original as
King Zombie. Never. Ever. I mean just who the hell is he? He
crashes through the pages and stories with a fearsome arrogance and
insanity that you just can’t seem to get enough of. He is the
ultimate villain full of complexities and questions that never get
answered.
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