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IN CREATING THE COVER for this issue, I sought to honor the legacy of Aaron Douglas, a pioneering figure in the Harlem Renaissance whose work pushed the boundaries of Black expression and representation. His bold silhouettes, rhythmic patterns, and striking use of light and shadow captured the struggles and triumphs of African American life, creating a visual language that merged history with a vision of the future. As an Afrofuturist, I see Douglas not only as an artist of the past but as a visionary who laid the groundwork for the narratives of Black liberation, empowerment, and cosmic possibility that Afrofuturism embodies today.

The cover design for this issue, which celebrates the space opera written by John P. Moore, draws from Douglas’s aesthetic to reflect the spirit of Black imagination expanding into the cosmos. I use layered, dynamic forms to evoke the vastness of space and the journey of our people beyond the limitations of Earth. Like Douglas’s art, the cover embraces the idea of transcendence—our ancestors’ dreams projected into the stars.

Through this piece, I hope to convey that Black stories, much like those in Douglas’s work, are not confined by time or space. They stretch across dimensions, traveling from our deepest histories to distant futures. Afrofuturism, to me, is the visual and narrative bridge between where we’ve been and where we dare to go. This cover is a tribute to that journey, and to the trailblazers like Aaron Douglas who charted the first paths toward it.

- John Jennings
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I WANT TO ACKNOWLEDGE the contributions, support and hard work that Lisa Yaszek has performed on this project; had it not been for her original research, her support of her students and the on-going work she has done in examining the true roots of the science fiction genre, this book would not exist. Lisa is a treasure that our industry would do well to acknowledge.

I also wish to acknowledge that Lisa continued to work, and work hard, on this project even in the face of personal tragedy, resulting from the unexpected and sudden death of her husband, the late Doug Davis, to whom this volume is now dedicated.

-Steve Davidson
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On Being Born at the Right Time: 
An Introduction to The Martian Trilogy
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THERE ARE DAYS WHEN I can only marvel at the sweep of history and the cultural, technological and societal advances I have witnessed in my lifetime. There have been days of blissful joy and days of desperate horror.

Some of my earliest childhood memories revolve around science; I strongly recall the nuns wheeling the gigantic, ancient, black and white cathode ray TV into my first-grade classroom so we could witness the liftoff of John Glenn's Mercury mission in February 1962 on the evening news. 

But my most intensely vivid childhood memories came in on the tides of near sleep; I remember being on the bottom tier of my bunk bed in the middle of the night, wondering about the future.

My parents and Catholic teachers were pretty insistent that I pray on a daily basis before retiring but, more often than not, I refrained. Not because I did or did not necessarily believe in a higher deity (but I had some serious doubts, even then) but because I was worried about the future.

The future, which in my young and feverishly worried mind, was going to start in the year 2000, a mere thirty-five or so years away. And, as I lay there enveloped in total darkness, I feared what the future was going to be like. Autonomous flying cars and concentrated meals in pill form like I saw on the futurist cartoon show The Jetsons? Alien invasions as I witnessed watching the film Earth vs. The Flying Saucers? Regularly scheduled trips to the moon or Mars?

Or, as I morbidly feared, an atomic war, which some of the children at school had openly talked about?

And that led to the thought, was there any future for anyone at all?

Was I born at the right time? Or at the wrong time?

I was born in late August of 1956, which was eleven years after the end of World War Two and a year and two months before the Soviet Union placed Sputnik, the first man-made satellite, in orbit around the Earth.

As a young Black child in America, I, like everyone else, was pressured by our culture to believe that communism was evil, grownups were in charge of everything, opinions of children had very little value, and that anything of societal value belonged to all the white and one hundred percent hetero-normative people.

My parents, (respectively an aeronautical mechanical engineer and a secretary for General Electric) thank goodness, did not subscribe to (most of) this sort of nonsense. Instead, they tried their best to instill a bit of racial pride in me and my siblings by teaching us about Martin Luther King, Jr. and the history of slavery in America and, as a special treat, by giving us access to a steady diet of Sidney Poitier films, whenever possible.

They also, to my and my sibling’s detriment, sent us to Catholic parochial schools, thinking that if anything, we would benefit from an education that might instill the values of knowledge and thinking for ourselves.

(Ironically, I found my inner values and ethics outside of the influence of organized religion. But I digress...)

When Amazing Stories editor emeritus and publisher Steve Davidson first announced the imminent publication of John P. Moore’s 1930 science fiction serial The Martian Trilogy in late 2024, I was absolutely, to use a common term of that era, flabbergasted.

I found it astounding to find out that 95 years ago, Moore’s serialized novel was, at least of this writing, the very first documentation of a “space opera” novel by a Black American in the United States.

And when I was invited to write an introduction to The Martian Trilogy, I had to sit back and not only had to recollect my history with SFF literature but with my own personal history as well. Both are intricately intertwined because of who my parents were and when I was born.

During its brief, ephemeral life (1928-1932) the first editor of the Illustrated Feature Section (IFS), George Schuyler, gave a series “Instructions for Contributors” to potential artists and writers. The most important of them was this:


We will not accept any stories that are depressing, saddening, or gloomy. Our people have enough troubles without reading about any. We want them to be interested, cheered, buoyed up; comforted, gladdened, and made to laugh.



When I read John P. Moore’s serial, I deliberately chose not to read it in the mode of a modern 21st century reader, but as someone who at that time would be suffering under the multiple challenges of oppressive racism and the economic disaster of the Great Depression.

Moore’s imagined year of 2030 is quite idealized and forward thinking for its time; there is no sign of systemic racism or social bias, but there are plenty of technological and related marvels: a quick and efficient means of mass transit and air transportation, advances in scientific endeavors and privatized space travel, and, incredibly, a novelist-narrator actually makes a comfortable living writing (science!) fiction with enough left over for a trusty man-servant, as well.

Just as the spectacular debut of Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek in North America in September of 1966 changed everything for science fictions fans, I can just imagine that the publication of The Martian Trilogy may have had something of the same effect on some of the younger African Americans reading this serial in the pages of the IFS of their local Black newspapers.

The world had already been introduced to two iconic characters; Buck Rogers, in the pages of the first science fiction magazine Amazing Stories and in a nationally syndicated comic strip about a year later, and Popeye the Sailor in the comic strip Thimble Theater. More heroes, such as The Shadow, Doc Savage, Alley Oop, Flash Gordon, The Phantom, Mandrake the Magician, and Prince Valiant were waiting in the wings. And vast universes of comic book heroes were just around the corner.

In the beginning days of the Great Depression, African Americans were, or were about to, read and see these distinctly American created characters. And although they may have enjoyed them, none of these characters were specifically created for them.

That is, until the creation of the IFS in African American newspapers in 1928.

From what I learned about IFS from the various contributors you are about to read, this section was created for the African American community to bolster their morale and spirits during the nation’s greatest financial turmoil. And also—to make some money as well.

Personally speaking, one glaring thing that I found was that my modern sensibilities were a bit put off by Moore’s stereotypical depictions of the “savage” Martians and the lack of sophisticated world building that modern readers have come to expect. I speculate that this was probably due to the inevitable influence of some of the popular writers of the time such as H. Rider Haggard and Edgar Rice Burroughs, who often utilized the same tropes.

In my youth, seeing or reading about Black people, or any other person of color, was somewhat of a rare event for myself and many other minorities. I can’t begin to tell you what a monumental event it was in our household when singer/actress Eartha Kitt showed up in prominent roles on popular television shows like Mission Impossible as a secret agent and on Batman as the third actor to portray Selina Kyle/Catwoman. 

But, among all other things happening in the mid-1960’s, Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek was, and remains, one of the most important cultural milestones of my childhood because it showed through regular series characters like Sulu (George Takei), Uhura (Nichelle Nichols) and special guest stars such as computer genius Richard Daystrom (William Marshall) and Doctor Joseph M’Benga (Booker Bradshaw), the human race had overcome its so-called racial divisions and showed that there was a future, not just for white people, but for all human beings.

(It should also be said that the previous point would have been vastly diminished without the contributions of Spock, played by the late Leonard Nimoy, the Jewish actor whose memorable and remarkable performance as the half human-half Vulcan science officer, made him, arguably, THE most popular character ever featured on Star Trek. His demeanor and characterization stood out among a stellar cast as an iron-willed voice of reason, tolerance and above all, logic, in his dealings with humans and other alien species.)

My enthusiastic and unabashed love of Star Trek led directly to a series of consequential life choices for me, expanding my interests in history, science and social trends and reading more science fiction and fantasy.

In the summer of 1976, I found, by sheer accident, an announcement of a local sf convention in the back pages of Analog Science Fact/Science Fiction. My attendance at that convention, Midwestcon 27, changed everything for me. 

I was warmly welcomed into a community of fellow fans, professional writers, editors and artists who, for the first time in my life, judged me for the content of character and not by the color of my skin, VERY much like the world depicted in John P. Moore’s The Martian Trilogy.   

But I, (along with many others I’d wager), wonder what effect this serial novel had on the minds of its readers, whose circulation numbers exceeded most of the most popular pulp magazines of the day—including Amazing Stories, the current publisher of this novel.

It is indeed a full circle moment to realize that John P. Moore’s The Martian Trilogy, originally published in the IFS, appeared in a publication that was created by the eventual owner of Amazing Stories, William Bernard Ziff, Sr. (I note that Ziff did not purchase the section out of a sense of altruism or camaraderie with African American creators; he kept the substantial advertising revenues that were generated, much to his detriment.) 

Although The Martian Trilogy has been “lost” to literary historians for nearly a century, it is a welcome rediscovery and a fascinating footnote in the history of science fiction and fantasy literature, which, I would hope, will spur further research and studies into other genre writers of color of this and earlier eras.

As to whether I was born at the right time I can say only this: Yes, it’s good to be alive and well today, no matter what sort of turmoil we may be undergoing at the moment. 

Because I wouldn’t miss it for the world (and it certainly beats the alternative).

- Chris M. Barkley
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Black to the Future: 
John P. Moore’s The Martian Trilogy
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JUST IMAGINE: IT’S THE YEAR 2030, and African Americans live in a United States without racism, enabling Black genius to flourish and reach the stars—and the first stop is planet Mars. Now imagine this: when those African American explorers reach Mars, they travel through not one, but two Black kingdoms fighting for control of their planet. And then, just imagine this: the problems of Martian politics are settled not by superior human Black genius, but by the Martians themselves.

Welcome to the world of John P. Moore’s 1930 The Martian Trilogy, a triptych of serialized stories that together comprise the first planetary romance known to be published by a Black author.

***
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JOHN P. MOORE’S STORIES did not magically appear out of some other dimension in space and time. African Americans have been writing speculative fiction since before the dawn of the U.S. itself.    In her 1773 poem “On Imagination,” enslaved colonial-era poet Phillis Wheatley depicts Black artists as star children escaping the gravitational pull of Earthly white supremacy on the mothership of imagination. By the mid-1800s, African American authors were extrapolating from both the horrors of slavery and Jim Crow, as well as the political, economic, and cultural successes of the Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance to tell speculative tales about the possibility of revolutionary change for Blacks across space and time. Stories including Martin Delany’s Blake, or the Huts of America (1859-62), Sutton E Griggs’s Imperium in Imperio (1899), W.E.B. Du Bois’s Dark Princess: A Romance (1928), and George S. Schuyler’s Black Internationale and Black Empire (1936-38) anticipated what the mid-twentieth-century science fiction community would come to call “military SF,” revolving around globe-spanning race wars won by Black genius put to the task of defending Black community here on Earth. Other stories, including Edward Augustus Johnson’s Light Ahead for the Negro (1904), Pauline Hopkins’s Of One Blood, and Lillian B. Jones’s Five Generations Hence (1916) participate in the techno-utopian tradition that emerged at the turn of the last century, celebrating possible pasts and futures where Black genius is liberated to create technologies of abundance rather than destruction and to make art rather than war.

So, what led John P. Moore to depart from the tradition of revolutionary African American speculative fiction established by his predecessors and peers, and to write an all-Black planetary romance about love and war on Mars instead? The answer likely lies in the rise of modern genre fiction as it developed in both African American newspapers and white pulp magazines at the turn of the 20th century. Black newspapers had a long tradition of publishing fiction and poetry oriented to issues of social justice. In the late 1920s, editors of those newspapers responded to the growing popularity of pulp genre magazines by replacing social justice fiction with its genre counterpart. The Pittsburgh Courier and The Baltimore Afro-American, two East-coast newspapers with national circulation, were the most prominent venues for Black genre fiction; other papers across the country sometimes published fiction with regional or local interest—and, for a brief moment, Black newspapers large and small alike featured a new kind of literary and cultural insert called the Illustrated Feature Section (IFS), which was, in many ways, the real birthplace of Black genre fiction.

The IFS appeared in 34 African American newspapers from 1928-32. Historical data from 14 of those newspapers reveals that it reached at least 180,000 readers by 1929. (As a point of comparison, Amazing Stories had about 150,000 subscribers in 1927.) Created by white advertiser William B. Ziff, the IFS was initially edited by conservative author and journalist George S. Schuyler, who had a following in the tens of thousands and who was a vocal opponent of “race art”—including the kinds of social justice fiction historically published in Black newspapers. Schuyler brought this sensibility with him to the IFS, where he literally wrote the first set of guidelines for Black genre fiction. He particularly encouraged authors to use all the new genre forms available to them to tell tales about Black lives—but without reference to historic or contemporary race issues. In doing so, Schulyer made the insert a space where Black artists could create new story telling traditions that both paralleled and strategically revised those offered by the white pulp magazines of the era, a tradition that was continued by later IFS editors Benjamin J. Davis Jr. and Ivy Boone.

One of the forms that most interested Schulyer and other Black genre writers was science fiction, which was just then emerging as a unique commercial genre complete with its own editors, authors, readers, and rules for good writing. Older story types including the future war and the techno-utopia were still popular, but readers moved by the closing of the American frontier and recent developments in air flight clamored for a new kind of story—the planetary romance, a colorful, action-adventure tale that generally revolved around sleek spaceships, strange new worlds, and exotic alien others. When Hugo Gernsback debuted Amazing Stories in 1926, planetary romance was well represented with offerings by H.G. Wells, George P. Serviss, George McLeod Windsor, Clare Winger Harris, D.B. Mccray, and John Pierce. Inspired by the popularity of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Barsoom/Mars series (1912-1948, some of which appeared in Amazing Stories), many of these tales were set in part or all on Mars.

Little wonder, then, that an African American writer such as John P. Moore would write a Martian planetary romance of his own. Indeed, Moore (or perhaps his editors) call attention to the similarities between The Martian Trilogy and the planetary romances published the early genre magazines with the series title: “Amazing Stories: 100 Years Hence” (changed here to The Martian Trilogy to avoid confusion with Amazing Stories magazine). This, however, is where the similarities between Moore’s story and those of written by white authors end. The planetary romances featured in early twentieth-century genre magazines were almost exclusively populated by white people: indeed, the only mention of Blackness in the first issue of Amazing occurs in the opening story, H.G. Wells’s “Off on a Comet,” when a character compares himself to Friday from Robinson Crusoe before quickly thanking the heavens that he is a “white Friday [rather than] a black one” (15). When Black characters do appear, they fall into one of three broad stereotypes: the faithful but superstitious (and often cowardly) servant who does essential background labor for the white protagonist, as in Curt Siodmak’s “The Eggs from Lake Tanganyika” (1926); the natural resource to be exploited by the white protagonists, as in Charles Gardner Bowers’s “The Black Hand” (1931); and the pseudo-Darwinian bug-eyed monster who threatens to destroy all white people through mad science and miscegenation, as in in David Keller’s “The Menace” (1929)—a serialized novel that proposed such a shocking “final solution” to the problem of race war that several of Amazing’s generally apolitical readers were moved to protest that a tale of “such an agitative nature can have no place in a magazine devoted to science” (Gerald Adams, Amazing Stories 4.1, 88). Whatever role they played, Black characters in the white pulps were never the subjects of their own stories.

Moore turns that lack into an opportunity, providing readers with a world—and indeed, a solar system—full of talented Black people who are front and center in the creation of truly new futures. Moore’s “amazing stories” are connected by the figure of S.Q. Brent, a “well-known Negro novelist” who is narrating, from some undefined point of time in the future, a series of Mars-based adventures he participated in and/or heard about as a younger man in the year 2030 A.D.—making Moore’s triptych one of the first future histories written by an author of any race or gender. After publishing a popular science fiction novel about the red planet, Brent finds himself caught up in a friendly space race between millionaire “Negroes of importance in the world of science,” and, eventually, a planetary war between two Black nations on Mars.

Brent’s adventures give Moore many opportunities to dramatize Black techno-scientific genius, whether it is the genius of the human scientists who use pills, protective rubber suits, and “iron coffins” to negotiate outer space or that of the Martians who meet the challenges of life on a cold planet by creating sunken megacities “built into the planet’s crust, and roofed over with a glass-like material called Lanchy.” Moreover, humans and Martians can converse because “a thousand years before, the black scientists of Mars had stumbled upon [the] amazing idea” to create a giant metal amplifier that allowed them to listen to the heavens—and learn Earthly languages. Finally, Moore provides readers with an example of scientific thinking in action as the human scientists work together to puzzle out the evolutionary forces that have resulted in extreme sexual dimorphism between male and female Martians.

Of course, like all good pulp era writers, Moore tempers the science in his story with plenty of romance and action—and in both cases, he once again finds plenty of room for innovative storytelling. Moore provides readers with a love interest who is more complex than the ones usually encountered in pulp stories written by white men: the mixed-race, “beautifully dark” Martian singer Ioane, who works in the Pragian food halls. One the one hand, Ioane is very much the typical beautiful alien monster of pulp science fiction—a gorgeous but cold woman sometimes called “Ioane the Man-Hater” who drives the men around her to fight to the death. At the same time, Moore gives Ioane a very good reason for distrusting the rhetoric of love: her Pragian father deserted her Elsian mother, leaving the two women to fend for themselves in a foreign kingdom at war with their home country. Furthermore, while Ioane does eventually fall for the story’s Martian hero, she is never asked to give up her work as an artist—indeed, both the Elsian and Pragian captains who fight over her are obsessed with her art as “the songbird” of the Pragian kingdom. As such, she pays homage to Josephine Baker and anticipates the figure of the griot as used by modern Black authors today, as in Nnedi Okorafor’s “Spider the Artist” and “The Palm Tree Bandit” and in the stories collected in Milton Davis and Charles Saunders’ Griots: A Sword and Soul Anthology.

The final and perhaps most exciting difference between Moore’s “Love on Mars” and white-authored planetary romances is that the problem of alien war is not solved by a human protagonist who uses his superior science and/or military prowess to save the day, but by the Martians themselves. The first two stories in Moore’s triptych are set on Mars in the year 2030 at the height of the Pragian-Elsian war, and our human protagonists spend most of their time as captives marvelling at the sophisticated societies they encounter on the red planet. The final story is set sometime later when our human narrator has returned to Earth and is reminiscing about the war stories he heard about (but did not participate in) during his time on Mars; at that point, the narrative makes a surprising shift and becomes a tale of interracial romance between Ioane and the Pragian captain who restores her faith in men. As such, Moore powerfully reverses the colonial imperative behind much early white science fiction storytelling, leaving readers with a vision of indigenous self-determination—and the power of indigenous love—that anticipates those found in contemporary Black planetary romances such as Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber, Minister Faust’s War and Mir, Maurice Broaddus’s Astra Black series, and C.T. Rwizi’s House of Gold.

***
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THE PROCESS OF RECOVERING and reprinting The Martian Trilogy has been nearly as thrilling an adventure as the ones detailed by Moore in his amazing stories. Our journey began in 2022 when the research fellows in my Sci Fi Lab at Georgia Tech decided to explore the question: Where were Black authors publishing science fiction before Samuel R. Delany and Octavia E. Butler integrated the science fiction community in the 1960s and 70s? The students began their research with Sheree Reneé Thomas’s groundbreaking Dark Matter anthologies, the first volumes to map the rich history of African American speculative fiction as it has developed over the past 150 years. This confirmed the students’ suspicion that Black intellectuals had long used the themes and techniques of science fiction for social critique, and led to a new, refined question: When did Black authors make the leap from writing science fiction as social critique to producing science fiction as a commercial art form that would entertain mass audiences and provide a paycheck? 
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