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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.








FOREWORD



The Futurian Society of New York, of which I became a member in 1941, was a group of hungry young science fiction fans and would-be writers which evolved into a sort of subculture: the Futurians had their own communal dwellings, their folklore, songs, and games, even their own mock religion.


Out of this little group came ten novelists, a publisher, two literary agents, four anthologists, and five editors (with some overlapping of roles). Isaac Asimov, Frederik Pohl, Cyril Kornbluth, James Blish, Judith Merril, and Donald A. Wollheim were all members.


Seven marriages and five divorces took place within the group. Like the members of any other large family, the Futurians sometimes found they couldn’t stand each other: there were quarrels, feuds, factions, even a few more or less serious murder threats.


In 1945 the group broke up explosively when Wollheim filed suit against seven other members for libel, but for the seven years it lasted it had been something unique and wonderful.


I undertook the writing of this book to try to explain to myself how the Futurian Society came into existence, how it worked, why some of its members succeeded so brilliantly while others so tragically failed. Along the way, I found out things I had never suspected about people I had known for thirty-five years. Understanding them as I now do, I find them more deeply fascinating than ever.


I am grateful for their assistance in preparing this book to Donald and Elsie Wollheim, Frederik Pohl, Isaac Asimov, Robert A. W. Lowndes, Judith Merril, Virginia Kidd, Judith Blish, Larry T. Shaw, Richard Wilson, Rosalind Moore, Jessica Burns, Jack Robins, Joan Michel, Jay Kay Klein, Sid Altus, Richard Wilhelm, Terry Carr, Robert Silverberg, Bernard Skydell, and Kris Knight; to Steve Miller, formerly curator of the science fiction collection of the University of Maryland, Baltimore County Library, and to Binnie Braunstein, the present curator; to Ron Graham of New South Wales and his assistant Cy Hord, who furnished a collection of Futurian wall newspapers; to Howard DeVore, who lent me Futurian magazines and arranged for photographs of covers and illustrations; and to my wise and sympathetic editor, Linda O’Brien.
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“SAVE HUMANITY WITH SCIENCE AND SANITY”


If Hugo Gernsback had stayed home, everything would have been different. Hugo came to New York City from Luxembourg in 1904, when he was nineteen. He brought with him the model of an experimental battery, an instinct for evading creditors, and a boundless faith in the miracles of modern science. In the next five years he founded a battery manufacturing company, a mail-order radio parts firm, and a radio magazine, Modern Electrics.


In Modern Electrics and other magazines, beginning about 1911, he published stories of the kind he called “scientific fiction.” They were received with such enthusiasm that he began to think of a new magazine entirely devoted to these stories. In 1924 he mailed out a circular asking for subscriptions to a magazine called Scientifiction. The response was disappointing; he abandoned the project. Later it occurred to him that the name might have been at fault (although he loved it himself, and used it as a generic term until 1929). In April 1926, without an advance circular, he launched Amazing Stories, the world’s first science fiction magazine.


Science fiction under other names had been published and read since the 1870s; now, for the first time, it had a vehicle of its own. It was the vehicle that mattered.


Amazing Stories was a large (8½″ × 11″) magazine, printed on coarse pulp paper, with cover paintings of outlandish scenes in bright primary colors. At first Gernsback reprinted many stories by H. G. Wells and Jules Verne, but when these sources gave out and he began using the work of amateurs, his readers remained loyal. What the readers wanted was not famous names or polished writing, but unearthly landscapes, gigantic machines, colliding meteorites, man-eating plants, rays of red, blue and other colors. Gernsback understood this very well, although in his editorials he beat the drum for the educational and social value of science fiction.


Gernsback in person was unimpressive: short and slight, with a beaky nose; in later years he looked like an elderly macaw. Among the magazines he founded, two, Sexology and Radio Electronics, are still being published.


The interesting thing about successful inventions is what they do to people’s lives. Amazing Stories changed hands in 1929, in 1938, and in 1965; it never made a lot of money for anybody, not even Gernsback; but it was a snag in the stream of history, from which a V-shape spread out in dozens and then in hundreds of altered lives. Among these were the lives of Ray Bradbury, John W. Campbell, Jr., Arthur C. Clarke, Robert A. Heinlein, Roger Zelazny, Isaac Asimov, Judith Merril, James Blish, Frederik Pohl, Cyril Kornbluth, and Donald A. Wollheim. The last six were members of the Futurian Society of New York.


One of the things Hugo Gernsback had done was to create a loyal readership, a science fiction fandom in embryo. Around 1930, readers began to discover each other through the letter columns of his magazines. They formed local groups and correspondence clubs; they published amateur journals of various degrees of awfulness, a few printed, the rest hektographed or mimeographed. (The hektograph, now an almost-forgotten device, makes smeary purple copies from a bed of gelatin.)


Gernsback recognized these developments in 1934 when he announced the formation of the Science Fiction League, a grandiose organization with insignia, lapel pins, special stationery, etc. Charters were granted to groups formed for the purpose in New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Los Angeles and many other cities.


Picture these science fiction fans at eighteen or nineteen—gawky, pimpled, excruciatingly self-conscious—seeking each other out because they have to have somebody to talk to: organizing themselves by mail into the Science Correspondence Club, the International Scientific Association, the Edison Science Correspondence Club, the International Cosmos Science Club. Up late at night, every night, writing ten-page single-spaced stilted wonderful letters to each other about the Secrets of the Universe and the World of Tomorrow! Some of them are lucky enough to find a science fiction club where they can actually meet in person, see each other in the flesh: then the exhilarating discovery that friends can turn into enemies; the joys of indignation!


In Gernsback’s Science Fiction League the seeds of contention were already planted. Some of the members were interested only in science fiction itself: they wanted to talk about favorite stories and authors. Others, the true Gernsbackians, believed in science fiction as a means of recruiting scientists in order to transform the world by technology. Prototypical of this group was William F. Sykora, a professional chemist, an amateur rocketry experimenter. His embryonic antagonist was Donald A. Wollheim, a dreamer, a magazine collector, a would-be writer.


Wollheim had come to science fiction by a curious route. At the age of five he was a victim of the polio epidemic that accompanied the epidemic of influenza in 1918–19. He was too young to remember it, but was told years later that for two or three months he had been paralyzed on the left side.


Although his recovery was apparently complete, the disease had affected his muscular development and coordination. He couldn’t play ball, because his hand always arrived a fraction of a second too late at the point where the ball had been. Cut off by this disability from children of his own age, he retreated into a fantasy world of books and toys.


Wollheim’s father, a doctor who specialized in genito-urinary complaints, owned a four-story brownstone on East 79th Street in Manhattan. Dr. Wollheim’s office was on the second floor; the family used the first and third floors. The fourth floor was vacant; here young Wollheim was able to lay out vast armies of toy soldiers and maneuver them for hours.


Wollheim’s interest in toy soldiers led him naturally to war stories in books and magazines. One day in the public library he stumbled across The War of the Worlds, by H. G. Wells. That was the beginning; then, in 1927, someone gave him a copy of Amazing Stories. He was thirteen, and he was hooked.


In high school Wollheim was good at science and math, but he hated the math so much that by the time he got to college he had forgotten it all. He switched from physics to literature, then dropped out of school altogether. When he was twenty he wrote a story called “The Man from Ariel,” about a denizen of one of the moons of Uranus. The hero escapes his satellite in a vehicle hurled into space by a gigantic flywheel, crash-lands on Earth, tells his story telepathically to the narrator, and dies. Gernsback published this maiden effort in a magazine called Wonder Stories in 1934, but did not pay for it. The amount due was $10.


Surprised and indignant, Wollheim wrote to other Wonder Stories authors, found out that some of them had not been paid either, and eventually combined with three or four others to hire a lawyer. Gernsback settled out of court for a total of about $75, of which the lawyer got $10.


The young author was tall, gaunt and serious-looking. He dressed conservatively; when the weather was threatening he wore his rubbers and carried an umbrella. His brown face in repose had a dour and suspicious expression, but when he was amused, his big teeth projected in a goblin grin and he sputtered with laughter.


In 1935 Wollheim wrote another story, “The Space Lens,” about the notion that space travelers hundreds of light-years from Earth, using powerful telescopes, could witness historical events—watch Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul, for instance. He submitted this one under a pseudonym, “Millard Verne Gordon,” using a friend’s address. He wanted to find out if Gernsback would publish that one without payment, too. Gernsback did.


Wollheim went down to the early meetings of the Brooklyn Science Fiction League chapter to see what other people thought about all this. There and at other fan gatherings he met three young men who were to be important in his life: John Michel, Frederik Pohl, and Robert Lowndes.


John B. Michel, then eighteen, was slender and slight, well proportioned except for his bandy legs. (“I couldn’t catch a pig in an alley,” he once wrote.) His dimpled cheeks were pitted with acne scars. He had lost several molars on the upper left side, and his grin was gap-toothed.


Michel was an only child, born in Brooklyn in 1917. His father, a Jew, had converted to Catholicism when he married; his mother was Irish. The father, a dapper little man, had been an actor before he turned to sign painting.


When Michel was nine, his mother contracted tuberculosis of the spine, a painful and crippling disease which destroys the vertebrae one by one, causing a progressive spinal curvature and leading eventually to paralysis and death. In the same year Michel himself fell ill with diphtheria, which left him paralyzed in the right arm and left leg until he was eleven.


Before he recovered from this, he contracted osteomyelitis, a staphylococcus infection which can cause painful ulcers both of soft tissue and bone; it was to keep him in and out of hospitals until penicillin cured him in the forties.


Michel fell behind in school, partly because of this grotesque series of illnesses and partly because of a painful stammer. When he was fourteen he entered a Wonder Stories plot contest and won seventh prize—$2.50. A story written from his plot by Raymond Z. Gallun, “The Menace from Mercury,” was published under a joint by-line in Wonder Stories Quarterly, Summer 1932.


Sometime in the early thirties Michel joined the Young Communist League and became an ardent Marxist—another pivotal event. Through him, Wollheim and others of his group were introduced to Communist doctrines, and several of them also joined the YCL. When he was old enough, Michel became a Party member.


Friedrich Georg Hans Gerhart Erich Otto Heinrich Kurt Pohl shortened his name early in life, first to Fred G. Pohl, Jr., then to Frederik Pohl. Shortly after he entered school he came down with whooping cough; when he recovered and went back, he got scarlet fever, and so on for about a year, during which he spent perhaps ten or twelve days in class. His mother had a teaching certificate: she took him out of school and kept him out until he was twelve. As a consequence of all this absenteeism, and of the family’s many changes of address when he was a child, Pohl grew up a lonely bookworm. He does not remember a time when he could not read.


In his teens he was slender: large-boned but very thin, almost emaciated. Like several other Futurians, he had a dental problem, in his case a severe overbite. His hair, skin, and eyes were pale, his voice papery.


When Pohl was in his early teens his parents were separated, then divorced. When he was fifteen Pohl joined the newly organized Brooklyn chapter of the Science Fiction League.


“I got a postcard from somebody named George Gordon Clark saying, ‘We’re starting a chapter,’ so I trotted right down there. And we had one meeting in George Clark’s basement, and then a couple of meetings in a classroom in a public school. Johnny and Donald showed up. We published a magazine called The Brooklyn Reporter, and Bob Lowndes, who was living in Connecticut, wrote letters to it, which was the first I ever heard of him.


“And that lasted about a year, the Brooklyn chapter. Then we all left and moved over to the East New York Science Fiction League. And the same cast of characters was there. Lowndes turned up at a few meetings. We all knew each other by correspondence, because we were passionate letter-writers.


“The East New York Science Fiction League lasted about a year. Then we went to Willy Sykora’s—the International Cosmos Science Club, which was in the process of changing its name to the International Scientific Association. ICSC was a correspondence club, and didn’t have any meetings. The ISA had meetings in Sykora’s basement, where he had a jar of ten-year-old urine that he was keeping to see what would happen to it. He’d take it out and show it to us and say, ‘Now it’s ten years, eight months, and three days old. Still looks like piss.’


“Johnny Michel was a trait-dropper, and he used to let me know that he was much more sophisticated than I was in many ways. One of the ways was that he was a member of the YCL. He made it sound kind of interesting, so I said, ‘What do you have to do to be a member of the Young Communist League?’


“He said, ‘I’ll take you to a meeting and you can figure it out for yourself.’ So we went to a thing called the Flatbush YCL, which met in a second-floor ballroom on Kings Highway in Brooklyn. And I discovered that they published a mimeographed branch magazine, and that was my main interest—putting out fan magazines—so I joined up, and I edited the Flatbush YC Yell for a while. I was the only one in the whole chapter, and especially the only one on the masthead of the magazine, who used his own name. Everybody else had Party names, but I didn’t care.”


Robert A. W. Lowndes (he added the “A,” for “Augustine,” when he became an Episcopalian in the sixties) was born in 1916 in Bridgeport, Connecticut. He was a premature child, born with a clubfoot. The foot was partly corrected by surgery when he was an infant, and Lowndes remembers wearing “some sort of special high shoe” when he was small.


His mother died in the influenza epidemic of 1918–19, when he was two and a half. “At that point my father, who was tremendously broken up, sort of disappeared; I was put in the care of various relatives, and for several years, until my father remarried, was shuttled from one to another. As a result, I never felt I really belonged anywhere.”


Lowndes grew up awkward and ungainly, with buck teeth that embarrassed him and made his speech difficult. His arches fell when he was in high school, and it was years before he found out about arch supports. He lurched a good deal; it was not safe to walk beside him. He covered his insecurities with an affected aristocratic manner; I think he must have practiced his sneer in front of a mirror. He fell in love with and proposed marriage to nearly every woman he met, some before he met them. He wrote Baudelairean verse and was addicted to the songs of Noel Coward; one, “Parisian Pierrot,” he played over and over. Lowndes was good-natured and sensitive, but had so much armor that it was hard to find this out.


After graduating from high school, he went into the Civilian Conservation Corps in Connecticut. In 1936 he attended Stamford Community College for one semester, but had to drop out and return to the CCC.


In 1937, discharged from the Corps, he starved in the YMCA in Stamford for a few months, writing short stories which Pohl tried to sell for him, then got a porter’s job at the Greenwich Hospital. When his friends found out he had worked in a hospital, they began calling him “Doc,” and the nickname stuck for years.


Lowndes spent the late summer and early fall of 1938 “vagranting” in New York—sleeping in subways. “Now and then Fred would put me up, now and then Johnny or Donald. Some nights I slept on the floor at the YCL headquarters.”


I asked him, “How did you eat?”


“Charity,” he said. “One time when I hadn’t eaten all day, Belknap Long reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of change. Well, I put one nickel in the subway and went down to Chinatown, and for twenty-five cents I got a huge, magnificent bowl of shrimp chop suey. I’ve always remembered that, Damon.”


For people of Lowndes’s generation, the Great Depression was something that had always existed; it was just the way things were. Few were as poor as Lowndes; Wollheim’s father, a doctor, was financially secure, but as Wollheim put it, “The problem was psychological. The problem was that you had no future. I mean, you were eighteen, nineteen, and there were absolutely no jobs, no openings, no anything. It was an endless futility—you knew what you wanted to do, but there wasn’t a chance in the world.”


Having no real prospects, Wollheim and his friends immersed themselves more and more deeply in the worlds of their imagination. Wollheim, Michel, Pohl and Lowndes all wrote amateur fiction and poetry, and published it in their fan magazines. Wollheim and Michel jointly owned a little Kelsey hand press, on which they produced Wollheim’s magazine The Phantagraph; Pohl had his Mind of Man, Lowndes his Le Vombiteur and other magazines. Except for The Phantagraph, these magazines were all mimeographed; by now every serious fan had at least one broken-down fourth-hand mimeograph which, if carefully treated, would produce at least twice as many copies as it spoiled. The editor cut the stencils himself, ran them off, collated the sheets, stapled the magazines, mailed them to an exchange list of other fan editors and to a few paid subscribers, and waited for the letters of comment which, far more than cash, are the rewards of amateur publishing.


Science fiction fans are a peculiarly close-knit group—much more so than sports or movie fans, for instance. Several informal surveys suggest that they are more intelligent and articulate than the general population, and somewhat less mature. Many fans and ex-fans have a typically fetal appearance. Fans can often tell another fan on sight, and, apparently, so can policemen. In All Our Yesterdays, a history of science fiction fandom, Harry Warner writes that on one occasion “a group of Detroit Science Fiction League members were picked up for violating a teenagers’ curfew. At the police station, they told the desk sergeant that they had been attending a science fiction club meeting. ‘Christ, you look it,’ the officer said. ‘Go on home.’”


For some reason, fans in the 1930s were noticeably more belligerent on the eastern seaboard than elsewhere. Personal feuds and threats of lawsuits were frequent; alliances formed, broke up, formed again. There was an orgy of club making and breaking. In the fall of 1935, because of Wollheim’s public airing of his grievance against Gernsback, and because he, Michel and Sykora were members of the New York chapter of the Science Fiction League while belonging at the same time to Sykora’s rival group, Gernsback formally expelled them from the League and dissolved the New York chapter.


In Wollheim’s opinion, Gernsback had not forgotten the lawsuit. “That was the original reason for his disliking us; the other reason was that every time they organized an SFL chapter in New York, we would attend its meetings and subvert them into joining the International Scientific Association. And quite honestly, we were conducting warfare against the SFL, and we were expelled for good and sufficient reasons. The Brooklyn chapter didn’t survive its contact with us for more than two meetings. We took them all over—we ate up three or four Science Fiction League chapters.”


Having vanquished their common enemy, Sykora and Wollheim began to feel suspicious of each other. Sykora was an intensely serious science-hobbyist fan. With his scholarly stoop, his steel-rimmed glasses, his gray skin and drab hair, he looked more like a janitor than what he was, a slightly mad scientist. In the ISA’s magazine, The International Observer, he published well-researched, rather stodgy and highly technical articles on such subjects as the chemistry of explosives, descriptive astronomy, and home instrument-making. He conducted rocketry experiments, keeping meticulous records, and made films of rockets that fizzed, looped or exploded.


In the fall of 1935, in Long Island, he fired off two rockets fueled with a “secret” powdered explosive of his own composition. One had a steel shell; the other was made of aluminum. Each carried a payload of letters franked with a special rocket mail stamp engraved for the occasion; each cover had a framed cachet in green, reading:


“VIA FIRST AMERICAN ROCKET-FLIGHT—SEP. 22, 1935.”


The incident was reported as follows in Stamps magazine: “After rising a short distance from the ground the steel rocket motor exploded with a terrific detonation scattering the fragments of the rocket and the covers in all directions. The envelopes were literally shredded to pieces by this terrific explosion. Out of the total of 255 covers only 28 were recovered, and even all of these were torn and mutilated. The balance of the covers were totally destroyed.”


Wollheim, who sent me this clipping, gave me his own recollection of the incident. “The rocket flew up about a couple hundred feet and then blew up, scattering letters in all directions, and also putting a hunk of steel through the arm of one bystander, a little boy. Will was arrested because of that and charged with manufacturing and transporting explosives in New York City without a license: he was duly fined. He was later sued by the kid’s mother and I think the ISA paid the fine out of the small profits made by the sale of the stamps. In the pit when the rocket went off were Will and myself (my one great claim to rocket fame)—it was only dumb luck that the damn thing didn’t go bang when it was touched off. If that had happened, fandom would have gone down a different historical path.”


Sykora’s second rocket rose somewhat higher than the first before it exploded, and because the frame was aluminum instead of steel, damage to the payload was less; two hundred and thirty-six stamped envelopes were recovered and mailed.


Wollheim was willing enough to take a chance on being shredded in Sykora’s rocket experiments, but he felt there was more to life than chemistry.


This doctrinal difference seems trivial now, but Sykora took it with deadly seriousness. “He had a typically paranoid attitude,” Wollheim told me in 1975. “I didn’t know it at the time, none of us knew—what the hell, we were kids—but it’s a classic paranoid thing, this feeling that ‘I have a mission, and I can’t quite explain it to you common people, but you must have faith in me and follow me.’ And, you know, it sounded good. Sykora believed that science fiction was going to lead somehow or other to some great I-don’t-know-what. And he had a good precedent for it, because Gernsback was writing the same kind of thing—how science would save the world, and so on. And I remember about the same time Forry Ackerman coined a slogan, ‘Save Humanity with Science and Sanity.’


“Anyway, in the course of the ISA’s various campaigns against people who didn’t believe in Sykora’s mighty mission, we reached a high point after the first eastern convention, a really successful convention, held in New York under the auspices of the New York branch of the ISA—the one at which I proposed the idea of having a world convention in thirty-nine. Sykora backed me up and it was all worked out; we had the field to ourselves, the opposition had simply vanished into smoke, those that didn’t like us were isolated, and it was great: I mean, Sykora had actually succeeded in gaining complete control of the world of eastern fandom.


“And then one Sunday afternoon, about two, we came to Sykora’s house for the usual meeting, and as I came down the street I saw Johnny Michel and Fred Pohl and one or two others standing around outside. I said, ‘Why don’t you go in?’ and they said, ‘He threw us out.’ Sykora had suddenly decided they were all enemies who were conspiring against him. That in leading the ISA toward science fiction rather than science and education, we had diverged beyond his control. And he literally threw out everybody in the New York branch, and dissolved it: I mean it was finished. And Sykora refused to explain. Michel said he spoke to him and he said, ‘You understand why, you know why.’”


The ousted members later met and elected Wollheim president, vice president and secretary-treasurer of the International Scientific Association, all at once, whereupon he dissolved the organization. This was intended to make Sykora madder than hell, and it did.


Up and down the East Coast, teen-aged fans were clustering together like junkies. One of them was Cyril Kornbluth; he was fifteen when the Futurians discovered him in the Washington Heights Science Fiction League, later known as the Washington Heights Scientifiction Club, the Inter-Fantasy Circle, and finally the Fantasy Circle. Visitors said its activities consisted mainly of “tomfoolery.”


Kornbluth said there was a story in his family that one day when a passerby cooed at him in his baby carriage, he announced, “Madam, I am not the child you think me.” His parents, like Wollheim’s, were nonreligious Jews; Kornbluth didn’t find out about dietary laws until one summer at Grossinger’s, a famous Jewish resort in the Catskills, when he innocently asked the waitress for ham and eggs.


He had a deep voice, Tartar eyes and a sullen expression. He rarely smiled, and when he did, did not expose his teeth. The reason for this may have been that he never brushed them, and they were green.


The Futurians in their turn had a “mighty mission,” to educate science fiction fandom politically. In 1937 Michel wrote a fiery speech, “Mutation or Death,” which Wollheim delivered for him at the October science fiction convention in Philadelphia, because Michel’s stammer made it impossible for him to speak in public.*


In January 1938, Wollheim, Michel, Frederik Pohl, Harry Dockweiler and Jack Rubinson organized the Committee for the Political Advancement of Science Fiction (CPASF) and began to promote what they called “Michelism,” defined as the effort to encourage progressive thinking among science fiction fans. The CPASF published a journal, Science Fiction Advance. Michelism for a while was a burning issue in the Fantasy Amateur Press Association, a confederation of fan publishers which Wollheim had organized the previous year.


Others in Wollheim’s circle were indifferent or hostile to Communism. David A. Kyle, who lived with his family in Monticello, was brought up as a Republican, and although he enjoyed playing at being a bolshevik—wearing a red hat and marching in the May Day parade—he never took it seriously.


Richard Wilson, who lived in Richmond Hill, also came from a Republican family. He fell in with Wollheim and his group in the late thirties, and he remembers that somebody once took him to a Communist front meeting: “It was the Young American Writers, somewhere in Brooklyn, and I thought this might be an opportunity for me to find out what other writers did—how they made money, and sold articles, and so forth. And my recollection of it is something like a Hitchcock movie: it was a great big hall with a lot of smoke in it, and somebody was standing up at the podium and exhorting us to get out there and either donate our time to Communist magazines, or flyers or handbills or posters, or to write whatever we were writing and give it the true slant. And this completely turned me off, because I wanted to write as an individual, not to promote some cause that had nothing to do with me.”


In 1937, before the rupture with Sykora, Wollheim had invented a religion called GhuGhuism, and with help from friends had written its sacred book, the Gholy Ghible. Sykora was the Devil; Wollheim was GhuGhu, an entity hatched from the Cosmic Egg; there were Vestal Virgins, whose virginity was perpetually renewed, and so on. Although this was a joke and was taken as such, together with the Michelists’ radical manifestoes it helped to stir up rancor in the fan press. The Michelists’ chief antagonist, Jack Speer, wrote this in Wilson’s Science Fiction News Letter, January 28, 1939:




Short story—by Jack Speer. One day Pohl, Wollheim and Lowndes got converted and became Christians. The evangelist, not knowing them very well, suggested that they go around and apologize to everybody they’d wronged.
   They decided to be GhuGhuists again.





In an earlier issue, Wilson had printed a postcard from a Philadelphia fan named John V. Baltadonis, which will serve to show the depth of the animosity toward Wollheim:




   JOKE COLUMN FOR NEWS LETTER: Joke number one—Wollheim … Joke number two—First pers. “Who was that man I saw you with last night?” Second pers. “That was no man, that was Wollheim! …” You’re free to use them if you so desire. I’d like every one to read them, so that Daw couldn’t say I keep stuff like that under cover … What for? It’s too good!





Eventually there was so much acrimony that Wollheim and his group got tired of it and resigned their offices in the Fantasy Amateur Press Association. They continued harassing Sykora, however, whenever an opportunity arose. (Gernsback was no longer the enemy; he had sold Wonder Stories to a chain publisher in 1936 and was out of the field.)


In March 1938 the Michelists joined the Queens SFL chapter, of which Sykora was then a member, and when Sykora boycotted the meetings to protest their admission, they had him expelled for nonattendance. Shortly thereafter Leo Margulies, the new editor of Wonder Stories, dissolved the chapter.


In August, tired of destroying other people’s clubs, Wollheim and his friends decided to create one of their own. They called it the Futurian Science Literary Society. Its first open meeting was held on September 18, 1938.
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“IT WAS SO HEAVY HE HAD TO SPEND FOUR CENTS IN MAILING IT”


Isaac Asimov was born in 1920 in Petrovichi, Russia. He was brought to this country by his parents three years later and became a naturalized citizen in 1928. The Asimovs owned a candy store in Brooklyn where the whole family labored. From early childhood Asimov learned to eat quickly so that he could get back to the store and somebody else could come home. To this day he has not been able to break the habit, and in any dinner gathering he is always the first to finish.


When Asimov came to see me in New York in the fall of 1975, he brought with him a black-bound record book, his diary for 1938. It was in that year that he began to keep a diary; he has kept it ever since, and there are now thirty-eight volumes on his shelf.


“But whereas nowadays it’s only a literary diary,” he said, “in 1938 it contained full details of every baseball game, full details of the Munich crisis, every day, what was happening, what speeches were made; how much money my father pulled in that week, and so on. And also science fiction, because in 1938 I was just beginning to write science fiction; my first submission was on June 21, 1938, and after that I always put down where I sent stories and when I got rejections, and so on.”


On September 6, 1938, a Tuesday, described as clear and cool, Asimov wrote:




When the mailman arrived this morning he bore with him a large thick envelope which I felt sure was Thrilling Wonder sending me my story back; however it turned out only a letter from Jack Rubinson; it was so heavy he had to spend four cents in mailing it.





Rubinson (later Robins) was a science fiction fan who had belonged to the ISA and who remained in the Futurians’ orbit for a few years; he was heavy and slow, and frequently opened conversations by asking, “Is it true that …?”




… He had enclosed three copies of a page-long fan magazine. They were fairly interesting. He also gave me a few other fanmags I might obtain; also an offer to start a correspondence with an English fellow. I sent back a four-and-a-half-page answer.







On September 15, Asimov wrote:


   I received a postcard this morning from a Frederik Pohl, who informs me that Jack Rubinson asked him to invite me to a meeting of the Futurians at 730 Nostrand, next Sunday at 2 P.M … I have decided to consent and accept the invitation, after having consulted with Mama and received her OK, and immediately sent off a postcard to that effect. If the meeting turns out to be very interesting, I will join up.





On September 18, after giving the news of the day, Mussolini’s speech and so on, he wrote:




Personal: I attended the first meeting of the Futurians, and boy, did I have a good time. Attending likewise were such famous fans as Don A. Wollman [sic], John Michel, Frederik Pohl, Doc Lowndes. Dick Wilson was also there, but did not join the club as he is not a socially minded fan. Jack Rubinson was also there; altogether there were twelve, including Wilson and myself. We enjoyed a three-hour session of strict parliamentary discipline—you know, motions and amendments, and votes and objections et cetera. Next time we will proceed to business of speeches, debate, etc. Dues are 10¢ a month, with a 25¢ initiation fee, which I paid, of course. I also spent a nickel on a chance, but I lost.


They held the meeting in a sort of hall which is also a Communist Party headquarters at other times. We have an organ which is called the Science Fiction Advance, and comes out once every two months. It was put out by another club previously [the CPASF], which has now broken up, and I have the first two copies. I intend to write for [the magazine], but hesitate to put my name to violently radical and probably atheistical articles, so I am wondering if they will allow me to write under a pseudonym.


After the meeting we all went down to an ice cream parlor where they bought $1.90 worth of sodas, banana splits and sandwiches. I didn’t get anything though. There I had an uproarious time with Wollheim [now spelled correctly], who has taken a liking to me.





The club’s account book lists the following as charter members: John B. Michel, Donald A. Wollheim, Rudolph Castown (Rudolph Castown? Nobody remembers him), Robert W. Lowndes, Frederik Pohl, Jack Rubinson, Walter Kubilis, Jack Gillespie, Isaac Asimov, Cyril Kornbluth, and Herbert Levantman. All but the last two paid their application fee, twenty-five cents, “in full.”


Dues were 25¢ a month for employed members, 10¢ for the unemployed. In 1938 and early 1939, only Michel, Kubilis and Wilson were employed.


At the beginning of October, the club treasury showed a balance of $1.50.


On October 2, after recording that “Papa has a toothache,” Asimov wrote:




I went off to the second meeting of the Futurians. I think there was only one person missing from last week. I had even more fun than last time, and we discussed, argued and objected for about two hours, with the features being the discussion of the three science fiction magazines. Then we all started playing ping-pong. Lowndes and I teamed up and played double matches, and more than held our own with the rest, winning about four and losing three. After initial awkwardness I performed amazingly, considering that I had not held a racquet in almost two years.





Lowndes, although he was awkward in appearance and movement, had been toughened by several years of hard outdoor work in the CCC, and was much stronger than he looked (see Pohl’s later comment about the distances they walked together).


The Futurians were apparently not much impressed by Asimov at this time. Pohl remembers him as small, skinny and pimpled, and says that his conversation did not sparkle; he seemed to have absorbed a lot of information without thinking much about it. Wollheim says that later on, when he came to visit the Futurians, he often had to be ejected because he was noisy. “After about half an hour we couldn’t take him. Dirk [Harry Dockweiler] and myself, or Dick Wilson and Bob Lowndes would simply take him and heave him through the door. We couldn’t stand him, you know. You can’t really offend Ike, he always came back.”*
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