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Praise for Spider Robinson



“Robinson’s strong points include a punchy, clear-eyed style … a near-tangible concern with community, responsibility and creativity, and a willingness to take risks with offbeat ideas.”


—SCIFI.COM


“Robinson’s writing [is] potentially addictive and … full of earthy delight.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“If I didn’t think it understated his achievement, I’d nominate Spider Robinson … as the new Robert Heinlein.… He writes as clearly about computers as he does about karate chops.”


—THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW
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Introduction



IF MEMORY SERVES (and, increasingly, it only stands and waits), I first met Spider Robinson somewhere in cyberspace in 1999. He e-mailed me to find out if I’d provide a blurb for a book of his, and I e-mailed back to say that I wouldn’t.


That probably doesn’t sound like much of a foundation on which to build a friendship. Well, a lot you know.


Spider prefaced his request with an apology for making it, and I explained my refusal as a matter of policy, and we said a number of nice things about each other’s work and placed one another on our respective mailing lists. And, let me tell you, I came out way ahead on that deal. What Spider got was a slew of tour schedules, book offers and other drivel from the LB Institute for Perpetual Self-Promotion (of which you too can avail yourself, Dear Reader, by signing up at www.lawrenceblock.com, all free and worth every penny). What I got was an advance peek at each of Spider’s columns, always accompanied by a note advising me to let him know if I wanted to be spared further installments thereof.


Why on earth would I want to get off that list? I have never for one moment entertained such a notion. Au contraire, mon frere. What I did almost immediately was open a Spider Robinson folder and save each column as soon as I’d finished reading it. I didn’t want to let go of them. Now I suppose I could delete the folder, as I’ve got the columns (including a couple I somehow missed) right here in book form. But I think I’ll let them have hard drive space as well.


The man’s entertaining, provocative and of a wholly original turn of mind and phrase. Moreover, he’s evidently incapable of writing an awkward sentence. (Oh, I suppose he could do it if he tried. But not if he didn’t.)


But you know all that.


And there’s the real challenge in writing this introduction. I am, inevitably, preaching to the choir, because who else is going to show up? However heroic an effort the publisher might make (and, for a small press, every effort is heroic), the likelihood of the book being plucked off the shelf by someone unacquainted with Spider’s work is as remote as Tierra del Fuego and as unlikely as Michael Jackson. (Yes, I know, people do get to TdF—I’ve been there myself—and MJ does exist, albeit in a parallel universe.)


In point of fact, the members of this volume’s audience are very likely better versed and more deeply steeped than I in the man’s work. I’ve read (and have now reread) the columns, and I’ve read a couple of the Callahan books, but many of you have read all of the Callahan books, and read them over and over and over, and can (and, alas, do) quote them verbatim, and at some length, upon the slightest provocation.


All things considered (well, at least as many of them as I can think of), I can’t flatter myself into believing that anything I can write here will induce anyone to buy the book, or render the experience of owning and reading it one whit more pleasurable than it would be without my participation. Saying things about the columns is pointless. They’re not “The Waste Land,” for God’s sake. You don’t have to tunnel like a badger to root out their hidden meanings. And a good thing, too.


We don’t need no steenkin’ badgers.


Still, I have to say something. I am, after all, getting paid for these words, so it’s my job to furnish a reasonable number of them. Pointing out the excellent qualities of the man and his work does seem beside the point, but what else am I qualified to do?


Let me see. I’ve only met the man once, if you rule out encounters through the e-mail ether and the no less intimate contact two human beings achieve through sympathetic reading of one another’s work. In July of 2001, my wife and I flew to Vancouver, where we were to embark on a two-week Alaska cruise on the World Discoverer. Spider and his wife met us, and we walked around downtown Vancouver a bit, had lunch somewhere and found that we liked each other as well face to face as we had at a distance.


Later, we found we had an interesting friend in common, a dear man and brilliant writer named Larry Janifer. I had known Larry back in the late fifties and lost touch with him for years; Spider knew him later in life. Larry moved to Australia, where I was curiously unable to see him because his phone was always busy because he was always on-line. Every few hours he would phone and leave a message at my hotel, and I would call back, and his line would be busy again.


Then health problems led Larry to move back to the States, where he died. And, now that I think about it, I’m not sure just what that has to do with anything, but Larry played a formative role in my career and, I gather, in Spider’s, and he’s too little remembered these days, so I figured this was a good place to mention him.


I tried to dedicate a book to Spider once. The book was Tanner’s Tiger, and it hadn’t borne any dedication when Gold Medal published it in 1968. A few years ago Subterranean Press brought out a handsome hardcover first edition, and I seized the opportunity to dedicate it to someone, and picked Spider, because the book takes place in Canada, and so, generally, does Spider.


When my author’s copies arrived, I plucked one off the stack, ready to inscribe it to the dedicatee.


No dedication.


Well, these things happen. As far as I’m concerned, Tanner’s Tiger is dedicated to Spider Robinson, whether it says so or not.


And that, Dear Reader, is as much as you need to hear from me. Turn your attention, I entreat you, to the essays that follow. And if you can get past the “My crows…” groaner, you can handle anything.


Lawrence Block


Greenwich Village


January 2004










The Crazy Years: A Mission Statement



IN 1939, THE GREATEST SCIENCE FICTION WRITER who ever lived, Robert Anson Heinlein, produced one of the first of the many stunning innovations he was to bring to his field: he sat down and drew up a chart of the history of the future, for the next few thousand years.


The device was intended as a simple memory aid, to assist him in keeping straight the details of a single, self-consistent imaginary future, which he could then mine as often as he liked for story ideas. But because Heinlein was who he was, his famous Future History came, over the next six decades, to have an uncanny—if nonspecific—predictive function. That is, no specific event he wrote of came to pass exactly as he invented it, but he was simply so smart and so well educated that, more often than not, he correctly nailed the general shape of things to come. He was, for instance, just about the only thinker in 1939 to seriously predict a moon landing before the twenty-first century—and he invented the water bed.


And in Heinlein’s Future History chart, the last decades of the twentieth century—the ones he wrote about and discussed as seldom as possible—were clearly and ominously marked: “the Crazy Years.”


I discussed this with him several times before his death in 1988. He had decided—half a century in advance—that a combination of information overload, overpopulation and Millenial Madness were going to drive our whole culture slug-nutty by the end of the century. One of his characters summed it up by describing the Crazy Years as “a period when a man with all his gaskets tight would have been locked up.”


This book is dedicated to the notion that Heinlein was right: that future generations will look back on us as the silliest, goofiest, flat-out craziest crew of loonies that ever took part in the historical race from womb to tomb; that never before in human history has average human intelligence been anywhere near as low as it is today; and that no culture on record has ever behaved as insanely as this one now does routinely. And if Heinlein is right, before long I’ll be comfortably esconced in a padded cell, my frayed nerves soothed by powerful calming drugs.










Information Overload










Braindrain Wave


FIRST PRINTED FEBRUARY 2002


SINCE POUL ANDERSON, one of the most lyrical and learned sf writers of all time, left us a few years ago, I’ve been digging out old favorite books of his and re-reading them. I doubt I’ll live long enough to finish the task; Poul was almost as prolific as his friend Isaac Asimov. The worst book he ever wrote was above average. The one I looked for first, however, Brain Wave, is missing; I probably lent it unwisely.


I haven’t read it in forty years, but it stuck: it was one of the first ten books I ever read. It posits a vast force field or zone of some kind in space, which has the effect of inhibiting intelligence—and through which the solar system has been traveling for thousands of years. One day in the late twentieth century, the solar system finally emerges … and every living thing on earth suddenly becomes exponentially smarter. This turns out to present as many challenges as opportunities—are you ready to negotiate with your pet, for instance?


In real life, however, I’m beginning to suspect the exact opposite has occurred. Available evidence strongly suggests the planet is currently entering an intelligence-suppressing field. How else to explain, for instance, the Israeli-Palestinian lunacy? Peace damn near broke out there, for a while …but fortunately stupider heads on both sides prevailed, boys were taught to throw rocks at armed men, girls trained to blow themselves apart in crowds of innocents and the region was again made safe for mothers insane with grief.


And speaking of moronic perverters of Islam.… Nine years after the first attempt on the World Trade Center failed utterly, al-Qaeda finally developed a genius planner—one Mohammad Atta. But the genius’s plan had him be the first one killed—for no reason at all. His superiors saw no problem with this either: they let their one and only genius suicide without objection.


And what bloodcurdling follow-up atrocities have they produced since the towers fell? Besides trying to hide behind starving cripples, then leaving their Taliban host/protectors holding the bag while they ran like roaches, I mean. Well, they masterminded two diabolically horrid new schemes and darned near pulled them off, too.


First, they scoured the earth for the stupidest, clumsiest man alive, incompetent to operate a Zippo, trained him to dress and behave as suspiciously as possible and then entrusted him with a bomb which, even if it had detonated, would not have brought the plane down. Somehow, the scheme went wrong.


Next, they apparently gave four Moroccan Muslim militants a baggie containing four kilos of potassium ferrocyanide and sent them to Rome in a nice inconspicuous group. The Italian cops recently rolled them up like a cheap rug; they were cleverly carrying around, to save themselves the trouble of memorizing them, several maps of the Eternal City with its water pipes and reservoir highlighted.


My point is not that al-Qaeda has suddenly become unusually stupid. It has always been unusually stupid, and only once unusually lucky. My point is that the United States of America has become unusually stupid. Rambo, brandishing his howitzer in all directions and bellowing his war cry, is menaced by a mouse. The mouse knew a lion, once, but the lion’s dead now. Kicking in doors indiscriminately all around the world to find the mouse, and trashing the finest Constitution and Bill of Rights on earth to punish him, is as profoundly stupid as, say, announcing to the world with childlike candor that henceforth you plan to lie to it any time you think advisable. And what could possibly be stupider than that, eh?


How about an example from right here in Canada? I’ve been chided in the past for citing monumental stupidities by Palestines, Israelis and Americans … but only trivial, local stupidities by Canadians. Why, I’ve been asked, can’t Canada get a fair shake in the idiocy Olympics? My critics will be glad to hear we have a shot at the gold, having produced what some judges believe is the most appallingly stupid case of journalistic irresponsibility in recent memory. In response to one US government agency’s recently announced intention to spread disinformation—admittedly a piece of world class stupidity in itself—one of our large metropolitan newspapers ran a lengthy article that assembled slanted factoids, scurrilous Internet rumors, illogical innuendo and obvious outright nonsense to “prove” that President Bush himself bombed the World Trade Center and Pentagon, and pinned it on al-Qaeda to give himself an excuse to kill all the Arabs and steal all the oil. The piece is presented with an absolutely straight face, and only in the last paragraphs are you told the punchline: if America says it can lie, hey, maybe we’re lying too. Tee hee.


My heart sank as I read it: it was perfectly obvious to the meanest intelligence that many readers were going to miss the satirical intent. The majority of them, it would appear: a week later, responses were printed … and sure as hell, three out of five readers believe the piece was serious. One says he faxed it to all his friends, another calls it “brilliant and complete” and the third says it restored her faith in the possibility of freedom of speech in this country.


I have to agree with her: even composing enemy propaganda is now apparently acceptable, if you smirk as you do it. Or is that word too harsh? Publishing lies that blame Bush for 9/11 will, inarguably, give aid and comfort to our enemy, in time of war (albeit undeclared); the only question then is whether aspirations to humour constitute adequate excuse for putting Canadians at increased risk. I certainly won’t collaborate: I’ve pointedly not named the writer or newspaper and won’t while it’s still possible to download the article with a few mouse clicks. But I’ve given plenty of clues; anyone who really wants it, and is bright enough to be trusted with it, can find it.


For my next magical trick, I’ve actually got something even more shamefully stupid than crafting propaganda for terrorists as a joke—and again, Canada gets the discredit. You probably think I mean that doctor who refuses to treat smokers, but he’s already been adequately savaged by my distinguishable colleague Rex Murphy. I’ve got something worse: a pack of doctors who’ve sunk a knife into the broken hearts of some grief-stricken parents and twisted it, claiming the noblest of motives.


They’re highly respected, accomplished doctors from the Hospital for Sick Children with the University of Toronto and the University of Maryland School of Medicine. Their goal happens to be the same as that other doctor: they yearn to become heros who helped save the planet from wicked tobacco. But not by doing anything so strenuous as, say, learning how to prevent or cure nicotine addiction. Demonizing the addicts is so much easier. And how better to demonize addicts than to make everyone think they’re baby killers?


All it takes is bogus science. So these heros inspected the lungs of fewer than four dozen infants who died of SIDS, formerly called “crib death,” looking for nicotine (only). Sure enough, sometimes they found some. There, they announced triumphantly to the press: We’ve proved smoking parents cause SIDS. Ma’am, you killed your child.


Of course, they’d proved nothing of the sort. No one knows the cause(s) of SIDS. Even if one accepts the ridiculous proposition that anything a zealot finds in a corpse’s lungs must be what killed it, there was another small problem with the logic: very often, the parents of the dead infants with nicotine in their lungs were both nonsmokers. Oops.


Easily fixed: The doctors simply told the press, on zero evidence, that those parents are liars. No point checking with their insurance company, which usually tests for nicotine: just brand them as lying junkies. Make the data fit the theory.


These disgraces to science didn’t stop with simply blaming the bereaved, shaming the shattered: some are actively urging other well-intentioned nimrods to kidnap smokers’ children! “If Children’s Aid Societies step in to protect children who are undernourished, maybe we have to step in when babies do not breathe clean air,” the lead “investigator” blithely told this newspaper. A spokesperson for the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies agreed they’re seriously considering doing just that. To between one fifth and one quarter of all parents. On the basis of a single unreplicated study of forty-four infants that proves nothing.


Doctors, if I can manage to find any molecules of alcohol, caffeine, cannabis, chocolate, sugar or any other enjoyable substance that some yahoo wants banned as a health menace in the lungs of any of your children, may I come to your houses with armed backup and apprehend the kids for their own safety?


The competition in international imbecility is heavy. How about those al-Qaeda geniuses who paid a fortune for weapons-grade plutonium that turned out to be medical waste, barely radioactive enough to make a Geiger counter snicker? Or all the Hindu and Muslim extremists pissing on Ghandiji’s memory in India, each desperate to prove their religion is the most barbaric? Or Prince Philip’s boffo Australian debut as a comedian, making spear-chucker jokes to aboriginals? Or the Pope’s controversial debut as a Russian televangelist? But by God, Canada can hold its head as low as anybody. We’ve all entered the stupidity zone together.









Says Who?


FIRST PRINTED OCTOBER 1996




What are the facts? Again and again and again—what are the facts? Shun wishful thinking, ignore divine revelation, forget what “the stars foretell,” avoid opinion, care not what the neighbors think, never mind the unguessable “verdict of history”—what are the facts, and to how many decimal places? You pilot always into an unknown future; facts are your only clue.


—ROBERT HEINLEIN, TIME ENOUGH FOR LOVE





THE FIRST AND MOST OBVIOUS problem is that it’s getting harder to tell a fact from a factoid—let alone a factoid from pure mahooha.


Witness the public humiliation of poor old Pierre Salinger, who was unwary enough to trust data he’d gotten from the Internet and publicly proclaim that Flight 800 had been shot down by the US Navy. (A theory which, at a minimum, requires one to believe not one sailor on the hypothetical offending vessel harbors the slightest desire to be rich and famous, and the captain has no enemies.) It has always surprised me to meet people who believed, “It must be true: I read it somewhere,” and in my lifetime I have been equally surprised to find people who believed, “It must be true: it was on TV.” I find myself astonished again now that I’m meeting people who tell me, “It must be true: I downloaded it.”


The Internet, as presently constituted, is anarchy. Information ka-ka. Garbage in, garbage out. There are no fact-checkers. There is no peer review. Any fool who fancies him or herself an information guerilla can publish any gibberish he or she likes. Therefore all Internet “facts” not supported by checkable references have the same value: zero.


Our culture appears to be packed with people desperately eager to lay down a kilobuck or two, fill their desktops with large cranky gear and devote hundreds of hours of skullsweat—to gain access to an endless cornucopia of suspect data. And, since it arrives via the highest of high tech, treat all of it as revealed truth. We’re piloting on the basis of the most up-to-the-minute rumors. This strikes me as a recipe for the first global riot.


But the Internet is not the problem; only its latest avatar. No matter how information comes to us, it takes hard work and careful analysis to decide how much it’s worth. Okay, we can automatically discount anything on government stationery or paid for by any political party or interest group. Sure, we can be suspicious of any announcement from anything calling itself an institute. Sooner or later Time or Newsweek will report on something of which we have personal experience, and we’ll get a sense of how much faith can be placed in them. And when I receive (and I swear I did) a junkmail from some psychic advisors that begins, “We hope this did not reach you too late,” I can tell at once that it has reached me about forty-five years too late.


But what are we to do when, for example, we read the flat assertion that, “Children born to women who smoked dope while pregnant cannot make decisions. They cannot learn,” in a November 20 Vancouver Sun Op-Ed column by one Connie Kuhns? Let’s even suppose for argument that some shred of documentation had been offered, some study cited, some scientist named—suppose we’d been given facts, rather than a claim they exist. How are we to check the facts? Required: at least an hour in a good library (or navigating cyberspace) just to find the cited study and read it. (And even after reading the whole thing, how many of us possess the necessary intellectual training to tell a good study from a statistical massage?) Another half hour to assess the professional competence of the author(s). An hour, minimum, wading through fat indexes of technical journals to learn whether the claimed result is reproducible or unique to the claimant. More work will be required to trace who funded the study and where they got their money. Then, for context, you have to step back and derive for yourself the ratio of anti- to pro-marijuana studies that receive funding—and a dozen other threads. It was kind of Ms. Kuhns to spare us all that tedious work—but in consequence only those of us who chance to actually know any children of mothers who smoked pot while pregnant can tell she is speaking pernicious nonsense.


Bad data are dangerous, whether cybernetic or semantic. We all know that some downloaded programs contain viruses, bits of bad programming that instruct the host computer to do self-destructive things, and that the wise hacker practices safe surfing. But Richard Dawkins pointed out that ideas are very like viruses. If I think up a good idea and tell it to you, it takes over a little of your brain’s processing power, forces it to make a copy of itself and encourages you to pass it on to others. The stronger the idea, the faster and farther it replicates itself, until—if it be vigorous enough—it saturates the whole infoculture. An early hacker named K’ung Fu-Tse, for instance, wrote some viruses that have survived for millennia. Such protonerds as Muhammad, Buddha and Jesus programmed infobots so powerful that they continue to crash operating systems and reformat whole hard drives to this day. A really good idea can spread like chicken pox through a daycare center.


So can a really bad one. As Heinlein said, “The truth of a proposition has nothing to do with its credibility—and vice versa.”


We need some real-life equivalent of Disinfectant, the clever little program written by John Norstad of Northwestern University which constantly guards my Mac against infection by corrupting ideas. Information hygiene requires a cultural Crap-Detector that will allow us to practice safe sentience.


And so we come at last to the second, less obvious and more serious problem, which I will have to leave for another day:


Nobody wants one. Not enough to pay for it. Deep down, we don’t really care if the stories we download from the Net are true, as long as they’re good stories and support our preconceived prejudices. These are, after all, the Crazy Years.









The Mahooha Filter


FIRST PRINTED FEBRUARY 1997


EDGAR PANGBORN, one of the most lyrical writers science fiction (or fiction) has yet produced, worked in a time when one could not use, in print, the common euphemism which literally refers to male bovine excrement. (A term which subsequently became acceptable for a time, but is now once again politically incorrect in that it ignores the valuable contributions of female ruminants.) One can scarcely discuss the human condition in any thoughtful way without mentioning the substance in question rather frequently. So Mr. Pangborn was forced to invent a euphemism for a euphemism, and he selected the splendid word “mahooha.” I recommend its resurrection.


One of the more invigoratingly difficult challenges of life in the Crazy Years is learning how to strike a balance between keeping an open mind and being a sucker. One should not dismiss new ideas out of hand … but neither should one accept old ideas out of hand. One ought to be deeply suspicious of anything that Everybody Knows—and just as suspicious of Secret Truths known only to Pierre Salinger.


Indeed, there seems little to choose between them. Mr. Salinger is prepared to believe in an airtight conspiracy made up on the spot by a shipful of randomly selected sailors. The rest of the media, to a person, seem equally prepared to believe that in Colorado it takes six months to get back the results of a simple DNA match. Whether it comes vouched for by the New York Times or from some anonymous text-only Web site, mahooha is still mahooha.


We navigate an uncharted sea of suspect data gathered by unreliable sensors. Riches and reefs alike await us in the dark—and in the end we really have only intuition to guide us. There is no shortage of lookouts. There are too many, all shouting at once, all warning of contradictory dangers. What is needed is a Mahooha Filter.


One may not wish to discriminate—but one must become discriminating, or drown in mahooha. There just isn’t enough time to run down every bit of information offered and rate its reliability. A way must be found to safely reject whole sheaves of data, by their smell alone.


So one adopts certain rules of thumb. Here are some I have found useful:


I routinely ignore:


• Anyone who uses the word “Jehovah.” This one is actually not a value-judgment; it’s simply beyond my control. Speak to me of Jehovah, and with the best will in the world, my eyes glaze over. If this be the reflex that will send me to Hell, blame He who hardwired it into me.


• Any newscaster who pronounces “nuclear” as “nucular.”


• Any newscaster.


• Any Pro-Life advocate who has not adopted and raised at least one unwanted child, to adulthood and through college. No excuses for economic hardship; no excuses, period. Put up or shut up.


• Any antismoking zealot who cannot, at a minimum, identify and explain the principal logical fallacy in the famous Wertheimer study of sidestream smoke.1


• Any antinuclear zealot who is not familiar with the comparative health records of the U.S. Navy nuclear submarine service (which permits smoking in enclosed airspace) and the general public.


• Any critic (as distinct from reviewer) who is not a credentialed practitioner of the art in question—e.g., any book critic who has never been published in that genre, or any film critic who has never been professionally engaged in film-making.


• Any reviewer (a distinctly different trade from critic), regardless of credentials, who gives away the ending or the big plot twist. This is, indeed, the only sin a reviewer can commit.


• Any conspiracy theory involving more than three living principals or more than a hundred dollars.


• Any work of art with an exclamation point in the title.


• Any press release from a political party or candidate.


• Any press release, including—especially!—my own.


• Anything purporting to be science fact that is broadcast on the Arts and Entertainment Network, especially if narrated by Leonard Nimoy.


• Any and all psychic friends who have a question.


• Any claim that something pleasurable is unhealthy. Tell me broccoli causes cancer, I’ll listen. (This one is finally moot, since every conceivable pleasurable human activity has now been claimed to be bad for you.)


Finally, I would like to propose an international telephone number—a sort of People’s Mahooha Filter. Remember the old TV game shows with applause-meters, measuring audience reaction by decibels? Let’s set up a North American Mahooha Foundation with broad police powers. Each day the foundation will select from the news whatever event, action, verdict or pronouncement is, in the opinion of the trustees, the day’s most profoundly stupid. Then the rest of us get to phone in—at our own expense, to keep us honest—and literally give it the Laugh Test.


If enough of us are moved to pay long distance rates to howl with laughter at, say, the woman in Philadelphia who is presently suing the pharmacy that sold her a popular contraceptive jelly, because she ate it on toast but got pregnant anyway (I swear, this is true), she has to shut up and go away. If we all roar at the sight of Pepsi and Coke wasting billions on a perfectly useless advertising-battle, they have to spend the money lowering prices instead. See how it could work?


I realize this system would require at least a couple of constitutional amendments—but wouldn’t it be worth it?





1 The Wertheimer study of sidestream smoke is in fact nonexistent—I made it up to prove to myself that anti-smoking zealots never actually look at any data they didn’t make up themselves. In nearly ten years, not one has ever caught me at it. Instead, to a man, they mumble something about flaws in Wertheimer’s critics’ methodology. They bullshit, in other words.









A Tale of Two Charlies


FIRST PRINTED APRIL 2001


ON THE FRONT PAGE OF THE Toronto Globe and Mail’s April 18, 2001, newspaper, a twenty-two-year-old Chinese student said, “[Americans] have attacked our plane and killed our heroic pilot. All the world has seen this act—it is proof that the USA is an aggressive power.” China’s official website overflowed with similar loud clucking. Reading it, I couldn’t help but think of my colleague Dean Ing’s splendid story “Very Proper Charlies” …and of Charlie’s chickens, the first ones I ever met socially.


I moved to Canada to become a small farmer in Nova Scotia under the tutelage of my college roommate Charlie Daniels (no, not the singer), bringing along my bachelor’s degree in English in case the Sears catalog in the outhouse ever ran out. Today Charlie’s the chiropractor in Yarmouth, but back then he owned a spread on the Bay of Fundy, with a big garden, a couple of ducks … and a coopful of chickens who, between them, could barely muster enough intellectual wattage to make a penlight flicker. I found them outstandingly stupid—and remember, I was born and raised in New York City, where Olympic records in that category have been set. Charlie told me classic dumb-chicken stories: the ones who gaped up at a rainstorm until they all drowned, and so forth. My favorite was the cautionary tale of the breeder who’d finally developed a strain of chicken that would reliably lay at least an egg a day apiece; the only problem was, they were literally too dumb to eat. The extra egg money all went to pay for force-feeding and anorexia counseling.


If you were to test a flock of such chickens, and select the one whose mates call her “Dopey,” you’d find even she’s too smart to believe a fully-loaded twenty-four-passenger propellor-driven aircraft can possibly, conceivably, under any set of circumstances even a TV writer could dream up, sideswipe and destroy a one-man fighter jet flying at a safe distance. You simply cannot believe such a preposterous thing and be bright enough to eat. It doesn’t pass the laugh test. A pubescent pullet can see that the subsequent reaction of America has not been that of an aggressor seeking war.


Yet a large fraction of the human race is apparently either that stupid … or willing to publicly pretend they are, if that will furnish a flimsy excuse to vent rage at the capitalist barbarians who supply their Nikes, Cokes and Big Macs. Many members of the oldest and greatest civilization on this planet today seem to need a scapegoat for their own frustrations so badly they’ll publicly declare black is white, if that’s what it takes to pick a quarrel. The student quoted above knows perfectly well the world saw nothing and knows he’s heard testimony from only one of the twenty-five surviving witnesses: the officer whose clear failure to control his notorious hotdog pilot Wen Wei allowed this mess to happen.


Believing or purporting to believe that disgraced officers’s absurd self-serving account is one of the dumbest things the usually-wise Chinese people have done so far in this millennium. I believe it derives directly from the dumbest thing they did in the last one: forcibly limiting their birthrate while utterly ignoring the huge cultural preference for boy babies. As anyone could have predicted, by now this has generated an enormous cadre of combat-age males for whom there are no mates. That’s a recipe for war: the only motivations for it that make any sense to me at all are stupidity or aggressive intent.


Anyone capable of believing the Chinese government’s version of the F-8/EP-3 collision is, I submit, dumber than most chickens. And any leader who thinks inciting a few billion chickens to anger with lies is a safe or sane—much less ethical—course of action is even dumber. Start a stampede in a flock that size and the entire coop will be torn up when and if the dust ever settles.


Which brings me to Dean Ing—once a science fiction writer like me, latterly the author of bestselling high-tech thrillers. Dean’s a results-oriented man. Back around 1965, for example, he built himself a car, for fun. You can’t buy one as good today; nobody can. With a standard VW engine, the original Magnum got over fifty mpg on the highway, did fifty-five mph in first gear and featured extras like roll-cage, crash harness good to seventy gees and energy absorbing bumpers; Dean persuaded Traveler’s Insurance to give him a special rate by crashing it into a wall at thirty mph a few times for them. He’s improved it a lot, since.


I haven’t re-read Dean’s classic near-future tale “Very Proper Charlies” in twenty years, but I’ve never forgotten its magnificent premise. The leaders of the media finally agree worldwide terrorism has become such a serious threat to civilization itself that extraordinary measures to stop it are required. Better, they all figure out at long last that terrorism requires them, the news media—that it cannot work without their cooperation. So they decide not to play.


It’s quietly agreed that henceforth, terrorist violence will still be given major coverage as before … but the spin of that coverage will now be to induce laughter. Terrorists will always be depicted as proper Charlies: bumbling incompetents, jargon-spouting nitwits, psychotic illiterates, scruffy unlaid losers barely competent to light the fuse and retire in correct sequence. Camera angles will always be unflattering; bios will highlight the terrorists’ most humiliating past fiascos—they’ll basically be treated the way Bill Clinton was, in other words.


The beauty of it is, all Dean’s journalists actually do is tell the unvarnished truth for once: describe stupid people as stupid people. Vividly. Dean believed that since the media usually slant the story anyway, maybe we have a duty to do so ethically and not let ourselves be hijacked and coopted by would-be social hackers. C.S. Lewis said, “The Devil cannot abide being mocked.” Maybe we can best fight suicidal folly by mocking it.


If you haven’t noticed, I’ve been trying it for the last thousand words.









And Now the News …


FIRST PRINTED AUGUST 1996


IN THE EARLY FIFTIES, the great sf writer Theodore Sturgeon wrote to his friend Robert Heinlein that he was both broke and blocked; he literally could not think of a story to save his life. Robert’s reply was typical of him: a cheque … and several pages of story ideas. All of them made money for Ted—but one in particular inspired a very prescient and powerful story.


Heinlein had said, “Write about the neurosis that derives from wallowing daily in the troubles of several billion strangers you can’t help ….”


From this seed, Sturgeon created “And Now The News—” (available in several collections and anthologies). His protagonist is a simple, good man with an obsessive addiction to the news—he takes every paper sold, subscribes to current affairs magazines, keeps news on the radio and TV at all times. When asked why, he quotes John Donne: “Every man’s death diminishes me/for I am part of mankind.” Over time, his obsession deepens; he makes a desperate attempt to go cold turkey … and events ensue so astonishing I honestly don’t think it’ll spoil the story for you if I give away the kicker here: In the end, the guy tells his shrink he’s finally found a viable solution to his problem: he’s going to go out there and diminish mankind right back. The last line is, “He got twelve people before they cut him down.”


This was forty years before the Unabomber.


If Earth is one big starship, the news media constitute its intercom. And almost nothing comes over the intercom but damage reports. Tragedies way over on the other side of the vessel, malfunctions in inaccessible compartments, tales of distant madness and mutiny, conflicting rumors of collision hazards in our path … and constant reminders that, first, our acceleration is increasing beyond design expectations, and second, there is no Captain, and the wheel is being fought over by vicious ignoramuses. Is it any wonder morale is so rotten on this starship?


Pessimism has become the very hallmark of sophistication. Only a dullard would go see a movie known to have a happy ending these days. Every Hollywood sci fifuture is either a nightmare … or dismissed as a fairy tale. We, the richest and luckiest humans who ever got to gripe for seventy or eighty years, are coming to subconsciously expect—in some perverse way, to crave—the imminent End of All Things. And so we find ourselves obsessed with damage reports, like a man staring in fascination at the slow progression of gangrene up his leg.


No rational person can blame the media for this: we demand it of them. We won’t pay for good news. We insist on knowing the worst, even when we’re helpless to do anything about it. God knows why. Attempts have been made to establish cheerful media, which would scour the planet to tell you everything that went right today, every averted tragedy, miraculous serendipity or realized dream that might give you hope, lighten your load … and they all went belly-up. There is no media conspiracy to depress people. But there is a media conspiracy to feed ourselves and our families, and that means we must sell you what you want to buy.


I don’t propose that the media lie or suppress facts or strain for Panglossian slants—but if we’re going to convey the truth and nothing but the truth, we ought to shoot for the whole truth. Every news outlet needs a regular feature, given equal weight with the day’s lead story, titled, “Silver Lining.” The massive resources of the newsgathering industry could—and should, as both public- and self-service—manage to come up with one story a day that made us feel a little less like diminishing mankind right back. And it wouldn’t hurt to quadruple the comics section, while we’re at it.


I’ve experienced five decades. With all its plagues, wars, disasters and injustices, the one just past (in which computers got friendly, the Berlin Wall came down, the Soviet Union peacefully folded its cards, nuclear apocalypse receded for the first time in my life, smallpox was annihilated, Mr. Mandela walked free, perfect music reproduction became trivially cheap, Geraldo’s nose was broken on camera and the Beatles put out two new singles) has been hands down the best. Yet it was back in 1965-75, a decade when just about everything that could possibly go wrong did, that a significant fraction of us last seemed to believe we could change the world.


Hope—belief in the possibility of beneficial change—is a scarce and precious resource and has been throughout history; every society that ever ran out of it died. Our hope is battered daily by the barrage of bad news and by the defeatist attitude it engenders: the cynical compulsion to deconstruct every comforting myth, to find (or if necessary invent) feet of clay for every hero, to explain away every hopeful event as a cursing in disguise.


Granted, we can’t hide our heads in the sand. It is my obligation as a crewman of Starship Earth to listen to the intercom regularly. But it’s also my obligation to turn the damn thing off when it starts to impair my morale. That means triaging my newspaper, removing CNN and News world from my remote-menu and zapping the network news fungus whenever it appears. (You’d be surprised how little you miss that way: after a dogged, relentless effort to ignore the OJ Simpson story, I find I still know far more about it than the jury was allowed to.) It’s possible to have too much information to do your job.


Fear is a subtle and potent drug, and it has its uses. Daily news is civilized man’s analog for the exhilaration of facing the sabertooth: a daily hit of bracing fear. But dosage is crucial: at high concentrations (particularly if mainlined: taken by television), evil side effects start to set in. You cannot kill the sabertooth. There is nothing one can do about any of the horrors in the news (purely local bunfights excepted), except fret … and at some point panic, yield to despair. And when there are enough panicked, despairing people on the starship, the Crazy Years come.


Time we all turned to the funny pages. It’s important to remember something else Robert Heinlein once said: “The last thing to come out of Pandora’s Box was Hope.”










Substance Abuse










Bean Counting


FIRST PRINTED JULY 2000


STEP RIGHT UP—I’m going to make you rich!


Or at least offer you the opportunity to make yourself rich, and maybe part of the Third World as well—and I mean rich enough to influence the planetary economy, change the destiny of nations and seriously impress Bill Gates. I’ve been granted one of those sudden flashes of stupendous insight that used to hit Nikola Tesla1 like a meat hammer between the eyes at regular intervals … and I’m going to give it to you! And all I want in return, for my commission, is enough cash to buy back the Northern Songs catalogue from that treacherous (but probably not pedophilic) little rat-bastard Michael Jackson as a birthday present for Sir Paul McCartney.


I’m not saying it’ll be a cakewalk. Some trivial developmental work still needs to be done, I admit, before you can start soliciting investors and planning your IPO. Minor engineering details, really—I’d take care of it myself if I weren’t so busy just now. But basically the plan is sound, and most of the really hard work has already been done since World War II.


Want to hear about it?


A brief preliminary lecture is necessary, and forgive me if I go on a bit, because—now that I’ve quit tobacco for good—I’m speaking here of my number one all-time favorite legal drug. A jones I share with billions of humans—and nearly all writers. I’m using it as I type this … and almost wish, as I have almost wished for twenty-seven years, that I had some sort of IV setup to drip it directly into my veins and spare me full use of my hands. (But I don’t really wish that … because, as with most addictions, the ingestion ritual is more than half the fun. That’s exactly why my idea is worth gigabucks.)


Perhaps you use the stuff yourself: coffee, it’s generally called. We junkies refer to it as “black gold,” “java,” “jamoke,” “joe” or “that which makes life endurable.” I once had to quit a perfectly good spiritual commune because I was unable to persuade my fellow hippies that coffee is in fact Far Out. Keep your kensho and leave me my Kenya AA!


Okay, I’ll stop rhapsodizing. I forgot: you’re waiting to get rich.


All coffee trees belong to the genus coffea. There are many species of coffea, but most authorities will assure you there are only two of any significance: coffea arabica and coffea canephora.


Both, unfortunately, are a real bitch to grow.


Arabica yields by far the best-tasting coffee … and is one of the most feeble, finicky crops on earth. It wants steep slopes at least one or two thousand meters above sea level and no more than twenty-five degrees north or thirty degrees south of the Equator, with plenty of rainfall (though not enough to wash it away), but lots of sunshine too. As if that weren’t enough, the damn plant is susceptible to about a zillion parasites, diseases and blights. But it produces superb cherries: small, and with a distinctly pleasant aroma even before they’re dried and roasted. But “small” is the point to remember.


Canephora, commonly called “Robusta,” is, as that name implies, hardy … but only in comparison to Arabica. You can get it to grow below a thousand meters—in rare cases, even at sea level—but it’s still finicky, and vulnerable to all sorts of things. And its beans are far less valuable: suffice it to say they use Robusta to make—shudder!—instant coffee. (Or to mix Arabica with, for a cheapo blend.) About a decade ago a coffee-grower in Queensland, Australia, explained to me why this is so.


Gebhardt Keyserlingck is an infuriating genius who lives in a castle he built for himself and his family in the bush just outside of Daintree in northern Queensland. He’s a genius because he somehow managed to raise a couple of acres of Arabica coffee trees there, at sea level, on a gentle slope—which any expert will tell you is quite impossible. Some of the best coffee I ever tasted, too. The infuriating part is that he refuses, for philosophical reasons I just don’t grok, to ship so much as a bean of it to anywhere, at any price: if you want Geb’s coffee you must go to Daintree and buy it from him. I haven’t had a sip in ten years, damn it!


Anyway, he keeps a couple of Robusta trees to help him lecture tourists, and once he showed me Arabica and Robusta cherries side by side I understood why they use the latter for instant (and for even lesser uses like “coffee” flavoring for ice cream, etc.). The Robusta coffee cherry is huge. The ones I saw ranged from grape to walnut size. Dried down to beans, they’d be at least twice as big as the coffee beans you’re used to seeing.


Perhaps you grasp the problem. When you roast a Robusta bean, by the time the inside is done, the outside is burnt. It just plain has to produce a coffee that’s inferior in taste and aftertaste.


That’s why almost nobody ever even talks about the third most common species of coffee: coffea liverica, or Liberian. Its cherry is even bigger than Robusta’s.


A shame … because Liberian coffee will grow just about anywhere it’s warm, at any altitude, under any conditions, despite drought or neglect.


In fact, it more or less insists on doing so. In Liberia (after which it’s named), for instance, it’s considered a damn nuisance, a weed to be fought, about as popular as kudzu is in the southern US. Liberian coffee grows wild in many countries—on the Ivory Coast, throughout Equatorial Africa, in Cameroon—and these happen to be some of the very poorest places on this planet.


Think how wonderful it would be if you could somehow make coffea liverica commercially worthwhile. Coffee’s one of the biggest, most lucrative legal industries there is. It’s presently owned by a few incredibly rich men who seized control of it from the starving peasants who actually grew the stuff long before modern education and communications technology gave said peasants even a hope of negotiating on a level playing field. If Liberian coffee suddenly became valuable tomorrow, perhaps the Liberian growers would be more sophisticated than was poor old Juan Valdez—enough to retain a measure of control, this time.


Ah, but the damn Liberica bean is even worse than Robusta—just way too big for conventional roasting methods. Roast the outside properly: the inside is underdone. Roast until the inside’s done: the outside’s burnt. Try and compromise: get a cup of mud….


I see that this is running long—and worse, I’m out of coffee. So on reflection, I think I’m going to just give you a single word, and then leave the rest as an exercise for the student. I realize this one word is not by itself the full answer, that it raises almost as many problems as it solves. But I believe those problems are all quite soluble, if you imagine my scheme in combination with conventional methods. And I do think this one word should be sufficient to show you where I’m going, point you in the right direction. If you can’t take it from there yourself … well, maybe you don’t really deserve to be one of the wealthiest people on the planet.





1 Inventor of the kind of electricity we actually use.









Reflections of a Recovering Nicotinic


FIRST PRINTED JULY 2000


MY NAME IS SPIDER, and I’m a nicotinic. It’s been one year since my last drag. Thank you.


I once went eighteen months without buying a pack. But I cheated often. I’ve quit smoking dozens of times in forty years … and whatever the duration, I always cheated, at least occasionally.


I haven’t had a single puff since Quit Day. Not one. On New Year’s Eve, I wandered into a restaurant washroom and saw a full pack of my old brand abandoned on the sink. Not a soul present. I did what I’d come to do and got out, without a second glance.


Twain said, “Quitting smoking is easy. I’ve done it hundreds of times.” But this time is different, for me. This time I believe it’s going to take. (Knock wood.) I’ll always be a nicotinic, the way an alcoholic will always be an alcoholic … but this time I think I’m going to get over and forever remain an addict who doesn’t use anymore. It’s so hard to get that tiger to sleep, I don’t want to risk waking him again.


The thing is, I never was that smart before.


Why this time, then? One obvious answer is increasingly strident medical advice. But I had serious lung trouble much of my adult life, and it wasn’t enough to break my addiction. Neither was the surgery that finally corrected matters … even though it’s reputedly one of the most painful procedures a patient is apt to survive.


Sudden late-life onset of character is another possible explanation, I suppose. But I doubt it.


I assign the credit to bupropion, marketed in Canada as Zyban and in America as Welbutrin. Originally developed as an antidepressant, it had problems in that regard, and its makers were about to scrap it when they discovered that it seemed to help smokers kick. I’ve tried several vaunted stop-smoking programs, hypnosis, acupuncture, vitamin megadose, gum and many other methods. Zyban did it for me.


I began taking it with almost zero faith in it. I’d been on two other antidepressants, years earlier, and they’d done nothing to alleviate nicotine craving. Quite the reverse: they’d brought me back from a place where I was so despairing I couldn’t even be bothered to smoke. Also, both had undesirable “side effects.”


Zyban had no perceptible effects whatsoever. No ringing in the ears, no dry mouth, no funny smell in the urine, no dullness of affect, no erectile difficulty, no metallic taste—nothing. But I had a much easier time kicking tobacco than ever before. And even since weaning myself from the Zyban, I’ve had far fewer and milder cravings than usual.


Your mileage may vary. Two of my best friends, also longtime recidivists, quit the same week I did, using the same drug. One’s still clean … the other says he’s just about ready to try again. Also, I’d be a lot happier if the makers of the miracle drug had even a vague theory as to how it works—they still don’t. But I offer my experience for whatever help it may be, to you or a loved one.


So what’s it like to be tobacco-free for a year?


Downside first. To my surprise, my nose has not gotten even slightly better at detecting pleasant smells … but it is doing a vastly better job of acquainting me with unpleasant ones. I can barely stand the smell of my own body and excrement, now, let alone the many stinks of the world. (Irony: My first novel featured a mad scientist who enhanced everyone’s sense of smell until technological civilization collapsed.) The improved sense of taste I’d expected from previous quittings has likewise failed to materialize this time: food tastes no better than usual. Sigh. Yet I’ve somehow managed to gain the usual twenty-five pounds. Requiring the usual total-wardrobe-replacement. If I have any more wind than last year, I don’t notice it.


Upside: My chest never hurts anymore. My mouth never tastes like an ashtray. I never run out of smokes … or even pat my pockets to check. I’m saving money. I’ll live longer, unless I don’t. The federal and provincial governments have lost roughly twenty-five opportunities a day to rob me at gunpoint. Air travel is now an almost endurable torture. And the cataclysmic post-quitting clinical depression that antismokers never warn you about has, for once, failed to arrive. Is that because I began with an antidepressant this time? Perhaps in another twenty-five years the Guesswork-in-a-White-Coat that calls itself modern medicine will have an answer.


Best of all, I’m now more certain than ever of my motives in believing most antismoker zealots to be fascists. I quit in spite of them, not because of them. More than ever I despise their outrageous lies about the “deadly dangers of sidestream smoke”—and the venal weasels in government who, with their encouragement, have publicly gang-raped a legal industry, relentlessly mugged and insulted one out of every five Canadians and paved the way for endless further curtailments of liberty—and the medical establishment which has evinced zero interest in making cigarettes safer, preferring to punish the addicted. I no longer suffer personally at the hands of health Nazis, but I still want them horsewhipped out of polite society—quickly, before they do any more damage.


And they’ve done far more than poor old Joe Camel ever did. Ever since we foolishly began empowering them ten or fifteen years ago, the rate of teenage smoking has relentlessly climbed, year after year. Everything they’ve tried having failed, they now propose to do it harder. Here’s how clueless they are: they actually believe kids will be repelled by huge gross color photos of diseased lungs on cigarette packs! Or they claim to. Perhaps they’re just trying to assure themselves lifetime occupation, berating and bullying yet another generation.


If they had anything approaching a conscience, they’d recall the advice of Aesculapius to the would-be do-gooder—“First, do no harm”—and would (finally) shut the hell up. But I’m not holding my breath….
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