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      Introduction


      In 2002 a fellow named Glenn Yeffeth contacted me about writing an essay for a book he was editing, to be called Seven Seasons of Buffy, about the TV show “Buffy the Vampire Slayer.” That turned out to be the first in a series of similar anthologies about various pop culture phenomena, called the Smart Pop series, and I got invited to write for most of them. I didn’t always have anything to say about a given subject, so I turned down several of those invitations, but I wrote a total of fifteen essays for the series before I finally got somewhat burned out and stopped; fourteen of them were published, while the fifteenth, about Wonder Woman, was intended for an anthology that got canceled.


      Writing them was fun. I always tried to find something to say about the work in question that I had never seen anyone say before. In some cases, given the huge amount of fannish writing that already existed, that was a real challenge. I may not have always succeeded.


      I usually tried to be funny, or at least amusing, as well—not always, but usually.


      I thought some of those essays were pretty good. I kind of regretted that most of my regular readers didn’t see most of them—I mean, someone who doesn’t care about “Grey’s Anatomy” wasn’t about to buy an entire book about the show just because I had an essay in it. Eventually, it occurred to me that there was an obvious solution: Collect them all into a single volume.


      While I was assembling it, I realized there wasn’t any good reason not to include other old pop culture essays and articles I’d written, or for that matter new ones. Some of those old pieces had appeared in obscure, low-circulation venues, where almost no one saw them, so here was a chance to give them a larger audience. So I dug through all the articles and columns I’d written since 1984, and found a few I thought were worth reprinting.


      (1984 was my cut-off because my seventy or so published articles and columns from before that were written on a typewriter—I got my first computer in August, 1984—and therefore weren’t available in a handy form.)


      I limited this collection to pieces about popular culture, so all the articles about writing and publishing and collecting were excluded; I may put them in another book someday, but not this one. Plain old reviews of books or movies also got cut, as did articles that were just history, without any original angle. (I was somewhat startled by how many straight histories I’d written, mostly about comic books.)


      I’ve updated several of these essays, as many were written before the work in question concluded, or contained material that hasn’t aged well—the Lone Ranger essay, for example, originally included a critique of the 1981 movie starring Klinton Spilsbury, and really, who cares about that anymore? Some stuff is still a bit dated, even after editing, but I’ll just have to live with that.


      These aren’t academic papers or scholarly studies; they’re just for entertainment. You won’t find footnotes or bibliographies or annotations, just me throwing ideas around. I hope you’ll enjoy them.


      —Lawrence Watt-Evans


      Takoma Park, 2012
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      Dr. Wertham, E.C. Comics, and My Misspent Youth


      Revised; original version published in Penguin Dip, a fanzine, in 1989


      Once upon a time an editor invited me to write an article for him, and I asked what sort of article he’d like to see me write. He, knowing of my interest in E.C. comics, suggested the title above.


      I think there were some false assumptions involved here. I was well past my misspent youth by the time I first heard of E.C. or Dr. Wertham. Still, here’s my story.


      I was born in 1954, fourth of six kids. All three of my older siblings, by the time I was old enough to notice, read comic books, mostly DC superheroes and Dell adventure stuff—Turok, Tarzan, the Lone Ranger, that sort of thing. Little Lulu and some other kiddie comics, too.


      All the comic books in the house were treated as communal property; whoever bought one could read it first, but then it got passed around, and when everyone had read it it went up to a box in the attic. Periodically, on boring rainy days, somebody would go up to the attic and haul down a stack of old comics to re-read.


      When I was five, late in 1959 or early in 1960, I desperately wanted to learn to read so I could read those comic books that sat around the house so temptingly. I’d learned the alphabet in kindergarten, and one day the teacher was teaching us a song that she’d written on the blackboard, something about “K-k-katy, beautiful Katy,” and the concept of each letter representing a sound abruptly dawned on me.


      I suddenly realized that maybe I could read, since I knew all the letters.


      When I got home I got out the comic book that most fascinated me, a coverless old one with bright purple spaceships and trees with faces and domed cities in it, and I sat down and read it, skipping words that weren’t spelled phonetically.


      So much for the arguments that comic books keep kids from learning to read!


      That comic book, by the way, stuck in my memory, and twenty years later I tracked it down and bought a copy. It’s Adventures into the Unknown #105, published by the American Comics Group in 1956.


      Once I started, I was a voracious reader. By the time I was seven I had gone through all the comic books that my sibs had accumulated, and I had to start buying my own.


      I picked up the first issue of X-Men secondhand, for a nickel, about six months after it came out. I read the first Justice League adventures, which Marian had bought. I liked superheroes. I also liked everything else—I plowed through Marian’s Turok and Lone Ranger and Jody’s Little Lulu and Superboy and all the rest of it, loving all of it. About my favorite was Strange Adventures, a science fiction title.


      Then one day I picked up a secondhand copy of Tales to Astonish #13 (I know the issue because I tracked it down later), and discovered monster comics.


      That comic book had four or five stories in it. The cover story was about “Groot, the Thing from Planet X!,” a giant walking tree. Then there was a creepy one about a guy obsessed with finding the abominable snowman who becomes the abominable snowman, and one about a guy who gets turned into a wooden statue, and… well, I don’t remember the others for sure anymore, but this was my first exposure to scary stuff in visual form.


      I had nightmares for about a week.


      I loved it.


      If that sounds contradictory, it isn’t really. I had nightmares a lot, about all kinds of things. Even a silly Supergirl story about a red monster so gigantic you only see its feet gave me nightmares.


      I started looking for other scary comics, but didn’t find much. Most Marvel monster comics were just dumb, and the Charlton ghost comics, too, and the DC “mystery” comics I came across were even worse. Dell did a few that I liked—my favorite was a one-shot giant called Universal Pictures Presents Dracula, The Mummy, and Other Stories. (Catchy title, huh?) That one gave me nightmares, too.


      It seemed to me at the time that there ought to be even scarier comic books than that, and more of them. I wondered why DC and Marvel and Charlton and ACG never had any werewolves or vampires or anything in their spooky comics. I couldn’t find any, though, and eventually I gave up.


      Time marched on. By 1969 I wasn’t paying much attention to comics any more.


      Then in 1974 I started collecting them because I discovered that there was money in it; I picked up a first-printing Classics Comics #1 at a yard sale for $4.25, as a curiosity, and sold it to a collector for $60.00.


      I started buying up practically every old comic book I came across, with no discrimination at all. Then I realized how many were pure junk and began to narrow down to the good ones.


      Then I started reading about comic books—I got hold of The Comic-Book Book and All in Color for A Dime, by Don Thompson and Dick Lupoff, and Comix, by Les Daniels.


      The articles on Superman and Batman and Wonder Woman and the rest were nothing new, but two subjects came as a revelation: the history of the original Captain Marvel, and the story of E.C. Comics, Dr. Wertham, and the Comics Code Authority.


      For those who don’t know, E.C. was a small comic-book publisher, in business from 1943 to 1955. “E.C.” originally stood for “Educational Comics,” but was quickly changed to “Entertaining Comics” when stuff like Picture Stories from the Bible didn’t sell. After starting out as just another mediocre small comics publisher, from 1950 through 1954 they put out comic books often considered the best ever produced, certainly the best produced before 1960, including three no-holds-barred horror titles: Tales from the Crypt, The Haunt of Fear, and The Vault of Horror. They also did some borderline horror: Crime SuspenStories, Shock SuspenStories, Weird Science, and Weird Fantasy. Even their war titles, Frontline Combat and Two-Fisted Tales, were unusually gruesome.


      About two dozen other publishers (yes, there really were that many) tried to cash in on the boom in horror comics that resulted from E.C.s success with those titles, and turned out heaps and heaps of gory horror.


      Then in 1954-1955, a hue and cry led by a psychiatrist named Dr. Frederic Wertham, expert on criminal violence and author of the anti-comics diatribe Seduction of the Innocent, put all the horror comics, all the crime comics, all the really lurid comics of any sort, out of business. Combined with the collapse of the then-existing magazine distribution system, brought about by the liquidation of the gargantuan American News Company in fancy financial maneuvers, this drove about three-fourths of the comic book publishers of the time out of the comics business, including E.C. The survivors, with two exceptions (Dell and Classics Illustrated), submitted to censorship by the newly-created Comics Code Authority, a body owned and operated by the comic-book publishers to censor their products and make sure that they were fit for children to read.


      I hadn’t known about any of this.


      As for that other revelation, the original Captain Marvel was the star of the Fawcett line of comics, and for a time was more popular and sold more comics than any other hero. DC had sued, claiming he was an imitation of Superman, and after years of litigation finally won and drove Fawcett out of the superhero business.


      Both the Big Red Cheese and pre-Code horror had been gone since before I discovered comics, and this was the first I’d heard of either of them. I’d thought the CCA seal had always been on comic-book covers, that Superman had always been the dominant superhero.


      Fascinated, I found some of the DC reprints of old Captain Marvel stories that came out in the 1970s under the title Shazam!


      What a disappointment! This was the stuff that those fans had raved about?


      I decided to check out E.C., though, because the raves about E.C. were even more enthusiastic than the ones about Captain Marvel.


      Then I looked at the prices for E.C. comics. A ratty issue of Tales from the Crypt went for ten or fifteen dollars! (For comparison, new comics at the time were just going from 25¢ to 30¢.)


      No way! After the Captain Marvel incident, I decided to pass. At least those issues of Shazam! had only cost me a quarter apiece.


      Let us skip ahead to April, 1978. I was married, unemployed, living off my wife’s salary in an apartment in Lexington, Kentucky. I had a fairly extensive comic-book collection and was thinking about going into business full-time as a mail-order dealer, since my writing career wasn’t going anywhere yet.


      I saw an ad in a publication called The Buyer’s Guide for Comic Fandom—someone in Florida had died, and his widow was selling off his E.C. collection, cheap. Instead of prices in the $10-and-up range, she was asking as little as $1.50 for issues of Frontline Combat, Two-Fisted Tales, and the like.


      What the heck, I thought, and I splurged. I ordered half a dozen, mostly war comics, but including one issue of Tales from the Crypt at $4.00.


      I got the books, and read ’em, and I was impressed, sort of—but they sure were strange. They weren’t like anything else I’d ever read. For one thing, I wasn’t sure whether the stories in Tales from the Crypt #41 were meant seriously or not—they were sort of on the edge between horror and parody.


      I liked ’em, though.


      I sold that book for $16.00—and immediately regretted it, and decided to buy some more E.C.s. Which I did.


      From then on I was hooked. I bought more, and more, and more, until, six years and $17,000 later, I had one of the ten most complete E.C. collections on Earth.


      But when I was finished, or at least as close as I got (there are a few giveaways I never found), where did I go from there?


      I thought about it. I considered other companies—should I collect Fiction House? Ziff-Davis? ACG?


      But I wasn’t really interested in any of those. I was interested in horror comics.


      So I set out to collect all the horror comics ever published in the U.S. I got pretty close to all the pre-Code issues before I quit, and in the mid-’90s a personal financial crisis forced me to sell my collection, putting an end to that particular hobby.


      So what does this have to do with Dr. Wertham and my misspent youth?


      Well, the reason E.C. got out of the business, the reason horror comics gave way to wimpy “mystery” and “monster” and “ghost” comics, was that Dr. Frederic Wertham and other anti-comics crusaders had driven these horrible mind-warping funnybooks that children were reading off the market.


      When I was a kid, all the comics I read were either Code-approved and certified harmless, or came from Dell or one of its offshoots—Dell had never subscribed to the Code but had its own in-house version that was usually followed (except in a few early-sixties books like Universal Presents—remember, I mentioned those?).


      That’s why I couldn’t find any really scary or gruesome stuff as a kid!


      It was all Dr. Wertham’s fault! He’d killed the good stuff off when I was still in diapers!


      (That’s a gross oversimplification, really—he was just the most visible anti-comics crusader, but as a matter of fact he wasn’t all that influential. He hated all comics, and thought superhero stuff was at least as bad as horror. The Code was emphatically not his doing—he disapproved of it. He makes a great scapegoat, though.)


      If he’d left well enough alone, I could have overdosed on horror as a kid and saved myself all those thousands of dollars I spent paying collector’s prices for old horror comics!


      And that’s not the worst of it. Let me appear to change subject for just a bit—I’ll tie this in in a moment, bear with me.


      Who was the best-selling writer in the world throughout the 1980s, the decade when I was building my own career? Stephen King, of course.


      So what does King write?


      Horror. Often real gross-out stuff, too.


      Where’d he learn this?


      From the horror comics he read as a kid. He’s said as much, and admits to swiping some of his most horrific images from them. In his short story “The Boogeyman,” in the collection Night Shift, he talks about E.C.’s Haunt of Fear and the artwork of Graham “Ghastly” Ingels. Together with George Romero, who remembered those same hideous old comics, he produced the hit movie “Creepshow” and explicitly based it on a horror comic.


      Now, what do I do for a living?


      I write books.


      What kind of books?


      Science fiction and fantasy.


      Why?


      Because when I was a kid I learned to read from Adventures into the Unknown and read piles and piles of science fiction comics and books and so forth.


      Why didn’t I read horror comics?


      Because there weren’t any. If there had been, I’d have read them, even if I had to sneak them into bed and read them under the covers, the way I snuck my radio in to listen to rock ’n’ roll.


      See, it ties back in. It’s all Dr. Wertham’s fault that I wasted my childhood with that other stuff, instead of horror comics, and didn’t wind up as rich and famous as Stephen King!


      Talk about a misspent youth!

    

  


  
    
      The X-Men and I: Growing Up Mutant


      Originally published in The Unauthorized X-Men


      Bedford, Massachusetts, in the summer of 1963—I was eight years old, about to turn nine, a skinny blond kid with four sisters and a brother, living in a big old Victorian house a block from the town common. I got a dime allowance every Sunday—or possibly I’d just gotten a raise to twenty cents, I’m not entirely sure, but it doesn’t matter; either way, it wasn’t very much, and I tried to stretch it as far as I could. Most weeks I would walk up to the corner, where there was a tiny block of stores, too small to be called a shopping center, to spend it.


      At the north end of the shops was the Bedford Tailor, which I have never set foot in to this day. At the south end was Harry Silverman’s little grocery, usually referred to simply as “the corner store,” where my sisters and I bought penny candy—which really cost a penny back then, and certain varieties could be had for less, such as these strange green squares called “mint juleps” that you had to soak in your mouth for a minute before they got soft enough to chew which were two for a penny, and Chum Gum, the world’s cheapest chewing gum, which came three sticks to the two-cent pack.


      I’d usually spend a nickel at Harry’s, mostly on mint juleps and Chum Gum just because you got more for your money.


      But the rest of my money I saved for the middle of the three-store block. That was Dunham’s Used Books, which was jammed full of marvels—stacks and stacks of science fiction paperbacks along one wall, shelf after shelf of strange old books filling most of the shop, hundreds of books dating back as far as the middle of the 19th century. One long shelf held dozens of yellow-bound volumes of the adventures of Tom Swift, Jr., many of which eventually found their way into my possession.


      Behind the counter at the front was Mr. Dunham—or rarely, Mrs. Dunham—who was invariably reading, interrupting his current book occasionally to glance at his customers and make sure we weren’t doing any damage.


      And on one side of the counter were two or three big stacks of old comic books, in various states of disrepair. The intact ones cost a nickel apiece; the ones missing the cover or inside pages were two for a nickel. Even when the cover price for new comics had gone from a dime to twelve cents a couple of years earlier, the Dunhams had held the line at a nickel.


      This is where we bought most of our comics, my sisters and I. Marian, the oldest, would look for anything with horses in it, which mostly meant old Dell westerns featuring the Lone Ranger and Tonto, but she also bought Tarzan and sometimes a few superhero titles. Jody, the next-oldest, was a big Superboy fan. Me, I liked anything with spaceships or monsters. I don’t think the younger two were buying any of their own yet in ’63, but they’d look at our purchases when we got them home and passed them around.


      None of us bought Marvel comics much; the Dunhams didn’t get very many in. The local outlets for new comics in Bedford, the racks in the drugstores and five-and-dime stores, didn’t usually carry any Marvels, that I saw; I think it must have been a local distribution problem. Also, I think even then a lot of Marvel readers kept their comics, rather than selling them to the Dunhams.


      They did get a few, though, and we’d thumbed through battered copies of Strange Tales and Tales of Suspense and Incredible Hulk, but we didn’t generally buy them. They seemed weird and, frankly, sometimes a bit stupid—the Hulk and the Thing never did anything clever, they just kept hitting the bad guys until they fell down, and didn’t the Human Torch set a lot of things ablaze throwing those fireballs around? Iron Man always seemed to have exactly the gadget he needed, and Dr. Strange didn’t make any sense at all. The colors all seemed muddy. My eight-year-old self didn’t appreciate these now-classic issues, and my sisters despised them. There were never any Spider-Man or Fantastic Four issues, or we might have been a bit more enthusiastic.


      But then one day I dug through the pile of comics at Dunham’s and found a comic book that didn’t look quite like anything I’d ever seen before. The title was X-Men. I’d never heard of it—which wasn’t surprising, since what I’d found was the first issue, and it was only a couple of months old at that point. The cover image of the five strange-looking heroes confronting the bizarrely-garbed Magneto caught my fancy; I handed Mr. Dunham my nickel and took my prize home, where I curled up in the big yellow chair in the living room and started reading.


      And I was captivated immediately.


      The first element that grabbed me was that these weren’t grown men battling criminals in the streets of some imaginary city; these were teenagers at a boarding school in Westchester County. I knew where that was; I knew about boarding schools. And these characters acted like teenagers, more or less, playing jokes on each other, mooning over silly crushes, and so on.


      We were introduced to them one by one—Iceman, Beast, Angel, Marvel Girl, Cyclops, and the headmaster, Professor X. And I thought they were all unbelievably cool.


      For one thing, none of them were called “Lad” or “Lass.”


      For another, they had personalities. I don’t remember much of the plot after all these years, but I still remember Iceman pulling on boots and hat and sticking a carrot on his nose to look like a snowman, I remember the Beast hanging upside-down from the ceiling while reading a book, I remember Marvel Girl trying hard to please the Professor by strengthening her telekinesis with practice, I remember Angel shyly turning away as he unstrapped the wings he’d hidden under his clothes.


      And their powers, while fantastic, seemed somehow more realistic than most of the superheroes I’d seen. No one here was invulnerable, or able to fly or run faster than light, or stretch himself like Silly Putty. These weren’t aliens or super-scientists or magicians.


      They were mutants. I knew about mutants. I suspected I was a mutant.


      Seriously, I did. My parents had worked on the Manhattan Project, building atomic bombs, during the Second World War—who could say I wasn’t a mutant? It wasn’t as if I fit in very well with the other kids at school or anything. I was brighter than most of them, and not very athletic, and sometimes felt as if I were missing social skills the others took for granted. It didn’t occur to me until years later that maybe my father being the only college professor in town might have something to do with it, since most of the other kids had parents working for the same handful of companies right there in town instead of commuting to Somerville. Their families all knew each other; my parents’ social contacts were elsewhere.


      I never considered the fact that neither of my parents was from New England originally, and I therefore spoke with a different accent than the other kids. (Any time I did start to talk like a New Englander, my father would “correct” me until I stopped. The only thing he never got used to about living in Massachusetts was what the natives did to innocent R sounds.)


      The possibility that most kids sometimes feel left out I would never have believed for a second.


      No, when I was eight atomic mutation seemed a much more likely reason I didn’t feel completely at ease with my peers than any of those others.


      And here was a comic book about a bunch of young mutants who had been collected together to defend all us mutants from the fear and hatred of normal people. You bet I latched onto that.


      Of course, I didn’t have wings or shoot energy beams from my eyes; the closest thing I had to a superpower was double-jointed thumbs. Still, we were all mutants together, I was sure of it.


      So I devoured X-Men #1, then passed it on to my sisters, as family rules required—but when everyone had read it I got it back, and made sure it did not go up to the rainy-day box in the attic with all the other comic books. I kept it and read it again and again. The main plot was something about Magneto taking over a military base and our greatly-overmatched quintet of teenagers finding some clever means of driving him away, and that was all very well, but it was the stuff at Xavier’s school that I really cared about.


      Man, if I wasn’t a mutant, I sure wanted to be! At least, if it meant I’d get to go to a cool school like that…


      Oh, I knew it was all fantasy, but it was a much more attractive fantasy than I’d ever seen in comics before. Most superheroes—well, who’d want to be Batman, really? Not only is he an orphan, but he’s spent his entire life working and training and exercising. Superman’s too alien to really identify with. And all those guys were adults, anyway.


      Nor did kid sidekicks really work for me. I never saw myself as anyone’s sidekick—and I wasn’t anyone’s ward, whatever the heck that meant. It seemed vaguely creepy.


      The whole crime-fighting thing just seemed so unrelated to the world I lived in. The worst crimes I encountered in Bedford were things like bicycle theft.


      But boarding school I understood. Playing jokes on your classmates I understood. Having a crush on the cute girl in your class I understood. And a school where everyone’s weird—well, as Syndrome pointed out in “The Incredibles,” when everyone’s special, no one is, and at that age I didn’t like standing out.


      I liked that even though they were kids, they were the X-Men, not the X-Teens. It seemed as if they were getting respect with that name.


      And ganging up to fight a supervillain with the wholehearted approval of the headmaster was just too frickin’ cool for words.


      I loved X-Men #1. Loved it.


      But I didn’t see #2. It never showed up at Dunham’s. Neither did #3 or #4. And the local drug store or Woolworth’s still didn’t have any Marvel comics that I could see, just DC and Gold Key and Archie and Harvey. (They didn’t carry ACG, either—I never in my life saw an ACG comic for sale new, but Dunham’s used to get stacks of them. I could never figure that out.)


      After awhile I decided that X-Men #1 must have been a one-shot; I never saw any more in the stores, never heard anyone mention the series. It’s probably hard to realize nowadays just how little information was available to a comics-reading kid back then, with no comics shops, no internet, no Previews, no Wizard. I had no way of knowing X-Men was still going.


      I never forgot that first issue, though; I would fantasize about attending a school for mutants, about discovering that I did have a mutant power more significant than thumbs that bent backward.


      And then finally, years later, when I was in my teens, I came across more issues of X-Men. I don’t remember exactly which issues they were; something from late in the original run. I was flabbergasted—the series hadn’t been canceled! It was still going! I bought the two or three issues eagerly and took them home and read them.


      I was so disappointed!


      Because these weren’t the X-Men I remembered, the teenaged students at a special boarding school; oh, they were the same characters, but somewhere in there they’d grown up and become just another bunch of superheroes. What fun was that? Almost everything I’d loved about the first issue was gone. They still had cool mutant abilities, but so what?


      I dug out my tattered copy of #1 and re-read it, and yes, it was just as good as I remembered it—and they’d taken all the good stuff out, somewhere between #2 and #60.


      So I didn’t look for any more; I didn’t buy them when I came across them.


      And then in 1975 I came across #95—I’d missed the first couple of appearances of the new team, but I saw that one and bought it.


      I was twenty-one, reading comics again after a hiatus; my mother had given my copy of X-Men #1 to a church rummage sale while I was at college, but I still remembered it fondly, so I picked up #95.


      It was still a superhero team, not the real X-Men—to me, the real X-Men were teenage mutants, not adults—but it was pretty good, so I started buying the title again.


      There was some semblance of the original concept; Professor X was collecting and training mutants. But it was mostly superhero stuff, and they were adults.


      When Kitty Pryde was introduced my hopes rose; someone had remembered that Xavier was running a school, not a superhero club! But the focus was still on the superheroics.


      Over the years these glimpses of the original concept kept appearing. The New Mutants started out as an attempt to get back to the roots, but almost immediately became another superhero team—teenagers, yes; inexperienced, yes; but they were spending more time in Brazil and Ireland than in classrooms in Westchester. More young mutants appeared over the years, but somehow the stories almost always seemed to focus on the adults, on superheroing, rather than on what I had loved back in 1963 and still desperately wanted to see—stories about growing up mutant, and about attending a school for mutants. Not a school for superheroes; a school for mutants. A school where everyone accepted that yes, you’re different, and that’s okay, we’ll teach you to handle being different.


      And looking back forty years, I realize that what I saw in that first issue and wanted more of was the same thing that modern kids are getting from the adventures of Harry Potter. Sure, the conflict with Voldemort keeps the plot moving, but what the readers really love is Hogwarts. Rowling knows that, and keeps the focus on the school, on Harry’s classes and teachers and classmates and sports, as much as on the larger adventures.


      Alas, Marvel has never managed to maintain that focus; over and over, writers have recognized the appeal of the school setting and tried to drag the stories back to Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters, but time after time they have slipped away again, to New York and Genosha and a thousand other places, chronicling the struggles of mutant against mutant, and mutant against human. The X-Men have not just been another bunch of superheroes, I’ll grant them that; they’ve served as a metaphor for discrimination and oppression of every kind, and that’s a good thing.


      But it isn’t what I found in the first issue. I wasn’t black or gay or Jewish, I wasn’t oppressed or discriminated against, but I still sometimes felt like an outcast, a weirdo, a mutant. I didn’t particularly want to be a hero, or save the world; I just wanted to be accepted despite being who I was.


      Xavier’s school was initially, for me, a fantasy of a place where everyone, no matter how weird, was accepted for who they were. No one tried to make them normal. No one pretended they were all alike. The students were all pushed to perform to the best of their ability, no matter how bizarre those abilities might be.


      And I wonder whether that might explain the curious sales history of the X-Men titles.


      X-Men was not a hit in its original incarnation. When Stan Lee recreated Marvel Comics in the 1960s he threw a lot of ideas out into the market; some clicked, like Spider-Man and the Fantastic Four, and some didn’t, like Ant-Man and Captain Marvel. Hard as it may be to believe now, the X-Men were one of the less-successful creations; they didn’t have anything close to the sales figures of the FF or ol’ Webhead. The title struggled on for a few years, then went to reprints for a few more, before being reinvented and relaunched in the mid-1970s.


      But once it was relaunched, it quickly became a hit, and by the mid-eighties was Marvel’s top-selling title by a fairly wide margin; it made up such a large part of the business that some comic book shops considered Uncanny X-Men (as it had been retitled) to be the difference between profitability and bankruptcy. What had changed in there? Why was the concept a flop in 1963 and a major hit in 1975?


      Oh, there were changes in the comic itself—the addition of Wolverine and Nightcrawler and Storm certainly didn’t hurt, as they’re great characters. The art, especially during the Byrne/Cockrum period, was better than it had been for most of the early issues. I don’t think that really accounts for it, though. What had changed was the rest of the world.


      In the summer of 1963 the 1950s were still lingering. Kennedy hadn’t been assassinated yet, the Beatles weren’t yet on the charts, the Vietnam War was a matter of a few military advisors in a country most Americans still hadn’t even heard of. People trusted the government—after all, our leaders had seen us safely through World War II and were fighting the Cold War to protect us all from Communist tyranny. Conformity was seen as one’s patriotic duty. And most kids read comic books—those stacks at Dunham’s turned over pretty quickly, and every kid I knew had a few comics at home, even if they were just Archie or Richie Rich titles.


      A comic book where the heroes were mutant weirdos did not suit the temper of the times, to say the least. Remembering those days, I think most kids probably found the X-Men to be pretty creepy. I didn’t, I loved them—but I was an oddball, a suspected mutant.


      There were enough oddballs like me to keep the book going, but not enough to make it a success.


      But then the phenomenon known as “the Sixties” happened. The counter-culture began setting its own standards, with Zap Comix existing alongside the mainstream fare like “Gilligan’s Island.” Long-haired kids took pride in being called “freaks.”


      And except for a temporary surge during the “camp” craze triggered by the “Batman” TV show, comic book sales plummeted. When I started reading comics in 1959, every kid read them; by the time X-Men sales peaked in the 1980s, if I mentioned that I collected comics I would sometimes be asked, “Are they still publishing those?”


      Comics went from being a mass medium to being a specialized taste; by 1975 reading comics marked a kid as something of an oddball.


      And the natural audience for the X-Men was always oddballs and misfits.


      Furthermore, the counter-culture had spread the idea that conformity was a trap; the Vietnam War had destroyed faith in authority. More people were admitting their differences, rather than trying to suppress them. People who were different from the norm were no longer automatically seen as creepy and threatening.


      That comic book I fell in love with in 1963 had just been a dozen years ahead of its time. The world caught up with it eventually, but X-Men was there first.


      I’m glad it was, because when I was eight going on nine, reading about the Beast and the Angel and Iceman and Cyclops and Marvel Girl, I took great comfort in its existence—in knowing, because this comic book was being published, that I wasn’t the only kid in America who felt as if he were growing up mutant.

    

  


  
    
      Sgt. Fury’s Family Affair


      Originally published in North Carolina Veterans’ News


      This article is about Sgt. Fury and his Howling Commandos, heroes of a couple of hundred comic books back in the 1960s and ’70s.


      If you haven’t already turned the page in disgust, stay with me for a moment. I am not a fan of Sgt. Fury. I’m not a fan of war comics in general, although I do read them sometimes.


      However, I recently acquired, cheap, a stack of Sgt. Fury, all in very nice condition. I think I originally intended to sell ’em at a profit, or maybe I just bought them because I can’t resist cheap stuff, but as a matter of policy I read them, all in one sitting. I read every comic I acquire, no matter how stupid it may appear, in hopes of turning up unsuspected gems. That’s how I came to read eighteen issues of Sgt. Fury all at once, which brought me to a realization.


      These are not war comics at all.


      Marvel always advertised them as being “the war comic for people who hate war comics”, and they meant it. Despite the presence of hordes of Nazis and the occasional Italian Fascist or Imperial Japanese, these are not stories about World War II.


      What are they about, then? They’re about the Howling Commandos. And no, I’m not just playing with words. Some of the Sgt. Fury annuals were set in other times and places. It didn’t matter if the Howlers were in occupied France, South Korea, Vietnam, or outer space—all that changed were the backgrounds and the enemy uniforms. The stories are not about the war, but about the camaraderie among the men who fought. Doesn’t matter where they fought; you could do the same stories about Roman Legionnaires. The Nazis aren’t characters, for the most part, but just part of the background, the constant threat that the Howlers face. Not much of a threat, either. As people who did like war comics pointed out, Sgt. Fury’s adventures never bore any resemblance to reality whatsoever; they were pure macho fantasy. Any one of the Howling Commandos could easily fight his way home through anywhere up to three German divisions—two, if he’s sick, and just one if he’s seriously wounded and slowly bleeding to death. The German army is never any real danger except by pure dumb luck. Howlers are too stubborn to die.


      (One did get killed very early in the series, but that was before things had settled down to a pattern. Besides, it gave the others something to feel guilty about, and an excuse to hate the enemy.)


      In ordinary war stories, the basic conflict is between Our Guys and The Enemy, and people do get killed, or at least hurt. Sure, we all know Sgt. Rock is going to pull through, but his men do get killed, innocent civilians do get killed. The suspense is dependent upon the fear of death for one or more characters. In Sgt. Fury the Howlers are totally indestructible—they can be damaged, but not destroyed. Germans die right and left, civilians do occasionally get killed (usually with a heart-wrenching dramatic played-to-the-hilt martyr scene), but nobody ever believes for a minute that Fury or Dum Dum or Dino or Reb or Izzy or Pinky or Gabe or even Erik, the anti-Nazi German, is going to be killed. Heck, the specials showed them all alive twenty years later!


      Then where is there any suspense? If you haven’t got conflict and suspense you haven’t got a story. Disbelief can only be suspended so far. If these guys can’t be killed, if their lives can’t be threatened believably, what can be threatened?


      Their relationship to each other, that’s what. And that’s what Sgt. Fury is really all about—camaraderie, friendship, loyalty, male bonding, call it what you will. Interpersonal dynamics. Group interaction. Peer acceptance. All that stuff they talk about in pop psych books.


      Really, the essence of the whole series is that these seven or eight guys live together, work together, and are a big happy family. They banter with each other, but never, ever in any of these eighteen issues I have here, or any of the others I’ve read through the years, is there actually any sort of tension or disagreement within the group. It’s all idealized to the point where that’s unthinkable. Real threats don’t come from the Germans, usually, but from the outside world as a whole, threatening to alter the status quo.


      For example, in an issue numbered in the 30s (I don’t happen to have it here) Dino Manelli, the Hollywood star of the group, is wounded and shipped stateside, relegated to making training films. This leads into #38, “This One’s For Dino”, wherein the Howlers steal a plane (intentionally left unguarded by father-figure Captain “Happy Sam” Sawyer), fly it to an island somewhere, break into a prison camp, and rescue one particular prisoner. Who, you ask? Why? Why, it’s the only man in the world who can get Dino back into fit condition for combat, a doctor who happens to specialize in just the sort of wound Dino got. If they get this doctor back to the States Dino may be able to rejoin them.


      If this were “M*A*S*H”, of course—or real life—the guys would probably be glad to see Dino sent safely home, where nobody’s shooting at him, and Dino would be glad to go, but in Sgt. Fury it doesn’t work that way. The family group has been broken! That isn’t acceptable, ever, under any circumstances; they need to get him back, by any means possible. So they do, using methods that would get real commandomen killed about three times over, and would get any survivors court-martialed upon their return and probably jailed for the duration.


      It’s the same in almost any issue. In #32, “A Traitor in Our Midst”, it appears that somebody’s been feeding information to the Nazis—a threat to the group’s self-image of being all gung-ho All-Americans. Turns out that Izzy was drugged and hypnotized using new Nazi methods, so of course he’s forgiven and all is again right with the world. In #40 the main conflict has nothing to do with their mission to rescue a French resistance fighter, but with the fact that the beautiful French girl who helps them can’t forgive Erik Koenig for being a German—it’s a matter of his acceptance into the group. In #42 the Howlers go AWOL to rescue Erik’s sister, putting their personal interests above those of the Allied Armies—one of their own needs them, so to hell with orders and rules. In #48 the Howlers battle the Blitzkrieg Squad, a group of Germans created specifically to match the Howlers at their own game and beat them—a threat to the group’s uniqueness and self-image of being the very best.


      Skipping ahead a bit faster, let’s look at #60. Here Dum Dum is being court-martialed for insubordination, charges having been brought by Captain Sawyer. He’s guilty, as it turns out, but let’s not worry about that—the real conflict here is that Happy Sam Sawyer, the beloved father figure, has betrayed one of his boys. Dum Dum can’t believe it. Fury can’t believe it. And of course, he hasn’t. The real Sam Sawyer’s missing, having been replaced by a German double for the sole purpose of messing up the Howlers.


      Naturally, once this is demonstrated to the court Dum Dum is off the hook—even though he did disobey orders without having any idea that the orders came from an enemy spy rather than his commanding officer. Reality simply has nothing to do with the Howling Commandos. They’re about togetherness. The entire Second World War is just an excuse to keep these guys working and living together, something to provide background against which they can play out their little interpersonal dramas. I mean, let’s face it, if these guys were border police in the 1970s, patrolling the Rio Grande every day instead of shooting up German headquarters, nobody would have bought the mag long enough to discover its real appeal. World War II is the hook to bring the reader in.


      Probably the writers didn’t think of it that way; most of the people who worked on Sgt. Fury were wartime veterans, and probably they drew upon their own memories of wartime companionship in creating this warm and happy group. Wars and armies do create camaraderie by throwing randomly-chosen people together in horrendous conditions for extended periods of time, under conditions that allow little or no privacy and with constant danger tending to break down social reserve. Old army buddies are always special as a result—or old boarding school buddies, or buddies acquired in any similar high-pressure situation.


      Sgt. Fury takes this natural camaraderie and exaggerates it to absurd proportions, justifying this by having the Howlers lead absurdly dangerous (impossibly dangerous, really) lives. The visible plotline may deal with Nazi plots and dangerous missions, but that’s not what’s important, any more than a punch-out between Spider-Man and the Kangaroo is actually as important as what’s happening to Spidey’s Aunt May or his girlfriend, Mary Jane.


      The ongoing subplots in Sgt. Fury, in keeping with this togetherness theme, are always something to do with separation or acceptance. Dino’s wounded, Izzy’s captured by the Japanese for a few issues, Gabe is captured by the Germans briefly—separations, all of them. Bull McGiveney doesn’t accept a medic as a real soldier (i.e., a real man) because he doesn’t carry a gun; Jim Morita isn’t accepted by the soldiers at the base because he’s Nisei; Erik isn’t accepted by the French Resistance because he’s German; a black American woman in Paris sides with the Nazis because she was never accepted by white America—all acceptance problems. Erik’s gradual transition from temporary fill-in to full-time permanent Howler lasted several issues and resulted in such amazing things as a thought-balloon in #38 reading, “He bellows at me as loudly as at the Howlers! That must mean he accepts me…”


      I think this explains why Sgt. Fury lasted as long as it did; the reader could identify with the Howlers and have that warm sense of belonging as a result. The war was just background noise; the group was the important thing, just as it is in many of the most popular superhero team comic books now. As an example, Tales of the Teen Titans #50 dealt entirely with the characters and their interrelationships, without a single fight scene or supervillain interfering; it’s the group dynamics that interest readers. Sgt. Fury took a different approach from the Teen Titans—much simpler, in that everything within the group was harmony, but at the same time subtler, in that it’s not immediately obvious, upon reading just one or two issues, that it’s the interaction that’s important. I suspect it appealed to a younger audience, and in a simpler time, when the idea of a powerful father-figure like Sam Sawyer and an all-male bunch of heroes was still acceptable.


      This is not to say that the slam-bang action was just filler; it’s got a certain charm and does add superficial excitement. Besides, it gives the Howlers a chance to show off their macho wit and their individual traits. The wit isn’t much, usually, but there’s a steady supply of it, mostly in the form of insulting descriptions—Fury, for example, regularly refers to Germans as “lager-slurpers”, an appellation I cannot imagine anyone else ever using. The individual traits are really just stereotypes, trademarks to make it easier to tell the characters apart—Dino’s a handsome Italian actor obsessed with women (the Latin lover), Izzy’s a good Jewish boy from Brooklyn, Gabe’s a big strong black musician/athlete, Reb’s a good ol’ boy from Kentucky who inexplicably speaks with a Georgia accent (presumably because nobody at New-York-based Marvel Comics knew the difference), Pinky is a really offensive parody of an effete Englishman. Dum Dum and Fury are actually almost human, rather than being ethnic stereotypes—Dum Dum the big strong well-meaning Irish guy who’s not as dumb as he looks, and Fury the all-American tough guy.


      Oh, yes, and there’s Erik, stiff and formal and Prussian, fighting against the monsters who have taken over his country.


      And all these varied characters work together in perfect harmony.


      I wonder—any Sgt. Fury fans out there who may be reading this, I have a little test I’d like to try. What stories do you remember? I’d be willing to bet that you remember the ones that dealt with threats to the integrity of the group, that you remember Dino’s wound and Izzy’s imprisonment and Dum Dum’s court-martial—but do you remember a single one of the missions that the Howlers went on?


      I don’t, and I just read eighteen of them.

    

  


  
    
      Superman: Previous Issues


      Published in The Man from Krypton; based on an earlier column in Comics Buyer’s Guide


      Faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive—Superman is practically a symbol of power. What’s more, he fights for truth, justice, and the American way; he’s an icon of power used for good, power handled responsibly. It may be Spider-Man who actually said “With great power comes great responsibility,” but the big blue Boy Scout was living it twenty years before Spidey spun his first web.


      Superman has powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men; he could make himself ruler of the world, take anything he wants, kill anyone who got in his way—but he doesn’t. He’s a good guy, the ultimate good guy; he apparently isn’t even tempted to abuse his powers. He’s wholesome and noble and selfless. His foster parents raised him that way, and he’s true to his upbringing.


      It’s long been recognized that this is part of what makes him boring sometimes, or at least hard to write good stories about; he’s too powerful, too perfect. No menace can really endanger him; he’s invulnerable. His moral choices are never really difficult; the Kents gave him so strong a sense of right and wrong that there’s not much room for self-doubt. DC’s editorial powers have more than once tried to make things easier for their scripters by cutting him back to a more human scale, but it never really sticks, because he’s Superman. If he isn’t power incarnate and a moral paragon, he’s not the same iconic character.


      He’s practically perfect in every way—that’s what makes him Superman.


      At least, on the outside.


      But even though he’s Superman, he has issues. It’s implicit in his background. He’s kept them concealed all these years, but if you know where to look, you can find them. Especially if you look at the version of the character I grew up with, the so-called “Silver Age” or “pre-Crisis” Superman that existed from about 1955 to 1985.


      A starting point to show you what I mean is his clothes. They say clothes make the man, and certainly part of what makes Superman the icon he is is that familiar outfit of blue tights, red shorts, red boots, yellow belt, and that flowing red cape. He always wears it—and I do mean always.


      In those pre-Crisis years, Superman’s costume was indestructible. He needed an indestructible costume when he was out there getting blasted by rayguns, or strolling unscathed through nuclear explosions, or taking a swim through the sun’s photosphere. So where did that costume, so much a part of the Superman legend come from?


      Well, as any long-time DC reader can tell you, Ma Kent (Martha Clark Kent, to give her full name) made it for him by sewing together the blankets that were wrapped around him in the rocket that sent him from Krypton to Earth. He wears it under his street clothes, in order, he says, to be ready to change to Superman at an instant’s notice.


      That very recognizable costume was at the heart of a good many stories back in the Silver Age; people tried to steal it, it showed through Clark Kent’s torn clothing at inconvenient times, and so forth. It’s always been a major part of Superman’s life.


      And it must be inconvenient. Think about it; Clark Kent can’t open his shirt collar on a hot day because that dumb suit would show. Wearing shorts when it’s 95° and everyone else is in cut-offs takes a major decision and costs much worry, because it means he has to take off the longjohns. (The heat doesn’t bother him, but Clark Kent’s reputation for eccentricity mustn’t get out of hand.)


      Now, some other superheroes may have some justification for wearing a super-suit under their clothes, but this is a man who can move faster than light, and clothes that can be stretched or compressed almost infinitely. The Flash used to keep his super-suit compressed into a ring—Supes could surely do the same, and would no longer need to worry about rayguns or moths putting holes in his clothes that let that tell-tale red and blue show through. He could leave the suit in his Fortress, or in orbit, and still reach it and change clothes and get to anywhere on the face of the Earth in a seventh of a second. So why doesn’t he?


      Well, remember where that suit came from. It’s not made from ordinary fabric, but from Kryptonian blankets—that’s how it survives all the abuse it gets.


      In fact, it’s made from the very blankets that were wrapped around him when he was an infant. The blankets he slept under. The cute little blankets his mother tucked him into.


      That’s right, friends—the super-suit is Superman’s baby blanket. It’s his security blanket—not figuratively, but literally. The last son of Krypton doesn’t just carry a piece of his old baby blanket in his pocket, as some insecure people do, he’s wearing it.


      Told you he has issues.


      But hey, we can cut him some slack. Despite being the most powerful being in the world, the guy has a rough life—he saves the universe almost daily, both his parents and his adoptive parents are dead (let’s ignore the occasional dumb stories where Jor-el and Lara turn up in the Survival Zone or wherever), he has lots of secrets he can’t share with anyone, there’s nobody around with whom he can knock back a few beers, get tipsy, and arm-wrestle—he can’t get tipsy at all, so far as I know, and certainly not without risking very serious trouble.


      That’s something that people don’t seem to consider. At the end of a long day of rounding up bank robbers and mad scientists, how does Superman relax? Because he is so incredibly powerful, he just can’t let himself go—not anywhere inhabited, anyway. He’s liable to wreck several square blocks if he tries. He can’t kick the furniture to blow off stress—he’ll be punting footstools into orbit. He can’t slap a friend on the back without maybe killing him. People admire him, they’re in awe of him—but they’ve got to be a little scared, as well, when dealing with someone who can kill them by breathing hard.


      He lives half his life in a really unnatural, assumed role as Clark Kent just so he can deal with people on an equal basis occasionally, and even then, he has to be constantly on guard against doing something superhuman. The guy has got to be lonely and under constant stress.


      So is it really surprising that he carries a security blanket?


      No, not carries—wears. In fact, he flaunts it, though of course no one recognizes it for what it is. He stands there, chest out, as the bullets bounce off, and you can just imagine him thinking, “You can’t hurt me! I have my blankie!”


      This explains why he pretty much never takes it off even when he is relaxing. All those scenes in the Fortress of Solitude when he’s taking it easy, playing chess against his super-robot or whatever, writing in his diary by carving Kryptonian words into solid steel plates with his fingernail, or whatever, does he ever slip out of his work clothes and into a dressing gown? When he takes a refreshing dip in a lava pool, does he ever strip down to his shorts to feel that warm tingle on his chest? Nope—the big red S stays firmly in place at all times.


      That’s a little eccentric—as well as unhygienic. Most of us don’t wear the same underwear day in and day out, and we have good reasons for that. Although we see that Superman does clean his super-suit sometimes—by flying through the sun while wearing it.


      That’s right, he usually doesn’t take it off even to wash it. This guy has it bad. Most people with security blankets at least put them down occasionally.


      But then, Superman does have it rough. His home planet blew up; his species is effectively extinct. Yes, humans look the same, but we know they aren’t—we can’t clean our clothes by flying through the sun. Compared to Superman, we and all our creations are ridiculously fragile; if he ever forgets for even a second just how delicate we are, he could kill dozens of people. He must live his entire life as if he were walking through card houses floored with eggshells. Just cracking his knuckles might shatter windows! He can’t belch, he can’t fart, without worrying about killing innocent bystanders.


      That suit at least gives him something he doesn’t need to worry about damaging!


      And it’s something safe and comforting. Remember that there are other bits of his home planet still around—and they’re trying to kill him. Kryptonite isn’t just a bunch of green meteors to him; it’s his homeland, his ancestral soil, the old country that sent him to America.


      And it’s poisonous.


      This is a man who really can’t go home again; his home is gone, and any souvenir he might find is toxic.


      Any souvenir, that is, except that silly suit he wears.


      And then there’s the way he’s treated by the people around him. He’s an immigrant to our planet, and he’s tried his best to fit in, he’s done everything he can to be a good person, a good man, a good American, and how do people react to him?


      Well, a fair number of the people he meets are trying to kill him. Everyone from street punks to Lex Luthor feels free to take shots at him, with guns and knives and death-rays, and nobody ever takes that seriously. Yes, they go to jail for robbing banks, or trying to conquer the world without a permit, or whatever, but does it ever occur to anyone to file felony assault charges? These guys punch Superman, they shoot at him, stab him, run cars into him, hit him with missiles and energy beams and giant robot fists, and the cops never even ask him if he wants to press charges. Sure, he’s unhurt, but that’s not the point! He was still assaulted. Someone could ask.


      That’s his enemies—but what about his friends? They’re constantly demanding his help, asking to be rescued, inviting him to help out with charity events, but do they ever just suggest a cup of coffee and a chat? Do they respect his privacy? Lois Lane and Lana Lang spend an absurd amount of time and effort trying to find out his “secret identity”—that’s the thanks he gets for saving their lives and admitting to them in the first place that he has a secret identity?


      Let’s face it, for the pre-Crisis Superman, most of his alleged friends aren’t so much friends as sycophants. Lois Lane wants him not because she actually knows him, but because he’s the ultimate trophy male—brains and brawn beyond human ken, all in a well-built package. She spends more time trying to blackmail him or spy on him than she does just talking to him.


      And Jimmy Olsen isn’t so much a friend as his Number One Fan, basking in the admiration of his fellow nerds because he’s buddies with the demi-god in the blue tights.


      The only people who come close to treating Superman as one of their own, rather than as a celebrity, are the other superheroes—and let’s face it, hanging out with a guy who dresses up as a giant bat, or a guy in a Robin Hood costume who puts boxing gloves on arrows, is not exactly a healthy social life. These people are freaks, just as much as Superman himself, even if they can’t juggle asteroids. Clark Kent grew up wanting to fit in, to be the all-American boy; spending time with these weirdos may be better than nothing, but he’s got to feel a little like the captain of the football team forced to eat lunch at the geeks’ table.


      Of course, that’s why he has his Clark Kent identity, so he can pretend to be normal—but even there, he can’t be comfortable. He has to worry constantly about giving himself away. If Superman accidentally leaves a palm-print in solid steel, it’s not a big deal; people will just ooh and ah, and it may wind up as a souvenir somewhere, but it’s of no real consequence. If Clark Kent accidentally puts a finger through a desktop, though, that’s a real problem—someone might put two and two together.


      As the TV show “Smallville” has repeatedly pointed out, any time he’s out there pretending to be an ordinary human, he’s lying. He’s hiding who he is from his alleged closest friends, keeping secrets from the people he claims to love. That’s got to be rough on a guy who wants, more than anything else in the world, to do what’s right and be loved for it.


      So if you ask me, along with everything else, he wears that suit under his clothes to remind him who he is—that he’s never really Clark Kent; he’s the freak, the alien, the Superman, who can’t let himself go for an instant, who can’t trust anyone, who can’t let anyone trust him, who must always be on guard—but who still has the comforting presence of his baby blanket, reminding him that once, as a baby, he did have the unconditional love of a mother, and the calm certainty that he was safe.


      I can’t begrudge him that small comfort, I suppose. After all, he’s saved the world repeatedly, and is doing everything he can to make it a better place.


      But jeez, I wish he washed that thing more often.

    

  


  
    
      Peter Parker’s Penance


      Originally published in Webslinger


      Consider two boys.


      The first is a lad not yet in his teens who sees his beloved parents gunned down in the street by a petty crook, and who is helpless to do anything to save them.


      The second is a teenager whose beloved uncle is gunned down by a petty crook, and who realizes that he could have prevented this by stopping that same man earlier.


      By lucky chance, both boys have exceptional abilities. Both swear to fight crime, so that other innocents will not suffer as they have. Both youths train themselves, both equip themselves with a miniaturized high-tech arsenal, both put on lurid costumes, and both go out on the streets, taking the fight to the foe.


      Except the first boy becomes a grim avenger, a creature of the night, a humorless, relentless, obsessed crimefighter, so focused on his unending war against evil that even his best friends sometimes doubt his sanity.


      And the second becomes your happy-go-lucky, fun-loving, wisecracking, friendly neighborhood Spider-Man, always ready with a smart remark.


      How does that work?


      Logically, shouldn’t Spider-Man be just as grim and driven as Batman? Or even worse? After all, he really is partly responsible for his uncle’s death, where there was nothing young Bruce Wayne could have done to save his parents, yet there Spidey is, web-swinging happily through the streets and tossing off quips as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Isn’t that a bit, well, heartless of him? What happened to all that guilt, all that angst over his uncle’s death? Is Spider-Man just laughing through his tears?


      Y’know, it really doesn’t look like it. It looks like he’s having a fine ol’ time out there. Oh, maybe not when he’s face to face with Galactus, or having the snot beat out of him by the Hulk, but when he’s tackling the sort of street-level thug who killed Uncle Ben he genuinely seems to be enjoying himself. Webbing guns out of their hands, hanging them from lampposts—come on, he’s playing.


      That just doesn’t seem right, does it?


      But wait! What about when he’s not Spider-Man?


      Ah, that’s an entirely different picture. Peter Parker is not exactly Mr. Excitement. In fact, he lives a life of worry and turmoil. It does not look like he’s having fun. He looks miserable. He’s got a gorgeous wife, a glamorous job, a satisfying secret life, but he clearly considers himself a loser.


      How’s that again?


      Say, what’s going on here?


      Let’s leave Spidey for now and look at Batman again for a moment, shall we?


      Ah, yes, the Batman. When he’s not obsessively fighting crime, he’s Bruce Wayne, millionaire playboy, majority stockholder in Wayne Enterprises, chairman of the Thomas Wayne Foundation. Envied and admired by most of Gotham City’s upper crust, he’s got it all—looks, money, fame, respect, power.


      And he doesn’t care. That’s the thing—“Bruce Wayne” is a front, a role he trots out now and then just to keep up appearances. It’s not who he is; the wealth and glamour is just a disguise, a tool. His real identity is Batman, the avenger, the dark warrior, the humorless obsessive. Wayne Enterprises exists to supply him with the money and equipment he needs to continue his relentless battle against evil. The Wayne Foundation exists to try to cut crime off at the roots by fighting the poverty and injustice that drive people to desperation. His money is just a necessary fuel for his secret life. He has no real family, no love life, no friends as Bruce Wayne; his only friends are people like Alfred, Robin, Oracle, Commissioner Gordon—his companions in Batman’s war against crime. Everything he does, everything he is, is targeted at his crusade. It’s all he wants, all he lives for. Bruce Wayne or Batman, it’s the same guy underneath, and that’s Batman.


      But for Spider-Man, Peter Parker isn’t just a front. Peter Parker is his attempt to have something resembling a normal life. It’s who he really is. It’s who he was before the radioactive spider sank its fangs in him, and who he still wants to be. The child who was Bruce Wayne is gone, leaving only Batman, but Peter Parker was a little more established, a little more certain of his identity, and he’s still Peter Parker, not Spider-Man.


      And Peter Parker is generally pretty miserable. He certainly isn’t rich or famous or handsome or successful, like Bruce Wayne…


      But—why not?


      Why does he consider himself a loser, and behave accordingly?


      Before that spider bit him, before Uncle Ben was killed, Peter Parker was on track for a pretty good life. Maybe he didn’t think so, but he was. Really, think about it.


      Yes, he was an orphan. Yes, he was a nerd. But so what? That was high school. It wasn’t real life. He had a loving home, even if it wasn’t with his parents, and he had a brilliant scientific mind. His classmates mocked him, but his teachers didn’t—they respected and encouraged him. Science nerds may be looked down on in high school, but ten years later, when the captain of the football team is selling shoes, the nerds are pulling down six-figure salaries from major corporations—or perhaps running major corporations, like Steve Jobs or Bill Gates. The jocks look back on high school as their glory days, but the nerds look back on graduation as the beginning of everything important in their lives.


      And maybe Peter Parker wasn’t exactly a ladies’ man in high school, but he did all right. Betty Brant and Liz Allen were fighting over him, for heaven’s sake! Later on a hot blonde named Gwen Stacy adored him, and in the end he wound up marrying a model. A smart, funny, utterly devoted model. As Mary Jane herself put it—face it, Tiger, you’ve hit the jackpot. Clearly, Peter Parker had the right pheromones; even when he wasn’t trying, he attracted women.


      And why not? He’s not ugly. He’s smart and witty and modest—what’s not to like?


      Brains, family, friends, charm, health—so why didn’t Peter Parker wind up rich and happy?


      He tells himself that it’s because he’s just naturally a loser, an unlucky guy, and that the need for Spider-Man interferes with everything else. Uh huh, sure. Being a superhero is such a thankless chore.


      Then why does he look like he’s having fun when he’s Spider-Man, and like his puppy just died when he’s Peter Parker?


      I’m not buying his explanation. It just doesn’t fit the facts. What really went wrong for Peter Parker, and right for Spider-Man?


      What went wrong? Well, first, he didn’t stick with his plan for a career in science. He became a freelance photographer, and even though it was originally intended to be a stopgap to get him through a financial rough stretch, he stayed a freelance photographer. Unless you’re Alfred Stieglitz or Ansel Adams, there isn’t generally a lot of money in that. His plans for a career in the sciences just sort of faded away—he let a few setbacks completely derail him. His excuse was that he couldn’t devote the time to it and still keep up with his responsibilities as Spider-Man.


      Oh, come on. Night classes. Part-time work. He’s got the brains, he’s got the contacts—he could do it if he wanted to. He could still go back to it, even now. People expect scientists to be eccentric. Keeping odd hours is entirely within acceptable tolerances, so long as the work gets done. He could do it.


      But he doesn’t.


      Instead he keeps on working for J. Jonah Jameson and the Daily Bugle even though he knows that Jameson’s an obnoxious cheapskate, and worse. Oh, he’s occasionally made half-hearted efforts to sell his photographs elsewhere, but just as he has with his scientific studies, he gave up far too easily. He’s never tried to study photojournalism, never tried to develop multiple markets for his work the way most freelancers do; instead he just keeps on selling Spider-Man pictures to a man who loathes Spider-Man.


      This is clearly self-hatred at work.


      As for his love life, he seems to have deliberately sabotaged that for awhile, too. He willfully misunderstood Betty Brant’s concerns, refused to take Liz Allen’s attention seriously, actively avoided meeting Mary Jane for months. Okay, he got Gwen Stacy killed, and that was a genuine piece of horrible misfortune directly related to being Spider-Man, but if anything he was less reluctant with women after that; it certainly wasn’t the start of his romantic failures.


      Really, if you look at what he actually does, rather than what he says, it’s clear that Peter Parker is deliberately sabotaging himself in any number of ways. He says it’s all because of Spider-Man, but it doesn’t really look like it. He’s screwing up his own life, and ignoring opportunities to straighten it out.


      So why would he ruin his own life?


      That’s easy. Why does anyone reject happiness? Guilt.


      Peter feels he doesn’t deserve happiness. After all, he let Uncle Ben get murdered, when he could have prevented it. He can’t allow Peter Parker to ever have all the things Uncle Ben wanted for him, if Ben isn’t there to see it. Ben Parker was encouraging him in his plans to study science, so with Ben gone, science is no longer where he’s meant to be. He can’t have the research career that his uncle was guiding him into, because that uncle is gone, and it’s all his fault.


      Ben would tease him about girls, and offer him advice, and Ben and May provided his role models of a loving couple, so with Ben gone he can’t have that, either. So he screwed up his love life.


      Ben never let him worry about money, even when things were tight, so with Ben gone he’s constantly obsessing about it, even while he’s refusing to find a steady, high-paying job.


      Everything Uncle Ben wanted for him, he’s unconsciously rejected. He’s not worthy of it. He’s turned his entire life as Peter Parker into a constant penance.


      But on the other hand, there’s one thing he does that’s directly, openly meant to make up for his failure to save his uncle, one step toward making amends, and that’s being Spider-Man. Tracking down criminals, defending the weak and helpless, making the streets of New York a little safer—that’s what he knows he should be doing, so that no other Uncle Bens will die through his failure to act.


      And that means that when he’s Spider-Man, the guilt goes away! Because he’s out there doing what he should have done all along. When he’s swinging on a webline, that huge burden is lifted from his shoulders. When he punches a mugger it’s a relief—it’s one more bad guy who won’t kill anyone’s uncle, who won’t threaten Aunt May or Mary Jane. He’s making it right with Uncle Ben.


      Of course he feels good when he’s Spider-Man! It’s the only time he’s out from under that crushing weight of guilt. He makes jokes as he fights villains not to disconcert them, but because he is feeling no pain. He feels good. How can he be grim when he knows he’s doing the right thing?


      When he’s Spider-Man he’s the fun-loving, happy-go-lucky guy that Uncle Ben wanted him to be.


      When he’s Peter Parker he’s the loser who let Uncle Ben die, and who has been suffering for it ever since.


      It’s the guilt that makes the difference. Bruce Wayne knows it wasn’t his fault that Thomas and Martha Wayne were murdered; he’s fighting crime not out of guilt, but out of a determination not to see other innocents suffer as he did. It’s obsessive altruism. He’s turned his whole life into a battle against the external evil that destroyed his happy life.


      For Peter Parker, though, it is guilt. He let Uncle Ben die, and he’s turned his whole life into penance for that personal failure that destroyed his happy life—and he’s making absolutely sure that he never gets that happy life back. It’s all neurotic compensation for that one careless moment when he let a criminal go free.


      Oh, there are times he slips up and enjoys life even when he’s not swinging around New York in his tights. Aunt May and Mary Jane have worked hard to cheer him up, and sometimes it even works for awhile—or at least, he pretends it does, so as not to upset them. But he hasn’t continued his education. He hasn’t looked for work in the sciences. He hasn’t told J. Jonah Jameson to get stuffed, even though he knows perfectly well that Jameson is guilty of attempted murder and other crimes.


      (Yes, Jameson has tried to kill Spider-Man, and that’s attempted murder. He’s let his newspaper be used in various possibly-criminal conspiracies. Mr. Jameson, however well-intentioned he may think himself, is not a nice man—and Peter knows it, but continues to work for him.)


      Ordinarily, someone as guilt-ridden and self-destructive as Peter might well have wound up dead, in prison, or in therapy by now, or might have simply gotten over it. Mourning is all very well, survivor guilt is a powerful thing, but there comes a time when one should move on, if at all possible.


      Peter Parker hasn’t let himself move on. He hasn’t dared serious therapy for fear of revealing his secret identity and endangering those he loves.


      Instead, he goes out to play in his tights.


      Being Spider-Man has become his escape from guilt, but it’s also how he can keep feeling guilty, and not move on. It gives him a way out when his life becomes unbearable, a way to avoid breaking under the strain. It gives him something other than himself that he can blame for his failures—it’s all because he has to be Spider-Man, so he doesn’t have time to improve his life. The world needs Spider-Man. He can’t attend night school or get an online degree because he has to go fight Doctor Octopus or the Kingpin, and there just isn’t time to do both.


      So he tells himself.


      But what it really is, is that he can’t let go. Spider-Man is, in a very real sense, all he has left of Uncle Ben. Aunt May has moved on, and Peter could—but deep down, he doesn’t want to.


      Because being Spider-Man is fun.


      And if he lets go of the guilt, if he admits to himself that his life is a mess and maybe Spider-Man should have a slightly lower priority, if he acknowledges that he’s done what he could to make up for letting Uncle Ben die—in short, if he grows up—then he’ll be letting Uncle Ben go, and he’ll be losing his excuse for spending so much of his time out there reveling in the sheer physical delight of swinging on his web, dodging danger, and punching out thugs.


      If he admits that he’s being Spider-Man for fun, rather than out of duty, then he can’t justify letting it ruin his life. The whole emotional structure he’s built up for so long will collapse.


      He’s not ready to face that. And with the system so wonderfully balanced, so perfectly self-sustaining, he probably never will be.


      For which all those New Yorkers whose purses might be snatched, who might be accosted in dark alleys, who might be injured or killed in the collateral damage of some super-villain’s attacks, can be very, very grateful.

    

  


  
    
      Wonder Woman: Diana Who?


      Diana, the Amazon princess from Paradise Island—that’s Wonder Woman, right? Clad in a red, white, blue, and gold costume, equipped with her magic lasso, her bulletproof bracelets, and other devices, she has come to Man’s World as a herald of peace; she has the strength of Hercules, the wisdom of Athena, the speed of Hermes, and the beauty of Aphrodite.


      So the karate-chopping chick in a white leather jumpsuit, traveling the world with an old blind Chinese guy and a tough-talking American P.I., is clearly someone completely different, right?


      Nope, that’s Wonder Woman, too.


      Honest, that’s her.


      If you don’t know what I’m talking about, bear with me; all will become clear. Although few people remember it—and some of those few would prefer not to—for about three years Wonder Woman was a very different character.


      You may ask, “How did that happen? What does it mean?” Well, that’s what I’m here to tell you.


      Let us quickly review the character’s history. Created just as the U.S. was entering the Second World War, Wonder Woman was deliberately designed by her creator, William Moulton Marston, as a feminist icon—a strong female character girls could look up to, as boys looked up to Superman and Batman. She was a success to the point that for decades, when people spoke of great American superheroes, the list usually ran “Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, and the rest.”


      Those early-forties years were the days of Rosie the Riveter, of women doing their part on the home front, of WACs and WAVEs. Although it was still very much a male-dominated society, women were expected to do their part in the workplace, in the military—and in comic books. Once Wonder Woman had blazed the trail there were lots of female superheroes in the comics of the period—Phantom Lady, Sun Girl, Venus, Mary Marvel, the Blonde Phantom, and dozens more, all the way down to the original Red Tornado.


      In the postwar world, though, women were sent back to the kitchen. In the movies the strong women played by Bette Davis and Katherine Hepburn were replaced by airheads played by Marilyn Monroe and Jayne Mansfield, while TV gave us the infantile antics of “I Love Lucy.”


      And in the postwar comics, romance comics were targeted at girls, and the surviving superheroes at boys; the likes of Moon Girl and Lady Luck faded away, until by the mid-fifties only Wonder Woman remained.


      Even she wasn’t exactly thriving; by the time the superhero revival of the so-called “Silver Age” began in 1956 Superman and Batman were still appearing in three titles apiece even without counting Superboy, while Wonder Woman was down to one bimonthly, and even in that one she had been toned down. Many of the more eccentric features of the character had been lost after Marston’s death; her sidekick Etta Candy had been written out, along with some of the bondage elements and the lesbian overtones, as part of the campaign to clean up the comics in the early fifties.


      (If you don’t know what bondage and lesbianism I’m talking about, you haven’t read a lot of the early Wonder Woman stories. It was pretty unmistakable. But it almost all got completely erased in the 1950s—the magic lasso stayed but got used far less, and sometimes a writer would remember that if a man bound her bracelets together she had to obey him, but the rest, the all-girl outings and the loving submission stuff, was gone without a trace.)


      By the 1960s Wonder Woman was a miserable shadow of her former glory; her adventures were virtually indistinguishable from those of any other DC hero. She spent her time battling lame supervillains like Angle Man and the King of Crime in incoherent, badly-drawn stories where Steve Trevor played the Lois Lane role of trying to convince her to marry him.


      Sales were terrible. Not surprising, considering what she had been reduced to, but still, they were terrible.


      When a title’s sales are terrible, there are really just two things you can do—you can cancel it, or you can revamp it. DC didn’t want to cancel Wonder Woman because under their original contract with the Marston family, then still in effect, if they ever stopped publishing the character for more than a set period of time (rumored to be two years) they would lose all claim to her; ownership would revert to the Marstons. The comic book might be losing money, but they were still profitably merchandising the character, and still thought she had untapped commercial potential.


      That meant it was time for a revamp.


      Comic books have a long history of revamping and reinventing characters, and generally speaking, there are two standard modes for doing it. One is to strip away all the accumulated clutter and take the character back to his roots—figure out just what the original appeal was and how it was lost, and try to get it back, streamlining the stories to remove distractions. The other is to modernize and reinvent the character—keep the core concept and throw out everything else, and build a new character around that concept. DC had successfully employed both these methods at various times, reinventing the Flash and Green Lantern, but taking Batman back to his roots.


      They had also botched them on occasion—the 1960s reinvention of the Blackhawks was a horror beyond description.


      With Wonder Woman, it’s not hard to imagine the editorial staff at DC Comics considering these two approaches and finding it an easy choice. Return her to her roots? Which roots would those be? The Amazon sent to bring peace to Man’s World, with the use of secret super-tech like telepathic radios? The leader of a gang of athletic young women who seem suspiciously friendly with each other and disinterested in men? The crypto-dominatrix with rope and cuffs? The golem daughter of Hippolyta who worships Athena and Aphrodite?


      Really, did any of that make any sense in the Swinging Sixties? Okay, maybe the bondage stuff… but would the Comics Code approve that?


      Let’s face it, the original Wonder Woman’s background was just weird, and more than a little kinky—and if you stripped all that away, all you were left with was a sort of female Superman, superhumanly strong and fast but with no real personality or motivation. There was no high concept like “last son of Krypton” or “dark avenger” to go with. “Amazon princess” just doesn’t carry the same impact.


      No, reinvention was clearly the way to go.


      So where does that get you? When DC reinvented the Flash, the basic concept was simple—the world’s fastest man. For Green Lantern, it was a guy with a magic ring. But what was the root concept for Wonder Woman?


      “Amazon princess” would be one approach—it’s been used in other, later revamps—but what the Powers That Were settled on in 1968 was apparently just “female superhero.” So if that’s your starting point, where do you go from there?


      Where they went—well, they appear to have looked around for female action heroes of the day, and found Diana Rigg playing Emma Peel on “The Avengers,” and Stephanie Powers as “The Girl from UNCLE,” and pretty much nothing else. American popular culture at the time had no equivalent of Buffy or Xena, and the folks at DC apparently didn’t want to try anything very daring—they were definitely more interested in following trends than in setting them at that time.


      Mrs. Peel and the girl from UNCLE were there, though, waiting to be imitated, so they determined to transform Wonder Woman from an Amazon in a one-piece swimsuit into a modishly-dressed karate-wielding super-spy.


      The first step was to dump all the existing background, none of which made sense for a spy, so the transformation began with an issue where the patron goddesses of the Amazons abruptly decided that “Man’s World” was becoming too powerful and intrusive, and that Paradise Island must therefore be transported into an alternate dimension and cut off from all contact with Earth. Princess Diana, a.k.a. Diana Prince, a.k.a. Wonder Woman, was informed that she must choose—return to Paradise Island and stay with her fellow Amazons forever, or remain on Earth, never to go home again, never to see her mother or her sister Amazons again. And as an extra kick in the head, if she stayed behind she would lose all her Amazon powers, as those came either from Amazon technology she would have to surrender, or from goddesses who were severing all ties to Earth. (One of the weirder aspects of the earliest Wonder Woman stories was how they blithely mixed high tech with magic—the Amazons were more scientifically and technologically advanced than the outside world, and they had goddesses supplying them with magic. Later versions tended to lose at least one of these two features.)


      Given this choice, Diana chose Earth, of course—if she hadn’t, the series would have ended. Her inexplicable and apparently asexual love for Steve Trevor would not permit her to leave Man’s World behind, so after tearful goodbyes to Queen Hippolyta and the rest, she watched as Paradise Island vanished “forever.” (In comic books, “forever” means “at least a couple of issues.”)


      She gave up her costume, which was the garb of an Amazon champion, along with her magic lasso, amazonium bracelets, boomerang tiara, and other weapons. She stopped calling herself “Wonder Woman,” as that was the title of an Amazon champion or a superheroine.


      Then she quit the Justice League, since she no longer had super-powers.


      That took care of her costume, her powers, her ties to other DC heroes, and the whole Amazon mythology—but they weren’t done with her yet. She had stayed on Earth to be with Steve Trevor.


      So the next step in reinventing her was to kill off Steve Trevor.


      This was not exactly a new idea; I think Steve Trevor may well hold the all-time record for “supposedly mortal character most often killed off and brought back,” and in comics that’s a heavily-contested title. He’s “died” over and over and over in the sixty-plus years since he first appeared, and his 1968 death was neither his first nor his last—but it may have been the longest-lasting.


      And it effectively left Princess Diana with nothing. She had given up her home, her family, her heritage, her super-powers, everything to be with this guy—who was now dead. She didn’t really have much else in the way of friends or family at that point, with Etta and the Holliday Girls all long gone, so this pretty thoroughly wiped her out emotionally. When she ran into trouble and found herself facing bad guys she could once have taken out in minutes, she was helpless. Without her super-powers she didn’t know how to fight.


      The writers had stripped away pretty much everything at that point, and were ready to rebuild her into the New, Improved Wonder Woman.


      Breaking someone down, stripping away his or her old life, in order to rebuild him better and stronger, is hardly a new idea; it’s been used in fiction for thousands of years, and in real life by religions, the military, and others. It’s a good, solid method for changing someone, real or fictional. DC had torn away everything Diana Prince had, and now it was time to give her a new life that would, they hoped, sell more comic books than the old.


      The first step was the appearance of a mysterious stranger, telling her that she need not be helpless after all, that she could rebuild her life and be a new Wonder Woman, even without her Amazon abilities.


      That might have been a nice idea if they’d handled it well, but alas, they didn’t. The mysterious stranger was an old blind Chinese guy in a dark suit and bowler hat, calling himself I Ching and prone to making pronouncements like, “Speed is useless if it rushes one to blank wall!”


      Even in 1968 that was an insulting ethnic stereotype, as well as a blatant Charlie Chan swipe. It didn’t help any that the colorist gave I Ching bright orange skin.


      And given that this was Wonder Woman, it didn’t help that he was male.


      One core element that had survived all the previous changes the series had gone through was that Wonder Woman was her own woman, not any man’s sidekick; she had always fought her battles as a man’s equal or better, and didn’t need a male to protect or guide her. Steve Trevor, however tedious a character he might have been, had never tried to tell her what to do; even Superman had respected her independence. She was a woman, not a girl. She had never acknowledged a male as her mentor, her better, or her teacher.


      Until now.


      Right there, quite aside from everything else, I think we have a very clear indication that the people responsible for the revamp had missed the point of the character, completely and totally.


      It didn’t really get better after that. I Ching did help Diana rebuild her life; he taught her karate, judo, and other mysterious Asian martial arts, advised her in finding a new career as the owner of a trendy boutique, and provided spiritual guidance. He fought beside her as she battled thugs, spies, saboteurs, and the minions of the mysterious Dr. Cyber—and when he did it was never very clear, at least not to me, which of them was the sidekick. This new Wonder Woman seemed incapable of functioning on her own.


      As if that weren’t enough, the writers then proceeded to shove various handsome detectives into the story, to accompany Diana on her various missions and provide at least the possibility of romance—first Tim Trench (who I believe was newly created for the role), and then Jonny Double (who had appeared in Showcase, but failed to get his own title). Where the old Wonder Woman had not needed any men, this new version appeared to need at least two.


      They really had thrown away everything and started fresh; the New Wonder Woman was not an independent super-hero, but a karate-chopping counter-spy working with two or more men as her advisors and teachers.


      It may have seemed like a good idea, a trendy thing to do, a way to build in a romantic element that they thought would attract girls as readers—but this lost everything that made the character unique, including the idea that she was a role model showing girls they didn’t need to depend on men.


      It wasn’t really Wonder Woman. This was a character named Diana Prince, but it was no longer the Wonder Woman William Marston had created back in the 1940s.


      And it apparently wasn’t a big hit with readers.


      I don’t have sales figures, but I do have the evidence of what DC published. Less than a year after sending Paradise Island away “forever” in issue #178, it reappeared in #183. (The title was bimonthly throughout this period, so that was an eight-month absence.) Oh, it was still in that alternate dimension, but somehow that wasn’t a problem any more—an Amazon messenger had no trouble reaching Earth and fetching Diana home to fight Ares, god of war. Who, it seemed, wanted the secret of inter-dimensional travel, which only Queen Hippolyta knew, but somehow the Amazons could still send a messenger while Hippolyta was in a coma; why Ares didn’t demand the messenger hand over the secret…


      Well, comic books have often had these little plot problems. The point is, DC had brought back all the mythic elements they had deliberated dumped less than a year earlier.


      This retreat to familiar ground might have been an attempt to stop a slump in sales, or it might have just been an editor having cold feet, but whatever DC’s reason was, it doesn’t seem that bringing back the Amazons produced a surge in sales, because after a two-part story Diana was back on Earth, once again without Amazon powers, fancy costume, or contact with Paradise Island, fighting international conspiracies alongside I Ching and the detective of the moment.


      At least she finally took charge of matters—after a few more issues it had at last become clear that she was the star, and I Ching was the sidekick. Ching no longer accompanied her everywhere; his role began to look more like her equivalent of Batman’s Alfred. And while she still nominally had no super-strength, her karate abilities reached superhuman levels.


      But the new format was still not a hit. By #199 DC was apparently getting a little desperate—they hired illustrator Jeff Jones to provide covers for two issues. The cover of #199, showing Diana Prince clad in a clingy white dress, kneeling and chained to the wall, looking frightened of the headsman behind her, was not exactly doing much for female empowerment, but it probably drew a few male readers.


      I doubt very much it attracted any girls, though. Wonder Woman had been created to be a role model for girls, and showing her chained and helpless… well, that’s not a role model I want for my daughter!


      When the Jones covers didn’t help, they threw Diana into an alternate world where she encountered Fritz Leiber’s sword-and-sorcery heroes, Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser. Fantasy was trendy at the time; presumably they thought this would boost sales.


      It didn’t.


      Finally, with #204, cover-dated February 1973, they gave up. They killed off I Ching, and put Wonder Woman back in costume, with her powers restored and Paradise Island back where it belonged, without explanation.


      (Yes, they should have explained how Paradise Island came back to Earth, and all the rest of it. They didn’t.)


      I don’t know exactly why they gave up; they never said, and the people who made the decision are gone. I can make some guesses, though.


      It might be that sales were so bad they felt they had nothing left to lose.


      It might be that the Marston family finally noticed and protested.


      Most likely, though, it was because DC had just sold the rights to the character to TV—the first made-for-TV movie, “The New Original Wonder Woman,” starring Lynda Carter, premiered in 1975. Figuring in the lead time to finalize the deal and then write, cast, and produce the flick, that would work out just about right. After all, it would hardly do to let the Hollywood producers who had just bought the rights to film the World War II era Amazon princess notice that the current issues on the newsstands featured a bad imitation of Diana Rigg’s Emma Peel instead of the character they thought they were getting.


      In fact, it seems clear that for a time the TV series was driving the comics—hardly an unheard-of situation, as any Batman fan knows. For a few issues the storyline shifted back to World War II, as that was when the TV show was set in its first season. When the show changed networks and moved back to the present, a change probably driven largely by the higher production costs of a period piece, the comics also returned to the present day.


      So it seems quite reasonable to assume it was the impending launch of the TV version that put an end to the “new Wonder Woman” and brought back the original.


      Was that a good thing? Probably—it’s doubtful whether even the possibility of relinquishing the character to the Marston family could have kept the comics alive indefinitely if the TV series had not stirred new interest and introduced the Amazon princess to an entire new generation. Underoos and lunchboxes featuring Lynda Carter undoubtedly brought in more money than the comic books throughout the late 1970s, and that income ensured that DC would not risk losing the character.


      After the TV show ended sales slumped again, and Wonder Woman has been revamped and relaunched repeatedly since 1986, trying to find a steady audience—but she’s generally been relaunched in the brightly-colored and highly marketable super-hero costume, and even when that’s been altered, no one has suggested bringing back the karate-chopping woman in go-go boots. Merchandising rights are far more important now than they were in 1968.


      But—well, in April 2006 DC did a major promotional stunt, relaunching several titles “One Year Later.” The storylines all skipped forward a year in time, and a special weekly series called 52 was begun to cover, week by week, what had happened during the “lost” year. About the only thing we readers knew about that year, initially, was that Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman had all been missing during that time, and had been out of public view somewhere.


      A new Wonder Woman title premiered as part of the “One Year Later” project, nominally monthly but actually only appearing very erratically. In the first issue we see that Diana’s “sister,” Donna Troy, has taken on the role of “Wonder Woman”—but on the last page we see Diana Prince, now a jumpsuit-clad agent of the Department of Metahuman Affairs. And in 52 #18, we learn that detective Tim Trench has apparently just died horribly while wearing Dr. Fate’s helmet.


      Also, at the end of the previous big event, “Infinite Crisis,” Paradise Island (known as Themyscira in the present version) had retreated into an alternate dimension to escape Brother Eye’s OMAC units.


      Okay, there’s way too much back-story to explain what all that means, but the short version is that DC has deliberately recreated several of the less-stupid elements of the ’60s revamp in a new context. Wonder Woman’s home island is inaccessible in another dimension. Tim Trench existed. Diana Prince is a super-agent, rather than a gaudily-clad superhero—she spent her year in exile reinventing herself.


      It’s not all the changes restored, by any means—Steve Trevor was alive and well, for one thing, and there’s no sign (thank heavens!) of I Ching.


      And it was only temporary, merely a nod to that long-lost continuity—regardless of what happened in her solo title, in the new Justice League of America Diana Prince was back in the classic Wonder Woman role, pretty much unchanged. The other bits were apparently just an acknowledgment that yes, that stuff happened, it’s part of the character’s history.


      There have been at least two more revamps since then (yes, there were three complete revamps in less than six years) that did not include any of the super-spy stuff, but still, I thought the 2006 version’s use of those elements was a nice gesture, a nod to that strange interlude when Diana Prince had no Amazon powers.


      So were there good things about that period? Did we lose anything when DC brought back the new original Wonder Woman?


      Well, when I first saw the revamped version as a teenager in 1968, I thought it was pretty cool. I hadn’t been reading Wonder Woman before that because frankly, the stories were stupid—over the years DC had leached out everything that had made the 1940s version interesting. Even my sisters, feminist as their attitudes were, all preferred reading the adventures of Superboy or Green Arrow to the dreary pap of the early-60s Wonder Woman. The new version was at least different, and I appreciated that. It was an attempt to do something a little more realistic, a little less mired in DC’s standard super-hero mold. Mike Sekowsky’s art, while it doesn’t look that great now, was better than what had gone before. I had high hopes for the series.


      But I gave up on it a dozen issues in, even before DC did; the stories were still stupid, just in a different way. The art was rushed, the coloring dreadful.


      Looking back at it now, and comparing it with some the far superior versions we’ve seen since, I’d have to say that it’s just as well that revamp failed. The idea of a strong female character fighting crime without the aid of super-powers is not a novelty these days, and there’s nothing in the “new Wonder Woman” that isn’t being done at least as well in modern titles like Birds of Prey. We don’t need it.


      The revamped version was very much a product of the 1960s, with Diana’s “mod” clothes and the presence of the absurd I Ching. It’s not as downright embarrassing in retrospect as some of the “trendy” stuff DC published at the time, such as Brother Power the Geek, but it’s very dated. It’s hard to imagine any way it could have held up through the eighties and nineties and into the twenty-first century. There just wasn’t enough to it to sustain it.


      Wonder Woman was created to be a feminist icon, an empowering symbol for growing girls, a fantasy they could aspire to, and a boutique-owning counter-spy with a male mentor just doesn’t cut it in that role. Super-powers granted by the Greek pantheon may be silly wish-fulfillment, but they’re still more satisfying than martial arts. Bouncing bullets off your bracelets is just cooler than kicking a gunman in the knee. And who wants a mysterious Oriental mentor telling her what to do?


      But most importantly, even though they may have given her the same name, and explained how the transformation came about, even though they incorporated some of the details into later versions, and even though she was sometimes an interesting character in her own right, when I look back at those old comics I have to admit that despite the title, despite the name Diana Prince…


      She wasn’t really Wonder Woman at all.

    

  


  
    
      How To Write Like Stan Lee


      Marvel Comics as we know it today is largely the product of what Stan Lee did in the sixties. Not to slight the other fine creators—Steve Ditko, Jack Kirby, and all the rest—but it was Stan who ran the place, Stan who edited all the superhero books.


      It was also Stan Lee who wrote most of them, at least in the sense of providing the dialogue. Many old-time Marvel fans credit Stan Lee with being one of the all-time great writers.


      Was he really?


      Well, after reading lots of those old comics, I don’t think he was. He was a fast writer, able to churn stuff out on short notice. He stole ideas right and left (or “borrowed,” if you prefer). He had a sense of humor and never took himself too seriously. He had what SF author Frederik Pohl calls “monkey tricks of style and plot” that made him look like a better writer than he was.


      If you doubt my opinion of his writing, go back and re-read something like Tales of Suspense, and think about what these people are actually saying. Try reading the dialogue aloud. Try analyzing the action, instead of letting it speed past so fast you don’t notice the stupidity of it all.


      Fact is, I think that just about anyone can write a circa-1965 Stan Lee story, if he or she knows the formula.


      First off, write fast. Keep the story going so fast that no one has time to notice holes in the plot or stupid mistakes. If anyone does notice, that’s one place where a sense of humor comes in—it can cover a lot of sloppiness. Stan Lee talked about how nutty he and the other people at Marvel were at least as far back as Sgt. Fury #1. By all accounts, the Marvel bullpen has been prone to hijinks at least since the early 50s; that started getting into the mags once Atlas became Marvel, and Stan made good use of it. Letter columns used it as an excuse for stupid mistakes—“Hey, so we said Tony Stark was Japanese, what do you expect from guys as crazy as we are?”


      As for plotting those fast-paced epics, the standard Stan Lee story fell into one of two categories, depending on whether the hero used muscles (Hulk, Thing, Thor, etc.) or brains (Iron Man, Mr. Fantastic, Dr. Strange). In the first category, the story consists of the two antagonists alternately pounding on each other. Let’s say it’s Hulk and Thor. Thor whacks Hulk with Mjolnir. Hulk is staggered, falls through side of building, and it looks like Thor has won. Then Hulk gets up, to everyone’s surprise, saying something like “It’ll take more than that to stop the Hulk!”, and punches Thor through the side of a bigger building. It looks dark for our hero, but then Thor digs his way out of the rubble saying, “By Odin’s beard! What manner of mortal is this? Methinks I must draw upon all my strength to defeat such a foe!” And he wallops the Hulk. And so on, for eight pages.


      The different styles of dialogue constitute most of the story’s characterization.


      The reason this sold comics is because first, the tide of battle is constantly shifting back and forth, which keeps the reader’s interest, and second, the characters come off as just stinking of determination and guts.


      The second category of story was the gadget story, epitomized by Iron Man vs. Titanium Man, where each character, instead of punching the other through a wall, keeps pulling new gadgets out of his hat. “What? You withstood the full blast of my Bifurcated Invertebrator! Well, it will do you no good, because I have yet in reserve my dreaded Chrono-Synclastic Infundibulum!”


      “Gasp! A Chrono-Synclastic Infundibulum! I have but seconds to counter its attack, and my armor is at its lowest ebb, but if I can just reach this switch—yes! I’ve done it! I’ve activated the Cosmic Dehumidifier!”


      Notice that this last speech could be in either a speech balloon or a thought balloon. The line between dialogue and thought is pretty vague in these stories; Stan Lee’s characters are always muttering or exclaiming to themselves about what’s happening.


      With Dr. Strange, the characters used spells instead of gadgets, but the principle is the same as with the gadget heroes.


      Mixed battles are possible, of course. When pitting a gadget hero against a muscle villain, the villain smashes gadget after gadget until finally the hero tries the right one. When pitting muscle hero against gadget villain, the hero just keeps punching until the villain can’t believe he’s still coming, and finally the good guy lands a punch on the villain’s jaw before collapsing in utter exhaustion.


      Right there, you have the essence of Stan Lee’s writing. The reason it worked is because he buried that basic plot under so much heavy emotion (“But I can’t waste time to brawl with this bruiser! I must deliver Aunt May’s chocolates or her birthday will be ruined!”) that nobody ever noticed just how simple and stupid the stories were.


      I’m not saying that he never did other, more original plots, just that he used these most of the time. Anyone who wants to plot a Stan Lee story need only pick hero and villain, coin lots of names for silly gadgets, figure out what the combatants can hit each other with, and throw in some emotional complication to give the fight importance—the villain killed the hero’s buddy, or the fight is distracting the hero from something important, or the hero is too busy worrying about some mundane problem to pay attention to the guy trying to clobber him.


      As for dialogue, mix and match your cliches.


      I like to think that standards are a bit higher today, and that you couldn’t get away with this sort of story too often—but I’m not sure.


      Here’s a quick example of how a Stan Lee story might go. Pick a hero: Spider-Man. Pick a villain: The Mandarin. (I don’t think this match-up ever happened, but what the heck, let’s try it.) Add a problem: Aunt May is dying again, and Pete needs to deliver her botulism antidote.


      We need to get the hero and villain together, of course, so we contrive something.


      New York’s in the middle of a transit strike, so Pete suits up, and Spidey starts swinging across the rooftops, precious vial in hand.


      The Mandarin engineered the strike to disrupt the city while he stole something he needed from a midtown laboratory—let’s say it’s a tailored microbe that he plans to use to infect the U.S. Army with lackadaisicality.


      Spidey swings across that particular lab’s rooftop just as the Mandarin prepares to blast his way in, and Mandy assumes it’s intentional.


      “So, arachnid!” (Villains never call heroes by their official names; union rules, I guess.) “I don’t know how you learned of my scheme, but it will do you no good! Such as you cannot stop the might of the Mandarin!” (Villains also like to refer to themselves in the third person and equate the part to the whole—there’s a fancy term for that that I don’t remember, and since I’m playing Stan Lee I don’t take time to look it up.)


      Spidey thinks, “Oh, no! I can’t waste time here, but if I don’t stop this fiend millions could die!”


      The Mandarin shoots something at Spidey from a ring, saying, “My electron beam will reduce you to atoms!” Spidey dodges and throws a punch. His fist bounces off a force-field.


      The Mandarin shoots something at Spidey from a ring, saying, “My proton beam will teach you who is the master here!” Spidey dodges and throws another, harder punch. His fist bounces off the force-field.


      Time for more dialogue: “What am I hitting? What will it take to stop this joker? How will I reach Aunt May in time?”


      The Mandarin shoots something at Spidey from a ring, saying, “You cannot dodge forever, fool! My positronic ray will obliterate you!” Spidey dodges and knocks a chimney on top of him. It bounces off the force-field.


      The Mandarin shoots something at Spidey from a ring, saying, “Die, fool! You cannot escape my interdimensional crevice tool!” Spidey fails to dodge, and is flattened, but forces himself to get up again, thinking, “I can’t fail now! Aunt May needs me!”


      “And still you persist! Your stamina is beyond comprehension!” The Mandarin shoots something at Spidey from a ring.


      Spidey struggles to his feet and throws a punch, with some comment like, “Got to put everything I have into this, make this one count!”


      So powerful is the blow that the Mandarin is staggered, even through his force-field. Fear shows on his face.


      “You have hurt me, insect! And you show no signs of yielding! I cannot spare the time to give you the thrashing you deserve! We will meet again another day!”


      He teleports away, and a badly-injured Spidey limps on toward the hospital, thinking, “Will I be in time?”


      Continued next month.


      Now, if this was to be a multi-part series, Spidey and the Mandarin would have accidentally exchanged vials, leaving Pete with the lackadaisical microbe and Mandy with the botulism serum, requiring them to hunt each other down. In all likelihood, lackadaisicality would turn out to be a previously-undiscovered cure for botulism.


      Of course, I’ve skimped on the dialogue, since this is just an outline; the final story would have lots more pomposity from the Mandarin and worry from Spidey.


      See how easy it is? Feel free to try this at home, kiddies—anyone can do it. It took me twenty minutes to write this outline. Now you know how Stan Lee could find time to write all those stories!

    

  


  
    
      Mix ’n’ Match Superheroes


      Excerpted from a column in Comics Buyer’s Guide


      Ever notice the parallels between heroes at different companies? The suspicious similarities? Of course you have! The publishers haven’t made any real attempt to hide them, after all. Right from the start, superheroes have tended to fall into categories.


      For example, underwater types. Timely/Marvel had Sub-Mariner, DC/National had Aquaman, and wasn’t there a Hydroman somewhere?


      Battling bowmen—Hawkeye, Green Arrow.


      Speedsters—The Flash, the Whizzer (a name that cracks me up whenever I think about it funny), Quicksilver, Johnny Quick, and so forth.


      Shrinkers—Doll Man, the Atom, Ant-Man.


      Magicians—Zatara, Dr. Strange, Monako, Dr. Fate, Yarko, Mandrake…this list could go on for pages, as it was one of the most popular categories in the early days.


      Creatures of the night—Batman, Moon Knight, the Shadow, and the Spirit started out as one but didn’t stay that way.


      Stretching sleuths—Plastic Man, Mister Fantastic, Elongated Man, Elastic Lad.


      Patriotic heroes—Captain America, the Shield, the Patriot, Mr. America (who became the Americommando), Miss Liberty, Miss America, Uncle Sam, and scads of others—not to mention the recent spate of non-U.S. ones, mostly from Marvel, such as the Red Guardian, Captain Canuck, Captain Britain, Union Jack, and turkeys like the Arabian Knight.


      Wielders of talismans—Green Lantern, Starman, Dial H for Hero, whoever’s got the Cosmic Cube this month.


      There are even the super-fatties—Bouncing Boy, Fatman the Human Flying Saucer, DC’s Fatman (Mr. America’s sidekick), and so forth.


      And of course, all-around powerhouses—Superman, Captain Marvel (the original Big Red Cheese), Hyperion, Thor, and so forth.


      I’m sure I’ve missed examples of each category, and probably forgotten entire categories, for that matter. Corrections and additions are welcome.


      Obviously, these duplications come about because coming up with a truly original superhero is tough. Coming up with a truly original anything is tough; that’s why the government grants patents and copyrights, to encourage people to come up with original stuff. People faced with deadlines and/or grouchy editors who need a new hero fast are much more likely to swipe an idea that worked for someone else than to invent something new. It’s safer, for one thing.


      Anyone who’s ever worked in television, or even just watched television, knows that the same thing happens there.


      Sometimes it’s hard to figure out who came up with the idea in the first place. Often the characters that seem the most original can be traced back to earlier sources; sometimes the originality is just in combining ideas, not creating them. I suspect Superman of being a combination of several ideas, taken from Doc Savage, Philip Wylie’s Gladiator, and so forth.


      When I was a kid, I assumed that Namor was stolen from Aquaman; after all, Aquaman had been around since before I was born, while as far as I knew the Sub-Mariner first appeared in 1962. It came as a shock to realize that the Sub-Mariner, created in 1939, was the original and Aquaman, who I believe first appeared in 1941, the imitation.


      Sometimes the great originals are easy to spot—Plastic Man, for example. Other times they aren’t—I have no idea who the first comic-book magician hero was.


      And there are some categories that I wonder about. Why haven’t there been more imitations? The Human Torch, for example. I guess there may have been imitations once, but none have survived. And while Iron Man himself is apparently descended from Electro, Marvel of the Age, why haven’t there been more imitations of him? Or are Cyborg and the Doom Patrol’s Robotman to be considered Iron Man imitations?


      Or to be a little more obscure, what about Kid Eternity?


      Then there are those that leave you wondering why anybody bothered to imitate them. Doll Man, for example—why did anyone bother to create Ant-Man or the Atom? I admit that Hank Pym became a good ongoing character in various identities, but most of the time he was growing, not shrinking; let’s face it, Ant-Man has never been a very successful concept. As for the Atom—well, back when his adventures were drawn by Gil Kane I read them if I couldn’t get anything better, but that’s the most I can say for him. I honestly don’t understand why these characters have survived when other worthies like Rima the Jungle Girl or Ultra the Multi-Alien have vanished.


      Ultra the Multi-Alien—at least nobody was ever fool enough to imitate him! Original, yes; worth trying, no. You need more than originality. You need a concept that has some sort of dramatic appeal. Raw strength such as the Hulk or Superman has, for example, has a built-in appeal, but it’s been done so often that it won’t work all by itself any more.


      I’m not sure there’s anything left that will work all by itself. So what we need are new combinations.


      Of course, some combinations have been tried—Super-American, for example, had a short run in Fiction House’s Fight Comics and presumably combined the patriotic hero with the powerhouse hero. But what about, say, combining super-speed with shrinking, so that our hero can move faster as he gets smaller? Or Stretcho the Great, the elastic magician? Or cross the Human Torch with Batman and get a hero who bursts into flame in dark alleys, lighting up the gloom of the underworld. Cross Zatana with Black Bolt, and you have a magician who can do anything by saying it backwards—but who destroys the entire area every time he says a spell.


      Maybe I’m beginning to get silly here. Ah… cross the Blue Beetle with the Red Tornado and the White Tiger, and you get Captain America?


      Yep, I’m getting silly.

    

  


  
    
      A Few Questions for Comics Fans


      Excerpted from a column in Comics Buyer’s Guide


      


      Can the Hulk blush? If so, what color does he turn? What about the Thing? And can either of them get a tan? If so, what color would that be?


      Speaking of the Thing, can he get zits? Or would they be pebbles?


      If the Sentinels and other anti-mutant groups are out to wipe out all mutants, why do they keep picking on the super-powerful ones? Why not tackle the easy ones first, the ones who can, say, wiggle their ears where their parents couldn’t? They’re mutants, too—except I guess the word means something different in the Marvel universe.


      Ever wonder why there are so many continued stories, and why they sometimes go on longer than they should? It’s because long stories are easier to write—you’ve got longer to come up with an ending, and lots of room to cover up plot holes with sub-plots. That’s why I write novels for a living instead of short stories.


      If Black Bolt had laryngitis, how would he know it? What if he needed to speak to blast some enemy and discovered he couldn’t?


      Just how many variations and adaptations of “A Christmas Carol” have there been in comics over the years, anyway?


      Has anyone else ever noticed how many of the covers for G.I. Combat, particularly from the mid-seventies, have the same concept—the Haunted Tank avoiding one menace while the crew sighs with relief, and we, the readers, can see that grinning Nazis are waiting right around the next corner? I’ve given this title the Evans Award for the Most Repetitious Covers.


      This has nothing to do with comics, but the most noticeable cultural difference I noticed between Kentucky and Massachusetts back in the 1980s, when I lived in Kentucky but frequently visited family back in Massachusetts, was that people in Massachusetts wore purple coats a lot more. Someone told me once that the color purple is inherently decadent—does this mean Massachusetts is decadent? Does it mean the Hulk’s pants are decadent?


      Spider-Man can stick to walls, right? What’s it feel like to shake hands with him?


      When the Hulk was rampaging about, in the good old days, and the U.S. Army was trying to stop him with tanks and planes, why didn’t they just use nerve gas? If they didn’t want to kill him, what were they doing with those bombs and guns? If they did want to kill him, why didn’t they just try a little neurotoxin? Since he was affected by knock-out gas, nerve gas should have killed him easily.


      Speaking of the Hulk, whatever happened to the Gamma Bomb after that fateful test? Does the U.S. on Marvel-Earth have them stockpiled? If not, why not? Too dangerous, you say? For the U.S. government? Oh, come on, get serious.


      Don’t try and tell me no one could build one without Banner, because anyone who knows anything about how science actually works can tell you that’s nonsense. Once people know it can be done, figuring out how isn’t that hard for an expert in the field. Nobody’s that far ahead of his contemporaries.


      If the U.S. on DC Earth has all those extra cities—Gotham City, Metropolis, and so on—why hasn’t it got a much larger population than the U.S. here on Earth-Prime? It apparently doesn’t, going by various references. Maybe some cities that we have are missing? Which ones? Jersey City, I suppose, since that’s where Gotham is—no great loss. Any others?


      When Mr. Fantastic goes diving, does he get the bends?


      How many of you out there knew that the Black Canary—the original one, anyway—could control a flock of wild black canaries, and summon them to her rescue when she needed help? Really! Just check out Comic Cavalcade #25! Does Roy Thomas know about this? Thanks to Ricky Burns for bringing this vital fact to my attention.


      Mutants breed true—at least in our universe; it’s part of the definition of a mutant as opposed to a sport. A mutant’s kids should have the same abilities the parent had, even if the parent lost whatever it was. Imagine if Ororo had half a dozen kids and there was a family disagreement—talk about your stormy arguments!

    

  


  
    
      Television

    

  


  
    
      Firefly: The Heirs of Sawney Beane


      Revised; original version published in Finding Serenity


      One of the annoyances in Fox’s insistence on showing the episodes of “Firefly” out of order was that it messed up the introduction of various elements of the Alliance universe. We first encountered the Reavers in “Bushwhacked,” rather than in “Serenity,” which left some of us—me, at any rate—wondering whether Reavers were real.


      After all, in “Bushwhacked” they’re never seen, merely described, and the circumstances are such that one is left wondering whether the stories are even remotely accurate. Couldn’t it be that the “Reavers” are actually aliens, whose space humanity is intruding upon? Might there be no Reavers at all, but only some form of space madness that causes people to turn on one another?


      But then when the two-hour pilot finally aired we got to see that yes, the Reavers are real, and they are nominally human, or at least fly human-built spacecraft—though they do so in suicidal fashion, with the shielding removed. It wasn’t meant to be a question; we should have known by the time we saw “Bushwhacked” that the Reavers are real.


      But can you blame anyone for wondering? After all, how likely is it that there would be communities of degenerate cannibals cruising the frontiers, preying on whoever came their way? Not savage natives of the hinterlands, but the descendants of civilized humanity, still able to fly spaceships. And why would one of their victims, as seen in “Bushwhacked,” try to become a Reaver himself?


      We did eventually have it all explained to us in the movie “Serenity,” but when all we had to go on was the TV series, we had to make do with what we saw there.


      At first glance, it seems absurd that an entire group of humans could sink to such a level while still able to work together and operate their spaceships.


      Well… perhaps it’s not as absurd as all that. The historical record apparently shows at least one case of a group of civilized people reverting to cannibalistic savagery for an extended period: the story of Sawney Beane and his family.


      According to the most common version of the story, Sawney Beane was born late in the 16th century and raised in a perfectly ordinary Scottish family; accounts differ on exactly where. As a young man, though, he decided he did not care to spend his life at the back-breaking toil he had seen his father do, and instead he and his similarly-inclined girlfriend fled the town one night and took up residence in a cave, whence they proceeded to rob and murder unwary travelers. The entrance to the cave was underwater except at low tide, so they were safely hidden by the sea much of the time, and able to carry on their criminal career largely undetected. Fearful of being recognized as thieves when they ventured into town to buy the supplies they needed, they did not dare attempt to barter or sell any of the jewelry or other valuables they collected, but used only the coins.


      Most travelers of the day did not carry much cash, and there weren’t that many people who dared travel alone in the first place, so the take was meager, not enough to fill the young couple’s bellies reliably—especially not once their children started to arrive. There was also the matter of disposing of the bodies of their victims.


      You can see where this is going, I’m sure; they solved both problems with a single solution by butchering and eating their victims.


      For twenty-five years, they lived hidden in their seaside cave, feasting on human flesh. In that quarter-century they produced fourteen children and thirty-two grandchildren, the grandchildren all being the result of incest, since none of the children were ever allowed any contact with anyone outside the family.


      And all of this clan, it seems, subsisted largely on human flesh; the reports estimate something over a thousand victims.


      Finally, the accounts say, a large group of travelers interrupted the Beanes in the process of attacking a couple; they rounded a bend in the road to see a horde of savages swarming around a husband and wife. The woman had already been dragged from her horse and slaughtered, but the man had drawn his sword and had been fighting for his life when the larger party arrived.


      Seeing themselves badly outnumbered by the new arrivals, the cannibals fled. The travelers, unprepared as they were, did not pursue them immediately, but noted the route of their departure, then attended to the survivor, listening to his tale of horror, tending his wounds, and seeing that his wife’s mutilated corpse was properly covered.


      This was the break in the case that the authorities had needed; they used bloodhounds to track the Beanes back to their lair, although even then, it was not until the search happened by the right spot at low tide that they were able to locate the cave’s well-concealed mouth.


      Moving swiftly, so that their prey would not escape them, the King’s men gathered on the shore and pursued the criminals into the cave. A large party of soldiers entered the Beanes’ home, lighting their way with torches, and after making their way up a long passage reached the family’s quarters.


      They were horrified at what they found—the carcasses of men and women strung up like sides of beef, severed limbs scattered about, while countless human bones and a fortune in clothing and valuables were piled together to one side, testifying to two and a half decades of terror.


      With the cave’s entrance blocked by the troops the entire family was easily rounded up, and at the direction of King James I of England they were taken immediately to the city of Leith, where they were summarily executed—the men by having their limbs chopped off and being left to bleed to death, while the women and children were burned alive in three great fires. Most protested vigorously the entire time, insisting they had done nothing wrong, but only what they needed to do to survive.


      This is the basic tale, as reported fairly consistently from 1719 on.


      If it could happen in 17th-century Scotland, why not on the frontiers of space in the far future? The very basis of “Firefly” is that even centuries from now and light-years from Earth, human beings will still behave like human beings, and will create the same familiar problems for ourselves that we always have. The Reavers are the heirs of Sawney Beane, living in the cave of space, preying on unwary travelers, sunk into cannibalistic barbarism. They produce nothing, they have no contact with the rest of humanity—they’re subhuman parasites.


      Terrifying subhuman parasites.


      One aspect of the story of Sawney Beane is that after a quarter-century of slaughter, the Beanes got very good at it; the accounts of that final attack say that they pulled the woman from her horse so quickly she had no time to react, and they had disemboweled her almost before she reached the ground. Practice can make one an expert at almost anything, even murder.


      On “Firefly,” nobody ever even suggests actually fighting the Reavers—if the Reavers catch you it’s just a question of how you die, because this is what they do, killing people, and they’re experts. You can die fighting, die cowering, or kill yourself before they reach you, but the idea of surviving a Reaver attack—well, that doesn’t happen. Not really.


      And in “Bushwhacked,” we see exactly that. Mal Reynolds knows it, and lays it out for us—after seeing the kind of horror the Reavers perpetrate, any “survivors” try to become Reavers themselves, because you can’t live with that kind of memory and still be a rational human being. It’s a sort of extreme version of the Stockholm syndrome, where hostages come to identify with their captors.


      But there’s nothing like that in the Sawney Beane story; they never left anyone alive until that final failed attack, never recruited anyone from outside the family. I do not mean to say that there’s any particular reason that Reavers should be modeled exclusively on Sawney Beane, but it’s interesting how similar the stories otherwise are—and that this part of the story doesn’t follow the Beane pattern.


      That doesn’t mean that it doesn’t fit any pattern, though. Human literature is full of stories of people driven by encounters with monsters to become monsters themselves—in European legend those bitten by a werewolf become werewolves, in some American Indian tales a wendigo’s victims become wendigos, and more relevantly, there are many stories about people forced into cannibalism in an emergency who then develop a taste for human flesh and find ways to keep consuming it long after the emergency is past.


      But does it really happen?


      In 1846 a group of settlers known as the Donner party was trapped by early snow in the mountains of eastern California, and resorted to cannibalism to survive—those who died were eaten by the rest. Out of eighty-three in the group, forty-five survived and eventually returned to civilization; it’s believed at least half of those forty-five, perhaps far more, had tasted human flesh. Most of them were young and healthy, and lived long lives afterward.


      There’s no evidence at all that any of them had any interest in repeating the experience. Of the forty-five, just one is reported to have been later mocked by his neighbors as a crazy old cannibal, and even in his case there’s no sign he ever did anything to harm anyone after that horrible winter; the experience seems to have damaged him with what we would now call “post-traumatic stress disorder,” or PTSD, but it hardly turned him into a monster.


      In 1972 the survivors of a plane crash in the Andes ate the bodies of their dead companions; again, this doesn’t seem to have given any of them a craving for long pig.


      Or simply look at any of the tribes known to have practiced cannibalism; most of them had no great difficulty in giving it up.


      Getting away from the specific issue of cannibalism, people who have survived horrific experiences—anything from abusive childhoods to the death camps of Nazi Germany or the killing fields of Cambodia—almost never show any interest in re-living any part of the experience; on the contrary, they tend to be hyper-vigilant in avoiding anything of the sort.


      It’s those who survived the camps who swore “Never again.” Surely we’ve all heard tales of Holocaust survivors who still keep an escape kit ready, who are constantly wary of police or other authorities, who respond to “It can’t happen here” with “That’s what we thought in 1933.”


      But on the other hand, consider the Stockholm syndrome, where hostages make common cause with their captors. This is a very real phenomenon, the most famous example being heiress Patty Hearst’s kidnaping by the Symbionese Liberation Army, which resulted in her joining up as a revolutionary—but does it have any long-term effects? Does it last after the victims are freed?


      Amazingly, yes. In the case that gave the pattern its name, a hostage-taking in Stockholm in 1973, the victims considered their captors to be friends, to the point one woman got engaged to one of the criminals months afterward.


      Stockholm syndrome is now recognized as a survival mechanism—by bonding with their captors, victims force those captors to see them as human beings like themselves, rather than as a threat or an annoyance that can be readily disposed of.


      Psychologists have recognized four factors that are needed to bring about Stockholm syndrome:


      A perceived threat to one’s survival and a belief that the captor would carry out the threat.


      Some small kindness from the captor to the captive—such as allowing him to live.


      Isolation from perspectives other than those of the captor.


      Seeing no chance of escape.


      Those all obviously apply in “Bushwhacked.” The lone surviving settler saw the rest of his company slaughtered, so there was obviously a threat to his survival; he was allowed to live; he was left alone aboard an abandoned wreck, where the chances that the ship would ever be found were slim.


      So here, perhaps, is an explanation for that would-be Reaver. No, he didn’t develop a craving for human flesh, nor was he possessed by the evils he had seen—but he identified with the Reavers in an extreme case of Stockholm syndrome, in an attempt to survive. He saw them ruthlessly slaughter anyone and anything aboard the settlers’ ship—except each other. The only way to be sure of surviving the Reavers was to be a Reaver.


      And now that he’s rescued, he does his best to become one—not because it’s the only way to deal with the horrors he’s seen, but in case they come back.


      No, that’s not rational—but neither are Reavers, and neither are our survival instincts. The odds are excellent that he’ll never see the Reavers again; after all, most of the billions of citizens of the Alliance never encounter them—but he’s had that long shot come in once, and he had a second long shot come in when he survived the attack…


      So he’s not taking chances. To him, in his damaged, unthinking state, the fact that it’s far more likely he’ll get killed (as in fact he does) by acting like a Reaver than that he’ll ever encounter Reavers again just isn’t going to register. He knows what he saw, he knows how to survive it, and he does what he must.


      To Mal Reynolds, it’s a matter of a mind being broken, a soul destroyed, by what it’s experienced—the survivor can’t cope with the horror except by becoming a monster. He’s been bitten by the werewolf, clawed by the wendigo, and must become one.


      That certainly fits with the myth, but the reality, surely, is simply the Stockholm syndrome writ large—our survivor has moved Reavers to an uncontested first place on his personal threat list, and knows, to the bottom of his heart, that the only thing the Reavers won’t kill is another Reaver. He has presumably seen what Zoe described in “Serenity”—seen the Reavers rape people to death, seen them eat their victims’ flesh, and seen them sew their victims’ skin into their clothing—and he wants, more than anything else, to be sure that doesn’t happen to him.


      That this will make him a monster himself—well, he probably doesn’t care.


      Had he lived, he might have defended himself by saying that he was just trying to survive, that he was only pretending to be a Reaver—but as Kurt Vonnegut says in Mother Night, “We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful what we pretend to be.”


      This sort of effect is quite likely something the Reavers want, so far as they want anything beyond blood, death, and terror. It makes their jobs easier if their victims are so utterly terrified that they don’t dare fight back; in fact, I’d suspect that they leave these occasional survivors deliberately, just to promote their own legend and weaken resistance.


      And it might help their own mental health, if you can call it that—they can tell themselves that the way their victims imitate them shows that they’re right, that their lifestyle is natural and reasonable for human beings, as demonstrated by the way other people adopt it once they’ve seen it in action.


      Which brings us back to Sawney Beane. While there are no detailed transcripts, he and his clan are alleged to have gone to their deaths protesting vigorously, saying they had just done what they needed to do to survive; the children and grandchildren in particular had no reason to think they were doing anything wrong, or even unusual, since they had never known any other life.


      Do the Reavers know they’re human? Do they remember where they came from?


      Jayne says, “They ain’t men.” Mal says they are, albeit pretty poor ones. What do they think, themselves?


      The TV series left us with so many questions. How did they get there? Did they start out as ordinary pirates, and degenerate?


      It’s clear from one single observed fact that they really are degenerate, that it’s not an act put on to enhance their terrifying reputation—they fly ships with unshielded reactors.


      That’s suicidal. It’s insane.


      But do the Reavers know that? They know how to operate their ships, and presumably how to repair them, but do they understand how they work?


      Before “Serenity,” we had to ask whether they were civilized men gone bad, like Sawney Beane, or were they the grandchildren, unaware they could ever be anything better than they are? Could it be that the Reavers, monsters though they are, did have families and raise children, whom they brought up in the family trade, as the Beanes did, and these children are unaware that they’re monsters? Those unshielded reactors would seem to imply that they don’t know what they’re doing, that they’re innocents, in their monstrous way. It may be that these people lost their humanity over several generations, rather than in a single lifetime—we’re never told, on the series, how long the Reaver menace has existed. Long enough for tales to be widespread, but not universal—how long is that, in the “Firefly” ’Verse?


      Or perhaps the reactors are unshielded because the Reavers really are suicidal—they do know who and what they are, and are deliberately courting death out of some lingering remnant of guilt or shame. Even once we learn their origin, we don’t know all that much about their psychology beyond the fact that they’re driven by uncontrollable, inhuman, drug-induced rage. There may be lingering humanity beneath the madness—guilt, fear, and empathy, utterly swamped by their fury, but not actually gone. Maybe they are suicidal on some level.


      But there are so many faster, easier ways to die in space! Perhaps it’s not an actual guilt-induced death-wish, but merely fatalism. They don’t care whether they live or die. Whatever might once have motivated them, other than rage, has presumably been lost, and nothing has filled that void; they have no morality we would recognize, make no effort to improve themselves—but they don’t simply suicide, either. Perhaps the drug that destroyed their humanity has left them so empty they cannot even bring themselves to care enough about anything but aggression and hatred to do that!


      But why prey on others? Why not fight one another, instead of raiding elsewhere? No, on some level they must still want to survive, even if it’s only to destroy—the dead can’t kill.


      Even after the movie, there are so many unanswered questions about the Reavers, and before we got our explanation in “Serenity” they really were rather hard to believe in. Could there really be such a culture surviving out there, interstellar heirs of Sawney Beane? Especially since Sawney Beane probably never existed.


      I imagine you protesting at that, given what I said earlier in this essay, and I don’t blame you; I did write as if Beane’s history were fact. And for more than a century and a half, the tale was indeed accepted as fact—from 1719 until the 1890s no one seriously questioned the story. There were all those lovely corroborating details—the name of king who had the Beanes executed, the place the execution took place, and all the rest of it.


      But then some spoilsport historians began taking a closer look, and began noticing things like the fact that the name Sawney Beane doesn’t seem to appear anywhere prior to 1719, even though he was allegedly executed about a century earlier. They noticed that the stories say that James I took four hundred men to Scotland to hunt down the Beanes, but that records of King James’ reign make no mention of any such expedition; one would expect some documentation any time a company of four hundred soldiers went traipsing off after a gang of cannibals with the king himself in command.


      They checked the court records at Leith, and found no mention of the execution of forty-eight murderers at the king’s express order. The stories say that the niceties of trial and sentencing were dispensed with, and that Sawney and his sons had their limbs lopped off and were left to bleed to death, while the women and children were burned alive; while that’s certainly not any more barbaric than some very real killings, it is the sort of thing that would be recorded as an event of some moment—exsanguination and burning were not common methods of execution, even in the 17th century.


      There’s also the whole question of how a thousand travelers could be murdered in a thinly-populated area like 17th-century eastern Scotland without creating an immense panic that would have been mentioned in any number of contemporary accounts.


      It seems likely, then, that the whole story was made up, and its publication in 1719 in a book of stories about famous criminals was intended not so much to accurately record history as to help sell lurid books.


      Yet readers believed it implicitly for well over a century; no one seriously questioned it. Even now, many people believe it—I’ve heard it told as fact, and only learned just how unlikely it is to be true when I began researching this essay.


      Why are people so eager to believe in stories like this, stories telling us that civilization is only a thin veneer, easily sloughed off when it becomes inconvenient? In fact, ordinary people are capable of appalling atrocities, of ferocity and cruelty as bad as anything found in the animal kingdom. We need only look at the historical record to find innumerable instances, from soldiers collecting ears to conquerors building pyramids of skulls, from abusive parents torturing their own children to religious persecutions in every century, from pogroms to death camps, of how hideous human behavior can be—but in almost every case, the participants in these abominations returned to human civilization and went about their lives afterward. The survivors of the Donner Party did not become slavering monsters living in caves like Sawney Beane. Soldiers who committed ghastly atrocities returned home to marry and raise children. Civilization is not a veneer we can easily lose forever at all—instead, it’s something we can close away temporarily, and restore when the crisis is over.


      But that’s not how the stories tell it, because that’s not how we want it. We tell each other that our humanity is delicate and precious, that if we go too far it will be irretrievably lost, because if we admit that we can be monsters and then become human again and go on as if nothing had happened, then it’s that much more tempting to be monsters. It’s like a mother telling her child, “If you keep making faces like that, your face will freeze that way!” It’s not true, the mother knows it’s not true, often even the child knows it’s not true, but it reduces the temptation to make faces, because hey, what if your face did freeze like that?


      What if committing an atrocity did mean you could never be human again?


      So we tell ourselves stories of people who became monsters and could never again be human.


      I started out by saying that the Reavers might seem absurd, were it not for known cases like Sawney Beane. Now, we see that Sawney Beane probably never existed—that in fact, I haven’t been able to find any reliably-reported cases of small groups reverting to that sort of extreme barbarism for an extended period. Does that mean that the Reavers are absurd, an impossible element in the otherwise vaguely plausible backdrop of “Firefly,” merely another cautionary tale with no basis in reality?


      Well, sort of; if we take them at face value, as the heirs of Sawney Beane, then yes, they do start to look a bit ridiculous, like the monsters in old campfire tales that may scare you when you’re out in the dark woods, but just seem silly by daylight. After all, how could such a vicious culture survive out there? What do they do for food? Yes, they’re cannibals, but in order to sustain a viable fighting population they would need to eat a lot of people; they wouldn’t be a mere legend to the inner worlds, but a menace the Alliance would be determined to wipe out. Not to mention just how unhealthy a diet of nothing but human flesh is. Historically, cannibals have eaten people for ritual reasons or in emergencies, not as a regular diet; it’s just not practical to live entirely on humans.


      Where do they get fuel for their ships? We know that Serenity needs lots of expensive fuel; presumably all ships do. Where are the Reavers getting theirs? Even after we learn that they had an entire formerly-civilized planet as their home base, would it have enough fuel stored away to supply them for decades?


      Why do they leave the ships they attack as intact as they do? Why haven’t they stripped the wrecks of every salvageable spare part, every trace of food, every bit of fuel? The drifting wreck in “Bushwhacked” still had all its air—and they left uneaten corpses aboard! How can they afford to leave that food supply behind?


      Clearly, these are not true scavengers. They do look impossible, and it’s easy to see why the people of the core planets consider them a myth.


      But we know the Reavers are out there! How can this be?


      Well, “Serenity” gave us one explanation, but before the movie’s release I came up with my own theories.


      One possibility was that Joss Whedon and company didn’t think this thing through, and just came up with scary monsters without working out the details, but I think we can dismiss that theory for a very simple, obvious reason: It’s no fun. So what other choices do we have?


      We knew at least one large shipful of these terrifying raiders existed, and probably more than one, going by the reactions of Serenity’s crew to the events of “Serenity” and “Bushwhacked.” We knew they needed food, fuel, and resources to keep their ships flying and their crews healthy—or as healthy as they can be, flying with unshielded reactors and eating human flesh—and that their depredations couldn’t really be supplying all their needs, or they would be much more thorough in their scavenging.


      So they must have some other source of supply.


      Which means, I thought, that someone is deliberately funding and supplying the Reavers.


      It’s the only possibility I could see. As I’ve said, despite how common it is in fiction, we have no real historical examples of small groups reverting to barbarism for extended periods of time—but we do have examples of entire civilizations going blood-mad, from the Aztecs to Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and we do have countless examples of civilized soldiers using terror and deliberate atrocities to scare their enemies into staying clear: from Tiglath-Pileser to Attila the Hun, from the Norse berserkers to the Mormon Danites, from the shrunken heads of the Amazon jungle to the headhunters of Borneo, human beings have always used terror to say, “Don’t mess with us.”


      Someone out there, I concluded, was trying to send the expanding Alliance that familiar message.


      But whoever it is didn’t want an open fight; presumably, they knew they’d lose a real war. They were just trying to discourage the Alliance from expanding into “Reaver territory,” trying to make it too expensive, too risky, to go in that particular direction, all without letting the Alliance know there’s a real enemy out there. They were playing the role of boogeymen, of the monsters from the id, of Sawney Beane, to scare intruders away, trying to maintain a careful balance between being too small to have an effect, and too big to ignore. They deliberately modeled themselves on the most horrific legends they can find, and relied on their victims being too frightened, too demoralized, to realize that a genuine Reaver society, with nothing backing it up, is impossible. After all, people believed in Sawney Beane for more than a hundred years before anyone even began to question the story—why would anyone doubt the reality of the Reavers, when there’s solid evidence of their depredations?


      It all fits.


      Just who were the Reavers, then, if not the actual society that sent the ships out? Were they volunteers, or draftees?


      Well, wait a minute—who would volunteer to go out on an unshielded ship to murder and eat men, women, and children? What sort of society would expect draftees to do that?


      Maybe they really aren’t men. Maybe Jayne was right all along.


      Androids, perhaps? Madmen? Criminals offered amnesty if they survive?


      And who did send them? Who’s out there? Aliens? Bitter remnants of the rebel Independents, seeking revenge on the Alliance? Some bizarre corporate offshoot within the Alliance, for reasons we can only guess at?


      We didn’t know—until “Serenity” came out and shot my lovely theory to pieces.


      Ah, well.

    

  


  
    
      Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Matchmaking on the Hellmouth


      Originally published in Seven Seasons of Buffy


      Note: While I’ve read the comic books for Seasons Eight and Nine, they had not yet appeared when I wrote this, and I choose to ignore them here. Assume, while reading this, that only the seven seasons of the TV series, and the five seasons of “Angel,” count, and all spin-offs are apocryphal.


      As the Chosen One, the Slayer, Buffy Summers is doomed to spend her life battling monsters. Is she doomed to loneliness, as well? Must she go through life unpartnered? Sure, she has her friends, but let’s face it, her love life has been a disaster—every relationship has failed spectacularly. Only three ever really even got off the ground, and all of them crashed and burned. Angel’s curse pretty much destroyed any chance for long-term happiness there, she and Riley never managed a solid emotional connection, and Spike—well, that was messy, wasn’t it?


      So who’s out there who might be a fit lifemate for the Slayer, the Chosen One?


      First off, I think we can immediately eliminate any ordinary, untrained human being. Those around Buffy are inevitably going to encounter the creatures of the night—demons, vampires, evil gods, the entire panoply. We got a look at this all the way back in the first season, with Owen in “Never Kill A Boy on the First Date,” and again with Scott in the third season, and even Parker in the fourth. Anyone in Buffy’s life is going to get involved in her Slaying, and a normal man’s life expectancy in such a situation, Xander notwithstanding, is not likely to be very great. Bringing a new arrival up to speed, and teaching him to cope with the menaces Buffy faces, would be risky and time-consuming, to say the least. Furthermore, an ordinary mortal boyfriend’s presence is likely to endanger Buffy, as well, as she finds herself worrying about defending her man at times when she really doesn’t need any distractions.


      But wait, you may say—what about Xander himself? He’s somehow managed to survive seven years facing the darkness; he clearly has something going for him.


      True enough, Xander has proved himself in the field of battle, but let’s face it, often he survived only because Buffy deliberately shut him out of whatever was going on. That sort of exclusion is one thing for a friend; it’s something else entirely for a lover.


      Besides, there’s all that history. There was a time when Xander and Buffy might have happened, but that time is long past. They’ve lived too close to each other for too long. They know far too much about each other’s exes—can you honestly think that Xander would not mention Spike in some unfortunate fashion during the inevitable lovers’ spats that crop up in any relationship? That wouldn’t exactly go over well with a touchy Buffy, would it?


      And it seems pretty clear that Buffy likes a little darkness, a little violence, in her men. Every relationship that’s gone anywhere at all has been with someone holding back a dark power or secret of some kind—Angel suppressing Angelus, Riley the drug-enhanced secret government agent, Spike with only the chip preventing him from being a monster. Some might argue that this string was merely bad luck, but her behavior makes this unlikely; Spike, probably the series character with the greatest insight into people’s motives, has certainly told her that she’s drawn to the dark, and her denials, never very convincing, eventually ran out entirely. Her relationship with Riley, let us note, seems to have begun to collapse almost as soon as he was free of Professor Walsh’s drugs and persuasion, while learning that Angel was a vampire only increased her lust for him. Her affair with Spike only took off when she discovered that he could fight her again.


      Perhaps it’s because of her own internal darkness, the fact that by her very nature as a Slayer she is as much a destroyer as a protector, or maybe it’s just an extreme form of the common female interest in bad boys, but whatever the reason, she is indeed attracted by men with dark secrets and hidden power. Much as she may hate to admit it, she’s drawn to that danger, that possibility of the loss of control, and Xander doesn’t have it. Oh, he has a temper, he can hold a grudge, but that’s not the same thing. Buffy wants someone who tests the boundaries, who risks unleashing his own darkness, and Xander doesn’t fit that profile—and given his abject terror of becoming his abusive father, he wouldn’t want to, even if Buffy was part of the package.


      So ordinary men, including Xander, are out. Extraordinary men we’ll get to in a moment, but first let’s consider some other categories.


      I think we can immediately eliminate virtually all vampires. Vampires are, as Buffy told Spike repeatedly during season six, not men, but dead, soulless things. These may work as sex toys, but not as partners and lovers.


      There are vampires with souls—two of them, anyway—who get around the “soulless thing” problem, and who can defend themselves, but neither of them is really going to work.


      Angel has the gypsy curse on him, of course, whereby a single moment of true happiness will turn him back into the soulless, sadistic monster called Angelus. We’ve already seen that a night with Buffy is enough to provide that moment—and even if it actually isn’t anymore, even if Willow’s version of the curse doesn’t have that problem, even if worrying about the possibility would mar Angel’s happiness enough to prevent the transformation, Angel and Buffy are not going to take that chance.


      And that’s just one reason they won’t reunite. As Angel told Buffy in “The Prom,” he thinks she deserves a more normal life than he can ever give her, someone who can sire her children. Whether he’s right or not, merely the fact that he believes it will doom any relationship they might have.


      In a way, they have each idealized their image of the other until they can’t possibly stay together successfully—Angel sees Buffy as a creature of light who he cannot be worthy of, who he can never give what she deserves, rather than as a flawed and human girl, while Buffy sees Angel as an ancient, dark, and powerful figure, recognizing nothing of the Irish ne’er-do-well Liam was, nor of what a doofus Angel can still sometimes be.


      That takes Angel out of contention, even though Buffy may still think of him as the great love of her life.


      That leaves one other ensouled vampire, one who loves her, one who got his soul restored entirely in hopes she could learn to love him—but Buffy has pretty definitely established that she doesn’t love Spike and doesn’t want to, soul or no soul. Respect him, yes; love him, no.


      A third vampire acquiring a soul is extremely unlikely; acquiring a soul and remaining sane and being someone suited to Buffy is just not going to happen.


      Not a vampire, then. Another variety of demon, perhaps?


      Who? Most of them are pretty thoroughly evil, many are of subhuman intelligence, and I can’t see Buffy settling for either evil or stupid. There are a few who are neither, such as the estimable Clem, but we haven’t seen any who really look like relationship fodder, nor have we seen any human-demon hybrids and other monsters who show much promise. Also, let’s face it, most of them are ugly, and Buffy does like a handsome face and well-built body.


      What does that leave?


      It leaves men who are not ordinary mortals, men who can take care of themselves when faced with supernatural menaces of all sorts. Men like Riley Finn.


      Let us look, then, at what made Riley special—and what went wrong with the Riley-Buffy pairing.


      Riley was extensively trained, and fed performance-enhancing drugs; he was big and strong and smart, knew how to fight and had an idea what he was up against. That made him almost as effective at monster-fighting as a Slayer. Physically, he could hold his own.


      Emotionally, though, he and Buffy never quite meshed. Much as he admired her strength and power, it also did intimidate him a little. He wanted to be worthy of her; he wanted her to admire him as he admired her.


      Buffy didn’t cooperate. She’s never been very impressed by mere physical prowess; she’s spent too much time beating on creatures twice her size.


      Also, she never really opened up to him emotionally. Angel and Spike, perhaps by virtue of their centuries of experience, have always been able to read Buffy in a way that poor innocent Riley could not. He needed her to tell him what she was feeling, what she wanted, and she never did.


      That’s inherent in their personalities. Riley is very much a team player, while Buffy, much as she appreciates and relies on her friends, is basically a loner, always aware that she is the Chosen One, emphasis on the “One.”


      Also, there’s that whole darkness issue. Riley saw that Buffy was drawn to the dark, that however much she might like him, she found him unexciting in his wholesomeness. The thrill of the forbidden was not there. He tried to find the darkness within himself, and only managed the sordid in his visits to the vampire hookers. Buffy found that repulsive, rather than exciting.


      Might it have worked out anyway? Need every relationship be thrilling to succeed? Buffy got over her revulsion, and was willing to carry on—but Riley wasn’t looking for simple companionship. He was passionately in love with Buffy, and wanted passion in return. Buffy wasn’t ready to provide it.


      I think we really need to consider that relationship a near-miss.


      Could another highly-trained human do better? Maybe. But we’d need to find a man who doesn’t mind being outclassed by his girlfriend, who fights for the good guys but has a little darkness in him…


      It’s not an easy combination. In particular, if we’re talking about physical training, a man like that is going to be unlikely. You don’t build serious muscle without a little pride and a lot of testosterone; combine that with a streak of wildness, and you’re probably not looking at someone who wants to live with a girlfriend who can punch him out.


      Is there some other sort of training that might serve?


      Well, of course there is: mental training, which in the Buffyverse is going to include magic.


      We’ve certainly seen that. Buffy has always had other people around as her support structure, doing her research and providing the occasional spell—people like Willow and Giles.


      Imagine if Willow were a straight male. She has power enough to defend herself; she has dallied with the darkness. She and Buffy are friends, able to live in the same house without fraying too many nerves.


      She is, however, female, and Buffy, unlike Willow, is pretty definitely heterosexual. (I told you, I’m ignoring the comics.) Not gonna work. We know from “Him” that Willow could probably change either her own sex or Buffy’s orientation, but I can’t see that happening. Willow knows better (now) than to mess with such things.


      So Willow the witch is eliminated, but entirely on the basis of her sex. Is there anyone like her who doesn’t have that particular drawback? What magic-using males have we seen?


      Well, Giles is the obvious one, and he certainly has toyed with the darkness, both as Ripper in his youth and when pressed more recently—as Ethan Rayne or Ben/Glory could testify.


      But he’s too old for Buffy, and has played the surrogate father so long that quite aside from the age difference it would undoubtedly feel incestuous for them both. I don’t think that’s the sort of darkness Buffy’s after—it’s not so much dark as just icky.


      What about Ethan Rayne, then, since we’ve mentioned him?


      No. Far too untrustworthy. Buffy wants a man who can watch her back, as Angel did, or Riley, or Spike. Ethan would be much more likely to decide he’d rather run and protect his own hide.


      But if we’ve eliminated Giles, Buffy’s own Watcher, are there any other Watchers who might serve? Watchers younger than Giles, but with something of his style and experience? Not just any Watcher will do; we’ve seen too many who were stiff-necked fools with no real-world experience. Are there any more Watchers who are not hidebound morons?


      With the Watchers’ Council largely destroyed, the odds of finding a suitable survivor don’t look promising.


      Who does that leave, then? Must we resort to creating a new character—a male witch, or sympathetic Watcher?


      I think not. There is one more possibility. I have in mind a man a few years older than Buffy, but not old enough to make a relationship awkward; a man who has been fighting the forces of darkness for years, both alone and as part of a team; a man who knows and respects Buffy; a man experienced in the use of magic, greatly learned in the history of the arcane, and able to hold his own in a fight. This man was trained as a Watcher, but is no longer beholden to the Council. He has walked on the dark side, flirted with evil—and more than flirted, on occasion. While capable of passion, he does not demand the sort of commitment Riley hoped for; he knows how to give a woman her space.


      And there’s pretty good evidence that he’s not bad in bed.


      I refer, of course, to Wesley Wyndham-Price.


      Before you reject the idea, think it over carefully. Oh, it’s true that when they last worked together he was an utter twit, and Buffy despised him; it may take some time for Buffy to get over that, but as we have all seen, he has grown far beyond that now. Buffy, too, would quickly see as much, should they meet again. Wesley is not the inexperienced coward she knew; he has faced his fears and found courage, and survived everything from slime demons to a slit throat.


      Yes, his interests lie elsewhere at the moment, and he is not currently resident in Buffy’s vicinity, but these are trivial obstacles, easily dealt with. Find some excuse to throw them together against a suitable menace, and there you are.


      Imagine it—the rogue demon hunter fighting back to back with the Slayer…


      It would be perfect.


      Which, of course, is why it would never happen. Joss Whedon doesn’t believe in happy endings.


      But if he did…

    

  


  
    
      Star Trek: Lost Secrets of Pre-War Human Technology


      Seat Belts, Circuit Breakers, and Memory Allocation


      Originally published in Boarding the Enterprise


      From: Third Xenopsychologist Gleep


      Transmission Analysis Department


      Imperial Strategic Defense Directorate


      To: First Determiner Quarg


      Response Implementation Department


      Imperial Strategic Defense Directorate


      In reference to: Discrepancies in human video transmissions


      Quarg:


      As you know, I did not request this assignment. I had believed it, frankly, to be beneath my talents, and hoped for something in Retrieval & Interrogation. I now see that I was wrong, and that the analysis of these video transmissions may hold the key to understanding human psychology and devising an appropriate response to their expansion into the galaxy. I hereby offer a nuanced apology of the thirty-first category, indicating acknowledgment of an understandable error in interpretation of ambiguous data.


      I further proffer self-congratulation of the thirteenth category, indicating belief in a breakthrough in understanding that few could have achieved.


      Second Xenopsychologist Zitch has already told you our conclusions regarding why we have so many more transmissions from the humans’ 20th century than we do from any subsequent centuries; I have nothing substantive to add, but feel I should mention that while Zitch has clearly identified for you the major elements in the change, I would place more emphasis on cultural exhaustion and less on the transition to shielded transmission technology during and after the wars. I am prepared to defend this, should you feel it worthy of further discussion.


      As for my own assignment, determining how human civilization managed to lose several simple technologies while preserving many far more complex ones, I am pleased to say that I can now safely dismiss Nulb’s “random war damage” hypothesis as unfounded, and offer my own conclusions in its stead.


      To review, we had noticed that at some point between the many pre-war transmissions from 20th- and 21st-century Earth, and the handful of 23rd century transmissions from the human-led Federation, many basic devices had fallen into disuse, apparently forgotten. An early guess that the discrepancy might be sampling error due to our very limited access to 23rd-century material, all of it from a single series of narratives, was given full consideration, but eventually dismissed; while “Star Trek” does not provide a very varied view of life in the Federation, the idea that such technology as seat-belts and safety harnesses might have survived elsewhere in human civilization, yet not have been installed on the bridge of humanity’s finest starship, is simply ridiculous. No, if human beings still made seat-belts, the USS Enterprise would have had them. The existing records show crew members being flung from their seats by various impacts on several occasions, and the resources to install improvised seat-belts were clearly available; we must conclude that either seat-belts were unknown, or there were reasons not to install them that outweighed the obvious benefits.


      Likewise, the idea that seat-belts had been utterly forgotten was hard to credit. Yes, human civilization had been crippled by war, but human history had not been forgotten—even the half-Vulcan, Mr. Spock, knows enough of human history to recognize analogues of ancient Rome and Nazi Germany, and Captain Kirk can quote pre-war documents such as the preamble to the Constitution of the United States word-for-word without prompting. Judging by other transmissions, seat-belts were ubiquitous for half a century prior to the war; could the concept really have been lost?


      Let us leave that question open for a moment while we look at some of the other apparently-lost technology.


      Circuit breakers, as we know from many horror movies and situation comedies, were devices that would turn off electric current during power surges, to prevent overloads and subsequent damage. Older transmissions show a more primitive version called “fuses” that required replacement, rather than just resetting, when triggered, but which served the same purpose. The Enterprise clearly is not equipped with either sort of device, as instrument consoles regularly overload, explode, spit sparks, or burst into flame when the ship is under attack and power surges occur.


      Memory allocation is a technique in computer design that prevents badly-composed instructions from causing complete systems failure by devoting a computer’s entire memory to an impossible task. A properly-designed computer system will protect its basic functions by refusing to allocate memory beyond a certain limit to any one task, and any reasonably sophisticated system will use multitasking to carry on other operations even while hopelessly struggling with an impossible job in one area. Federation computers, however—and oddly, the computers of certain other civilizations the Enterprise encounters—cannot do this, even when they are otherwise so advanced as to appear nearly sentient. They can be rendered completely impotent by such simple tasks as calculating the exact value of an irrational number, or resolving straightforward binary paradoxes. In some cases the computers clearly lack not just circuit breakers or fuses, but any sort of internal cooling or regulation whatsoever, and will overheat and destroy themselves when overtaxed.


      There is no evidence that most pre-war computers were so poorly designed—well, apart from those operated by megalomaniacs bent on world conquest, which do seem to have had a tendency to explode spectacularly when the megalomaniac’s plans were disrupted, but that appears to have been due to deliberate booby-traps rather than faulty design. Computers used by ordinary citizens of the final decade or two of the 20th century appear to have reasonably sensible operating systems that use memory allocation properly.


      In yet another example of seemingly-inexplicable backwardness, medical prosthetics in the Federation appear to be relatively primitive compared to their pre-war peak; the motorized wheelchair and life-support system used by Captain Christopher Pike, with its rudimentary flashing-light communications system, appears noticeably inferior to devices seen on pre-war medical dramas. This, despite Dr. McCoy’s description of 20th-century medicine as crude and barbaric.


      The horrible scarring on Captain Pike’s face also seems inconsistent with the cosmetic surgery available on pre-war make-over shows, but we must acknowledge that refusing skin repair may have been a deliberate choice on his part, rather than an indication that such surgery is unavailable.


      There is other Federation technology that is noticeably different from its pre-war equivalent, such as the communicator’s limited functionality compared to a reasonably-advanced cell-phone, but that does not indicate anything actually lost. The communicators may have been designed to emphasize ruggedness and efficient use of its power supply, at the cost of frivolous extras.


      Still, even allowing for any reasonable differences in emphasis, it’s plain that despite possessing warp drive, transporters, replicators, phasers, and innumerable other advances on the technology of the 20th or early 21st century, the Federation had lost several basic safety devices and some medical technology. How could this happen?


      Let us consider for a moment another field of technology in which the Federation is, if no worse than pre-war humanity, not noticeably advanced. I refer to biotechnology and genetic engineering. Yes, the Federation can produce high-yielding grains such as quadrotriticale, but they do little or no experimentation with the human genome. Why? Because such research is banned, absolutely forbidden. It’s not that they don’t know it’s possible, it’s that they won’t allow it. Why? Because the Eugenics Wars, in which genetically-engineered superhumans led by Khan Noonian Singh attempted to conquer Earth, devastated vast areas and slaughtered millions. This led—understandably, to anyone who has studied humans—to widespread distrust of genetic engineering.


      Not long after the wars, humanity discovered warp drive and began encountering other civilizations.


      This is where I found my insight, which I believe rather remarkable, as my Category Thirteen Self-Congratulation indicates. Human beings launched themselves out into the galaxy and confronted dozens of alien civilizations, many of them far more advanced than their own, immediately after defeating a budding culture of artificial beings more genetically advanced than themselves. They emphatically did not want to repeat that experience, but realistically, they surely knew they might find themselves in conflict with some of these older, more advanced cultures. They needed to find some way to build themselves up quickly, before this potential threat became real.


      They did not want to rely too heavily on technological assistance; they knew that could fail them.


      They did not trust artificial intelligences; their culture had a long tradition of stories about robots and computers rebelling against their creators.


      They could not improve themselves through genetic manipulation; the Eugenics Wars had shown them how easily that could go wrong.


      That left the humans of the immediate post-war period no option but to somehow accelerate the natural evolution of the species, adapting it to survive in the harsh rough-and-tumble of interstellar existence. They had, in the two centuries prior to the wars, come to a reasonable understanding of natural selection as the chief mechanism of evolution, and they saw what had to be done. They had to increase selection pressure on their own species, and force themselves to become tougher, stronger, smarter, faster, more fit, without using any artificial methods, but simply by allowing their own species to be culled by their environment.


      Surely, this is not something a sane and healthy culture could ever do—but humans were not a sane and healthy culture at that point. They had just come through the massive trauma of a world-wrecking war, followed almost immediately by contact with various alien species; they were in shock, a species-wide state of post-traumatic stress. So they did something that seems almost incredible when we look at the risk-averse pre-war culture—they outlawed safety equipment, and applied the same suppression methods to the entire field of safety engineering that they had applied to genetic engineering.


      It’s the only sensible explanation.


      The result is the USS Enterprise we see—no seat-belts, no circuit breakers, no fail-safes, no redundant systems, no emergency heat, no emergency oxygen, no back-ups, no spacesuit lockers on every deck, no back-up transporter. Only one doctor has been provided for more than 400 crew-members. The obvious possibility of using the transporter for medical purposes or to replace lost members of the crew from the recording in the signal buffer is never considered. Initial contacts and surface exploration are regularly carried out by unprotected crew members, rather than by robots or tele-operated probes—in fact, the senior officers, the most valuable members of the crew, are frequently and pointlessly risked in landing parties. Safety has not just been compromised, it’s been actively avoided.


      But the crew has been taught to fight hand-to-hand, has been trained to jury-rig the most sophisticated equipment should it be damaged, has memorized everything from political documents to the exact proportions for making effective gunpowder.


      Why? Because these people are being tested. Only the fittest are to survive—only those who can save themselves from any threat without the aid of prepared safety equipment.


      I believe that this, the core of my work, is inarguable. Somewhat more speculative is my hypothesis that red shirts are used to indicate those crew members not considered prime breeding stock, and who may therefore be risked freely in dangerous situations.


      Speaking of breeding stock, it is clear that Captain Kirk sees it as his duty to do his best to spread his genes throughout the galaxy. He never misses an opportunity to make the acquaintance of an attractive female of his own species, or any species sufficiently similar. In this, he is simply doing his part as an example of the best the human race has to offer.


      Consider also the Federation’s Prime Directive: non-interference. This is obviously a defensive measure, designed to avoid bringing humanity’s existence to the attention of any species that might become a potential threat, and to avoid giving any such species technology that might later be turned against the Federation.


      Consider also that although this is a multi-species alliance, we see a ship crewed by hundreds of humans and one Vulcan half-breed. Obviously, the other species in the Federation do not share the human obsession with forcing natural selection, and prefer not to serve on these human-built deathtraps. Spock’s presence is not as readily explained, but perhaps he is testing the viability of human-Vulcan hybrids—should he survive and flourish, then further interspecies pairings would be encouraged. A berth in a Vulcan vessel, which presumably would have seat-belts and circuit breakers, would be insufficiently challenging.


      But one might ask—if humanity is sufficiently convinced of the inevitability of all-out interstellar war that they have suppressed the very concept of safety engineering, then why are they part of a grand alliance at all, and not cowering in xenophobic terror in their own little empire?


      Because they are not stupid. Their alliance is less vulnerable than a humans-only empire would be. Common sense dictates that any species that can be brought into peaceful cooperation should be—the old proverb, shared by many species, that the best way to destroy an enemy is to make him a friend, is the very basis of the Federation, and of the human attempts at making every contact as peaceful as possible. By cooperating with the Vulcans, Andorians, and others, they hope to remove any possible threat those species might pose. It’s not some utopian dream of peaceful cooperation that has prompted the Federation, but the perceived need for defense—the Federation serves the same purpose as a street gang.


      That may seem unkind, but observe that while the Federation speaks of equality and justice, what we actually see of it is often harsh and unfair—brutal prison colonies using agonizing brainwashing techniques, mining colonies on unbelievably inhospitable planets, and so on. These are presumably designed to weed out the unfit as surely as does service in StarFleet.


      And while preaching equality, the Federation does not allow human females to serve as starship captains. Is this because females of sufficient merit for the post are too valuable as breeding stock back on Earth? We see women serving on starships, true, but these are women who have not yet proven themselves, often wearing the red attire of the genetically expendable; women who distinguish themselves sufficiently that an equivalent male would receive a command are presumably shipped back to Earth to begin procreating.


      But then why preach equality and justice? Surely any reasonably intelligent human must recognize the stark facts of the evolutionary struggle.


      But no, they preach equality and community because the point of the exercise is to strengthen humanity enough that it can survive confrontations with hostile civilizations, and that means that the entire species must be united and cooperative, ready to stand together against any external foe. Presumably human beings who have successfully reproduced do live lives of comfort, in a just and fair society.


      But those who have not yet produced offspring are deliberately put at risk, and subjected to the harshest possible conditions.


      Thus we see that the Enterprise’s five-year mission is a survival test for its crew, a part of humanity’s drive to improve its gene pool without the use of genetic engineering—but then note that in the chronicles of that mission we see another species that probably uses even less safety equipment than humans.


      I refer, of course, to the Klingons.


      It’s immediately obvious why Kirk hates the Klingons; these are exactly the sort of beings that humans expect to fight eventually in a genocidal war, that they have been preparing since first contact to fight.


      And for their part, the Klingons see the Federation as a threat. The two are natural enemies because they are so very much alike in many ways, competing for the same evolutionary niche. They have, in fact, resorted to many of the same methods of toughening up their respective species to meet the challenge of a hostile galaxy. Both have foregone basic safety equipment, and sent their young males out on long, potentially-suicidal voyages of exploration.


      The Klingons, however, have chosen a warrior society, where they compete against one another as well as against the environment, an option the humans deliberately avoided, and one reason for the intensity of their conflict may well be the fear on each side that the other’s method may be more effective as a survival strategy. Neither is willing to risk all-out war until certain of a clear advantage; a narrow victory would be fatal, as other powers (such as the Romulans) would surely descend like vultures upon the weakened survivor. Only a quick, decisive victory would be worth having—and thus the all-out war never happens, and in the end the Klingon warrior culture proves less fit, causing the accidental destruction of their homeworld’s moon and bringing down the Empire as a serious power.


      Notice that we have a glimpse of an alternate reality in which humanity chose the internal-competition route, with promotion by assassination, and that that culture does not appear to be as successful as the cooperation-based version.


      Let us not be deceived by the pretense of gentleness in the Federation; the Klingons mistook that pretense for weakness, and wound up as little more than vassals to the humans. As Captain Kirk says when putting an end to the war between Eminiar and Vendikar, humans acknowledge that they are killers—they simply choose when, where, and how the killing will be done. These humans are people who deliberately send their young adults out into space without safety equipment and with reckless rules of engagement, in full expectation that loss of life will be heavy—but that those who return alive to breed will be the strong, the fit, the crafty, people who can survive being flung from a chair, who are not fazed by sparking, flaming instrument panels, who can talk a balky computer into suicide, who can walk unafraid and unprotected onto the open surface of an alien planet and come home unscathed.


      Determiner Quarg, I hope you will see that my conclusions are required by the evidence—the elimination of safety equipment can only be a deliberate choice, and it must surely be motivated by a determination to accelerate natural selection.


      I am but a xenopsychologist; it is up to you to determine how to deal with humans, now that I have given you my best understanding of their motivation.


      I would advise you, though, not to anger them.

    

  


  
    
      I’m in Love with My Car: Automotive Symbolism on “Veronica Mars”


      Originally published in Neptune Noir


      Neptune, California—a coastal town somewhere not too far from San Diego. It’s fairly typical of southern California in many ways, deliberately so. It’s got its share of the very wealthy—movie stars, software millionaires—but most of the town isn’t so fortunate. If you work your way down to the bottom of the social ladder you’ll find the Hispanic families who supply the wealthy with maids and gardeners.


      In Veronica’s voice-over introduction in the pilot episode of “Veronica Mars,” she tells us Neptune has no middle class—just the wealthy and the people who clean their homes and tend their gardens. This isn’t literally true, by any means, as we see plenty of schoolteachers, mechanics, and the like, but it’s uncomfortably close.


      Perhaps as a result, the people of Neptune, including the students at Neptune High, take social status very seriously. They’re always alert to the markers that indicate who’s better than who—the clothes they wear, the accents in their speech, their manners, the cars they drive…


      Oh, yeah. Definitely the cars they drive. In Neptune, what you drive tells the world who you are. And someone at the show clearly put a lot of thought into who drives what.


      Once upon a time, if they showed cars at all, TV shows would typically give every character a fairly generic vehicle; often, every car on a given show would come from a single manufacturer, who provided them free as part of an advertising deal. The closing credits would include a line like, “Vehicles courtesy of Ford Motor Company,” and every character would drive a different model of new Ford.


      This is far less common than it used to be; I’m not sure any scripted shows still do it, though reality shows do. I’m very glad that the producers of “Veronica Mars” didn’t try it, though, because the vehicles here add significant flavor to the show, and tell the viewer something about the characters.


      Everyone on “Veronica Mars” drives—which is hardly surprising in modern America, but if you think about it, it’s far from universal on TV shows. Does anyone on, say, “How I Met Your Mother” own a car? Can you identify the make of a single character’s vehicle (excluding Dr. House’s motorcycle) on “House,” even though it’s set well out in the New Jersey suburbs? Buffy Summers didn’t have a car, the sisters on “Charmed” teleported everywhere, the doctors on “Grey’s Anatomy” apparently drive but we almost never see the vehicles. Cars are far less visible in TV Land than in the real world.


      When cars do appear, especially if they’re important story elements, they tend to be so eccentric as to almost be characters in their own right—Batman’s Batmobile, the General Lee on “The Dukes of Hazzard,” or even Giles’ battered 1963 Citroën on “Buffy the Vampire Slayer.” You can find fan websites devoted to these vehicles, just as if they were characters.


      In the most extreme cases, the cars are characters, like KITT on “Knight Rider” or the 1928 Porter on “My Mother the Car.”


      But on “Veronica Mars” that’s not the case. The cars are cars, all recognizable as real-world vehicles, neither ignored nor elevated to iconic status. They’re not exaggerated, but they’re important. There are as many scenes in the high school parking lot as there are in class, as many scenes in cars as in homes. Everyone owns a car, and everyone cares about his car. Each one fits the character’s personality and circumstances.


      For example, Veronica herself drives a Chrysler LeBaron convertible, an American classic “fun” car, a car that represents the stereotypical laid-back California lifestyle—wind in the hair, sun on the face. It’s not a sports car; she’s not into speed and power for its own sake. It’s not an import; she’s an all-American girl. Nothing too expensive; she’s not an Oh-niner, not one of the rich kids. It’s black and white, not anything too flashy. A good car, representing the good life—but it’s a 1998 model, not anything recent, because not only was her family never really rich, but that good life all went away when Lilly Kane was murdered. Veronica’s car is a leftover, a relic, a reminder of what she used to have.


      It’s also convenient for the writers to have her driving a convertible, of course; she can hop in and out as the script demands, or keep the top up when needed. She even has a blue cover she can pull over it when she needs privacy.


      What she doesn’t have is a cute name for her car, or any special gadgets or modifications. It’s not a character. It’s a LeBaron. She calls it “my car,” or at least once, “the LeBaron.”


      Name another TV show where the protagonist refers to his or her car by model. I can’t think of one. But I can think of plenty of people in the real world who do exactly that.


      The other major characters are also all appropriately wheeled. Duncan Kane, being the rich but quiet sort that he is, drives a new gray Mercedes M-Class SUV, redolent of power, quality, and class.


      Logan Echolls drives an SUV as well, but it’s much flashier—a bright yellow Nissan Xterra, advertised as a fun car. Hardly in the same price range as Duncan’s Mercedes, but newer and more costly than Veronica’s LeBaron and able to hold all his buddies.


      Why SUVs? The traditional expensive toy for rich Californians is a sports car, of course, not an SUV—the sort of sports car that Aaron Echolls, that walking collection of unfortunate Hollywood cliches, drives. Aaron of course drives a high-end sports car, specifically an Aston-Martin; the only surprise is that it’s cream-colored, rather than cherry red, and that we never see him with a blonde in the passenger seat showing off her cleavage. Aaron plays the part of the movie star to the hilt, and loves it.


      But Duncan and Logan don’t drive sports cars. Duncan isn’t into any sort of unnecessary display; he likes his privacy, and doesn’t want to show off. The quiet gray SUV suits him. But he still wants quality, and isn’t trying to hide his money any more than he wants to flaunt it, so his SUV is a Mercedes.


      It might be theorized, actually, that Duncan didn’t pick the car out himself, that his parents bought it for him; apparently he shared it with Lilly, which would seem unlikely if he’d bought it on his own. (It’s a safe bet Lilly didn’t buy it—there’s no way she’d have chosen something so tame.) Probably Jake and Celeste Kane chose a “safe” car for the son they were determined to protect. Still, whoever chose it, it fits Duncan’s personality.


      Logan, meanwhile, is determined not to be like his father—or anyone else, for that matter. That yellow Xterra stands out anywhere, and proclaims Logan’s refusal to conform to anyone’s expectations.


      Another point about an SUV—there’s plenty of room to get cozy with a girlfriend without bumping heads or worrying about impaling yourself on the gearshift, which is not generally the case with a sports car. Aaron Echolls, of course, doesn’t worry about such details, since he’s got his mansion where he can take his girlfriends—including a pool house wired for video…


      Moving on to the parents of other Neptune High students, Keith Mars drives a drab Ford sedan—but then, as a private eye, he needs something unobtrusive. I’ve never managed to make out just what sort of Ford it is, only that it’s dark and nondescript.


      In the pilot, though, while claiming that he used to be cool, he says that in 1977 he drove a Pontiac Trans Am. That was a pretty cool car in its day, even though he then admits he was never really cool.


      Lianne Mars drives a beat-up 1971 Plymouth Satellite Sebring because she’s been beaten down by life—it’s a cheap old car, and indicates that she doesn’t much care about anything anymore.


      Jake Kane drives a spiffy new Land Rover—expensive, tough, slightly exotic, but not showy or frivolous.


      Celeste Kane’s car is actually the first parent’s car we see—a red Jaguar. She does fit the red sports car stereotype, showy and expensive, complete with a vanity plate reading KANE2 that lets Veronica identify it immediately and beyond question when she sees it parked outside the Mars Investigations office. This car may be why Aaron Echolls’ car isn’t red—they wouldn’t want to confuse anyone. Though anyone who can’t tell a Jaguar from an Aston-Martin…


      But then, Lynn Echolls drives a red sports car, too—a red Dodge Viper, license ECHOLLS2. Nowhere near as nice a car as Celeste’s Jag, though; it’s sort of a cheap imitation, right down to the license plate. It’s nowhere near as nice a car as Aaron’s Aston-Martin, either; Aaron clearly keeps the best for himself, and Lynn has to make do with what he allows her. That reflects their entire relationship.


      Then there’s Eli “Weevil” Navarro, the outsider, the troublemaker, who doesn’t have a car at all for most of the first two seasons; instead he rides a motorcycle.


      Someone obviously worked these vehicular choices out carefully, and didn’t just grab whatever was on the studio lot, but even so, there’s no deliberate emphasis on the choices. No one ever says, “Nice car!” or the like; cars are recognized, certainly, but no one makes a point of commenting on them. It’s just taken for granted that people drive the appropriate cars.


      Furthermore, throughout the series cars act as their owners’ stand-ins, as well as reflecting their personalities. In the pilot, when Veronica plants a bong in Logan’s locker, Logan’s father punishes him by taking away the Xterra (though apparently only briefly, as it’s back by the next episode). We find out later in the series that Aaron is perfectly capable of taking a belt to his son, and probably of far worse, but in this case he chooses a less direct punishment, but it’s one that seems to get to Logan just as effectively as a beating.


      When Logan wants to retaliate against Veronica for that stunt, he doesn’t touch her, but he smashes out the headlights of her LeBaron with a tire iron. Then when Weevil comes to her defense in turn, he does hit Logan, but he also takes that tire iron to the hood of the Chevy SUV Logan and his friends came in, even though he’s told it’s not Logan’s. He seems to feel that if someone hit Veronica’s car, then a car must be hit in retaliation, even if it’s not the car he’d have preferred.


      A few episodes later, in “The Girl Next Door,” when Logan and Weevil, now temporarily allied, want to retaliate against Mr. Daniels, the teacher who’s been giving them a hard time, they do so by impaling his car on the school’s flagpole—and the phallic symbolism, the obvious implied “fuck you,” is hard to miss.


      Incidentally, the car in question is an ugly little blue econobox, probably a Geo Metro, which nicely suits Daniels’ rather self-righteous and fun-squelching attitude.


      This car-as-proxy business lets the show’s creators depict violence without showing blood, or without getting into the typical Hollywood fantasy of two guys trading punches and then walking away unhurt—whacking someone’s car shows the capability for serious violence without making one character an irredeemable bastard and without putting anyone in the hospital. That’s a useful tool for the writers!


      It’s hardly the only use they have for cars. Cars are all over the series. They reflect their owners, stand in for their owners—and they represent wealth and freedom, as well.


      In “You Think You Know Somebody,” Troy fakes the theft of his father’s BMW 740i in order to steal (a) the car, and (b) $8,000 worth of illegal steroids his friend Luke stashed in it, in a scheme to get away from parents he sees as stifling him.


      Mac’s motive for sending out the purity test in “Like A Virgin” is to raise money to buy herself a new car—which she does, replacing her ancient and barely functional 1963 Ford Ranchero, which doesn’t suit her at all, with a spiffy new VW Beetle that nicely reflects who she is.


      Later on in the series, in the second season’s “Versatile Toppings,” another student reports his car stolen and sells it in order to raise $5,000 for blackmail payments.


      Terrence Cook collects fancy cars, reflecting his wealth and success more than his own identity—but then, he identifies himself pretty strongly as wealthy and successful. He rents a hangar to store them, which is where incriminating evidence is planted—his display of wealth has made him a target. The evidence is shown to have been planted, though, when the man who tends to the vehicles testifies that it wasn’t there all along; the fact that Cook takes care of his cars, that they aren’t purely window dressing, has saved him.


      There’s another thing that cars do—they identify people literally, as well as symbolically. Right at the start of the pilot Veronica knows Celeste Kane is in the Mars Investigation offices because the red Jaguar is at the curb.


      And of course, the first evidence that Lynn Echolls has killed herself at the end of “Clash of the Tritons” is when her red Dodge is found abandoned on the Coronado Bridge, the door standing open. Her body is never found, but the car is there.


      Although Lynn is gone without a trace, in the course of the series any number of people are located by tracking down their cars—Veronica finds Lianne Mars in Arizona by running her plates, Liam Fitzpatrick is linked to his crimes through his grandmother’s green Barracuda, and so on.


      People are identified with their cars. In “Kanes and Abel’s,” when Sabrina Fuller asks Veronica whether she knows Caz Truman, Veronica responds, “Basketball player? Drives a Yukon?”


      Tracking devices regularly get attached to cars, so regularly that people actually sometimes think about foiling them.


      In “You Think You Know Somebody,” Troy carefully removes the anti-theft tracker from the BMW and puts it on a dog’s collar.


      In “Kanes and Abel’s,” when Sabrina hires Veronica to stop Caz from harassing her, Veronica attaches a tracker to Caz’s GMC Yukon, which Caz defeats (not even knowing that it’s there) by borrowing his family gardener’s truck so that if he’s spotted, his vehicle won’t be recognized.


      And cars are potent symbols throughout of other things, as well as their owners. I’ve already mentioned the symbolism of impaling Mr. Daniels’ car on a flagpole, but that’s just the start.


      When Weevil leaves the PCH Bike gang behind, he buys himself a car—he’s trying to fit into normal society, no longer the angry outsider. He’s out to leave all that outcast stuff behind; he wants to walk across the stage at graduation and get his diploma.


      It doesn’t work, of course, but still, the car is a symbol of the desire to fit in.


      In “A Trip to the Dentist,” Duncan’s reaction to seeing Veronica and Logan together, and being told that anyone who has a problem with them being a couple should leave, is to go back out to his Mercedes—and when he finds he’s locked himself out he smashes his car’s windows in a berserk fury, a symbolic act of self-destruction.


      At the end of “Like A Virgin,” when Meg is thanking Veronica, she says she expected a white horse, but Veronica points out that she’s got a LeBaron instead—and one gets the impression she’d rather have the LeBaron any day. She’d much rather be herself than a knight in shining armor.


      Cars as extensions of self, cars as symbols of power, freedom, and wealth—it’s all amazingly well thought out and consistent. In fact, the cars are treated far more realistically and consistently than other elements, such as the Mars dog, Backup. Backup only appears when his presence is necessary to the plot—when Veronica needs a way to defend herself she takes Backup with her, when she needs a reason to leave the house she walks the dog, and so on, but we never see him climb on her lap when she’s sitting at home, he never greets her at the door when she comes in, he never barks when someone comes to the apartment door, there’s never a scene of Veronica or Keith feeding the dog while they talk. The LeBaron gets more screen time and better treatment than the dog—and is more consistent; two different dogs played the role of Backup, while the LeBaron has never changed. (I realize this was mostly due to Hollywood’s rules on the treatment of animals, which are far stricter than the rules on the treatment of cars.)


      In a way, this emphasis is no surprise. Southern California is famous for its love of cars, and “Veronica Mars” is very, very Californian. Many TV series seem a little vague about where they’re set, but “Veronica Mars” never is—the beaches, the outdoor school cafeteria, the movie stars, the Hispanic housekeepers, all of it is redolent of southern California. Getting every detail of the cars right is a part of that, and someone did a first-rate job of it. It’s impressive, and a general sign of the care and thoughtfulness that went into making the series. Everything fits together into a coherent whole.


      That’s part of what makes “Veronica Mars” so special as a series—everything fits together. Characters glimpsed in one scene may turn out to be important several episodes later; throwaway jokes turn out to be vital clues—anything may have an unexpected significance.


      On other shows, cars serve a few basic functions—as settings for private conversations, as plot devices (like the General Lee), as bits of characterization (like Alison Dubois’ Volvo wagon), as cheap gags (like Giles’ Citroën). On “Veronica Mars” they do all these things, constantly, and others besides. No other TV show has ever come close to making such extensive use of vehicles as a way to communicate important information to the audience. Where most shows treat cars as props, in some ways “Veronica Mars” treats them more like costumes.


      It’s one of the things that makes the show such a rich and involving experience. When someone has taken the time and effort to make sure even something as commonplace as the cars the minor characters drive is absolutely right, it adds a depth and realism most shows never approach. That level of detail, that complexity, is what makes “Veronica Mars” so fascinating. It’s so satisfying to see every car be just what it should be.


      The only thing I could never quite figure out is why Dick Casablancas drives an Audi.


      


      


      Note: Scott Fisher provided invaluable aid in precisely identifying some of the cars.

    

  


  
    
      Melinda Gordon, Meet Alison Dubois


      Revised; original version published on the Smart Pop website.


      Consider: A woman inherited psychic abilities from her mother, including the ability to speak to the dead, and after initially looking on this as a curse, she’s come to accept it as a gift that gives her life purpose. She’s happily married to a man who didn’t know about her abilities when they met, but who has grudgingly come to accept them as real, despite his own rationalist views. She uses her psychic powers to solve mysteries, trying to put things right for the spirits she communicates with. What TV show does this describe?


      There are, of course, two correct answers: Medium and Ghost Whisperer.


      Originally Medium was on NBC on Mondays, and Ghost Whisperer was on CBS on Fridays, and it looked like another example of two networks both trying to cash in on a good idea. Later, though, they were both on CBS on Friday, which leads to the question: Why did CBS want both? Why grab Medium away from NBC, instead of spinning a new series off from Ghost Whisperer? I mean, they even had the obvious spin-off character ready to go, their “ghost listener” Eli. Why add Medium instead? What did it have that a spin-off wouldn’t?


      Well, a built-in audience, for one, though I’d guess not everyone followed the move from NBC—I missed the season premiere myself because I’d forgotten about the change. Is that it?


      Naah. The shows were different. Very different. Because where Ghost Whisperer was sentimental, Medium was dark; where Ghost Whisperer was silly, Medium was creepy. They took the same premise, but The Ghost Whisperer cleaned it up, and Medium kept it real.


      On Ghost Whisperer, when Melinda first discovered she could talk to the dead, the ghost of her grandmother explained what was happening, and that made it okay.


      On Medium, no one explained anything to Alison; her mother told her to shut up, and Alison wound up drinking heavily for years to shut out the voices and visions.


      On Ghost Whisperer, after some initial doubts pretty much everyone comes to accept Melinda’s gifts, and to believe what the ghosts say.


      On Medium, plenty of people never do believe in Alison’s abilities, and even Alison doesn’t always believe what she sees in her dreams. Even people like her husband, Detective Scanlan, and District Attorney Devalos, who know her abilities are real, are likely to respond to her more bizarre visions with doubts and reservations—and in fact, some of her psychic experiences have been misleading or downright wrong.


      On Ghost Whisperer, there’s never been any real tension between Melinda and Jim, not even when Jim died and was reincarnated without remembering who he was. Nothing really stresses their marriage.


      On Medium, Joe loves Alison, but he worries about his job, their finances, and their reputation, and he’s yelled at Alison plenty of times.


      Melinda Gordon runs the cleanest antique shop I’ve ever seen in my life and drives a nice new SUV despite apparently never having any customers who aren’t haunted local residents.


      Alison Dubois works for the D.A. and drives a battered old station wagon.


      Melinda Gordon lives in the mythical Grandview, New York, which has a town center redolent of Norman Rockwell and Walt Disney, while Alison Dubois lives in Phoenix, Arizona, a vast expanse of urban sprawl where illegal immigrants and the Mexican drug trade are an ongoing concern.


      Melinda’s son doesn’t seem to have any concerns except drawing pictures, playing with toys, and having psychic dreams that never really upset him. Finding childcare while Melinda and Jim run around dealing with ghosts never seems to be a problem.


      Alison Dubois’ three daughters worry about school and homework and friends and boys, and there’s serious sibling rivalry. Their occasional displays of psychic abilities can be extremely troubling, as when Ariel relived a rape in her dreams. Making sure someone’s there to get them to school in the morning, and to make their supper every evening, is an ongoing issue.


      Melinda Gordon patches up family squabbles. Alison Dubois tracks down serial killers.


      In short, Ghost Whisperer is pure fantasy—Grandview isn’t any more real than the Shire—and Medium is about as realistic as a show about a psychic can be. Medium is what Ghost Whisperer would be if it grew up.


      Which made me wonder whether CBS might be making a big mistake putting them back-to-back on Friday nights—would they really appeal to the same audience?


      But then, I watched both of them.


      They’re both gone now—but I have a couple of seasons of Medium on DVD, and none of Ghost Whisperer. I guess I like my nonsense with a gloss of gritty realism.

    

  


  
    
      Grey’s Anatomy: Finding the Hero


      Originally published in Grey’s Anatomy 101


      Note: The show was only up to its third season when this was written.


      There’s a habit most people in our society have of referring to the central character in a story as the hero—it’s a shorter, handier word than “protagonist,” and after all, usually the protagonist is the hero of the story. Buffy Summers is certainly the hero of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Veronica Mars is the hero of Veronica Mars, Jack Bauer is the hero of 24, Captain Kirk is the hero of the original Star Trek, and so on.


      But “hero” doesn’t just mean “protagonist.” It doesn’t mean “lead character.” It doesn’t mean “star.”


      A hero is someone who is better than most of us.


      The form that takes can be almost anything. Traditionally, a hero is righteous, brave, and persistent—he has the desire to do the right thing, he has the courage to try to do it, and he has the fortitude to press on against adversity. To me, that’s what makes someone a hero. Strength, cunning, and a dozen other traits are useful in a hero, but they aren’t what makes him a hero; to be heroic, you do what’s right even when you don’t want to, even when you’re afraid, and you keep on doing it, without thought of reward.


      Well, okay, he can think about the reward, but that’s not why he does it. He does what’s right not just if there’s no reward, but even if it’s costly, because it’s right.


      Mind you, a hero doesn’t have to be heroic all the time; he can let little things go. He doesn’t have to intend to be heroic at all. He doesn’t have to succeed at being heroic. But he has to try to do what’s right, regardless of the cost to himself. (No risk, no heroism—anyone can do what’s right when it’s free and easy.)


      Meredith Grey is the protagonist of Grey’s Anatomy—her name’s right there in the title, announcing this fact—but you know, if you look at the show for any length of time, it becomes clear that she’s not much of a hero. Oh, her heart’s generally in the right place, she doesn’t really try to hurt anyone, she tries to help when she can, she does take care of her mother until the latter’s death, but a hero? No.


      Right from the start, in the very first episode, she fails at the most elementary sorts of heroism. She and Christina make an agreement that if they can jointly come up with the diagnosis for a patient, Christina will get to scrub in on any surgery that results—but when it comes down to it, and Dr. Shepherd chooses Meredith for the operation, she doesn’t protest, doesn’t say that Christina should go.


      Clearly, saying that Christina should get it is the right thing to do—and Meredith doesn’t do it.


      Eventually she speaks up, but Dr. Shepherd overrules her, and she doesn’t insist. She accepts his reasoning, and breaks her promise. In the end, it’s Meredith, and not Christina, who assists in the O.R.


      That’s just one example; throughout the series, Meredith falls short of what she wants to be, what she ought to be. She hides the truth, she lets down her friends, she drinks to excess, she goes to bed with men when she knows she shouldn’t. Yes, she also saves lives, tries to be a loyal friend, tries to do what’s right, but all in all, she’s clearly not a hero. The protagonist, yes; the hero, no.


      So if it’s not the title character, not the female lead, is there a hero on Grey’s Anatomy?


      Well, it certainly isn’t Derek Shepherd, who doesn’t tell Meredith that he’s married until his wife shows up, who favors his playmate over the other interns until Dr. Bailey calls him on it, and who generally behaves in self-centered, inconsiderate fashion when he’s not actually practicing medicine. He’s a brilliant doctor, sure, we accept that, and if I needed brain surgery I’d be happy to have him do it, but otherwise? He’s handsome and winsome—and really, something of a jerk. For far too long, he can’t let either Addison or Meredith go, can’t commit himself to either one, and won’t admit it even to himself.


      This is not heroic in any way. And even the brilliant, life-saving surgery isn’t heroic; it’s his job, it’s what he’s paid to do, what he’s trained to do. Heroism is going beyond what’s expected. There’s no risk to him, no cost, in what he does. There’s no reason not to do it.


      So he’s not a hero, any more than Meredith is. That eliminates the two romantic leads; who are our other candidates?


      At the start of the first episode, after we’re introduced to Meredith Grey and her situation, the next scene is a group of interns starting their careers at Seattle Grace. These are the characters we’ll follow through the series. Do any of them qualify as heroes?


      The impulsive Izzie Stevens, perhaps? Izzie, who gets obsessed with certain patients, often skirting the bounds of the ethical? Who doesn’t have the courage to deal honestly with her hockey-playing ex-boyfriend? Who repeatedly teases her roommate George? Who regularly abuses Meredith’s hospitality? I don’t think so.


      The brilliant but emotionally stunted Christina Yang? The woman whose biggest failing as a doctor is her inability to see her patients as human beings? The workaholic who’s so out of touch with her feelings that she can barely talk to the man who impregnated her, who doesn’t tell him she’s pregnant, and who doesn’t even call him by his first name? No. Heroes can be screwed up, but Christina is clearly so focused on her career that she has no real concept of right and wrong, and lacks any sort of emotional courage at all.


      George O’Malley, the bumbling, soft-spoken, soft-bodied young man who barely made it into the program at Seattle Grace in the first place?


      Well… maybe, yeah. Let’s take a closer look.


      When we first meet George, our introduction to him is when he reminds Meredith that they had met at a mixer, and she’d been wearing “strappy sandals.” He then immediately realizes that Real Men Don’t Notice Shoes and says, “Now you think I’m gay. Ah, no, I’m not gay, it’s just that you were, ah, unforgettable…”


      He has a crush on Meredith, but can’t even hold Meredith’s attention long enough to tell her. First impressions are not his strong point.


      In fact, George makes disastrous first impressions. George doesn’t impress anyone. Dr. Bailey calls him a puppy. Dr. Burke chooses him for his first surgery because he expects George to be easy to terrorize. When George is about to start that first surgery, other interns place bets on whether he’s going to cry, faint, crap his pants, sweat himself unsterile, screw up the procedure, or simply collapse. They think he’s weak.


      But he’s not. George doesn’t do any of those, at least not initially. He does fine at first, to everyone’s surprise, but when he does make a mistake, he can’t recover. He freezes, and Dr. Burke has to take over.


      Later in the pilot, though, when he makes his second mistake by telling a woman that her husband will be fine, he takes responsibility. He’s the one who tells her that her husband is dead. He doesn’t hesitate, or run off; he does his best to atone for making a promise he had no right to make and could not keep. He did something wrong, but he doesn’t try to cover it up, he tries to make it right.


      Miserable over his two failures, he tells Meredith he should have been a postal worker, because he’s dependable, rather than brilliant. His family thinks being a surgeon practically makes him a superhero, and he can’t see himself that way. He’s not a big, strong, handsome surgeon, fearlessly healing patients, master of every situation; he’s just good ol’ George.


      That hardly sounds like a hero, does it?


      But he is good ol’ George, and he is dependable. You can depend on George to try to do what’s right, whether it’s easy or not, and not to give up. He’s willing to let his perceived betters do the hard stuff, willing to yield to their superior knowledge and experience, but if they don’t do what needs doing, he will. He never puts himself forward, but he steps up when he sees the need.


      When he’s trapped in a broken elevator on the way to the operating room with another, apparently more talented intern, accompanying a heart patient who needs immediate surgery, George stands back while the experts try to talk Alex through the surgery that will keep the patient alive.


      But Alex freezes. He’s in over his head and he knows it, and he can’t perform the surgery.


      George doesn’t freeze. He steps up, does the surgery unaided, without the resources of the O.R., and saves the patient’s life. When the chips are down and no one else can do what needs to be done, George will at least try.


      Later, when the hospital is in chaos with a series of disasters, when the very pregnant Dr. Bailey is having a hard time, when her husband has been critically injured in a car wreck, Dr. Bailey goes into labor, but despairing over her husband’s injury she refuses to allow her baby to be delivered. Others try to talk sense to her, but they’re all distracted, all making appeals to simple rationality, and Bailey isn’t having it. Eventually Addison Shepherd, Bailey’s obstetrician, has given up on her, everyone has given up on her, but George—George never gives up. It’s George who talks her around, who speaks to her on her own terms. It’s George who sees to it that the baby is safely delivered.


      When an anesthesiologist, Dr. Taylor, shows up for surgery smelling of booze, it’s George who questions his fitness to be there. He chooses to do what he thinks is right even though it means opposing those who outrank him.


      When Joe the bartender needs surgery but has no way to pay for it, it’s George who fills out the grant application to get the surgery treated as research, and who talks Chief of Surgery Webber into signing it.


      George does not give up. He sees what needs to be done, and if no one better steps forward, he does it.


      He doesn’t always succeed. Early on he pulls a shift working trauma codes in the emergency room, expecting to save a dozen lives, but he doesn’t. Most of his patients die. It’s only afterward that Christina tells him that 95% of trauma code patients die. He demands to know why no one told him that before, but you know, watching him, that it wouldn’t have made any difference. He did his best, regardless of how may lived or died, because that’s who he is.


      Nor is it just on big things, or medical matters, where George comes through. He’s always there for the little things, as well, trying to do what’s right.


      When Joe the bartender collapses, George, Meredith, and Christina all rush to his aid, but when Joe insists on walking across the street to the hospital under his own power, it’s George who walks beside him to steady him.


      When Meredith is marching out of the hospital into the rain in a huff, it’s George who runs after her with an umbrella.


      When Meredith is by her own admission drunk, and heads for her car, it’s George who demands her keys rather than letting her drive.


      He’s always there doing his part, backing up his friends. Even when they’re doing something wrong, he’ll try to talk them out of it, but when he can’t—and he pretty much always can’t—he’ll still do his best to protect them from the consequences.


      And he has unexpected depths. When he finds himself temporarily sleeping on Dr. Burke’s couch, he turns out to share Burke’s musical tastes and jams with him; we discover he regularly runs several miles every morning, as well. George has a lot going on.


      But his friends, Meredith and Izzie and Christina, don’t notice. To them, George is the bumbling nobody they thought they met that first day, and nothing seems able to dislodge that idea.


      Olivia, the nurse George dates, doesn’t see him as a bumbling fool.


      Callie, the resident he hooks up with later, doesn’t see him as a bumbling fool, either—in fact, at first she almost idolizes him, and when Izzie finally realizes this and points it out (“He’s her McDreamy!”), the others find it hard to believe and rather funny. George? Someone to admire?


      I’m reminded of all those people who look at Clark Kent and can’t see that he’s Superman. George’s babyface is as effective a disguise as those unnecessary glasses that Kal-El wears. Callie can see right through it. Olivia, well, maybe she doesn’t see Superman, but she does notice that Clark’s not exactly a loser himself.


      Some people can learn to see the heroic George. Dr. Burke initially sees him as the weak, useless intern, but gradually comes to respect him, and winds up so friendly with him that Christina is jealous.


      Christina and Izzie, though, never see past the facade. When George and Meredith have their disastrous sexual encounter, Meredith herself says she was the one at fault, and Christina and Izzie initially accept that without question—but still, later they both blame George for refusing to accept Meredith’s apology, even though they don’t know the details. They can’t really imagine a circumstance where George is right and Meredith is wrong, despite all that’s happened up to that point, all the times that Meredith has been foolish or selfish, all the times George has been brave and generous.


      They see what they expect to see—the mild-mannered intern, not the hero.


      And continuing on the question of how people see George, one of the most interesting cases is how Ellis Grey, Meredith’s mother, sees him. In her dementia, she sees him as her ex-husband Thatcher, Meredith’s father.


      Ellis despised Thatcher Grey. She thought he was weak and worthless, and left him for another man. She therefore sees George as weak and worthless—but she still makes demands of him, and George does his best to obey.


      Once Ellis has pointed it out, Chief Webber and even Meredith can see the resemblances between George and Thatcher—but they interpret it differently. To them, Thatcher was a kind and good man. To Meredith, her father’s great failing wasn’t that he was worthless, but that he didn’t stand up to her mother, didn’t fight for his daughter—but when she confronts her father, he says he did fight. He merely lost, and moved on.


      There’s probably more to that story, and it doesn’t necessarily relate to George in any case, except that we can see that the daughter, while not the domineering workaholic bitch her mother was, is just as incapable of seeing George as the hero he is as her mother was of seeing Thatcher as a loving husband.


      Callie and maybe Olivia know better, Burke comes to see George as a fine fellow, Alex sometimes admits that George has done something valiant, but most of the characters can’t see past the soft features and stammer. They can’t see George as a hero, no matter what he does.


      Even George can’t see himself as a hero.


      So George is unappreciated, subjected to constant belittlement by Christina and Izzie—Izzie consistently treats him like a kid brother and refuses to take him seriously as an adult male, while Christina does her best to simply ignore him. Still, he stands up for his friends, does what he knows is right, and remains true to himself. He’s steadfast, loyal, brave, and honest.


      He’s not perfect, he does make mistakes, but unlike any other character on the show, he owns up to his mistakes and tries to correct them and do better next time. He always tries to do the right thing, and he’s always considerate of others.


      And no matter what some of the characters may think, that does make him a hero.
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      Pride & Prejudice: A World At War


      Originally published in Flirting with Pride and Prejudice


      One of the oddest features of Pride and Prejudice for some modern readers has nothing to do with the class structure, sexual morality, mercenary marriages, or other oft-cited differences between Austen’s time and our own, but rather, the realization of just when the story is taking place, and what was happening in the world at that time.


      According to detailed analyses by Frank MacKinnon and R.W. Chapman, Pride and Prejudice opens in September of 1811, and reaches its happy conclusion late in 1812. This may be incorrect—they need to fudge at least one date, claiming Mr. Gardiner mis-dated a letter—but it does fit well with what we know of the story.


      P.B.S. Andrews argues that the calendar better fits dates from 1799 through 1803.


      In either case, however, England was in the midst of the French/Napoleonic Wars at the time. Thousands of men were fighting and dying on the Continent, yet Austen never once mentions France; the word “war” appears exactly once, in a reference to Elizabeth’s hope that the War Office will not send another regiment of militia to Meryton after the first is removed to Brighton.


      Yes, England is raising militia at Meryton and then sending them to Brighton, presumably to defend against the possibility of a French invasion, but this does not appear to be a matter of any great concern to the Bennets or Darcys. When Wickham is given a commission in the regulars, the possibility that this might get him shot on a battlefield in Spain or Belgium is never mentioned.


      In England, the militia was only summoned when the bulk of the regular army was abroad—as of course it was, from that earliest suggested date of 1799 through the novel’s publication in 1813, fighting the French Wars. This is never mentioned.


      If Messrs. MacKinnon and Chapman are correct in their chronology, then the militia’s move to Brighton is in direct response to Napoleon marching east from Paris with three-quarters of a million men, bound for Russia. The United States declared war on Britain around the time of Lydia’s sixteenth birthday.


      What’s more, much of the English militia of the time was employed in putting down unrest in the industrializing counties to the north; the Luddites were active from 1811 to 1816, sabotaging machinery in Yorkshire, Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire, and Mr. Darcy’s own Derbyshire and being hanged for it.


      There is no hint of this in Ms. Austen’s narrative.


      But there is one truly curious item, in the final chapter, Chapter 61, when Austen tells us the fate of Wickham and Lydia, “Their manner of living, even when the restoration of peace dismissed them to a home, was unsettled in the extreme.”


      “Restoration of peace”? Except for the brief interruption of the Peace of Amiens from March 25, 1802 through May 18, 1803, England was at war for all of Jane Austen’s adult life prior to the publication of Pride and Prejudice. (She was sixteen when England entered the French Wars.) Was this wishful thinking on Austen’s part?


      Or it might be that Andrews is correct about the dates, and the peace referred to is indeed the Peace of Amiens—but in that case, it was careless of Austen to leave that line there in 1813, when she knew very well how brief that peace had been. She seems to be referring to a lasting peace, one that would keep Wickham safely on England’s shores, and no such peace had been brought about prior to the book’s publication. It did not even look terribly certain—Napoleon had suffered tremendous losses in the Russian campaign, but assuming MacKinnon and Chapman are correct, his retreat from Moscow was not yet begun when Elizabeth Bennet became Mrs. Fitzwilliam Darcy, and Pride and Prejudice had been in print for months before Napoleon’s first abdication.


      Yet nothing else makes sense but to assume that Austen was predicting an early end to hostilities and a solid peace thereafter.


      In the event she was correct, as after the false start of 1814 and Napoleon’s subsequent escape from Elba a real peace did settle upon Europe in 1815, and Britain managed to remain free of major wars for the next few decades—but how could Austen have anticipated that, after living through more than twenty years of almost constant conflict?


      It’s not as if no war could last longer than twenty years—the Thirty Years’ War and the Hundred Years’ War easily put the lie to that notion.


      And it’s not as if such optimism is universal in wartime—quite the contrary. During World War I the futile trench warfare had many people convinced the war could drag on for a decade or more.


      In 1933 H.G. Wells, in The Shape of Things to Come, accurately predicted that World War II would begin with a Japanese invasion of China, and that Europe would join in as a result of a staged border incident between Germany and Poland—he missed the exact start date of the European war by a little over three months, setting it in January 1940 rather than September 1939—but he assumed the war would drag on until at least 1950, and last until both sides were too exhausted to fight by conventional means anymore, whereupon biological weapons would be deployed…


      No optimism there; Wells assumed that civilization would have to be utterly destroyed, by war, plague, famine, and total economic collapse, before matters could improve and a new and better civilization be built.


      When the war actually began—well, I’ve read a great many science fiction stories written during World War II, and most that gave a date for the end of the war set it in 1947, 1948, 1951—very few, if any, thought it would be as soon as 1945.


      The soldiers fighting in it certainly weren’t expecting it to end as soon as it did; remember that they were still finding isolated Japanese soldiers holding out in the 1970s.


      I grew up during the Vietnam War, and I remember very well that everyone in my cohort assumed the war would drag on for decades. The possibility that it might end before we were all draft age never even occurred to any of us—it just wasn’t going to happen, we all knew that, despite Richard Nixon’s claims during the 1968 election. When the draft ended in 1973 we were astonished and disbelieving—and I was twenty-six days too young to be drafted, after all, an outcome I had never imagined.


      Nor was it just my own age group. In the original off-Broadway version of the musical Hair (the show was cut considerably for its Broadway run), one of the characters has a vision of the end of the war, described in the song “One Thousand Year Old Man”—and that’s apparently in a far distant future. If the title is to be taken literally, centuries in the future.


      In the 1980s, science fiction authors such as William Gibson and Lucius Shepard wrote stories that assumed the guerrilla wars in El Salvador and Colombia would continue into the middle of the twenty-first century.


      And of course, any number of authors and pundits assumed that the Cold War would continue indefinitely.


      In general, it’s been my own experience that people who have lived through a major war tend to be pessimistic about how long any given war will last. Why, then, did Jane Austen, who had seen the wars last twenty years already, take it for granted that they would soon be over? After ignoring the outside world for sixty chapters she could easily have avoided the issue for one more, yet she did not.


      It seems unlikely that she didn’t think it was possible for the wars to continue; the England she describes in Pride and Prejudice hardly seems to be straining to support itself. In fact, the England she describes seems utterly untroubled by the war, or by the disturbances in the industrial north.


      Read any story set during one of the World Wars, or during Vietnam, and even if the story is entirely set far away from the theater of battle, the war is a constant presence hanging over everything. Any young man may be called upon to fight, any soldier may die at any time. Yet in Pride and Prejudice, even the soldiers don’t worry about these gruesome possibilities, and the young men not already in service—Bingley, Darcy, and other potential husbands—are obviously in no danger.


      Technically, although the army and militia were manned by volunteers, England did have conscription after a fashion at the time, in the form of naval press gangs that shanghaied able-bodied young men to serve below decks. Of course, this only affected the lower classes, and only in ports; Bingley and Darcy were quite right to be unconcerned. This was a time and place when an unfortunate young man might, under the right circumstances, be snatched away and bound to hard labor aboard a man o’ war, but that had nothing to do with the landed gentlemen among whom the Bennet sisters hoped to find spouses.


      This, I believe, is one of the greatest differences between Austen’s world and our own—she was able to ignore the war because except for the dangers facing the three of her brothers who were in military service, it simply didn’t affect her directly. Despite occasional propaganda to the contrary, there was no real chance that Napoleon would invade Britain; the Royal Navy dominated the seas, and the French had no way to transport troops across the Channel. England was making a serious effort, sending ships and troops into the fray, but it did not even begin to resemble the sort of total war effort that was the norm in the twentieth century.


      In fact, very little that happened on a larger scale intruded on the inhabitants of England’s country homes. Wars abroad, press gangs in the ports, riots in the industrial north, the decisions of kings and parliaments simply didn’t have any real effect on these people. There was no mass communication—even newspapers did not reach rural communities, let alone anything like radio or television. News traveled by word of mouth—and that wasn’t especially fast, since there were no highways, no railroads, nothing faster than a good horse.


      Austen could ignore the wars and other events outside her own sphere without any real consequences, and without anyone thinking the less of her for it. Her world was one compartmentalized by class, location, and gender in a way that’s hard for us to imagine. About hundred and thirty years later cinema audiences would hear Humphrey Bogart tell Ingrid Bergman, “The problems of two little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world,” and it would resonate with them, because everyone, everywhere was caught up in the war then going on—but Jane Austen wrote about the problems of two little people as if they very much did amount to rather more than a hill of beans, even though a comparable war was going on around them.


      Any novel set in 1944 that ignored World War II as completely as Austen ignored the Napoleonic Wars would be seen as eccentric, at the very least.


      Any story written in 1944 that talked blithely about the housing problems of a ne’er-do-well lieutenant after the war would probably have been seen as in rather poor taste.


      So why did Austen assume that the wars would end soon, and set Wickham at liberty?


      We’ll never really know, but perhaps it was merely that she could not imagine anything as disorderly and unpleasant as a war continuing for much longer. Twenty years was quite long enough for such foolishness.


      After all, although she is sometimes accused of cynicism and a mercenary view of things, Austen really seems to have maintained an optimistic outlook in most regards. She knew perfectly well that bad things could happen, and not be undone—misfortunes do befall her characters—but in the end, most things do work out well enough. Compromises are accepted, adjustments made, the irreparable endured, but all in all, Providence is generous enough. Lydia’s ruination is mitigated rather than avoided, Charlotte’s marriage to Mr. Collins is tolerable but hardly ecstatic, Mary and Kitty are left unwed, but Jane has Mr. Bingley and Elizabeth has Mr. Darcy, which is more good fortune than they might have reasonably expected. Predicting an end to the war may well have seemed no more outrageous than establishing Elizabeth as mistress of Pemberley; after all, she never did specify exactly when peace would be restored, merely that it would come while Lydia was still young.


      Surely, it is a sign of her inherent optimism that she took it for granted that the French Wars would end soon. Or perhaps it was wishful thinking that her two brothers in the Royal Navy might soon be no longer at risk.


      But before we start thinking of her as too light-hearted, it may be worthy of note that she speaks of peace being restored, but never mentions who won the war…


      


      


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Just Who Were Those Martians, Anyway?


      Originally published in The War of the Worlds: Fresh Perspectives


      “No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth century that this world was being watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man’s… minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic…”


      So said Wells’ narrator—but can we really believe him? How did he know? His own epilogue tells us just how little is really known of the Martians after the war, and he gives us no evidence at all to support his melodramatic introduction.


      He knew that the Martians had a technology vastly superior to that of his own land and time, but does that really imply greater intelligence? Were the English of 1898 greater intelligences than their less fortunate neighbors in Africa and Asia, or their own ancestors of a thousand years before, or were Wells’ countrymen merely the beneficiaries of historical chance? I think any citizen of the twenty-first century will concede that our cellphones and computers do not mean we are ourselves superior in intelligence to our grandparents; technology is not, in itself, proof of superior intellect. And given that the narrator himself emphasizes that Mars is older than Earth—well, he interprets this as indicating that the Martians have presumably evolved further along our own supposed path, and are therefore our mental superiors, just as we are the superiors of our nearest cousin, the chimpanzee. But could it not just as well be true that Martian evolution did not follow that same path any farther than we have, and that the Martians are of roughly human-level intelligence? Evolution, we now know, is not linear, but a matter of fitting inherited traits to the available ecological niches, and it may well be that intelligence greater than our own has no real survival value.


      In that case, the Martians’ advanced weapons would be merely the result of a more mature technology. If a few centuries could take humanity from stone castles and wooden plows to skyscrapers and John Deere, then surely a few thousand years of Martian history are adequate to explain heat rays and black smoke, without postulating greater-than-human intellect.


      Perhaps the narrator thinks that the Martians’ oversize brains indicate greater intelligence; this may be a better indicator than their technology, but it is still unreliable—after all, elephants and whales, with brains much larger than our own, are bright enough, but well short of human levels, and who knows what effects the Martian environment may have had? Perhaps all that additional brain tissue is required to be effective in the cold, thin air of Mars.


      Really, the only way to judge intelligence is from a creature’s behavior—and were the Martians’ actions indicative of high intelligence, signs of “intellects vast and cool”?


      Consider: Ten cylinders, sent at one-day intervals, with no means of retrieving them should the invasion fail. The first arrivals more or less start blasting every Earthling in sight, ignoring attempts at communication. This is usually interpreted as sublime confidence on the Martians’ part, the result of their absolute certainty of their own superiority, but isn’t it just as easily interpreted as reckless, bloodthirsty stupidity?


      Consider also that soul-searing moment in Chapter 4 when the Martians first emerge from their cylinder. Our narrator stares in horror at their hideous, alien, unprotected faces, and then… “Suddenly the monster vanished. It had toppled over the brim of the cylinder and fallen into the pit, with a thud like the fall of a great mass of leather.”


      Superior intelligences, as far above us as we are above cattle, that don’t bother with spacesuits, armor, weapons, scanning equipment, signaling devices, or even a ladder before taking a pratfall out of their ship? Superior intelligences that don’t seem to have given any thought to the higher gravity, the thicker air, the possibility that some panicky farmer will put a load of buckshot into them at the first glimpse of alien life? Not worrying about microorganisms when their native environment apparently has none I can accept, but they hadn’t taken even the most basic precautions against environmental toxins!


      I’m sorry, but these creatures are clearly not the vanguard of a carefully-planned attack by an ancient civilization of vast, cool intelligences.


      Unsympathetic, yes—that description we can agree with. Otherwise, though, they seem no brighter than Star Trek’s Federation, with its mysterious inability to equip starships with seat belts or circuit breakers.


      Are these really the best Mars can send against us?


      In fact, I think it’s safe to conclude that they are not—a civilization that can survive in the cold and hostile Martian environment, that can launch unpowered craft across interplanetary distances in such a way that the passengers survive impact, can surely not have been built and maintained by fumble-tentacled doofuses.


      But in that case, if these aren’t the elite leaders of a carefully-planned invasion by an advanced civilization, who are these guys?


      Well, let us consider the evidence. A mere ten cylinders, sent on a one-way trip across the void—this isn’t much of an invasion at all. It’s generally assumed, with some sound reasons, that a technological civilization can’t exist without a population in the millions; automation and artificial intelligence might provide a way around that, but we see no evidence that these Martians have much in the way of robotics—their infamous tripods are piloted, not autonomous. There must, then, be millions of Martians back on Mars. Therefore, if they were serious about conquering and occupying a planet with roughly the land surface area of their own, they would have sent thousands or millions of troops, rather than a couple of hundred. If it were a scouting expedition, they would have provided a method of retrieving their forces. They did not. In fact, all the evidence indicates that they did not want these people back.


      Why else use unpowered cylinders? Surely, the technology that created the fighting tripods could have built true spaceships, rather than suicide craft—but they didn’t, by choice.


      In short, these were not an invasion fleet. My theory, which I think obvious in retrospect, is that they were exiles, being sent to Earth (and later Venus) to get them off Mars. Whether they were fleeing of their own free will, or being sent into exile by their enemies, we cannot immediately say—the evidence, though suggestive in ways I will describe shortly, is inconclusive. That they were indeed exiles, though, seems the only explanation for the manner of their arrival.


      And really, given the evidence of their behavior on Earth, these Martians were a bunch of trigger-happy idiots; assuming that their native culture on Mars was a reasonably peaceful and civilized one, who can blame the authorities for wanting this group removed?


      But wait, you say—why am I assuming that their native culture was peaceful?


      Well, human scientists have been studying Mars for some time now, closely enough to observe the launching of the ten cylinders; have there been any observations of anything that might indicate large-scale warfare on the fourth planet? I’ve certainly never heard of any, nor does Wells mention any. Furthermore, Mars is an old world, with an advanced technology but a harsh environment and limited resources; war and conflict waste resources, while cooperation conserves them. If the Martians are as intelligent as humans, let alone possessed of minds “vast and cool,” they must surely have figured this out long ago. Ironically, it seems unlikely that the planet named for the god of war would be home to any wars.


      The Martians we saw on Earth are anything but peaceful, of course—but the very fact that they were on Earth would seem to indicate that they’re the exception. If they were merely a losing faction on a war-torn and barbaric world, they would not have been exiled to Earth and Venus; they would have been exterminated. The fact that they were allowed to live, and precious resources devoted to sending them to another planet rather than just turning them into food or fertilizer, indicates that their opponents were humane and civilized, unlike the exiles themselves—or at any rate, they preferred to appear humane.


      This would explain the exiles’ behavior nicely. These were the losing side in some internecine Martian brouhaha, exiled to another planet, allowed to take along some weapons to protect themselves from the native wildlife, probably on the assumption that there’s no sentient life on Earth for them to harm. These were the Martians too stubborn to realize they were on the losing side, too stupid to talk their way out of being shot into space, bitter and angry and scared when they land—of course they lashed out at the natives!


      And once they had secured a position they linked up, tried to establish a defensible position and exploit the available resources. That’s sensible enough, from a military point of view.


      The refusal to make any attempt to communicate with humans, though—that’s really a bit dumb. Humans are clearly intelligent, if perhaps not up to Martian levels; humans have cities and machinery, and as the “Thunder Child” demonstrates they can pose a genuine threat. Wouldn’t it have made sense to even the meanest intelligence to try to open communications, perhaps offer terms for England’s surrender to the Martians? The exiles’ overwhelming technological advantage meant they would win all the early encounters, but in the long run the sheer numbers of humans, the pre-existing industrial base in human hands, might turn the tide; wouldn’t it be obvious that a negotiated settlement would work to the Martians’ benefit? They could easily break the treaty later, if their position justified it.


      But these were the Martians who fell on their faces climbing out of their own spacecraft, not the cream of the Martian intelligentsia. Apparently it wasn’t obvious to them.


      I think we must conclude that not only were the exiles the losing side in some mysterious Martian dispute, but that they were stupid, arrogant, and bloody-minded, probably just as much so by Martian standards as by our own.


      And perhaps we can guess just what sort of dispute got them exiled. Might they, perhaps, have been plotting a coup d’etat against the enlightened (they would undoubtedly say weak) and peaceful (they would surely say passive) government of Mars? Was their intent, perhaps, to use Earth as a base where they could regroup, rebuild, and launch a fresh attack?


      That would explain why they showed so little interest in either communicating with humans or exterminating them—they weren’t planning to stay. Humans were just a temporary inconvenience.


      One wonders when it would have occurred to them to use the human Untermenschen as slave labor in building the gun that would launch them back to Mars.


      And one also wonders whether the government that exiled them had any concerns about an eventual return. Might it be that the Martian high command knew perfectly well that Earth’s environment would be lethal in the end? Might it be that the apparently-humane exile was, in fact, a death sentence, disguised to appease the soft-hearted Martian masses, and to avoid martyring the troublemakers? After all, according to Wells’ epilogue the Martians also launched cylinders to Venus, and how could any native of cold, thin-aired Mars hope to survive in the superheated pressure cooker of the Venusian atmosphere? If our own species is used as a model, it probably wouldn’t be hard to sell the idea to the Martian man-in-the-street—or octopoid-in-the-tunnel—that the exiles would have a fighting chance. The educated elite, though, would know perfectly well that the plotters would be fried the instant they unscrewed the cylinder’s hatch.


      I think that pretty much eliminates any possibility that the exiles fled voluntarily; even a stupid Martian would surely stop and ask, “Can we survive there?” before agreeing to be launched to an alien planet. No, they must have been despatched hither by the Martian overlords, whoever and whatever they may be.


      It may well be that the worst exiles, the smartest of the plotters, were sent to Venus, to die quickly in the searing blackness there, while the less-dangerous underlings, the mere thuggish minions, were sent to Earth. That would explain nicely just how they could be stupid enough to fall naked from their craft, there on Horsell Common—these were Martians chosen by their leaders for loyalty, aggressiveness, and brutality, not for brains. Their Lenin, their Hitler, their bin Laden would have been sent to a fast end on Venus, while their street-fighters and bully-boys were permitted to strut about on Earth for a few days before succumbing to the subtler menaces of our ecology. When the Martian powers staged their version of the Nuremberg trials, Venus served as the hangman’s noose, Earth as their Spandau.


      All this is mere speculation on my part, of course, but in all modesty, I think it fits the known facts far better than the narrator’s unexamined assumptions. I do not mean to fault Mr. Wells, of course; I have the advantage of an additional century’s perspective—and a very busy century it was, at that, one which taught its survivors a great deal about what humans are capable of, and thereby gave us a better insight into the Martians. We also know now that no second wave of invaders ever arrived, a circumstance that the narrator had just cause to doubt, which supports the supposition that the “invasion” was nothing of the sort, but merely the convenient disposition of a few troublemakers.


      Still, it may be that I am completely wrong, that Martians, having evolved on a planet so unlike our own, think and act in ways so alien that we cannot begin to guess them. That would render all speculation, by Wells, the narrator, or myself meaningless—but it would also run counter to all past human experience. All known life seems to share the same basic drives, though they may be expressed in a myriad of unlikely ways, and there is no reason to believe that would not be just as true on Mars as on Earth.


      So let us now consider the significance of my theories, should they prove correct. What do they tell us about what we might find when we at last repay the unfortunate visit of a century past, and set foot upon the Red Planet?


      Obviously, to state the most basic fact, we know that there were Martians on Mars as of 1898, though we have seen no evidence of their presence in any of the reports sent by our various robot probes in the past half-century. Either the entire Martian civilization vanished sometime in the twentieth century—an event that would, I concede, fit better with Wells’ speculation about the last survivors fleeing a dying planet than with my own supposition that our attackers were cast out by the outraged rulers of a thriving nation—or it remains hidden, presumably underground. We can draw no conclusions from any evidence visible on the surface; we will know nothing for sure until we can explore whatever may lie below the red sands.


      We may find nothing but empty ruins, or the starving remnants of a dying race—that would fit Wells’ expectations.


      My own belief, though, is that we will find a complex living society, one that pays lip service to mercy and benevolence—they did exile their enemies, rather than slaughtering them on the spot—but which is, beneath the kindly surface, as ruthless as its rulers deem necessary. They had no compunctions about sending those exiles to certain death, after all, and spared no thought for what the exiles might do to our own great-grandparents. These beings might in truth be the vast, cool, and unsympathetic intellects Wells assumed.


      We will want to approach them cautiously, negotiate with them, make whatever treaties seem appropriate—but never trust them.


      And I would think it wise to equip every expedition to Mars with a sealed container of Antarctic bacteria—microscopic creatures that can live in the Martian climate, that our own immune systems can easily handle, but that could, if necessary, be unleashed upon the defenseless Martian masses.


      If that seems cruel—well, re-read Wells’ novel, and consider that these are the heirs of the creatures that unleashed that dreadful chaos upon Earth. We cannot allow them an opportunity to finish what their exiles began!

    

  


  
    
      Chinks in the Armor: James Bond’s Critical Mistakes


      Originally published in James Bond in the 21st Century


      Ah, those famous words, that classic introduction: “The name is Bond—James Bond.”


      We’ve heard that so often, and isn’t it just brilliant? Thank you, 007; you’ve just saved the bad guys a lot of investigative work. Have you forgotten you’re supposed to be a secret agent? Really, would it be so very difficult to say, “My name’s Fred Jackson,” and smile charmingly?


      Permit me to explain what’s happening here. We represent a confidential board of review composed of retired operatives and experts in various fields, appointed by Parliament in hopes of improving the Government’s performance in certain areas, including clandestine operations. We have been charged with going over the history of Her Majesty’s secret service, determining what has worked well in the past and what has not, and offering suggestions for improvement.


      M has asked us to review your case files, 007, and point out some of your critical mistakes—oh, not the simple, one-time mistakes, the errors in judgment, the instances where you trusted the wrong woman or shot the wrong man, but the recurring themes, the problems that crop up again and again throughout your career. The theory is that making you aware of your flaws will help you lessen them, thereby improving your chances of survival on future missions.


      Given that you’ve already survived this long, and that thanks to you we haven’t all fallen victim to some madman’s scheme for nuclear blackmail or world domination, one could argue that you haven’t made any critical mistakes, and there’s a great deal to be said for that position, but my colleagues and I believe we have identified a few things that might prove critical in the future, and that are certainly areas of concern, with obvious room for improvement.


      Your ongoing resistance to actually staying undercover is one of them. Announcing your true identity to anyone you happen to meet at a bar or across a gaming table is really not in accord with policy.


      Practice these phrases, 007—“My name isn’t Bond.” “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” “I was just passing through.” “The British Consulate will hear about this!” Try to imagine yourself actually saying them in the field. Oh, we know most of the bad guys won’t believe you when you deny your identity, but if you could just learn to act a little you might at least put a bit of doubt into them. Telling everyone who you are may be good for the ego, but it is not good for the mission.


      Please, stop giving your real name.


      There might have been a time when you could justify this little quirk by saying that the name James Bond shouldn’t mean anything to your typical world-conquering megalomaniac, it’s just a boring, ordinary name, but really, 007, that dog won’t hunt anymore. Even if the public at large hasn’t seen your name in the newspapers, word gets around. International terrorist organizations, ex-Communist mercenaries, crazed multi-millionaires, and the like don’t live in a vacuum; they compare notes, 007. Surely you realize that; why build one’s world-spanning conspiracy from scratch, reinventing the wheel as it were, when you can learn so much from those who have gone before? Modern megalomaniacs do their best to stay informed, and learn from the errors of their predecessors. They listen to their henchmen—oh, not as much as they should, probably, but enough to have heard the stories about the arrogant British spy who took down Blofeld and Drax and the rest. Those henchmen give them your name, 007.


      Yes, word of your identity does get out, despite the devastation you leave in your wake. When you blow up the secret island lair, or the villain disposes of his own men once they’re no longer needed, you don’t really think all the underlings die, do you? Remember just how huge some of those lairs were, and how many hundreds of technicians, scientists, thugs, concubines, advisors, assassins, engineers, torturers, bodyguards, drivers, and assorted other minions it took to run them. Almost always, some of those people survive, if only by sheer dumb luck—the fellow who was out getting coffee and donuts when the balloon went up, the chaps in the blastproof underground vault, the ones who crawled out of the wreckage miraculously unhurt. No, Felix Leiter and his CIA pals don’t always put all of them behind bars.


      And it’s not as if you do much to help with rounding up the underlings. We know it’s not your job, you’re there for the big picture, stop the mastermind’s evil scheme and you’ve earned your pay, but somebody has to do it. You might want to make some effort to say a few words about that, point the fellows in the right direction, mention where the secret tunnels were—it would make things ever so much easier for the clean-up crew.


      So a few underlings do survive, in most cases, and slip away before we can incarcerate them. Now, when you’re a minion who’s escaped from the catastrophic failure of a world-conquering scheme, what sort of job do you find next? What can you put on your resume? You’ll hire on with the next megalomaniac who comes along, because that’s the only sort of person who’ll hire you, and you’ll tell him all about that dreadful Mr. James Bond who blew up your last boss, in hopes that maybe this time the scheme will work, the world will stay conquered, and you’ll get your little piece of the action.


      So please, 007—do try to maintain your cover just a little longer, rather than announcing yourself. We know it’s hard on your ego, pretending to be someone else when you’re so very obviously wonderful as yourself, but try.


      Speaking of ego, it’s not just the name. Would it kill you to drink a martini that had been stirred? Don’t you ever feel over-dressed, wearing a tuxedo so much of the time? Have you ever considered driving a Toyota rather than a Ferrari, and perhaps obeying the speed limit rather than making every little jaunt look like Le Mans? Must you draw attention to yourself at every opportunity? Blending into the crowd can be useful sometimes. The sheer gall you display, your open arrogance, is really rather disconcerting. If we were using you as the diversion while our real master spy slipped into the villain’s headquarters unnoticed, that would be one thing, but 007, you are the real thing, not the diversion. Making yourself so bloody obvious rather wastes any element of surprise you might have had.


      Yes, yes, we know, you’re trying to lure the evil mastermind out of hiding by making yourself a target, but one of these days you’re going to run into an evil mastermind bright enough to realize that’s what you’re doing, and he’ll either ignore you or kill you in some simple, fairly foolproof way, such as dynamiting your hotel (or better, your girlfriend’s hotel), rather than inviting you to dinner, setting up an elaborate deathtrap, or sending exotic assassins after you with rare poisons and razor-edged derby hats.


      There are other ways of getting inside the fortress besides being taken in under heavy guard as the mastermind’s soon-to-be-murdered guest, you know.


      Well, yes, you do know, because often enough you’ve swum in through the submarine pens or crawled in through an air vent, and in those cases your displays of ego are relatively harmless. They merely ensure that when you’re captured, the villain won’t need to ask who you are—he’ll already know.


      Saving the evil mastermind a few minutes of interrogative effort is not really something we want to encourage, 007.


      Have you ever considered hiring on as a low-level minion? I mean really hiring on, rather than whacking some poor bastard on the head and stealing his uniform half an hour before doomsday. You could infiltrate the evil organization weeks or months in advance, get a look at exactly what it’s doing, report back to headquarters on who’s been supplying these arch-villains with their hardware, where they’re hiring their technicians, all manner of useful little tidbits like that, and then take down the megalomaniac and blow up his lair. Maybe then we and the other good guys could make it a little more difficult for the next world-conquering crackpot to equip his troops and build his secret headquarters.


      Or, just possibly, you might consider not blowing up the villain’s lair; has it ever occurred to you that some of that stuff might be useful? Not just the information about where the bad guys get all those expensive high-tech toys that you blithely obliterate when you destroy the computer systems, but the toys themselves. That’s got to be a few billion pounds of hardware and real estate you’ve destroyed; it could have been turned over to Her Majesty’s government for their own use, or for resale to trusted allies. You know, the British government has no serious qualms about owning orbital death-rays, or maintaining secret outposts on uncharted islands; in fact, this sort of thing could be quite handy sometimes. Getting the funding through Parliament could be difficult, building it ourselves might have the Americans looking askance, but if it just falls into our lap, no, we are not morally obligated to blow it up.


      A good island lair or undersea base or hideout under the polar icecap has many possible uses; it isn’t just for world domination. A forward listening post here, a covert refueling station there—Britain could use these, 007.


      Really, destroying them all seems terribly wasteful. Yes, we want them out of the villain’s hands, but can’t you ever find a way to manage that short of wholesale annihilation?


      And of course, you always escape the conflagration at the last minute. The last minute. Might you ever consider setting the timer for a few minutes more, so you can make sure the arch-villain and his major henchmen are really dead, and won’t be back in the sequel?


      It’s just sloppy, 007. For someone so fastidious about food, drink, and clothing, you can be astonishingly sloppy about your work. Blown covers, ruined equipment, escaped bad guys, demolished lairs—it’s dreadfully untidy.


      And then of course, there’s that other area where you are noted for being something less than fastidious. Really, 007, must you bed every attractive woman you encounter?


      Yes, we understand that you have been successful several times in acquiring vital information from your playmates, and sometimes in convincing your foe’s female associates to betray their employer and come over to our side, but a little more selectivity might be a good idea. Seducing your CIA counterparts may save on hotel bills, but it does nothing to hasten the successful completion of your assignments, and the benefits in international goodwill are at best trivial and more often non-existent. Furthermore, involving random strangers in your work simply because they happen to be absurdly attractive is not in keeping with the policies of Her Majesty’s government concerning sensitive operations.


      What’s more, there’s the whole question of being lured into traps by women who were not as thoroughly seduced as you thought. Don’t try to tell us it hasn’t happened; we’ve read the files. Admittedly, you’ve always managed to survive and turn the tables, but it is an added risk.


      That does not even mention the little detail that the mortality rate among your bed partners is appalling. Getting beautiful women killed is not part of your job, nor do we consider it advisable. It’s not as if the world had a huge surplus of them; those of us less favored by Nature than you do not appreciate this reduction in the supply. Yes, it does establish that your opponents are absolute rotters, but honestly, we don’t really need that much proof; generally, the construction of a death ray or an attempt at nuclear blackmail is enough to convince us. Leaving a woman dead in your bed and making it personal is unnecessary.


      We would never advise you to attempt celibacy; even if we thought you would pay any attention, we don’t think it’s possible. You wouldn’t be you, 007, if you didn’t have an eye for the ladies. We merely suggest you try to cut back a little and choose your targets more carefully.


      Really, 007, that’s all we ask—a bit of restraint. Don’t be quite so obvious about who you are. Don’t be quite so quick to blast everything to smithereens. Don’t be quite so eager to tumble into bed. Is that so very difficult?


      We can guess how you’ll respond, 007. You’ll point to your unbroken streak of more than forty years of successfully defeating megalomaniacs and evil international conspiracies, and ask why we want to fix something that isn’t broken. We concede you have a point; really, how critical can these flaws be when they haven’t resulted in a single failure in so long?


      But admit it, 007—you’ve been lucky. You know it, we know it, everyone knows it. Your enemies have had dozens of opportunities to simply put a bullet in your brain, and as yet they’ve never actually done it. The compulsion to make speeches and play elaborate games has always saved you.


      Sooner or later, though, your luck will run out. You’ll find yourself up against a mastermind who puts more faith in a 9mm slug than in an elaborate laser deathtrap, who considers a knife in the belly more efficient than an exotic Oriental assassin’s projectiles and poisons, and who really isn’t interested in games or speeches. When that happens, the mistakes we have pointed out here really may be critical. They may well be what gets you killed. Your forty-year streak of luck may not last forever.


      Which brings us to something we’ve wondered about. You know, 007, most operatives don’t last forty years in the field. Even those who survive every assignment generally retire before reaching that particular milestone. Usually there’s some incident, a call a little too close, a rescue a bit too narrow, that prompts them to say, “That’s it, then; time to pack it in.” Sometimes it’s just the obvious encroachment of age—the need for reading glasses to make out the hidden message, perhaps, or turning down a job because it conflicts with scheduled gall bladder surgery. You, it seems, don’t have those little warnings. You don’t appear to be susceptible to the normal ravages of time.


      That may be your most critical mistake of all. Your repeated rejuvenations and refusal to age beyond a certain point are quite amazing, and we really don’t understand how you manage it, but in the end this may be your undoing. It’s just odds. If you keep doing this forever, sooner or later your luck will run out.


      If you were to age like a normal human being, then you’d be forced to retire, to live out your days in peace and honor, instead of continuing to risk your neck for Queen and country. We wouldn’t keep sending you out there to face man-eating sharks, orbital death rays, steel-toothed killers, and the like.


      For that matter, with your record you could retire right now if you chose, ageless or not, and no one would think the less of you. That you choose not to demonstrates either remarkable patriotism, adrenalin addiction, or a death-wish—or perhaps all three.


      Perhaps you prefer to die in harness. If so, then just keep on as you are, letting everyone know who you are, blasting everything in sight, falling into bed with every attractive female you see, accepting every assignment. Even if you continue to somehow stave off old age indefinitely, sooner or later, the odds will catch up with you.


      It may be fun, 007, but it can’t last forever.


      Don’t say we didn’t warn you.

    

  


  
    
      On the Origins of Evil in Narnia


      Originally published in Narnia Revisited


      “The Lion growled so that the earth shook (but his wrath was not against me) and said, It is false. Not because he and I are one, but because we are opposites, I take to me the services which thou hast done to him, for I and he are of such different kinds that no service which is vile can be done to me, and none which is not vile can be done to him. Therefore if any man swear by Tash and keep his oath for the oath’s sake, it is by me that he has truly sworn, though he know it not, and it is I who reward him. And if any man do a cruelty in my name, then, though he says the name Aslan, it is Tash whom he serves and by Tash his deed is accepted.”


      —The Last Battle, Chapter XV


      


      In Narnia’s final days, a Talking Ape named Shift and a Calormene nobleman called Rishda Tarkaan declared that Aslan, the Lion of Narnia, and Tash, the vulture-headed god of the Calormenes, were two aspects of the same being, and convinced many Narnian creatures of this.


      Aslan himself explicitly denies it, as quoted above. Aslan was the true creator of Narnia, and Tash was the god of all that is vile, and the two are opposites, not parts of a larger whole.


      But that leads to an inevitable question: Then where did Tash come from?


      There can be no doubt that Tash does really exist; he appears onstage in The Last Battle, and eventually carries Rishda Tarkaan off to a hideous, if unspecified, fate. But how did he come to be in the world of Narnia, a world Aslan created?


      Lewis never explains that.


      In fact, Lewis tells us very little about Tash. He is never mentioned in five of the seven books in the series. In the fifth, The Horse and His Boy, Tash is referred to repeatedly as the chief god in the Calormene pantheon, but we are given no reason to believe he actually exists at all; other Calormene deities, such as Zardeenah and Azaroth, are spoken of, often literally in the same breath as Tash, and we never do see any sign that they have a basis in reality. There are no tales about visits from Tash, no mention of his appearance anywhere. Aslan does tie the punishment of the despicable Prince Rabadash to the temple of Tash in the Calormene capital of Tashbaan, but that is clearly Aslan’s doing, and not evidence of Tash’s existence.


      But then, in the final volume, Tash follows his worshipers into Narnia, where he can be seen and his presence felt by most (though not all) of the characters. The rest of the Calormene pantheon does not accompany him; in fact, they’re never mentioned at all, even by the Calormenes.


      How does that work?


      Was Tash present all along, and simply not concerned with the doings of mortals, or at least not the ones we read about, while the other Calormene gods were mere myth? That would seem to fit the evidence well enough—were it not for the sixth Narnia book, The Magician’s Nephew.


      In that story, we get to see the creation of Narnia’s world. Aslan, the great Lion, son of the Emperor-Over-The-Sea, sings Narnia into existence—a genesis interestingly similar to the one Lewis’ friend and compatriot, J.R.R. Tolkien, gave his own Middle Earth in the tales collected in The Silmarillion. In this beginning was not just the word, but the melody, as well.


      One major difference, however, is that Narnia’s creation is witnessed by four people and a horse from our own world, as well as a wicked witch from the dead world of Charn. Aslan’s reaction to the witch’s presence is to note that an evil has been brought into this new world, not yet five hours old.


      The implication would certainly seem to me to be that there was no evil in it before that—and therefore no Tash.


      Then where does Tash come in? How does he fit the story?


      In some ways, the history of Narnia parallels the Biblical account of the history of our own world. The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the first book in the series, while ostensibly a fairy-tale adventure, retells in its way the Passion of Christ—The Great Lion, Aslan, son of the Emperor-over-the-Sea, gives up his life that others might be saved, and then returns from death.


      The next four books really are mostly just fairy-tale adventures, though Aslan is always there, putting things right in the end. Then in The Magician’s Nephew, Lewis goes back to show us Narnia’s Genesis, complete with a walled garden and forbidden fruit, and Jadis of Charn playing the role of the Serpent—but Digory, unlike Adam and Eve, resists temptation, and does not eat the apple, so that Narnia’s history is happier than our own. The presence of the White Witch ensures that it’s not all happy, by any means, but it’s better.


      And the final volume, The Last Battle, is Narnia’s Apocalypse, with Shift the Ape as the Anti-Christ, Stable Hill as Armageddon, and Tash as Satan, the dragon. Lewis even calls it The Last Battle; how can it be about anything but Armageddon?


      It’s not a retelling or recasting of the whole of Revelation, of course; even had he wanted to, Lewis probably couldn’t have worked the whore of Babylon into the story, nor are there angels opening seven seals. Besides, Lewis said in his other writings that he did not mean the Narnia stories as allegory; they aren’t biblical history in a clever disguise, but the history of another world where God is present in the form of the lion Aslan, rather than the man Jesus.


      But all created realms must have a beginning and an end, and Narnia’s were clearly meant to be similar, but not identical, to God’s plans for our own world. There is a final battle, and there is a beast—poor Puzzle the donkey—and his false prophet, Shift the Ape, who rule over Narnia just as the Anti-Christ in Chapter Thirteen of Revelation shall rule all the world except the saved.


      Revelation 13:15 can be seen as a passable description of Shift’s hold over the Narnians: “And he had power to give life unto the image of the beast, that the image of the beast should both speak, and cause that as many as would not worship the image of the beast should be killed.” Shift’s ability to present his false Aslan is what compels the Narnians to obey him, and the Calormenes kill those who resist.


      Tash, then, is pretty obviously equivalent to Satan the deceiver, the dragon whose servants make war on the righteous. Chapter Twenty of Revelation tells us Satan will be cast into the bottomless pit when judgment is at hand, and so Aslan sends Tash away.


      So that’s the role Tash plays, but the problem remains: Where did Tash come from? He wasn’t there at the creation of Narnia; in The Magician’s Nephew the role of Satan the corruptor and tempter is filled by the White Witch, not by a vulture-headed god. And the White Witch was killed, quite thoroughly, in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe; Narnia should have been free of evil after that.


      But we know it wasn’t.


      In our world, in the Christian view, Satan was present from the start; it was Satan who took the form of a serpent and tempted Eve. In Narnia, the only tempter seen was the White Witch; Tash was not there.


      Lewis carefully explained how the White Witch arrived in Narnia. In Prince Caspian he made a point of explaining that the Telmarine invaders who ruled Narnia were descended from a band of pirates from our world. Narnia was created without evil, and without a human race—but a married couple from our world provided the human inhabitants of Narnia and Archenland, and the White Witch brought in evil. The pirates of Telmar later added more of both.


      But where did Tash come in?


      For that matter, where did the Calormenes who worshiped Tash come from? And the Emerald Witch who ensorcelled Prince Rilian in The Silver Chair? They’re never explained, either. The Calormenes are first mentioned (spelled with a K instead of a C) in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, and not described beyond the fact that they buy slaves; we get much more about them in The Horse and His Boy, but no explanation of how they came to be running a great empire to the south of Narnia. And the Emerald Witch is assumed by Prince Rilian to be of the same kind as the White Witch—but since we learn in The Magician’s Nephew that Jadis was the last survivor of the world of Charn, we know that can’t be correct. There must be another explanation.


      Well, the easiest explanation for the Emerald Witch and the Calormenes is simply that there were openings to other worlds now and then—perhaps our own, in the case of the Calormenes, perhaps others we know nothing about. There is no proof that the Calormenes were, as Lewis called us, sons of Adam and daughters of Eve—when Aslan speaks to the Calormene Aravis in The Horse and His Boy, he never calls her “daughter of Eve,” though almost all the girls from our world are addressed as such at some point.


      Lewis never tells us whether this explanation is the correct one or not—but then, why should he? It’s not part of the stories he tells us. Aslan says in The Horse and His Boy, “I tell no one any story but his own,” and it seems likely that Lewis, too, preferred to stick to one story at a time.


      So while we’re never told, it’s perfectly reasonable to say that the Emerald Witch and the Calormenes wandered in from other worlds, just by happenstance, and stayed, either because they liked the world they found themselves in, or because they couldn’t find the way back.


      Tash, though—could he be there by simple chance? He’s no mere enchantress, nor a man of any sort. He is plainly, if not actually a god, something more (or less) than mortal. Surely, divinities of any sort do not accidentally walk through transmundane portals.


      Aslan says Tash is his opposite; how thoroughly does he mean that? Aslan created Narnia—and Aslan destroyed it, in the end, so it’s not an issue of creation versus destruction. Nor are they equal—Aslan is clearly superior, in that when he orders Tash to begone, Tash is gone. No, it appears to be purely in moral terms that the two are opposites, Aslan the incarnation of all that is good, Tash the embodiment of evil.


      But perhaps there’s something more. The one time we hear Tash speak, he says, “Thou hast called me into Narnia, Rishda Tarkaan. Here I am. What hast thou to say?”


      When people call on Aslan, he often doesn’t answer; he is not a tame lion. He may summon others, as he several times summons English children to aid Narnia, but he is not himself subject to summons.


      Tash, however, is summoned by Rishda Tarkaan, even though the Tarkaan himself did not believe in Tash’s existence. I would hardly go so far as to say he’s a tame monster, but might it be that this is another way in which he is Aslan’s opposite? Perhaps he does not guide men; rather, he is guided by them.


      He is in Narnia because the Calormenes summoned him thither. He is in Narnia’s world, in Calormen, because the Calormenes unknowingly summoned him. Just as Digory brought the first evil into an innocent world, in the form of Jadis of Charn, later known as the White Witch, so did the people of Calormen, through their ferocity and cruelty, bring in Tash. It might even be that some Telmarine magician inadvertently brought the Emerald Witch to Narnia’s northern frontier, that all the evils visited upon that land were brought by men.


      It’s a theory that fits the facts, but Lewis does not tell us, so it remains only a theory.


      It’s a theory, however, that fits not just what we’re told about Narnian history, but also suits Lewis’ theology. In his other writings about Christianity he sets forth very plainly the idea that all good comes from God, and all evil from mankind’s refusal to accept God. As will surely come as news to no one familiar with the Narnia books, in the world of Narnia Aslan is the Son of God, for the Emperor-over-the-Sea can be nothing and no one other than God the Father.


      Aslan created Narnia, but right from the start there were those who refused to acknowledge him—Digory’s Uncle Andrew did not allow himself to understand Aslan’s words, and convinced himself that the song of creation itself was just a lion’s roaring. Jadis, the White Witch, knew perfectly well who and what Aslan was, but refused to concede his authority, and tried to claim the world he had created as her own. Both rejected the joy Aslan offered in favor of their own pre-existing selfishness.


      And that, to Lewis, was the essence of evil—selfishness, the inability to put anyone else’s needs or wants above one’s own. Nor did he see this as a small thing, easily escaped. In his short fantasy The Great Divorce he described damned souls allowed to visit Heaven, and given a chance to stay if they could, just for a moment, really think of someone other than themselves—and most of them can’t do it. Selfish evil, even very petty evil, can be seductive, addictive, something that traps a soul and separates it forever from divine grace.


      In many ways The Great Divorce is a direct ancestor of The Last Battle—the descriptions of Heaven in The Great Divorce are very similar to the descriptions of Aslan’s country, the true Narnia, in the final chapters of The Last Battle, and many of the issues confronted by the ghosts in Divorce are reiterated among the Talking Animals and other Narnian creatures in how they react to the false Aslan. In particular, the Dwarfs in The Last Battle and their refusal to see the salvation Aslan offers them are very much like the ghosts who refuse to accept the reality of Heaven in Divorce, and quickly board the bus that will take them back to Hell—or who decide not to take the bus out of Hell in the first place.


      So, if The Great Divorce is considered a look at Lewis’ views of Heaven, and what determines whether a soul is damned or not, and The Last Battle is a presentation of how those theories apply to Narnia, is there anything in The Great Divorce that might provide an explanation for the presence of a real Tash? Is there a Satan who rules over Lewis’ dismal, rainy Hell, dragging the souls of the damned down into its dreary grey streets?


      No. There isn’t. This is, in fact, pretty much the only point of theological disagreement between the two stories. Hell, in The Great Divorce, is an anarchy created by its inhabitants; no one rules, there are no demons, no devils, but only unhappy people making each other miserable. The only character who could possibly be construed as a lord of the damned is the bus driver, and it’s quite clear that he’s a power for good, rather than evil—either one of the blessed, or an angel, giving the damned another chance at salvation.


      But that’s not to say there are no demonic creatures in The Great Divorce; on the contrary, there are several. There’s an evil little lizard who whispers in a ghost’s ear, representing his addiction to lust, and a sort of marionette that takes over one poor dead soul, representing the victim persona he puts on.


      And all of these were created by the people they torment.


      Perhaps, then, the Calormenes created Tash. Their centuries of rejecting Aslan and calling him a demon, their selfish and brutal society built on slavery, eventually made their evil manifest as an actual Tash. Uncle Andrew was able to transform the speech of the beasts, including the Lion himself, to mere growling and roaring; the Dwarfs could see and feel the interior of the stable rather than the realm that truly lay beyond the door. Why, then, could not the Calormenes create their own deity?


      This would be yet another way in which Tash would be Aslan’s opposite; Aslan created the world’s inhabitants, and the world’s inhabitants created Tash.


      Naturally, as the world’s creator, Aslan would still be infinitely more powerful than this monstrous godling.


      This theory would also explain why Aslan called Rishda Tarkaan “lawful prey” for Tash—because it was Rishda Tarkaan and his kind who had summoned Tash into existence in the first place, through their own evil. Thus it was Rishda Tarkaan’s own evil that truly carried him off to a hideous and unknown fate, and that’s exactly how Lewis says, in almost all his writing, that reality works. Each of the damned creates his own Hell.


      And Tash is the Hell the Calormenes have created for themselves, thereby providing the Satan needed to oppose God in the last battle.

    

  


  
    
      Why Dumbledore Had to Die


      Originally published in Mapping the World of Harry Potter


      “After all, to the well-organised mind, death is but the next great adventure.”


      —Albus Dumbledore


      Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, by J.K. Rowling


      Chapter Seventeen, “The Man with Two Faces”


      In 1976 I was an undergraduate at Princeton University, and took a course entitled “Myth and Religion,” taught by Benjamin C. Ray. One of the highlights of the course was a lecture on James Bond as heroic archetype—a lecture Professor Ray gave every semester, and which was well enough known that it had to be moved to a much larger room than the one the class usually met in, so that students who wanted to hear it but who weren’t taking the course could sit in.


      That lecture was where I first learned the outlines of the universal hero myth, the story Joseph Campbell called “The Hero with a Thousand Faces.” For me, as a fantasy writer, that one lecture pretty much justified the cost of the three years I spent at Princeton. Nowadays the idea is familiar to a large percentage of the population, thanks to Joseph Campbell’s work being popularized by “Star Wars” and Bill Moyers, but in 1976 the notion that hero myths follow a standard template was new to me, and I listened to Professor Ray with intense interest.


      After that, any time I encountered a hero of mythic stature, I just naturally tried to fit him into the mold I had been given by Ben Ray. It usually worked. If a particular hero’s story was new to me I could nonetheless predict much of what would happen in it, because that’s how The Story, the universal hero story, always goes.


      Was that a problem, that things became predictable? No, the fact that some elements were predictable doesn’t mean the stories were boring—it’s not what happens that matters, but how it happens. Lots of genres have standard forms. Every category romance ends with a happy couple, but that scarcely means they’re all the same story. You know that in a Hollywood blockbuster the hero will defeat the villain, but you don’t know how. A formula is not itself a story, but only the frame a story fits in.


      Not every story with a hero in it fits the pattern of the universal hero, either. There are other ways to construct an adventure. But when you have a character who everyone instantly recognizes as a hero, and not merely a protagonist; when that hero’s story is immensely popular, and resonates with people who ordinarily don’t care much about stories; when the hero has a world and a supporting cast distinctly his own—well, then you’re pretty much always going to have that same mythic structure that Professor Ray described on that day in 1976. It’s just something in how people in our society think.


      When Harry Potter came along, a little over twenty years after I heard that lecture, he was obviously exactly that sort of hero. He fit all the elements perfectly. Here was an outwardly ordinary person leading a boring life in the everyday world who is something more than he appears, and who is then drawn from his humdrum existence into a larger world where he becomes the hero he was meant to be, and defeats a great evil that threatens the world—or at least a part of it.


      That description fits Clark Kent stripping off his suit and tie to become Superman. It could also be James Bond being summoned from his cover job in the offices of Universal Export to accept an assignment as Agent 007, or Sir Kay’s squire Arthur pulling the sword from the stone to become King of the Britons; it describes Billy Batson saying his magic word to become Captain Marvel, Luke Skywalker leaving Tatooine behind to join the Rebellion, Frodo Baggins agreeing to carry the One Ring to Mount Doom—and young Harry Potter leaving his home with the Dursleys on Privet Drive to attend Hogwarts.


      The hero is generally an orphan, often with some tragic loss in his background. Superman lost his entire home planet; Bond’s background is vague but implied to be unpleasant, and his wife is murdered at the end of On Her Majesty’s Secret Service; Arthur is an orphaned bastard in a period of civil war; Billy Batson is a homeless newsboy; Luke Skywalker is told that Darth Vader betrayed and murdered his father, and returns home to find the burning corpses of the aunt and uncle who raised him; Frodo Baggins is an orphan whose beloved uncle has gone off to live with the elves; and Harry Potter, of course, lost his parents to Lord Voldemort while just an infant.


      There are enemies opposing these heroes, many of them, but always one stands out as the hero’s nemesis, his very opposite, whether it’s Lex Luthor, Ernst Stavro Blofeld, Mordred, Dr. Sivana, Darth Vader, Sauron, or Lord Voldemort.


      There are friends who aid the hero, as well—Lois Lane and Jimmy Olsen, Q and Miss Moneypenny, the Knights of the Table Round, the staff of radio station WHIZ, Han Solo and Princess Leia, the Fellowship of the Ring, and for Harry Potter, fellow Gryffindors Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger.


      To fit the classic formula, every true hero must have a powerful and mysterious mentor who will guide him through portions (though only portions) of his heroic journey. Superman has his father, Jor-El; Bond takes his orders from M; Arthur is guided by the wizard Merlin; Captain Marvel’s powers were given to him by the wizard Shazam; Luke Skywalker is trained to be a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi; Gandalf sets Frodo upon the road to Mordor; and of course, Professor Albus Dumbledore takes Harry Potter under his wing.


      Harry Potter’s story fit right in, point for point. It was obvious that in Rowling’s seven-volume series we were seeing a new hero in the classic model being added to western civilization’s already-extensive pantheon of heroes.


      And thanks to Professor Ray, I know what to expect in a hero’s story.


      Therefore, when rumors were circulating prior to the publication of Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire to the effect that there would be a death in the story, I assumed it would be Dumbledore.


      Instead, of course, it was poor Cedric.


      But then there were rumors again, for Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, that a character would die, and this time we were assured it was an established and fairly major character.


      Again, I thought Dumbledore was doomed. Again, I was wrong.


      And in retrospect, it was obvious why I was wrong—it was too soon. The climax was still too far away, the young hero still unready for the final confrontation. But by the end of Book Six, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, Dumbledore’s time had run out.


      Sooner or later, Dumbledore had to die.


      Why? You ask why I wanted poor lovable Dumbledore to perish? I didn’t want him to, but sooner or later, he had to. Because that’s what mentors do—once the hero is ready, once he no longer needs them, they die, often voluntarily. They pass away so that the hero can and must stand on his own, and defeat his adversary, whoever and whatever it may be, without his teacher’s aid and guidance.


      That’s what makes a hero-in-training into a full-fledged hero, guardian of the world, defender of the weak, and all-around good guy—when he takes down the big bad guy all by himself, without a mentor’s help.


      And he has to know he won’t get his mentor’s help; the hero can’t be just trying to hold on until his teacher saves him, he has to know that he’s it, he’s the last line of defense, the man who’s got to do the job, no matter what. That’s how the story always has to end, with the hero either alone or in command against the foe. He can have sidekicks and companions and friends and assistants and even minions, but he’s gotta be the top man, with no mentor to fall back on. It must be him, the fated hero, who finally confronts the foe.


      That’s why the mentors must die—so the hero can’t expect their help when the chips are down.


      They don’t necessarily stay dead, of course, but they die.


      Jor-El stayed on Krypton and perished with his planet—well, in most versions of the story, anyway; yes, I know about the Survival Zone story, but in the standard myth Jor-El died when Krypton exploded.


      M… okay, M doesn’t die, but M is a title, not an individual, and by the time we meet Bond, Bond is already an experienced agent, not a youth learning the hero trade. And M never leaves London, never comes to help the 00 section in the field.


      Merlin doesn’t actually die, but he’s spirited away by Nimue and sealed in a cave for centuries; that’s close enough. He’s out of the story, in any case.


      When Billy Batson first meets the ancient wizard Shazam, Shazam is sitting in a throne in an abandoned subway tunnel with a gigantic stone block dangling from a thread over his head. As soon as he has given Billy his magic powers, the thread snaps and Shazam is crushed. None of this makes any sense at all in real-world terms, but mythologically, it’s perfect—the mentor has passed on the burden, and when he’s done his job it’s time to go, so the thread snaps and it’s all over instantly. No waiting, no messy delays, just slam down the rock and get it over with.


      Mind you, Shazam’s ghost hangs around the Rock of Eternity and advises Billy on occasion. As I said, mentors aren’t required to stay dead. They just need to be out of the picture at the crucial moment.


      Obi-Wan Kenobi dies on the Death Star, allowing Darth Vader to strike him down. He tells Vader that this will make him “more powerful than you can imagine,” so he clearly doesn’t consider death the end of his mentoring career, and as we see later, it’s not—but he’s still dead, and Luke can’t call on him for help in the final confrontation with Vader and the Emperor and expect a reply.


      Gandalf falls battling the Balrog in Khazad-Dum, but he gets better. Of course, Frodo doesn’t know about Gandalf’s resurrection until after the Ring is destroyed—that would spoil his final struggle.


      And Dumbledore? Well, right from the first book, as I quoted at the start of this piece, he plainly doesn’t see death as a major problem. He’s centuries old and ready to rest. He knows, thanks to Hogwarts’ many ghosts and portraits, that death isn’t necessarily the end of his career. As the hero’s mentor, he has his doom written all over him even without these extra details making his death palatable. He has to go so that Harry can save the day single-handed. Dumbledore must die.


      It’s not that I wished the old man ill; I don’t. Like most of Rowling’s readers, I love him. I love all the details we learn about him. I love the fact that he has a pet phoenix named Fawkes, and a brother named Aberforth who did inappropriate things with a goat. I admire him for using trading cards as surveillance devices. I’m delighted that he long ago gave up Bertie Botts’ Every-Flavor Beans after getting a vomit-flavored one. Little things like these make him one of the most lovable and entertaining mentors in all heroic fiction.


      And he certainly does a fine job in the more traditional parts of the role, as well, teaching and defending his pupils. He’s generally acknowledged to be the most powerful wizard in Britain, perhaps the world, with the possible exception of Lord Voldemort; it’s believed by many people that as long as he’s the headmaster at Hogwarts, nothing really dreadful can happen there. He seems to know pretty much everything that happens anywhere in the Wizarding World, and when he deems it advisable he explains virtually anything Harry might want to know. He serves as Harry’s guardian, advocate, confessor, confidant, and advisor. He is powerful, wise, trustworthy, kindly—almost infallible, really. He’s everyone’s perfect grandfather figure, a mighty protector and comforter.


      And that’s why he has to go. Really, with a mentor figure as powerful as Albus Dumbledore in the picture, how can Harry Potter ever prove himself a true hero and single-handedly defeat his nemesis, Lord Voldemort?


      If we look back at the other mentor figures, we can see that it’s the powerful and lovable ones who always die. M survives, but really, M’s just a bureaucrat; the wizards, such as Shazam and Gandalf and Obi-Wan, generally die. They have to, so the hero can win on his own.


      The series is about Harry Potter, isn’t it? His name is on all the covers; he’s the person we follow through each book. He’s the hero. He’s not Dumbledore’s sidekick; he’s the one who’s supposed to save the world, all on his own.


      So Dumbledore had to die.


      Rowling certainly knew that all along. She gave Dumbledore that speech in the first book; she established that he’s centuries old; it would certainly be reasonable for him to die. Oh, tragic as anything, but still perfectly appropriate. It’s a necessary part of Harry’s heroic journey.


      So at the end of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, Albus Dumbledore shuffled off this mortal coil— at least to all appearances. He’s gone, at least temporarily. He would not be there when Harry faced Voldemort for the last time; the existence of a living Dumbledore, another line of defense against evil, would vitiate Harry’s final struggle and triumph. His death added poignancy and emotional depth. He had to go.


      But you know, I liked Dumbledore, so I must admit—I hoped he wouldn’t stay dead!


      After all, mentors are required to die, but they aren’t required to stay dead. Gandalf didn’t. We certainly had enough hints that Dumbledore’s death might not have been quite what it appeared—this is a wizard who Rowling has associated over and over with the phoenix, a bird that rises from its own ashes. His death came after any number of reminders that magic can fool us, that polyjuice potion can perfectly duplicate anyone’s appearance, that we can’t be sure anyone is who he appears to be. Was it really Dumbledore that died? If it was, was it a real and permanent death? We didn’t know at first—the hero story doesn’t require the mentor to die permanently. Gandalf didn’t. Merlin didn’t. So we started the seventh book, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, thinking that Dumbledore might not be dead at all.


      There were obvious reasons to fake his death—what better way to lure Voldemort out of hiding than to remove the one wizard he fears? There were equally obvious reasons to not let Harry in on the secret—Harry’s unwillingly linked to Voldemort, and if trusting Harry didn’t genuinely believe Dumbledore to have perished, the deception could never fool the suspicious Voldemort. The whole thing might have been an elaborate charade.


      Or perhaps it was indeed Dumbledore who died—but he might have been prepared, with some way to ensure his resurrection in place.


      Or he might genuinely be permanently dead—but that didn’t mean he was gone, any more than Obi-Wan or Shazam were. We already knew there’s a portrait of him in his office, available to give advice; we know that wizards who die with unfinished business can survive as ghosts.


      So I, like many readers, went into Book Seven hoping for Dumbledore’s return. I didn’t know what Rowling had up her sleeve for him.


      But I knew a few things with absolute certainty, thanks to Professor Ray.


      I knew Harry would confront and defeat Voldemort, and he would do so with no wise elder physically present to assist him—but it would be the lessons he learned from his lost mentor that allow him to triumph, and he would persevere despite all obstacles because to do any less would be to fail his mentor’s memory.


      That’s how the hero’s story works. That’s how it has always worked.


      Whether the mentor returns after the final confrontation, well, that’s a variable—but it’s a constant that the mentor is not there, cannot be there, when the hero confronts his foe and proves himself.


      And that’s why Dumbledore had to die.
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      The Lone Ranger: Batman of the Old West


      Revised; original version published in Sagebrush Journal


      I’m not a big fan of westerns, but there are certain exceptions. As a kid I read and loved many of Dell Comics’ western titles: The Lone Ranger, Tonto, Annie Oakley, Flying A’s Range Rider, and a few others. I did not care much for Roy Rogers or Gene Autry or any of that bunch, but I just doted on the Lone Ranger. One of my sisters had the old Decca record of the first two Lone Ranger stories—I guess off the old radio show, though I’m not sure—and to this day, I can recite large pieces of both “The Origin of the Lone Ranger” and “He Finds Dan Reid.” I watched the TV show. And I read the comics. Boy, did I read the comics!


      A decade or so later I rediscovered comic books after years of not reading them, but the Lone Ranger, and the rest of the Dell line, were long gone. A company called Gold Key was publishing Lone Ranger comics, but those simply weren’t as good; they had silly stories more suited to the TV show “The Wild Wild West” than to the Lone Ranger, with thieves using balloons or electric gadgets. They didn’t have the true spirit of those thrilling days of yesteryear.


      No, I had to find a new favorite or two, and I did. That place in my heart once reserved for the masked rider of the plains went instead to the caped crusader, the Batman.


      Eventually, I realized something interesting: the Lone Ranger and my later favorite, the Batman, have a heck of a lot in common.


      This may not be any sort of profound realization, but I haven’t seen it discussed before, so I thought I’d give it a shot.


      The Batman became a crime-fighter when his parents were ruthlessly gunned down by a small-time punk named Joe Chill. (At least, that’s how it happened according to the comics of my childhood; I’m aware there have been later versions that changed the killer’s identity and/or motive.)


      The Lone Ranger took up his crusade for law and order when his brother Dan was ruthlessly gunned down by the Cavendish gang, led by the unscrupulous Butch Cavendish.


      Young Bruce Wayne was taken in by kindly Mrs. Chilton, and trained himself in every branch of criminology in order that he might bring his parents’ killer to justice. (Again, I’m aware that Mrs. Chilton has not always been canon.)


      The critically-wounded young Texas ranger—whose first name has never truly been revealed, though it’s been rumored to be John—was nursed back to health by an Indian named Tonto whom he had once saved from a mountain lion. Reid swore to become an unbeatable force for good, so that he might bring his brother’s killers to justice.


      Bruce felt he needed a new identity, and a symbol for his campaign that would strike terror into the hearts of criminals. He chose a bat, and became the Batman, using the wealth his father had left him to finance his new career.


      The young ranger was the only survivor of his brother’s company, and therefore took the name “the Lone Ranger.” His brother had given him the secret location of a silver mine he had hoped would make them both rich, and the Lone Ranger used that silver to finance his operations, and used it, in the form of bullets, as a symbol, the shining silver of right and justice.


      The Batman needed transportation and weaponry; he had a special powerful car built, the Batmobile, and made himself an array of special gadgets, many using his bat motif.


      The Lone Ranger needed transportation and weapons; he captured the notorious white stallion, Silver, and learned to use a Colt .45 better than any other man alive, loading it with his trademark silver bullets.


      No man is an island, and Batman saw that he couldn’t go it alone. He took on a young partner, Robin, while his trusted butler Alfred tended the home front, looking after the Batcave, his secret headquarters.


      The Lone Ranger didn’t care to go it alone; his faithful Indian companion, Tonto, stayed with him, while his old friend Jim worked the secret silver mine that served as his home base.


      Eventually, Batman caught Joe Chill, who perished in a fusillade of bullets fired by his own comrades. Bruce Wayne did not give up his chosen career, however; there were still other wrongs to be righted.


      Eventually, the Lone Ranger caught up with Butch Cavendish and delivered him to the authorities, but there were still other wrongs to be righted, and he set out to right them.


      That, however, is just about as far as you can push the parallels. Quite far enough, I’d say—but the Batman has no equivalent for Dan Reid, the Lone Ranger’s resourceful nephew, who was rescued from a burning wagon-train as a baby and brought up by a Grandma Frisby. Unless, that is, you take Robin to be equivalent, in which case Tonto remains unaccounted for. And Mrs. Frisby doesn’t quite match up with Mrs. Chilton.


      Also, folks, let’s face it, Bruce Wayne is a man obsessed, a borderline nutcase who has managed to channel his rather violent behavior into a socially-useful form.


      The Lone Ranger, on the other hand, is simply a good man, with a strong streak of Victorian idealism and practicality and nothing better to do with himself.


      Also, the Lone Ranger was not a vigilante; he was a lawman, a Texas Ranger, who happened to work alone. He defended the laws. He was a protector, more than anything else. He was a part of the growth of the American West. The stories I remember best involved him preventing Indian wars—not by wiping out the Indians, as some stories did, but by removing whatever provocation had prompted the war, whether it was a gung-ho cavalry captain infringing on Indian rights, or racist settlers stealing Indian land, or a bloodthirsty Indian brave trying to prove his bravery, or whatever. The Ranger defended the farmer’s barbed-wire fences against the cattlemen. He tracked down bank robbers.


      A similarity I missed before: both Batman and the Lone Ranger were masters of disguise. The Lone Ranger regularly infiltrated outlaw gangs and even tribes of hostile Indians (though for obvious reasons, Tonto was better at the latter).


      Like Batman, he did not kill anybody except in self-defense, and even then he tried to avoid it. He did not wantonly destroy property. Unlike Batman, though, he did not fight mad inventors or world-conquering madmen—not the real Lone Ranger, the one I grew up with, though some of the later versions were less scrupulous about this. The Ranger wasn’t a superhero or an adventurer, just a lawman—and that was quite enough.


      He probably wouldn’t last ten minutes in Gotham City, of course.


      But then, Batman wouldn’t last long in the Old West, either. The two men fit the same basic archetype—an honorable man fighting to defend others—adjusted to fit two different milieus, the Old West and the urban underworld. Alter any part of that and you’ve destroyed the heart of their appeal, in my opinion. Batman belongs on the streets of Gotham, battling muggers and lunatics, just as the Lone Ranger is at his best stopping Indian wars and train robberies. In both cases, the hero’s place is protecting those who have no one else who can help them.


      Incidentally, a third classic hero, far less successful, falls between these two. Around 1940, Britt Reid, son of the Lone Ranger’s nephew Dan Reid, was inspired by his great-uncle’s exploits to become a crime-fighter as the Green Hornet. He, too, appeared in comic books and on the radio and even on TV, but was never the great popular success that either Batman or the Lone Ranger was. I believe that was because he seemed too much like the imitation he was; his car Black Beauty was a hybrid imitation of Silver and the Batmobile, while his Oriental servant Kato (whose exact nationality changed according to the politics of the time) was a hybrid imitation of Tonto and Robin, and so forth. He was created by the originators of the Lone Ranger, but still came off looking like an imitation of Batman. He lacked the compelling reason for his actions that his predecessors had; no one in his family was murdered unless you count his long-dead grandfather, and as a result he seemed more like a playboy indulging a whim than anything else.


      Yes, Bruce Wayne was a playboy, too, but his career as Batman was a lifelong obsession, not a whim.


      There have been other heroes fitting the same template of secret identity, hidden base, wealth devoted to the cause, loyal companions, master of disguise—the Scarlet Pimpernel was perhaps the first, while Zorro even shared the Old West setting with the Lone Ranger—but Batman and the Lone Ranger are, in my opinion, the most similar, and the best.

    

  


  
    
      A Consideration of Certain Aspects of Vogon Poetry


      Originally published in The Anthology At the End of the Universe


      “Vogon poetry is of course the third worst in the Universe. The second worst is that of the Azgoths of Kria…


      “The very worst poetry of all perished along with its creator, Paula Nancy Millstone Jennings of Greenbridge, Essex, England, in the destruction of the planet Earth.”


      So Douglas Adams tells us at the start of Chapter 7 of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. He states this as a well-known fact—“Vogon poetry is of course [emphasis added] the third worst in the Universe,” as if there can be no possible doubt.


      This leads to the inevitable conclusion that in the larger galactic society, unlike our own more limited (and perhaps soon to be destroyed for a hyperspatial bypass) viewpoint, there is a widely-accepted method of assigning definitive rankings to the quality of poetry. None of this, “Well, I’ve always been partial to Wordsworth, myself,” or “How can you say that Ferlinghetti is any sort of a poet?” or “I may not have your fancy education, but I know what I like,” that’s so often heard at terrestrial cocktail parties; instead one can presumably assign specific values, and prove once and for all that while Robert Frost can kick Rod McKuen’s arse, e.e. cummings would have them both for breakfast.


      Or perhaps not. After all, that would take a great deal of fun out of literary debate, and put thousands of critics and academics out of work. One would assume that any such system would surely have been suppressed or repudiated for the overall good of society.


      Yet we have that undeniable, “Vogon poetry is of course the third worst in the Universe.” How can this be?


      I see one simple solution. It may be that there is a generally-accepted method for determining not quality, but badness—of scoring not how well a poem works, but of what evils it perpetrates. Poetry generally recognized as good would have so few of these markers that distinguishing relative quality remains a matter of taste, and a fit subject for inflicting on long-suffering students or boring one’s fellows at parties, while ranking the very worst would be a simple matter of totting up a few sums and issuing the appropriate warnings.


      One can easily imagine some of the factors that would go into such a system—forced rhymes, limping rhythm, malapropisms, appalling imagery, grotesque grammar, mixed metaphors, strained syntax, absurd alliteration, invented vocabulary, unnecessary repetition, time-worn cliches, unnecessary repetition, inconsistent tenses, mismatched moods, silly similes, historical errors, inevitable misinterpretations, inadvertent ambiguity, inappropriate metaphors, meaningless allusions, run-on sentences, unnecessary repetition, redundant lists, and so on. Indeed, the one fragmentary sample of Vogon poetry to ever be released into Earth’s atmosphere, from the aforementioned Chapter Seven, displays generous amounts of several of these characteristics. It is, at times, hardly recognizable as poetry at all.


      Which leads to several obvious questions, chief among them being, “How do you know it is poetry, if it’s so dreadful as all that?” After all, these creations apparently fail at everything poetry is ordinarily expected to do.


      Well, the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language says poetry is, “The art or work of a poet.” A poet, it says, is “A writer of poems.” It notably does not say that poetry is poems, or need have anything to do with poems, verse, metrical prose, or anything else of that ilk—merely that it’s the work of a poet.


      This leads to the interesting conclusion that if a person (of any species) were to write a few verses, thereby making himself a poet, and then get a job as a plumber, then fixing your stopped-up drain would be poetry.


      It also leads to the interesting conclusion that the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language does not have a very strong grasp on reality, and leaves us with little choice but to throw up our hands and say, “Fine, then, have it your way, it’s poetry.”


      It also leaves one wishing that the Vogons had taken up plumbing, rather than insisting on jamming ill-matched words up against one another, but as Chapter 7 tells us, their poetry was the result of sheer bloody-mindedness; re-seating toilets and stopping faucet leaks just wouldn’t have served their purpose as well. Most people find it much easier to appreciate a good hot shower than a poem, and the Vogons were trying to be difficult.


      (The whole issue of why “difficult” works are so often considered superior to clear and simple ones will not be addressed here, since it’s obviously irrelevant to any discussion of the works of the Vogon masters, who achieved intense difficulty without any hint of superiority whatsoever.)


      All that side, and returning to the issue at hand, since we do have that one sample of a Vogon’s poetical work, and must conclude that galactic civilization does indeed have some means of determining the absolute badness of anything deemed to be poetry, the next question becomes, “How in the Universe can anything be measurably worse than that without degenerating into complete (and harmless) incomprehensibility?”


      We are informed that the Azgoths of Kria produced poetry so hideous that a majority of their listeners did not survive the experience and the poets’ own bodies sometimes rebelled, but no details of the actual content or style are given beyond two of Grunthos’ titles. While I suppose we must be grateful that our mental health has thus been spared, one cannot help but be mildly curious about the exact nature of these Azgothic abominations. How did they manage to convey their utter awfulness so effectively, regardless of the cultural background of their listeners?


      And why was this never weaponized?


      It may be that the military applications were never explored because the Azgoths themselves were affronted by the idea; it clearly could not be accomplished without their cooperation. Copyright considerations aside, any attempt to use Azgothic poetry as weapons of mass destruction without the consent of the Azgoths would inevitably lead to finding oneself on the losing end of an arms race, since the Azgoths, as the originators of the stuff, could produce more and deadlier poetry. Anyone who tried the unauthorized use of Azgothic verse in combat would undoubtedly find himself invited to a private reading by a Krian master, and surely even the most ruthless galactic warlord would not tempt such a fate.


      Yet we are assured that there was at one time an even worse poet than any Azgoth in the Universe—Ms. Paula Jennings of Greenbridge.


      It may seem curious that the very worst poetry should be associated with a single individual, where second and third place are awarded to entire species, but in fact it makes perfect sense. Earth, as we know, was no ordinary planet, but the supercomputer designed by Deep Thought and built by the Magratheans to determine the ultimate question of Life, the Universe, and Everything. The entire human species was to be a part of the computational matrix, and one might therefore reasonably assume that Paula Jennings, a part of the final configuration, was the particular component assigned the unconscious and involuntary task of determining the place of Really Bad Poetry in the universe.


      This theory is complicated, unfortunately, by the fact that Earth had been contaminated two million years before by the arrival of the Golgafrinchan “B” Ark and the extinction of the original native inhabitants, but most of the computer was still there, and presumably it did its best to incorporate the Golgafrinchans’ descendants into its program.


      In fact, it may well be that Ms. Jennings’ Golgafrinchan ancestry was what enabled her to achieve such stunning heights of badness—that the combination of Earth’s determination to model the universe and two million years of Golgafrinchan idiocy resulted in her uniquely hideous accomplishments.


      One wonders how an ordinary Englishwoman could hope to match the sheer vileness of the Vogons and Azgoths—or rather, how she could match it, since there is no indication that she hoped to. In all probability she thought her little verses rather nice, and would have been quite upset to learn that they were galactically bad. Nonetheless, our omniscient narrator assures us that her poetry was indeed more unspeakably awful than any other ever produced.


      One cannot help but wonder whether she ever showed her work to anyone else. As there are no reports of mysterious deaths or fits of madness in the vicinity of Greenbridge, one assumes she did not, but that she, like Emily Dickinson, kept them hidden away, perhaps secretly dreaming of posthumous publication and fame.


      (This begs the question, of course, of how Mr. Adams or anyone else ever learned of Ms. Jennings’ unique distinction, but one of the under-appreciated advantages of an omniscient narrator is that one need never ask how he, she, or it knows anything. He, she, or it just does. Many of us, restricted to first person or perhaps third person limited in our understanding of the universe, envy this. We must rely on direct observation, inference, and logic to learn things, while the omniscient narrator simply knows. It must be quite nice, actually, and should I ever observe, infer, or reason out a way for someone such as myself to obtain such a position, I will not hesitate to apply for it.)


      The exact nature of Jennings’ work and its remarkable badness is unknown. It would seem unlikely that she would make extensive use of the sort of vocabulary Vogons employ, with their gruntbugglies and turlingdromes, but she would almost certainly have used far more saccharine sentimentality than the rather callous Vogons. The Azgoths, from the few hints we are given, may have used sentimentality, as well—perhaps that’s how both Jennings and the Azgoths managed to exceed Vogon awfulness. The Vogons’ own bloody-mindedness may have worked against them there, as mawkish sentimentality is one of the most powerful tools in the arsenal of the truly dreadful poet. Vogon poets have unquestionably feigned such attitudes, but surely never believably, thereby failing to deliver that shocking realization, “Oh, my God, she means it!” that has done so much psychic damage to the audiences of bad poets throughout history.


      And speaking of psychic damage, Chapter 7 of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy presents us with a curious incident, when Prostetnic Vogon Jeltz reads a sample of his work to Arthur Dent and Ford Prefect. Bear with me; this is indeed relevant to Ms. Jennings and the general issue of stupendously bad poetry.


      In any case, Jeltz reads an appalling bit of verse to the forcibly-restrained pair, with deliberate malevolence and malice aforethought.


      Prefect, a native of a small planet near Betelgeuse, despite knowing what to expect, suffers badly under this ghastly assault—spasms, screaming, and so on.


      Dent, an Earthling, presumably a descendant of the Golgafrinchan colonists, comes through the experience much better despite having very little advance warning of just what horrors Vogons are capable of. He is then, within seconds, able to lie to the Vogon’s face—at least, we hope it was a lie—and claim he enjoyed the poem.


      How, we ask, as any sane observer must, is such insouciance as this possible for any thinking being?


      (Arguments as to whether Mr. Dent qualifies as a “thinking being” will be ignored. Save your breath.)


      Even as we ask, the realization dawns upon us. Obviously, his shared ancestry with the worst poet in the Universe is responsible. As an Englishman, Dent comes from the same genetic pool and cultural background that produced Ms. Jennings; he is a part of the same damaged computational matrix that created her (and the game of cricket, but that’s another issue). As an Englishman, Arthur Dent is therefore partially immune to the horrific effects of truly bad poetry.


      And here we may have an explanation for just how the Vogons came to demolish Earth in the first place. It could be theorized that the hyperspatial bypass was merely a cover story, the loathsomeness of cricket just incidental—the true reason was that they feared what might happen if Earth completed its task, galactic society learned the question to Life, the Universe, and Everything, and thousands of Englishmen, no longer needed as part of history’s greatest computer, were unleashed on the galaxy. Somehow, the Vogons had found out that Englishmen were immune to their poetry, and they dreaded the possibility, however faint it might be, that these creatures might teach other people how to enjoy Vogon poetry.


      That would put an end to a major form of Vogon amusement, and render powerless perhaps their greatest threat. The Azgoths never intentionally used their poetry as a weapon, but the Vogons certainly used theirs—not in large-scale wars, but in small-scale personal situations, such as interrogating or torturing prisoners. The mere threat of a Vogon poetry reading was regularly used to keep other species in line.


      Just imagine how Vogons might react to learning that there were people out there who did not find Vogon poetry horrifyingly bad, but rather laughably bad! Clearly, it would have meant the end of Vogon civilization—or at any rate of a great deal of Vogon fun. Earth obviously had to be destroyed, and the sooner the better.


      Naturally, there was an absurd amount of paperwork to be done, the required notices had to be posted and the fifty-year waiting period observed—if they had not followed the proper procedures, someone might have noticed what was going on—and in the event they cut it uncomfortably close, but at last they were able to remove Earth, England, and Paula Jennings from the galaxy.


      And this brings us back to one of my earlier questions. Galactic civilization obviously has some objective, quantitative way of measuring the badness of truly bad poetry; we mere Earthlings do not.


      Might it be that the actual measure used is something as simple as casualty rates? The effectiveness of various human weapons is measured by kill ratios; perhaps other species use something similar to judge just how bad bad poetry really is. Start with an audience of a hundred, then count the survivors and assess the physical and psychological damage, and you have a very good measure of just how bad a poem is. Vogon death rates would presumably be a respectable percentage, Azgothic somewhat higher, and Paula Jennings, as the absolute worst poet in the galaxy, might be expected to have exterminated entire audiences, had she ever had the opportunity.


      The ruthlessness of such testing does not say good things about the nature of galactic civilization, of course, but then, what does? One might suppose they used computer modeling, rather than live testing, but I have my doubts.


      Meanwhile, we here on Earth have never developed such methods for the simple reason that they don’t work on us. As the kin of Paula Jennings, we are all partially immune; no matter how dreadful a poem might be we hardly ever die from listening to it, and the nausea and nightmares generally fade within a reasonable time. Whether you attribute this to the stupidity and insensitivity of our Golgafrinchan forebears, or to the buffering effects of Earth’s computational matrix, it seems clear that the effect is real and significant. What else can account for Mr. Dent’s experiences, and our lack of any valid scale of poetical horror?


      There. Now, doesn’t that explain just about everything there is to explain about Vogon poetry? Doesn’t it all fit together neatly? Haven’t I done a good job of telling you stuff I have no way of actually knowing?


      You know, I really think I’d do a fine job as an omniscient narrator, if someone were to give me a chance. When you have an opening, do drop me a line.

    

  


  
    
      Kid Stuff


      Revised; originally published in a column in Comics Buyer’s Guide


      Note: This essay taken from a 1985 column may seem out of date now, but I include it here anyway because I think it’s still worth reading—and because the prediction at the end looks pretty accurate to me.


      “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.” So said St. Paul (I Corinthians 13:11). You’ve all probably heard that quoted before, in all manner of applications. Paul was talking about “charity,” according to the King James Bible, a mistranslation of the Latin caritas, meaning “caring.” He was explaining how a man without it is nothing but a child.


      A good many people, however, seem to live by those words without their context. They shun anything that’s “childish” and deride those who do not. Anything not fraught with social significance is “kid stuff” and obviously worthless.


      Or for some it’s not social significance that matters, but intellectual content; a work that can be appreciated without careful study is “Mickey Mouse” and “infantile.”


      Some have no set criteria, but simply divide the world’s pleasures into “grown-up” and “kid stuff” on an empirical basis—beer is grown up, dolls are kid stuff.


      This is built into our society; from a very early age we learn to give up things we’ve outgrown. At any elementary school you can hear kids saying, “Aw, that’s baby stuff,” about games they enjoyed a month before.


      Among comic book collectors, virtually everyone over the age of sixteen has encountered derision because of his/her collecting. “You read funny books? Hey, what’s Bugs Bunny doing these days? Gonna be Spider-Man when you grow up?”


      However, take a look; are the people saying this so very mature? If they say comics are stupid, what are they reading? Most of the time they aren’t reading anything; they’re watching “The Dukes of Hazzard” on TV.


      Gosh, how mature. “Dukes” happens to be a big hit with the four-year-olds I know. TV, however, has not been labelled kid stuff, while comic books have, even though a good many TV shows require considerably less intelligence and sophistication than most comics.


      A great many other things have been labelled kid stuff. Amusement parks, for example; nowadays about the only time you’ll see anyone over the age of thirty in an amusement park he/she is there as an escort for his/her kids. Most of you probably assume that that’s always been the way of the world.


      Not so. When amusement parks were first really popular, in the last decade of the nineteenth century, the clientele was almost entirely adults. Go look at any of the old photos of the crowds on Coney Island or at any of the old trolley parks from before the First World War—do you see any kids?


      Now find a photo of Coney Island or Disneyland from any time after World War II—kids everywhere.


      Bicycles—look at bicycles. When they became popular, late in the nineteenth century, they were ridden primarily by adults. Cycling was rather adventurous (and if you’ve ever ridden those poorly-balanced antiques you’ll know why), something that dashing young men and women did. Then look at any picture from 1950 through 1970 with bicycles in it, and the odds are that kids are riding them. Nowadays they’re becoming acceptable for adults again, thanks to the energy crises of the seventies, the revival of serious bicycle racing, and the advanced technology that’s spun off from racing and made top-of-the-line bikes too expensive for kids, but in the fifties they were strictly kid stuff, and an adult on a bicycle was something that elicited laughter.


      Trading cards—ignoring the current collectibility of baseball cards and all the other variations, who buys trading cards these days? Kids, of course. However, were they originally intended for kids? Does the fact that baseball cards originally came in cigarette packages answer that for you?


      Cartoons—nowadays anything animated is assumed to be for kids, which must frustrate Ralph Bakshi no end; it’s a major reason that films like his “American Pop,” or “Heavy Metal,” bombed at the box office. More than a decade after “Fritz the Cat” got an X rating, most Americans equate animation with kid stuff, but fifty years ago Disney’s Mickey Mouse (before he was watered down) was popular with all ages, and Betty Boop was racy enough that she had censorship problems.


      Of course, nowadays having something labelled as “suitable for all ages” is the kiss of death, because that will be interpreted as meaning “kid stuff”. This is stupid, as it’s perfectly possible to produce something that really does appeal to all ages. Look at “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” for example.


      Science fiction and fantasy are thought of as kid stuff by a lot of people; when I tell people what I do for a living, one of the questions I’ve learned to expect is, “What age group do you write for, kids or teenagers?”


      Basically, anything that’s primarily for fun is considered kid stuff, except for sex, drugs, liquor, and TV. I’ve spoken with people who consider all fiction, or even all books, to be kid stuff! (Remember, I’ve lived in rural Kentucky; there are still people around who don’t hold with book learning.)


      I don’t think that this is what St. Paul had in mind when he spoke of “childish things.”


      (Of course, right there I’m sure I’m in disagreement with any number of hardcore fundamentalists who see Dungeons & Dragons as a Satanic ritual and comic books as kiddie porn.)


      Why on Earth should fun be just for kids?


      Well, hey, I wouldn’t ask the question if I didn’t have an answer. It’s a pet theory of mine. I have a lot of pet theories—I breed them.


      First, let’s take a look at what’s considered kid stuff, and when it became kid stuff.


      Comic books are considered kid stuff, and except for special cases, such as soldiers who couldn’t get anything better and collectors, they’ve apparently been considered kid stuff all along. Certainly Dr. Fredric Wertham thought of them as being aimed exclusively at children as far back as 1947, and the comic-book letter columns I’ve seen back to 1950 all assume a juvenile readership. The contents of comics from the thirties seems geared toward kids. Scribbly stories featuring the Red Tornado, “Comics” McCormick, and Supersnipe all treat comics as kid stuff. So let’s say that they were probably kid stuff in 1933, and definitely by 1945.


      Amusement parks—in the twenties they were still frequented largely by adults, going by contemporary literature and old photos, though kids were present in large numbers, as they had not been at the turn of the century. However, by the fifties amusement parks were strictly kid stuff. I don’t have much evidence either way from the thirties or forties, though there are plenty of references to soldiers taking dates to amusement parks during World War II. Let’s say the transition period was sometime between 1930 and 1950.


      Bicycles—well, they were supplanted as serious transportation in this country by the automobile, more specifically by the Model T, but you’ll find ads showing young women out for a Sunday jaunt on bicycle up through the 1920s. By 1955 bicycle ads—or any other ads—only showed kids.


      Trading cards—well, they were pretty silly to begin with, and appear to have been strictly kid stuff by about 1925, if not sooner. I admit to not being up on the field.


      Animated films—animators have never given up aiming at an adult audience, at least in increasingly-rare theatrical releases, but I know that by 1960, when I started paying attention, adults did not watch cartoons.


      TV, which is usually just as juvenile as comic books or animated films, came along in 1949—that is, that’s when it began to catch on with the public, since it was around for a few years before that. The great boom in TV began in 1949 and gradually slowed down in the early sixties, and it’s never been considered strictly kid stuff—except on Saturday mornings.


      So where does that leave us? Well, most of the transitions from adult-oriented to kids-only seem to have happened between 1930 and 1945. What happened over those fifteen years?


      Hey, if you don’t know, you shouldn’t be reading this; we aim at an audience that knows at least the basics. The thirties were the worst economic depression in modern history, and the early forties were World War II. Rough times. The Depression put incredible numbers of people out of work, and even those who were still working were often living in an atmosphere of constant worry and tension for fear they would be the next to go. Money was tight—prices dropped steeply, hard as that may be to believe for those of us who have only lived during the past forty years of non-stop inflation. And until Roosevelt took office in 1933, there were no government handouts of the sort we have today—no unemployment benefits, no social security, no welfare payments. If you were retired on a pension and the company went bust, as many did, you had no income at all. It was entirely possible to starve to death.


      This was not exactly conducive to fun. The birth-rate dropped sharply, and business at various entertainments did as well. Amusement parks that had thrived all through the twenties went bankrupt. Movie attendance leveled off (scholars disagree on whether it actually dropped or not), and patrons were lured in with gimmicks such as free dishes—people who speak of the thirties as the Golden Age of Hollywood are not talking about box office receipts; film quality went up in order to compete for the no-longer-growing market. Radio was very big—it was free, once you’d bought the set.


      Survival was a struggle, and when you’re struggling to survive, you don’t go out and spend your money at Electric Park or at the Bijou. You don’t buy yourself a comic book—if you’ve just got to spend your dime on something to read you get a pulp, which will last you a lot longer.


      However, kids were still kids, no matter what the economy did. A great many parents had the attitude that their lives might be miserable, but their kids would enjoy life. Just because Daddy’s out of work, why should Junior be miserable? Take the kid to Coney Island for the day—you can’t afford to play the games or ride the rides yourself, but you can enjoy it vicariously by watching the kids. Buy the kid a comic book—it’ll keep him out of the way while Mother takes in washing, a dime well spent. (Actually, some older people I’ve spoken to swear up and down that new comics cost a nickel during the Depression, not a dime; either all their memories are wrong, or I’ve fallen into the Twilight Zone, or they were sold at discount in some places.)


      World War II had something of the same effect; men were in the army, women in the defense plants, but kids were still at home or on the streets, and comics or trading cards or whatever kept them busy. There seems to have been a great acceptance of the idea that the world was in really lousy shape, but could be improved so that the next generation would be able to enjoy themselves. When I was growing up, along with all the other Baby Boom kids, I remember hearing people of my parents’ generation talk about how we youngsters didn’t appreciate what they had done for us, how they had struggled through the Depression and fought the Nazis so that we could have TV and washing machines and comic books.


      I had assumed at the time that this was just something every generation had to put up with—you can find complaints about the younger generation back to the first century BC, at the very least—but now I’m not so sure. I think perhaps the generation that came of age during the Depression and the war had this attitude far more strongly than most. I can’t imagine anyone born in 1960 telling his kids how he had to struggle to survive. The Depression generation really did have more worries and less time for fun than others—and for that reason came to think of fun as being something one outgrew.


      There are things that one outgrows, certainly—but fun needn’t be one of them. Just because children enjoy something doesn’t mean adults can’t enjoy it as well. There’s a growing realization of this, I think; that’s why we’re seeing more respect given to the work of Carl Barks and John Stanley, why George Lucas and Stephen Spielberg are zillionaires. The people who still sneer at it all as “kid stuff” are the ones who can’t free themselves of their earlier training, or are unsure of their own maturity and therefore exaggerate it (like the swaggering macho males who flaunt their manhood because they aren’t really confident of their masculinity). As the Depression generation ages and fades in importance, I expect “kid stuff” to become ever more socially acceptable.


      So the next time someone sneers at you for reading funny books or science fiction, just comfort yourself with the thought that you’re part of the wave of the future, free of the dead hand of the past, and with that charity St. Paul recommended, forgive the poor outdated slob.

    

  


  
    
      Essays That Didn’t Happen


      For one reason or another, over the years I started several essays that I never finished. Here are descriptions of some of those false starts, and why they weren’t completed:


      All the way back in the 1970s, I was invited by a group of Sherlockians to write a piece for them. The invitation was withdrawn when they found out what I intended to write. “The Secret of Watson’s Second Wound” would have explained why Dr. Watson’s old wound was sometimes in his shoulder and sometimes in his leg, why he appears to have had four wives in the course of the Holmes canon, and why his reports are sometimes contradictory or impossible: He had contracted syphilis in Afghanistan, and the “wounds” he wrote about were actually chancre sores; his wives either died of the disease or left him when they realized he had it; and the eventual neurological damage affected his memory and his writing.


      A little research now tells me I misunderstood or had been misinformed about the symptoms of syphilis, so the theory doesn’t really work, but the invitation was withdrawn, and the article never written, not because of inaccuracy, but because the people involved didn’t want to help me spread so scandalous a notion.


      In the 1980s or ’90s (I’m not sure) a piece on Captain America (it never had a title) was abandoned because it rambled on endlessly without going anywhere. If I had a point I was trying to make, I never made it and no longer remember what it was. The confounded thing is still in my files, waiting for me to find some use for it.


      I never finished “Seven Reasons Why ‘Fringe’ is Better Than ‘The X-Files’ because Raina Kelley’s piece for Newsweek, “Ten Reasons Why ‘Fringe’ is Better Than ‘The X-Files’,” beat me to it and topped me at the same time. She had close approximations of all seven of my reasons, plus her #6-8, which I hadn’t thought of. (Hers is still on the web, in the archives at TheDailyBeast.com, if you want to check it out.)


      “Empire State,” about King Kong, was abandoned when I discovered that a random sample of people I questioned did not immediately associate the Empire State Building with the big ape, and the first scene they remembered from the original movie was generally not Kong climbing the tower as fighter planes attacked him. That killed my still-vague-at-the-time thesis that the two were inextricably linked in the popular consciousness, and rendered moot my theorizing about why this was so.


      “It Seemed Like A Good Idea At the Time,” intended for an anthology of essays about Batman, was going to list a bunch of forgotten additions to the Batman mythos and explain why they were stupid. Problem was, I couldn’t bring myself to believe that anyone still cared enough about Bat-Mite or Ace the Bat-Hound to justify writing an essay about them, and most of the other stuff was so stupid it only lasted an issue or two and needed no explanation.


      Smart Pop asked me to write essays for several of their books where I declined to even try. Usually that was either because I didn’t know anything about the subject in question, or I didn’t think I had anything to say about it that hadn’t been said before. There were two cases, though, where I had other reasons. For their “Star Wars” volume I thought they had set up too rigid a framework, rather than their usual freewheeling approach, and for the “Battlestar: Galactica” book I realized I didn’t want to write about the series, I wanted to read about it.


      There were two other non-fiction projects I abandoned that were more ambitious than any of the above:


      “American Christmas” might have been an entire book; it was going to be a compendium of American Christmas mythology, pointing out that Christmas as we know it in this country has nothing to do with Christ or Christianity, but is instead devoted to one of our own native deities, Santa Claus, who is not the same as Father Christmas and owes very little to the Dutch Sinter Klaas he’s allegedly based on. I never wrote it because it would have been one hell of a lot of work for a project that probably wouldn’t have sold.


      And finally, I worked off and on for years assembling material for a book to be called Weird! Eerie! Terrifying! about pre-Code horror comics, but abandoned the project because a) it would have been lots of work for little return, b) other people beat me to it, notably Mike Benton with Horror Comics: The Illustrated History, and c) I put most of what I wanted to say on the subject into my 12,000-word article “The Other Guys,” as published in Scream Factory and reprinted in Alter Ego.


      And that’s that.
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      Lawrence Watt-Evans became a professional writer because he had no marketable skills except a knack for asking strange questions and coming up with stranger answers, which is the primary prerequisite for writing science fiction, fantasy, and this book. He tries to abide by Buckaroo Banzai’s famous dictum: “Wherever you go, there you are.”
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