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surprise that some ten days ago I read in the manuscript of this book
that Douglas Dold claimed that his was the sperm. Three sperms?
No wonder you have wanted my account of the conception, and no wonder
Mr. Rogers still wished I'd tell it here, when I mentioned I was going
to omit it as a matter of no importance. Well, importance is one thing
and interest another, so I shall describe it as exactly as I can. It will
take more space than I'd like, but not perhaps more than it is worth,
come to think of it, for, happily, the contrariness of the conception
may jar and once more set off the still explodable among you—heart of
the hard-core addicts whom science fiction somewhat ruined in youth
and whose devotions still are special and a little lopsided, as is the
nature of love.

As one somewhat ruined myself, I call the conception beautiful.

It is absolutely accurate to say that Astounding was a baby born of a
chance contact in which one party acted solely in lust, not love, and
the other solely in repulsion, not desire. v

The coming together of the two parties took place in front of a large
sheet of glossy paper with thirteen violent, colorful pictures on it.
Had there been sixteen, there would never have been a Clayton
Astounding.

William Clayton was the successful publisher of a large group of
pulp-paper action-adventure magazines. At the time there were, I
think, thirteen. They made a diverse family. Among them were maga-
zines devoted to western, detective, air, war, love, and adventure
stories—at least one magazine of just about every popular type.
Routinely each month, the editors of these and the other magazines
bought eye-catching pictures for the covers of their next issues, the
engraver made plates from them, and the printer furnished final proofs
of them, all thirteen assembled rectangularly on a single large sheet
of paper. On this sheet each editor would initial his final okays, then
the sheet (or another like it) would be hung in Clayton’s office, allowing
him unlimited opportunity to study it and perhaps incubate ideas.

Now, there were blank places on this sheet. The proofs occupied
places arranged in four rows of four columns each, only thirteen of
the sixteen places being filled. This meant that month after month
three of the sixteen places would stare empty at Clayton, in effect re-
proving him for not having three more magazines so that they need
not be empty. I venture upon certainty when I say that Clayton on
looking at this sheet would often have these particular money-lustful
thoughts: “If I had sixteen magazines I’d get the three additional
covers cheap...the paper for the covers, now going wasted, would be
free...there would be very little added charge for press time...” The
empty places would continually have urged him to have one to three
more magazines. If the sales of an additional magazine reached only
the usual break-even point, there would still be a profit from its
absorption of its fraction of the general overhead—and for a while
there would not be any editorial cost, for he’d just toss it to Bates,
who would merely work double.
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the vigor and I might say know-how to conquer it. If it is objected that
three conceptual sperms cannot seduce one conceptual ovum, a suffi-
cient answer is, it is an historic fact that the cause of the journeys of
the sperms was the science-monsters on the covers of Amazing, and
it is an historic fact that the result of the journeys of the sperms
was their spawn of science-monsters on the covers of Astounding. (I
had better state firmly that the ovum of which I speak was perhaps a
maidenly fleck of fluttery-and-willing antimatter waiting hopefully
among a pod of non-existing neutrinos in the nothing-space of the
Seventh Dimension of the galaxy Iglooeron—inside-out-and-crossways
of course the space in front of the cover proof sheet in Clayton’s
office. Every publisher’s office is a way station for the tele- and
ideopathic spread of the non-stuff of teratological as well as standard
thoughts.)

At the time of the accouchement Dold was no longer a Clayton editor
(although, as I recall, his name remained on the masthead of his
former magazine as a consultant). However, then and later he was
often in to see us, pleased with the new baby. He got two or three of
his friends to submit pablum for it—among them Murray Leinster,
thank heaven.

This is all I know and think possible about the birth of Astounding.
I don’t see how more than one of the sperms could have been the actual
conqueror ; however, both of the others could have contributed something
secondary but helpful, like, say, opening the door of the bedroom, and,
perhaps, cheering. As for the name, it is an obvious one, whose choice
by anyone would be inevitable.

No doubt there will be an underprivileged outlander among you who
will wonder at such particularizing of a topic so seeming petty. The
lordly answer to this is, Sir, everything about Astoundin§ is a cause of
wonder. Astounding was bloom and seed of wonder! more useful
answer is, that to many fan-jets of the time, and even later, the con-
ception has been an itch and a mystery and is not petty at all. Loving
your wife—if where you come from you have a two-sex attraction-
repulsion setup—would you not prefer to know whom her parents were?
It is only reasonable. But Earth’s Super-Sciencers may be super-
reasonable; they are super-lovers; they are super-supers; they outcalif
California! They are famous for scratching itches and mysteries.
Although for nearly all of the past thirty years Ihave beenas onanother
planet, requests for the story have reached me.

There have also been requests for the story of Astounding’s early
years—history—problems—anecdotes—anything.

My biggest difficulty, and a never-ending one, was the obtaining of
suitable stories. Clayton and I agreed that story elements of action
and adventure were necessary for Astounding’s survival (as they were
of almost all of his pulps). We could think of fewer than half a dozen
fair-to-good pulp writers who had ever written stories of the kind we
wanted, but we never doubted that some of my adventure writers could
produce them. However, I at once found myself locked in a continuing
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(To state it bluntly, the science fiction of the early writers had little
relation to the science of the scientists. However, it had as much re-
lation as it has had since, in the main. The extrapolations of most
science fiction writers rocket starward from pads much too narrow
and rickety. If the writers were solidly grounded in the sciences, and
if they were aware of the intermeshings of the sciences, and if each
one had a stiff conscience, there’d be very little science fiction written,
Literally, most writers would not be able to finish a story, from guilty
awareness of the piling up of related things that were scientifically
incompatible. However, it happens that each member of the species
has a permissive conscience which allows the id it should be shushing
to march about yelling: “Extrapolate sil—relate no!” And extrapolate
they do—far and unconscionably. Zing, in one second they’re in the
middle of a science-silly but awfully science-seeming culture in
Andromeda. Far, far from any entangling alliances with the science
of Earth. Way way out. This is perfectly okay: I am just pointing to
the misleading use of a name. The naked fact is, almost all of what is
called science fiction is fantasy and nothing else but. This has increas-
ingly come to be recognized, but when I began privately saying so,
near the beginning, I would get arguments. Do you aging buffs really
think there is more science in science fiction nowadays? Do you
really think the stories are less impossible? Of course they are better
written, many of them, and more thought-provoking, some of them—
but science? Hurrah for our honest old Super-Science!)

Back to the obstetrics. You say: “But if your account of the con-
ception and naming is correct, how do you explain the claims of Harold
Hersey and Douglas Dold?” Ten days ago I could not have explained
them. Since then I’ve thought up a possibility or two.

You’ve long known about the birds and the bees, and probably you’ve
learned that an ovum can be impregnated by one spermatozoon only.
Well, I now hold it possible that there were three sperms active in the
conceiving of Astounding. Hersey, a Clayton editor up to the fall of
1927, may have provided a Sperm No. 1. I arrived at Clayton’s a few
days after Hersey departed, and I never met him, but there’s no doubt
he often stood looking at newsstand displays and sometimes passed on
with persisting visions of Amazing science-monsters, and it is possible
he passed on to Clayton a vision of a new habitat for such monsters.
Dold being a fellow-editor, it is possible he similarly provideda Sperm
No. 2. It is possible these two men or sperms talked over the idea
with each other. It is certain Dold never at any time touched on the
idea with me, nor did anyone else, including of course Clayton. (For
completeness, it should be lightly mentioned that Clayton, too, may
have provided a sperm, for he, a prime looker-at-newsstands, must
sometimes himself have passed on with persisting visions of Amazing
science-monsters.) From these several facts and possibilities we
may hypothesize that we have here three sperms bent on seducing one
ovum: those of Hersey, Dold, and Bates (with a bon voyage from
Clayton). If this was the case, you have seen that none but Bates’ had
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of stories that did not exist, I sold myself on possibilities. Perhaps I
could get Clayton to let me start a magazine of the science-monster
type, instead! I thought it should not be toodifficult to obtainthe stories.

I prepared for a battle. First, I went out and bought a copy of the
current Amazing and looked it over. Then I thought up possible names.
I put numbers in front of the names, in the order of my estimate of
their value. I assembled possible arguments for and against the better
ones, preparing to put overa particular one against possible resistance.
I studied each story in the copy I’d bought, preparing for arguments
on content.

Next morning I pumped myself full of combativeness and charged
into Clayton’s office. It was all as easy as pie! There’d be no Torch-
lights of History! Instead, there’d be an action-adventure Astounding
Stories of Super-Science! I was to get right to work on it.

As T walked back through the corridor I was a little drunk, from the
charge of fighting juices I’d not used up. I could have used those juices
later, on occasions when I lay exhausted, licking my wounds. I had
made a big mistake. In my revulsion against the foreseen difficulty of
obtaining good stories for the one magazine, I had underappraised the
similar but greater difficulty I would have with the other.

I had better interrupt the obstetrics of my history to tell how the
name Astounding Stories of Super-Science was chosen. It was aprocess
of elimination. I had thought up about a dozen possible names. Of
them all, the one I liked best was Tomorrow, but I didn’t even show
this one to Clayton, because it was too mild and indefinite and sort of
highbrow. My second preference was Science Fiction, which was
generic and like the other had dignity, but I killed this one with argu-
ments that as aphrase hardly anyone had ever seen or heard it (Amaz-
ing preferring the horrible “gcientifiction”) and that as a name it
would promise only mild and orthodox stories concerned with today’s
science. In time, the name would come to be known and associated
with the stories, of course—but there might not be time. The maga-
zine could eas11y die of lack of readers before this happened.

It was my third preference which I advocated: Astounding. As a
name it lacked dignity, but no matter: it was gutsy and would compel
attention, and it generally resembled Amazing and could be counted on
to attract the eye of that magazine’s readers while pleasantly promis-
ing others that the stories would stun them. It was a little better than
Fantastic and much better than Astonishing and Future and the re-
maining ones on my list. I think I remember Clayton’s trying it aloud,
tasting it. I am not sure that the rest of the name was decided that
morning, but I can tell you the reasons for our choice. “of Science
Fiction” would in time have become redundant. “of Super-Science”
was perfect. The word Science was in it, also that great promiser of
extras: Super. As a phrase, the flavor was a trifle vulgar, but the
meaning was right on the beam. Super-Science means above and more
than science. The science fiction of the early writers was indeed
above and more than science.
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So much for background. Perhaps you have begun to see that the
aforementioned lust was a normal one on the part of Clayton for more
profits. It is the rearward workings of the repulsion felt by the other
party, that made the conception beautiful.

One day Clayton’s secretary summoned me to his office, where I
found the controller of the company with him, both looking at me in a
special way as I crossed the wide-open spaces. The controller had an
idea for a new magazine, one devoted to period-adventure stories,
Clayton told me pleasantly; he’d even thought up a name for it: Torch-
lights of History. Here were two shocks in one, bang bang.

However, I had had much experience of shocks in that office, and
upon collecting my wits I at once began vigorously to defend myself,
making a strong case for not publishing a period magazine and concen-
trating on the objection that it would be next to impossible for the
editor to get enough good or even so-so stories for it. (By reflex, like
the duck of a boxer, I spoke as if someone else was to be stuck with
the magazine.) Clayton heard me and pleasantly but like a steam roller
suggested that I spend an hour or so thinking it over. In a rearguard
action I attacked the awful name, at which he naturally suggested that
I find a better. All this time the controller said nothing; just looked
at me in the manner of a benign bestower of something valuable, free.
I saw that Clayton was not to be stopped from having another magazine,
and I left his office dismayed and a little angry. It seemed to be be-
coming a habit, his giving me his more difficult and sometimes im-
possible editorial assignments.

I have particularized the lust and repulsion of the two parties. I
come now to my Trick—the clever, sneaky Trick by which Clayton’s
lust was diverted, my repulsion subverted, and the fabric of the future
frazzled. But first I have to give a last bit of background.

It was a conditioned reflex of the pulp publishers and editors of
those days to scan the magazines, when passing a newsstand. When
the display was a large one, the scanning tended to become standing
and thinking (and perhaps exulting or worrying). With some, part of
the thinking would on occasion be a groping to discover a type of maga-
zine not yet being offered to the public. To a publisher in Clayton’s
position, such gropings amounted to a hunt for gold. He already had
all the obvious types: what exploitable one—or three—remained?

I, editor of his adventure magazine, had like all others of my kind
been a reflexive studier-of-newsstand-displays—so presently, as I sat
at bay behind my desk “thinking it over,” there popped up the memory
of a certain magazine of large size whose covers invariably were
chock-full of preposterous machinery and colored rays and monstrous
or monstrously dressed creatures doing things. Amazing Stories!
Once I had bought a copy. What awful stuff, I’d found it! :CIutfered
with trivial Packed with puerilities. Written by unimaginables! But
now at the memory I wondered if there might be a market for a well-
written magazine on the Amazing themes, and in my desperation, faced
with an obligation to provide for a dubious magazine a continuous flow
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and “different” magazines.)

You should know that there were not enough science fiction converts
to support the early Astounding. Amazing and Wonder paid their
writers chiefly in the glory of seeing their names in print and just
managed to squeak along with the same single small body of readers.
We expected these readers to buy Astounding, and apparently almost
all of them did, but there were by no means enough to support a maga-
zine which paid its writers then, near the bottom of the Depression,
almost twice what writers are paid now, in this time of high prosperity.
We hoped to capture a sufficient number of readers of the other Clayton
magazines, and we very nearly did so.

Astounding was conceived in the weeks just preceding the 1929 stock
market crash; it was born in the beginning of the Depression; it neither
lost nor gained weight as the Depression dropped to its bottom. In
none of those months did it pay a profit. But in most of those months
it nearly broke even, and it did this while paying its writers a decent
minimum of two cents a word on acceptance. Practically all the pulps
then paid one cent, or half a cent, or even a tenth of a cent, and a good
many of them paid on publication (which meant, paid months or even
years after the stories were “bought,” and in fact in some cases meant
not paid at all, unless the writer threatened to sue).

You who were the demon fan-letter writers were not very helpful to
us as guides. You were indiscriminately enraptured with everything!
Some of you clamored for occasional stories of the kind appearing in
Amazing, but we knew that large numbers of the other readers would
have been repelled by them. You still say that certain of Amazing’s
stories were classics? Okay, I take your word for it...I’ll tell youa
secret. Eventually I tried to get a couple of hybrids combining the
most conspicuous qualities of Astounding and Amazing, but I failed.
It seemed we could not make them mix...I’ll tell you something else,
not a secret, but something you may not have suspected. I welcomed
stories with more refined or scientific values, and when I had the rare
luck to receive an uncrippled one I always saw to it that Clayton ap-
proved it. I still remember a passage in a letter from Donald Wandrei,
in response to a lament from me: “Oh damn the too too serious readers!
The two stories I liked best were the humorous ‘An Extra Man’ and the
half-poetic ‘Out Around Rigel.”” I’'ve long forgotten the stories, but
I’ve not forgotten that passage, because those two stories were exactly
the ones I too had liked best. For me to remember the passage exactly,
as I have, it would appear that it hit me in a place not yet calloused by
science friction.

Would you have guessea that Clayton became a Super-Science buff?
We both approved the stories that were bought. I read and readied the
stories first—he would usually come himself to my office for those
which had received my okay—and if I were not in he would at times
take away every story in sight, unread or even rejected! He might
even do this when I was in, over my tactful resistance.

During Astounding’s first months I sometimes thought wryly that it
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struggle with nearly every one whom I induced to try. Most of them were
almost wholly ignorant of science and technology, so much of what even-
tually got into their stories had in one way or another to be put there by
myself. I spent endless time dictating letters to them (also of course
to others)—and then to me eventually would come stories that were
cripples. I did very much rewriting. Parts of story after story went
heavily interlined to the printer. When I dared, I sent the stories back
to the writers for the fixing, but even if they could do it, and did, this
required the sending of long letters of detailed instructions, often in-
cluding brief lectures on some aspect of science, or saving ideas, in-
vented at the moment. The time all this took! And the little return!

I daily faced a danger which you would not be likely to think of: the
alienation of prospective suppliers of stories. Most of my draftees
wrote with uncertainty and risk and some reluctance, and had to endure
the indignity of reworking their stories or seeing me put patches on
them: how much of this would they stand? Each had a point at which
he would quit trying to write the science stuff. I therefore had to
watch like a hen with ducklings, near a puddle—explaining, encourag-
ing, mollifying, and helping—alert for incipient defections, intent first
on holding them. It could happen—and did—that a rejection caused me
the loss of a writer who might in time have become a fair source of
supply. Where else might they sell a story that I turned down? These
were not young fans and amateurs, but professionals. They had to
make a living. Not infrequently I bought unwanted stories only in the
hope of getting better ones later, or just to have something to print on
pages which without them would have gone blank. Did you ever buy a
copy of a magazine containing empty pages and an editor’s apology
that he could not find enough good stories to fill them? Much more
often than you might think, editors knowingly fill out their issues with
indifferent or inferior stories. Issue by issue, all do the best they
can—with never a blank page.

Today, when there exists a relativelylarge body of specialist writers,
editors enjoy the ineffable luxury of being able merely to send back and
forget the poor submissions, not having to try to salvage them and
their authors—and they still publish some clinkers, every one of them,
and every one of them knows it.

This writing has unchained fierce memories!

What would have happened if I’d not performed birth control on Torch-
lights of History? The nextfew years would insome ways have beenvery
different. There would have been no Astounding as we knew it, and when
an Astounding did appear (for an sf magazine of that name certainly
would have appeared) it would have had another and different history.
And so would one or more departments of each of your lives, and mine.

(Later, Torchlights of History got itself born after all! Under a
more suitable name, it issued as a bimonthly, its appearances alter-
nating with those of another bimonthly, Strange Tales, whose chief
merit was that it too helped fill the monthly cover proof sheet. I found
myself editor of both. I was positively a magnet for Clayton’s difficult
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“to begin”

ong ago I was a party to the genesis of a magazine which

persisted through thirty years and thirty millions of

words, and now Alva Rogers asks me to tell you, of the

Faithful, the story of that genesis. I have been aware of

your long curiosity, so I shall do so in spite of my feeling

that a more proper foreword to this Requiem would be not history but

eulogy, full of nobilities, with reverent references to our proliferating

goddess Science, and with proud pointings to the role of the departed

as a prophet of that Science, and with pleasing positings of the potency
of the departed as a fecundator of that Science, and such.

But what I say will be not unfitting, for after a deathall recollections
are possessions apt for sharing.

This book is wholly a sharing: a record of love, offered with love to
ones of like love. Among you will be many whose love goes back to the
beginnings. Are you aware that you and I then had roles in an historic
process? We were members of an avant-garde—the van of the mighty
breed of Tomorrow. To your parents and outsiders, you were a some-
times screwy avant-garde—remember? They smiled at you? I hope
you laughed at them. The fetuses!—they hadn’t really been born!—
while you were pioneering in any number of worlds, near- and far-
future worlds, topsy-turvy worlds, coming-for-sure worlds, every one
more exciting than the obsolete world of the smilers. Your fan clubs
and fanzines were a sharing of those worlds. Our magazine was a
prime creator of those worlds.

All magazines are born babies. Most pulps live frenetic lives, and
few survive into adulthood and old age. But of these few was Astound-
ing Stories. It was Iwho delivered the baby and served its infant years.

I had thought it also was I who conceived it, so it was with surprise
that some ten years ago I read in a fanzine that one Harold Hersey
claimed that his was the sperm, and it was with the square of that

viii
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convey to later generations something of the color and excitement
generated by pulp magazines.

The pulps, alas, no longer decorate the newsstands with their gaudy
and dynamic covers which promised every reading adventure imagi-
nable. The rack space once occupied by those flamboyant dispensers
of popular fiction is now filled with girlie magazines, hot-rod maga-
zines, do-it-yourself magazines; everything but fiction magazines.
True, we now have the paperbacks, and a great thing they are, too, but
they are not the same as the pulps, nor will they ever be.

In my adolescence during the thirties, I read and enjoyed a great
number and variety of pulp magazines, but my favorite reading was
science fiction. Of the three then regularly appearing science fiction
pulps, Astounding was my favorite. The first issue of Astounding (in
fact, the first issue of any science fiction magazine) I ever read was
the August, 1934 issue containing the first installment of E. E. Smith’s
magnificently thrilling serial, “Skylark of Valeron.”

I was hooked.

I was eleven at the time, but the memory of that experience is still
as vivid as though it had happened just yesterday. Until that time my
encounters with science fiction had been limited to books; initially the
Oz books, then Tom Swift, and finally the work of H. G. Wells, Jules
Verne, Edgar Rice Burroughs, etc. I soon discovered there were maga-
zines other than Astounding and read and collected them as well, but
Astounding has always remained my first true love.

Consequently, this book is written with warm and happy memories
of countless hours of reading pleasure. There will, naturally, be some
who will question my story preferences, dispute the emphasis I put on
certain issues of the magazine, wonder at my admiration of particular
authors or artists, boggle at my high regard for John W. Campbell, or
insist that I should have at least mentioned their favorite story, if not
discussed it at length.

Here the reader should be reminded that this is a subjective review,
with emphasis on those elements of the magazine that had particular
appeal for me. A certain amount of critical comment will be found
here, true, but every attempt has been made to eliminate them; John
W. Campbell needs no defense.

As to why many stories do not even receive a mention, I need only
point out that during the thirty years of Astounding’s publication, some
350 issues appeared. If it is assumed that there were as many as six
stories per issue, approximately 2,100 stories appeared during those
thirty years. Obviously, to mention all those, let alone to delve into
them at length, would leave room for little more than an index of titles.

Although the full thirty-year history of Astounding is covered here,
the heaviest concentration is on the earlier years in the belief that
more readers will be relatively unfamiliar with that period than with
the later years. Also in the conviction that the pulp Astounding of the
thirties and early forties holds more nostalgic interest for science
fiction fans than the slicker, more stereotyped magazine of recent time.
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For thirty years, under several slightly different
titles, and from several publishers, only one maga-
zine was always the science fiction magazine. That
was Astounding Science Fiction. Now metamor-
phosed into Analog Science Fiction/Science Fact,
the old Astounding is considered dead by many
older devotees.

Alva Rogers is just such a devoted fan, and he
now leads the reader through his nostalgic personal
recollections of Astounding. This is the definitive
history of the magazine, from the first issue in
1930 until the change to Analog in 1960. This
fascinating biography of one magazine illuminates
the whole pulp era.” The author has effectively
recreated the aura of suspense and excitement
which surrounded the heyday of adventure pub-
lishing, when the pulps were king of the news-
stands and publishers fought to offer at least one
title on every conceivable subject, either to beat
out the competition or to make sure all bets were
covered.

With the visual aid of numerous cover and in-
terior illustrations from Astounding, Mr. Rogers
evokes a clear image of the magazine itself, and
of the intense personal involvement of editors,
writers, and fans. For the newer readers of Ana-
log, or any other science fiction magazine, this is
a rare view of a glamorous past, and a compre-
hensive history of the growth of science fiction.

Mr. Rogers has the rare gift of seasoning his
tireless research with dashes of wit and enormous
helpings of love. To read his work is to share his
feeling for Astounding Science Fiction and the
entire pulp era.
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Cover photography courtesy of Conde Nast Publications
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torical studies in the field of science fiction and
fantasy. Please write for our descriptive price list.
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