

















GUEST OF HONOUR
Alfred Bester

Damon Knight aptly summed up the science
fiction of Alfred Besterin an essay in In Search
of Wonder:

“Dazzle and enchantment are [his] methods
...he fires off a smoke bomb, climbs a lad-
der, leaps from a trapeze, plays three bars
of ‘God Save the King’, swallows a sword
and dives into three inches of water. Good
heavens, what more do you want?”

Although Bester has never been prolific, few
modern sf writers have been as widely
admired, or as influential (1985 Hugo-win-
ning novelist William Gibson is only the latest
in a long line of sf authors of the last thirty
years whose work owes some debt to Bester).
His recognition at a Worldcon is surely long
overdue.

Alfred Bester was born in Manhatian in
1913 and educated at the University of Penn-
sylvania, where he studied both humanities
and sciences (and also played on the fencing
team). After graduating he went to law
school for two years, then decided 10 have a
try at writing. Always a science fiction enthu-
siast, he submitted an sf story to Thrilling
Wonder Stories, where it won first prize in a
contest for new writers and was published in
1939, as “The Broken Axiom”. A dozen or so
more stories followed before Bester moved
on, first into comics, then into radio scripting,
before returning 1o sf with a few stories in
the early 1950s. He struck up a good working
relationship with H.L. Gold, editor of Galaxy,
which led to his two classic novels, The
Demolished Man and The Stars My Destination
(also known as Tiger! Tiger!). The Demolished
Man won the first ever Hugo Award for best
novel in 1953.

In the late 1950s Bester became a regular
contributor, then an editor, for the magazine
Holiday and published only one sf story
between 1960 and 1971. After Holidayfolded,
he returned to sf again, and has produced
three further novels — Extro (also known as
The Computer Connection), Golem'™ and The
Deceivers. He is presently working on two new
books.
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I've been fascinated by science fiction ever
since Hugo Gernsback’s magazines first
appeared on the stands. I suffered through
the dismal years of space opera when science
fiction was written by the hacks of pulp West-
erns who merely translated the Lazy X ranch
into the Planet X and then wrote the same
formula stories, using space pirates instead
of cattle rustlers. I welcomed the glorious
epiphany of John Campbell whose Astound-
ing brought about the Golden Age of science
fiction.

Ah! Science fiction, science fiction! I've
loved it since its birth. I've read it all my life,
off and on, with excitement, with joy, some-

times with sorrow. Here's a twelve-year-old
kid, hungry for ideas and imagination, bor-
rowing fairy tale collections from the library
— The Blue Fairy Book, The Red Fairy Book, the
Paisley Fairy Book — and smuggling them
home under his jacket because he was
ashamed to be reading fairy tales at his age.
And then came Hugo Gemsback....
Through high school and college I con-
tinued to read science fiction but with
increasing frustration. The pulp era had set
in and most of the stories were about heroes
with names like ‘Brick Malloy' who were
inspired to combat space pirates, invaders
from other worlds, giant insects and all the
rest of the trash still being produced by Holly-
wood today. [ remember a perfectly appalling
novel about a Negro conspiracy to take over
the world. These n----s, you see,
invented a serum which turned them white.

had

so they could pass, and they were boring from
within. Brick Molloy took care of those black
bastards. We've come a long way, haven’t
we?...

And then came Campbell who rescued,
elevated, gave meaning and importance to
science fiction. It became a vehicle forideas,
daring, audacity. Why, in God’s name, didn"t
he come first? Even today science fiction is
still struggling to shake off its pulp reputa-
tion, deserved in the past but certainly not
now. It reminds me of the exploded telegony
theory; that once a thoroughbred mare has
borne a colt by a non-thoroughbred sire she
can never bear another thoroughbred again.
Science fictionisstill suffering from telegony.

— from “My Affair With Science Fiction”
Copyright — © 1975 SF Horizons Lid; from
Hell’s Cartographers
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