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 Christmas is the jolliest of holidays so it
should come as no surprise that the SF mag that
celebrated it with the most gusto and style was
the one most noted for its good humour (though
that humour often had a distinct cutting edge):
Galaxy. Its editor, H.L. Gold (see Fanatic 22) had
a penchant for upbeat endings, surely indicative
of an essentially cheerful nature. Principal cover
artist Ed Emshwiller was also noted for his hu-
morous approach, his paintings and interior art
often executed in a light-hearted style. Joining
the mag in June ’51, he provided its first Christ-
mas cover in December of that year. And what a
wonderful cover it was. Here he introduced the
four-armed Santa who was to become some-
thing of a Galaxy tradition thereafter. In his first
appearance we see Santa relaxing in a futuristic
restaurant peopled by humans and other aliens.
I love this cover; it’s so full of colour, and radiates
a sense of warmth and bonhomie. Within the
mag itself, the reader could find a story whose
title immediately identifies it as a Christmas sto-
ry: Not a Creature was Stirring, by Dean Evans.
This title, of course, is a quote from the famous
nineteenth century poem A Visit from St. Nicho-
las (“Not a creature was stirring, not even a
mouse…”), generally attributed to Clement Clark
Moore (but his authorship has been questioned).
In Evans’ tale, the title takes on a sinister over-
tone; not a creature is stirring because the Reds
have finally brought about the extermination of
mankind, by means of some unspecified poison
that discolours the very snowflakes in the air.
This is not so much a white Christmas as a purple

one. In all this dead world only one man survives,
gold miner Gannett, who was sleeping peacefully
in his mine when the disaster struck. This is a
chilling little yarn that rather gives the lie to my
claim that Gold was only interested in happy
endings. But it is worth noting that the aged
miner retains his sense of humour throughout
his ordeal.
 The four-armed Santa went missing in De-
cember 1952 but returned the following year,
this time answering the door to some very
strange-looking carol singers, as well as the oblig-
atory fetching young woman – putting the gal
into Galaxy, to steal a Bloch quip. As often with
Emsh, there’s plenty of detail to delight the eye,
such as a candle that on closer inspection proves
to be a miniature rocketship. No Christmas sto-
ries within alas, but in compensation there were
two corking yarns from Sheckley and Brown, One
Man’s Poison and Hall of Mirrors respectively.
The first, re-christened Untouched By Human
Hands, became the title story in Sheck’s first
collection, which has been hailed by John Clute
as “one of the finest debut volumes ever pub-
lished in the field”; while Fred’s effort was later
judged by Barry N. Malzberg to be one of “The
Best Time Travel Stories of All Time” in the anthol-
ogy of the same name, published by ibooks in
2002. So I reckon that if you received that Decem-
ber issue of Galaxy as a stocking filler in 1953 you
didn’t do too badly!
 Brown’s Martians, Go Home (Astounding,
Sept. ’54) inspired one of artist Kelly Freas’ most
famous covers, showing a mischievous little

Under various names, this zine has been in existence a good seven
years now, its indefatigable editor somehow managing to produce an

average of four issues a year, roughly corresponding to the four seasons.
But in all the time I’ve been reading it, I haven’t noticed, in any of the

“winter” issues, an article devoted to the Christmas festivities and their
relation to the world of paperbacks and pulp. This present article is in-
tended to make good that omission. Since the bulk of my reading has
been in the fields of SF and horror, these are the areas I’ll be focussing
on. I’ll leave it to others to write “A Skinhead Christmas” or “The Hell’s
Angel at the top of the Christmas Tree: a study of seasonal biker books.”
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green man peeping through a keyhole. For the
cover of Galaxy’s Christmas ’94 issue, Freas gave
this character four arms and a Santa outfit, there-
by paying homage to his illustrious predecessor
Emsh. Apart from this tenuous link, I can’t find
any other connection between Fred Brown, SF
and Christmas. But Brown was “a two-sided writ-
er”, equally comfortable writing crime. In fact,
many Fanatic readers think of him primarily as a
crime writer. His story The Santa Claus Murders
(Detective Story Oct. ’42) later served as the
basis for the novel Murder Can Be Fun (1948).
This novel begins with Santa – or rather a red-
garbed imposter – committing a murder-stroke-
robbery, a crime that duplicates a plot idea from
the fertile imagination of Brown’s protagonist,
soap opera writer Bill Tracy. Subsequently, other
plot ideas of his are scarily reproduced. It’s an
intriguing premise but the solution turns out to
be a bit mundane. Top crime writer and Fanatic
contributor Bill Pronzini described this novel as

“talky, dull in spots, and repetitious,” and sadly I
can only agree. The first paperback edition (re-
titled A Plot For Murder), from Bantam in 1949,
had an unimaginative cover, a photo of a tec
carrying an unconscious dame in his arms. It is

entirely generic and could belong to a thousand
other crime novels. The cover of Carroll & Graf’s
1989 reprint emphasised the festive angle, with
a hand grasping a butcher’s knife reflected in a
bauble. Of the two designs I much prefer the
Christmas Carroll (groan! groan!)
 Fred Brown was a big influence on a young
writer who was later to become considerably
influential himself. I refer to William Tenn. This
SF author only ever wrote one novel, preferring
to concentrate on short stories. I’m surprised he
never brought out a collection entitled Ten By
Tenn, but maybe such a title might have sounded
contrived, since “William Tenn” was a pseudo-
nym. His real name was Phil Klass. This voluble
New Yorker was born in London, which pleases
me since it enables us Brits to claim him as one
of our own. Sort of. Klass, or Tenn, wrote one of
the most popular Christmas SF tales, Child’s Play
(Astounding. 1947). It concerns a mysterious
Yuletide gift from the future, specifically the year
2353, that arrives at the home of a young lawyer
in the present. Beneath the wrapping is a “Bild-
A-Man Set,” with which he constructs first a
homunculus, then a baby and lastly a clone of
himself. The story is played for (rather grim)
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laughs, which the author considered the main
reason for its success, such stories being quite
rare in the Forties. It belongs to a minor sub-
genre of SF – the mysterious-delivery-from-the-
future. In this category you will find such tales as
H.G. Wells’ The Queer Story of Brownlow’s News-
paper (The Strand, 1931), in which the enigmatic
artefact is, yes, you’ve guessed it,a newspaper,
and Philip K. Dick’s Service Call (Science Fiction
Stories, July 1955), in which the artefact is – you
certainly won’t have guessed this - a swibble. (If
you want to know what a swibble is you’ll have
to read the story).

Child’s Play proved immensely popular, be-
ing anthologised, its author reckoned (in 1968),
perhaps more often than any other story by an
American SF writer. It also proved to be some-
thing of a millstone round his neck; only his
second published story, it became the standard
by which all his subsequent literary efforts were
judged. “It’s good but it’s not Child’s Play” be-
came a familiar refrain from editors when they
looked over his latest submission. Personally I
think he wrote many better stories but, all in all,
Child’s Play is a wonderful Christmas offering
from Santa Klass.

 One anthology from which it was surprising-
ly absent was Christmas on Ganymede and Other
Stories (1990), a gathering of “SF with a festive
flare” assembled by Martin H. Greenberg for
Avon Books. Perhaps he felt it was already too
familiar and wished to provide fresher material
for the reader. In this he certainly succeeded,
producing a very pleasant volume.
 One thing I particularly like about antholo-
gies is that they give the little guy a chance to
shine. Often the best story in a collection is by
someone you’ve barely heard of, whose story
was chosen on merit rather than because he had
a famous name. It’s rather like those “One Hun-
dred Great Goals” DVDs they sell (popular last-
minute Christmas gifts!): the most spectacular
effort often comes, not from the foot of a pam-
pered prima donna playing on a billiard table of
a pitch, but a lowly journeyman floundering
about on a playing surface reminiscent of Flan-
ders at the height of the Great War.
 Robert F. Young is not exactly an unknown,
yet he’s far from being a household name. But his
contribution to Christmas on Ganymede and Oth-
er Stories (the title story is by Asimov) is perhaps
my personal favourite. Narrated in a coolly de-
tached present tense, O Little Town of Bethlehem
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come to pass. When he informs us, for example,
that, in his vision of the future, the Christmas
season is in full swing by September, exactly how
shocked are we meant to be? (Round where I live,
the annual switching on of a neighbour’s Christ-
mas illuminations has become so premature it
threatens to meld into the Guy Fawkes Night
fireworks display). The narrator of Happy Birth-
day, Dear Jesus is a middle-aged manager of a
department store whose world is disrupted by
an unworldly young female employee, who
makes unreasonable demands such as having
Sundays off. “Sunday’s our busiest day!” protests
the apoplectic head. Pohl piles on the telling
details skilfully, building up a picture of hideous
Yuletide vulgarity. The girl and her family are
devoted Christians, and their sweetly sincere
piety gradually melts the heart of the money-
grubbing manager. Moralistic without being di-
dactic, this story is the most Christmassy in the
collection, reminding us of the true meaning of

II tells of a colony of Earthlings on a planet 2053
light years from Earth. Their first Christmas on
this new world is drawing near. But this will be an
extra-special Christmas – in the skies above them,
on their distant homeland, Christ is about to be
born for real. Everything is set for a miraculous
Christmas Eve. But on this planet is an indige-
nous life-form, the Stoops, who are curious
about the strange events unfolding… The story
has a grimly ironic ending.
 I said that this was my favourite tale in the
book but perhaps I should amend that to joint-
favourite. Just as good are Michael Swanwick’s
haunting, poetic A Midwinter’s Tale and Freder-
ick Pohl’s Happy Birthday, Dear Jesus,a character-
istic social satire. Pohl’s target is the
commercialisation of Christmas, already well un-
der way in 1956, the year of publication. Reading
it today, it’s not always easy to disentangle fact
from fiction, so much of what he foresaw has



Xmas in Pulpland by Nigel Taylor

7

the festive period. All in all, a great piece of
extra-pohl-ation, as Forrest Ackerman would say.
 The remaining stories in the book are a
mixed bunch, with nothing outstandingly good
or bad. Giving us a “White” Christmas is North-
ern Irish author James White whose so-so Christ-
mas Treason rounds off the volume. White and
his compatriot Bob Shaw used to bounce ideas
off each other and I had rather hoped that some
of Shaw’s genius might have rubbed off. For his
novel The Silent Stars Go By (1991), White drew
inspiration from two lines from the famous carol

“O Little Town of Bethlehem”: “Above thy deep
and dreamless sleep/The silent stars go by.”

“The deep and dreamless sleep” in this case is a
five-century long suspended animation under-
gone by colonists travelling in a starship to a
distant Earth-type planet. Here they hope to
establish, not a new Bethlehem, but a new Eden.
At least, some of them do. There’s a difference of
opinion on board, which eventually leads to con-
flict. White draws parallels between this space
trip to a New World and the earlier sea voyage to
the New World of America. There are flashbacks
throughout. But here’s the twist: the entire nov-
el takes place in an alternate universe where America was discovered not by Columbus but a

4th century Irish monk named Brendan (a histori-
cal personage).
 SF writers always have to take great care
that “what if?” does not turn into “so what?” and
White does not quite manage it here. At four
hundred pages plus, this novel is far too long but
it certainly has many excellent qualities.
 A curate’s egg then. But eggs are for Easter
so I’ll move swiftly on.
 The name of Philip K. Dick has already
cropped up in this article. In Galaxy’s December

’59 issue, on the front of which the four-armed
Santa was once more to be seen, this time hang-
ing goodies on a tree at double speed, Dick gave
us his own SF Christmas tale, War Game. I was
particularly surprised to find this absent from
Christmas on Ganymede for not only is this a
seasonal SF yarn but the villains featured in it are
Ganymedeans! Earth is at war with them but it is
a cold war, fittingly enough for a midwinter’s tale.
The dastardly denizens of Jupiter’s moon are
flooding the Terran market with toys for the
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Christmas season, but all these toys must first be
checked by Earth authorities, before they are
allowed on sale. Dick always had a mini-obses-
sion with games (e.g. The Game Players of Titan)
and here he creates one of his most sinister: a
fort complete with toy robotic soldiers besieging
it. A harmless gimmick to delight young boys? Or
a self-assembly nuclear weapon to wreak terror?
The games testers must find out. This brilliant
story has a great ending.
 Another story I expected to see in Christ-
mas on Ganymede was Ray Bradbury’s The Gift.
I remember reading this aged eleven or twelve
but I haven’t read it since so my recollection of
the details may be a little shaky. A family is
having to spend Christmas on a spaceship. The
father is determined to give his young son the
best Christmas possible under the circumstances
but he’s not allowed, by ship rules, to bring on
board a Christmas tree. The boy is upset at first
but then he looks out of the port window and
sees all of the stars of the firmament twinkling
like the fairy lights on a tree… (This story is a neat
reversal of cause and effect; according to tradi-
tion, Martin Luther invented Christmas tree

lights – candles, that is – in imitation of a starry
sky.)
 The success of Christmas on Ganymede led
me to postulate a similar anthology filled with
festive horror stories. There has long been a
tradition linking the Yuletide with ghost stories –
the name of M.R. James immediately comes to
mind – but while there are strong affinities be-
tween the two genres they are not identical. A
ghost story, at the very least, always implies the
supernatural; a horror story need not. Thinking I
was on to a winning formula, I started jotting
likely candidates for inclusion on the back of an
envelope, gleaned from the paperbacks on my
shelves. It was at this point that I happened to
learn that such a book as I was attempting to
assemble already existed: The Twelve Frights of
Christmas (Avon Books. December 1986). I
rushed to acquire a copy.
 For this anthology, editor Martin Green-
berg was assisted by Charles G. Waugh and Isaac
Asimov. That last named personage probably
accounts for the presence of several stories that
are as much SF as horror, and this is a good thing
too, as these are some of the best.
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 The selection as a whole is more wide-rang-
ing than in the SF volume, probably due to the
greater antiquity of the horror story. The con-
tents divide about equally between the old and
the new. As I read, a contest went on in my mind,

with the 19th century wrestling for supremacy

against the 20th. The winner? The 20th, just. Best
of the old is probably Grant Allen’s Wolverden
Tower, which revolves around the ancient prac-
tice of fortifying towers by means of human sacri-
fices. (Bridges were also strengthened in this way,
hence the line in “London Bridge is Falling
Down”: “Set a man to watch all night”).
 H.P. Lovecraft is something of an anomaly,

his prose style rooted in the 19th century, his
subject matter embracing the Space Age. The
Festival, by which he is represented here, also
figured on the list I had scrawled on that enve-
lope. The only other story I had anticipated is
Robert Bloch’s The Night Before Christmas. Bloch
and Lovecraft will always be linked in the minds
of horror fans but in many ways the two authors
were quite dissimilar. Bloch’s fiction was strongly
influenced by his sense of humour, even his

“straight” horror stories often having joke-like
structures. Indeed, at one point he worked as a

stand-up comedian. Try as I might, I can’t envis-
age HPL in this role, even in the most warped
alternate universe. “Did you ever hear about
Nyarlathotep?”
 Narrated in Bloch’s admirably purposeful
prose, laced with wit, The Night Before Christmas
is the best story in the book. The title, of course,
is another borrowing from that old chestnut A
Visit from St. Nicholas.

The title of J.T. McIntosh’s Planet of Fakers
gives a strong hint of what is to come, a para-
noia-inducing tale a little reminiscent of Invasion
of the Body Snatchers or maybe Phil Dick’s Colo-
ny. This is good, strong, entertaining SF.
 A couple of selections, H.G. Wells’ Pollock
and the Porroh Man and Ron Goulart’s The Hell-
hound Project, stretch the definition of a Yuletide
horror tale almost to breaking point, with Christ-
mas playing no significant part in either. The
selection of James McConnell’s Life Sentence, a
New Year story, is a little less contentious, since
the title of the anthology implies the Christmas
period, rather than just the day itself. And in
terms of sheer quality this story easily justifies its
inclusion, for it is a chilling yarn indeed. In
McConnell’s disturbing vision of the future, crim-
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inals are no longer executed but kept alive as long as
possible – literally. One unfortunate prisoner, hear-
ing New Year revellers in the street, wonders what
year it is. A little later, he wonders what century it is…
 Life Sentence is the “Twelfth Fright” in the book
and that, really, should have been that. But the edi-
tors have added what they describe as a Christmas
Present in the form of Arthur C. Clarke’s The Star
(1955), an exercise in not-so-youthful blasphemy.
Frankly, this is one gift I might be sneakily returning
to the shops in the hope of getting a refund.
 Since Messrs. Greenberg, Waugh and Asimov
had beaten me to the punch by about 27 years, I
decided to shelve my own projected anthology of
festive horror stories. But you might like to know
some of the other titles I had earmarked for inclusion.
There would have been, not one, but two Richard
Matheson yarns: ’Tis the Season to be Jelly and A
Visit to Santa Claus. The former is not really a Christ-
mas story at all but a post-holocaust black comedy,
whose radiation-scarred cast of characters is prone
to crumble. But with a title like that, how could I
exclude it? Besides, I encountered it in Sphere’s 1978
edition of Matheson’s collection Shock 3, which I
received as a Christmas present circa that date, so
for me personally this is certainly a Yuletide yarn. In
A Visit to Santa Claus, which can be found in Shock
Waves, a man plans to use the excursion of the title
as an alibi for the murder of his wife by a hired
assassin. Matheson builds up an almost Hitchcockian
aura of suspense as he contrasts the man’s an-
guished misgivings with the innocent joy of his young
son, but, alas, the ending is something of a damp
squib – or a failed fairy light.
 Bob Shaw’s Dark Night in Toyland (1988) is a
variation on William Tenn’s Child’s Play but, as the
title suggests, painted in much darker colours. The

“Bild-A-Man Set” becomes “Biodoh.” Different name,
same wilful illiteracy. As in Tenn’s tale, the recipient
of this toy first dabbles in humble projects then
moves onto more ambitious schemes. Playdoh it ain’t.

My anthology would have been unimaginable
without All Through The House, featuring the defini-
tive homicidal Santa, from the Amicus film Tales
From the Crypt (1972). Fortunately this has been
novelised but I’m not sure whose byline I would have
appended to the piece. Jack Oleck’s? Milton
Subotsky’s? Johnny Craig’s? No such problem with
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the title (or is there?): chalk up the credit to
Clement Clark Moore once again.
 One story I would have liked to consider for
my anthology is Seabury Quinn’s Roads (1938).
Hailed by no less an authority than Peter Haining
as “perhaps the most outstanding ever pub-
lished in Weird Tales,” this story tells of Santa’s
origin as a Norse gladiator who saved Christ’s life
during Herod’s Slaughter of the Innocents. But it
sounds more like fantasy than horror so maybe
it would not have been appropriate for my book.
 On the back of the The Twelve Frights was
an advert for an earlier volume, The Twelve
Crimes of Christmas (1981), edited by the same
team but with Carol-Lynn Waugh standing in for
Charles. I’m not really a crime fan, Fred Brown
excepted, but I would have been failing in my
duty to this article if I had failed to investigate.
When the book turned up, its cover sadly marred
by the removal of a sticker, I noted with some
amusement that one of the stories was entitled
By the Chimney with Care – more Clement
Moore. A somewhat wittier title was provided by
Robert Sommerlott: Do Your Christmas Shoplift-
ing Early; the story itself was less memorable.
There was a Lord Peter Wimsey story from Dor-
othy L. Sayers, the first work by her that I have
read, not counting her Dante translation; I’m in
no hurry to read a second. Too many of the
stories were in the same mould – desperately
contrived whodunnits and locked room myster-
ies. This being a Christmas anthology, that tire-
some cliché, the snowy field “impossibly” free of
footprints , cropped up with monotonous regu-
larity. I began to feel as if I were trapped in a
particularly vicious circle of Dante’s Inferno and
was only too glad when the exit came in sight.
 By now I had absorbed so many Yuletide
yarns I felt I ought to be capable of perpetrating
my own. Exercising my editorial prerogative, I
might have used it to conclude my hypothetical
anthology; failing that, I use it now to conclude
this article.
 We’re in a crowded department store. A
shoplifter is attempting to flee from a keen-eyed
store detective. The quarry sees a signpost bear-
ing the legend SANTA’S GROTTO and an arrow

pointing into an inky-black cave. Thinking he’s
found the perfect refuge, he disappears within.
 Here he starts to feel self-conscious. With
no small child by his side, how will he justify his
presence to the beaming Santa who will no
doubt soon appear?
 But then he realises there is a child beside
him – a very dead one, with bulging eyes,
sprawled on the floor. Looking up from this hor-
ror, he’s confronted by a worse one: a deranged
Father Christmas, his sardonic features lit up
from below by the taut string of fairy lights
clutched in his massive fists.
 The shoplifter turns to flee but he is too
slow. The wire is round his throat, choking the
life out of him. He has made it as far as the cave
mouth but he is too late. Looking up at the
signpost, he realises that he has read it wrong,
that it actually reads: SANTA’S GAROTTO…
 And the title of my piece? A quotation of
some kind ought to do the trick. Now where did
I put that copy of A Visit from St. Nicholas..?


