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For my dear old friends from Telgar Weyr — 

Norma, Cathleen, Lynn, Jeff, 

Siobhan, Anna, Sarah, Bob, Debbie, 

Debra, Dan, Donna,

and all I've lost to memory.

The sands are warm,

The eggs are cracking,

Hatchlings stumble free.

In rainbow eyes

Your heart's desire

Finds you for all time.

More by Deby Fredericks
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Where dark sorcery rules, they seek to restore a forbidden power — hope!

Book I — The Tower in the Mist

Book II — Dancer in the Grove of Ghosts

Book III — The Ice Witch of Fang Marsh

Book IV — The Renegade of Opshar

Book V — Prisoners of the Wailing Tower

Book VI — The Tale of the Drakanox

Minstrels of Skaythe (paperback compilation of Books I - III)

Renegades of Skaythe (paperback compilation of Books IV - V)
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The Weight of Their Souls

The Gellboar

Wyrmflight, a Hoard of Dragon Lore*

Wolfsinger Publications

The Seven Exalted Orders*

Trials of the Eighth Order (forthcoming)*

Dragon Moon Press

The Magister's Mask

The Necromancer's Bones

Too Many Princes
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E-books

Aunt Ursula's Atlas*

Masters of Air & Fire*

*Also available in paperback
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On Wings of Dragons

January 10, 2018

#PONDERINGS

It's hard to believe that I'm heading into my seventh year of blogging at Wyrmflight. Way back in 2012, I was looking for ways to publicize a podcast of my middle-grade novel, Masters of Air & Fire. The book is focused on a family of kid dragons, and I thought a blog might be a good way to begin.

I figured I would go with the topic until I ran out of ideas. At the time, I was most familiar with the European idea of a dragon, though also aware that there were Asian dragons, too. Six years later, I haven't run out of ideas yet.

Sure, there are legendary dragons like Fafnir, Typhon and Tiamat. There are literary dragons like Morkeleb, Smaug and Kalessin. But who knew there were trees named after dragons? Or flowers? Or fish? Who knew dragons could be ghosts? Or rivers? Or cosmic guardians? Who knew a dragon could rule the underworld?

So here's to all the dragons, from ages long past and from contemporary minds. And here's to you, my readers, whether you've been following for all six years or just found me. Long may we fly on the wings of dragons!
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Why The Dragon?

December 27, 2011

#PONDERINGS

Why am I writing a blog about dragons? Because they're so cool, of course.

Ever since I was a kid, I've loved stories with dragons in them. They're so big and tough. They can breathe fire. They can fly! (Didn't you always want to fly?)

Okay, I was never so into the maiden-eating thing, being a maiden myself. Putting that aside... what's not to like?

All over the world, people have legends about dragons. Some are fearsome monsters. Some are wise nature spirits. Some can change their form and walk among humans. Some have an intimate bond with riders, sharing all their joys and fears, defending the people they love.

Dragons are beautiful and terrible. They touch something deep inside me. That's why I can't stop reading about them. Now that I'm a writer, those dragons keep finding their way into my stories, too.

Illuminate Your Life

January 1, 2012

#Ponderings

In my house, I have a stained glass window. I mention this to show how something that seems like a frivolous hobby can beautify your life.

I'd been a dragon fan forever, and in the mid-1980s I got involved with a Dragonriders of Pern fan club called Telgar Weyr. Through Telgar, I got involved with InCon, a local science fiction convention. And through InCon, I met Roberta Rice, a school librarian, bookstore owner, and stained glass artist. We became good friends, and my husband bought me one of her windows for Christmas one year. *

Every day, I see Roberta's glass art and revel in the illustration of a lady with fire-lizards. So just remember to keep doing what you love. It will surely illuminate your life.

*It's on the cover of this book!

Just For Fun 1

January 19, 2012

#Silly dragons

Q: What is a dragon's favorite seasoning?

A: Hot sauce.
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Were Dragons Ever Real?

January 24, 2012

#REAL LIFE DRAGONS

No, I'm afraid I don't believe there ever were giant, winged, fire-breathing reptiles on Earth. Still, it's fascinating to wonder how the legends got started. Several real life animals have been offered as the possible seeds of dragons in folklore.

One is the cave bear, Ursus spelaeus, an Ice Age mammal who thrived all over Europe and into Asia between 200,000 and 20,000 years ago. Presumably they were omnivores like their modern relatives. We do not know that they lived all their lives in caves (modern bears don't) but most of their fossils have been found in caves, where the protected environment helped preserve them.

Like many Ice Age mammals, cave bears were considerably larger than their modern kin. On their hind legs, they could stand 10 feet or more! These impressive animals certainly coexisted with early humans. Neanderthals paid particular attention to cave bears and left many skulls behind in their fossil sites. They may even have worshiped cave bears.

As time marched on, both cave bears and their Neanderthal neighbors were forgotten by modern humans who came to inhabit Europe. These later residents found skulls of cave bears, and seem to have speculated about what these creatures could have been. Even into contemporary times, some museums in Central Europe exhibited "dragon skulls" that actually were from cave bears.
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Year of the Dragon (Chinese Zodiac)

January 31, 2012

#WORLD DRAGONS

We've just passed the Chinese New Year and  entered the Year of the Dragon. I didn't realize that when I started this blog, but it does seem fitting.

Dragons have a long and rich history in Chinese folklore, as they do in Western countries. For the purpose of the zodiac, the dragon is one of twelve animals in a fixed rotation, one for each calender year. These years are also influenced by elements such as fire and wood, making Chinese astrology fully as complex as its Western counterpart.

People born in the year of a particular animal are believed to receive certain traits. According to ChineseZodiac.com, “those born under the Chinese Zodiac sign of the Dragon are energetic and warm-hearted, charismatic, lucky at love and egotistical. They're natural born leaders, good at giving orders and doing what's necessary to remain on top.”

In today's competitive business world, it's no wonder many Chinese try to make sure their children are born in the Year of the Dragon.
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Asian Dragon Lore

February 7, 2012

#WORLD DRAGONS

Last time I wrote about dragons in the Chinese zodiac, but there's so much more to write about Asian dragons that I'd like to stay with the subject a little longer.

Chinese civilization is considered the most ancient continuous culture on Earth. Other empires rose to greatness but fell and became extinct (Egypt and Rome, to name two); Chinese culture has fallen several times, but risen again.

China has been a major influence throughout Asia, and there are as many legends of Korean and Japanese dragons as there are Chinese. Over time, Chinese dragons have become associated with the Buddhist religion, so a lot of dragon lore is spiritual in nature.

Unlike in Western dragon tales, the dragons of Chinese legend are not bloodthirsty monsters. They're actually more like nature spirits, and are associated with protecting rivers, oceans and gems. They also help bring rain storms. In some stories, dragons disguise themselves as human beings in order to help deserving people. Dragons can even fall in love, marry humans, and have children!

According to the fascinating web site, On Mark Productions, there are five kinds of dragons. Celestial Dragons guard the mansions of the gods. Spiritual Dragons rule over wind, rain and storms. Earth dragons cleanse rivers and deepen the oceans. Treasure-Guarding Dragons watch over gem and mineral deposits. Imperial Dragons, with five claws rather than four, guarded the emperors of China. 

Now that China has no emperors, I wonder what those dragons do with their time? Maybe I'll have to write a story about that.
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Just For Fun 2

February 9, 2012

#SILLY DRAGONS

Q: What is a dragon's favorite dessert?

A: Burnt cream (that's like a pudding, but baked).
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The Real Tiamat

February 14, 2012

#MYTHIC DRAGONS

Tiamat is a name you hear bandied about in games and books these days, always as a powerful dragon foe. But before pop culture got ahold of her—long, long before—Tiamat was a goddess worshiped by the Babylonians as a creator god.

Tiamat is mentioned in sagas dating back to 2,000 B.C.E. Her original role was as goddess of salt water. Together with her husband, Apsu, god of fresh water, she created the world and the first other deities. Later myths described her as a huge, bloated creature and associated her with the chaos of the open sea. It's said that Tiamat and Apsu warred against their descendants. Marduk, the sun god, eventually defeated Tiamat by cutting her in half. From one part he created the sky, and from the other, he created the land.

Interestingly, this is quite like Greek/Roman myth, where the elder god Chronos also tried to destroy his offspring.

Dealing with Dragons

by Patricia C. Wrede

February 23, 2012

#Literary dragons

Patricia Wrede's Enchanted Forest Chronicles is a favorite series of mine. Published beginning in 1990, it was an early challenger of the "helpless princess" trope in children's fantasy.

In the first book, Dealing With Dragons, Cimorene of Linderwall is definitely not a proper princess. She has a sharp mind, a strong will, and a keen interest in matters outside the castle. Cimorene studies cooking, magic, and swordplay — until her equally strong-willed mother stops her unfeminine lessons. Unwillingly engaged to the pompous Prince Therandil, Cimorene runs away... right into the clutches of a dragon!

Actually, it's quite a civil arrangement. Kazul, a lady dragon with great common sense, agrees to shelter Cimorene in return for cooking, cleaning, and help organizing the dragon's hoard. Thus we're introduced to a really interesting dragon society, where princesses are status symbols yet have their own society among the giants. Cimorene and Kazul band together with a good witch to face down a group of shady wizards who are poking about in the dragons' enchanted caverns.

The other books in the Enchanted Forest Chronicles are Searching For Dragons, Calling On Dragons, and Talking To Dragons. The whole series is great fun, although Kazul plays less of a role in the later books. The evil wizards provide villainy throughout.

The whole series is highly recommended.

The Legend of Fafnir

February 22, 2012

#Mythic dragons

Fafnir is a dragon who comes to us from Icelandic and Germanic folk tales, a character who really defines what dragons are in European lore: greedy, murdering, poisonous.

The older tale is Iceland's Volsunga Saga, from the 13th Century. In this tale, Fafnir was a originally a dwarf. His father was Hreidmar, and he had two brothers, Otr and Regin. Odin and Loki killed an otter, not knowing it was Otr in disguise. Hreidmar then held Odin hostage until Loki brought the otter's skin filled with gold, as a fine for the killing. To get his revenge, Loki made sure to include several pieces that had been cursed to bring about the death of the owner.

Sure enough, Fafnir killed Hreidmar to get the gold for himself. He took it into the wilderness and assumed the form of a dragon to guard it better. He also breathed poison into the surrounding countryside, to keep outsiders away.

Regin, who apparently was just as greedy but not as brave, bided his time. He had a foster-son named Sigurd who he tempted with tales of the dragon's gold. Regin showed Sigurd how to hide in a pit or trench under a trail where Fafnir would pass, and stab him from below. Regin said he only wanted Fafnir's heart, cooked, and Sigurd could have the gold. But as Fafnir lay dying, he told Sigurd that Regin would betray him.

Sigurd didn't believe it, but as he cooked Fafnir's heart, he ate a few bites. This allowed him to understand the language of birds, and can you guess what the birds were gossiping about? Right! Sigurd and Regin fought, and Sigurd killed Regin with the same sword that had ended Fafnir's life. Thus Fafnir was avenged on his brother.

Cooking and eating a dragon heart? And people say soap operas are over-the top!

Incidentally, another version of this story is in Rickard Wagner's opera, The Ring of the Nibelungen. Some names have changed there (Fafnir is spelled Fafner) and he was a giant rather than a dwarf. As part of the ransom, Loki brought a magic helmet called Tarnhelm, and this is what Fafner used to transform himself into a dragon.
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Just For Fun 3

February 23, 2012

#SILLY DRAGONS

Q: How can you tell when a dragon is sick?

A: His tail is draggin'.
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Beowulf to Smaug and Beyond

February 28, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS  #Ponderings

An earlier post of mine brought the comment from a reader that we can see the literary traditions of Icelandic and Germanic sagas continuing into modern English storytelling through the work of J. R. R. Tolkein, and I certainly agree with that.

To demonstrate, I offer another Scandinavian epic, Beowulf. The title character's best known battles are against the monstrous Grendel, and subsequently against Grendel's mother. (Beware the power of Mom!!)

You might not have known that Beowulf also fought a dragon. According to the legend, Beowulf returned to his home in what is now Sweden and ruled over his Geat kingdom. Fifty years later, a thrall stole a cup from a dragon's hoard near Earnaness. The furious dragon ravaged the countryside, and Beowulf went to confront it. Initially he told his soldiers to stay back and let him fight alone, but one of his men, Wiglaf, couldn't stand it and rushed out to help. Together they slew the dragon, but Beowulf was also killed.

The courage of Beowulf contrasts with the cowardice of Hrothgar, so many years before. Both were old men, but Hrothgar sent out for help, while Beowulf fought his own battles even when he knew the cost.

In a way, it's miraculous the tale of Beowulf even survived to be known in modern times. Only one copy of the poem remained, written in Old English (which is a lot like German) and dated sometime between the 8th and 11th Centuries C. E. No one knows if this unknown poet wrote down a traditional folk tale, invented it himself, or even considered it a historical tale. The single manuscript of Beowulf narrowly escaped being destroyed in a fire, but ultimately was translated and published in English in 1815.

But what does this have to do with Smaug? Well, it happens that J. R. R. Tolkein was a Beowulf scholar. When he began writing his self-created fantasy world, he called on his scholarly knowledge, including Scandinavian folklore. In The Hobbit, the title character steals a single cup from Smaug's lair, but the dragon is so intent on his hoard that he notices that tiny loss, flies into a rage, and rampaged through the countryside. That plot device does sound exactly like Beowulf.

My point, however, isn't to disparage Tolkein, who was a seminal writer of the 20th Century. My point is that the (at least) thousand-year-old saga still calls to us from that long ago. Lately I've been playing Oblivion, the wonderful fantasy video game, and I understand that in the current game, Skyrim, you fight a dragon. What a coincidence!

But that video game would never have existed without a chain of prior creations: the video game Diablo, which was based on the role playing game Dungeons and Dragons, which was based on Tolkein's landmark Lord of the Rings, which was based on Beowulf. The ancient tale is with us still, taking new forms, delighting and amazing after millennia.
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More About Smaug

March 1, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS

Last time I traced the folkloric roots of J. R. R. Tolkein's ground-breaking fantasy novel, The Hobbit. But the whole discussion got pretty caught up in Beowulf, so now I want to give Tolkein's great dragon, Smaug, his due.

The Hobbit is full of enchantment: Dwarves, Hobbits, dark forests, magic rings found in goblin-infested caverns. Amid all these wonders, Smaug stands out even though he only appears in the final quarter of the book.

He is, in some ways, merely another European dragon lying on a hoard in his dark lair. But Tolkein took that basic form and added something new and remarkable. Something that made Smaug scarier than any dragon before him. Tolkein made Smaug smart.

From the moment he opens his mouth, we know how dangerous Smaug is. Using only words (because riddles are an ancient pastime Tolkein included in his story), he got enough information out of Bilbo to figure out where he came from. He also sowed seeds of doubt about the intentions of Bilbo's Dwarf companions. These doubts complicated the plot even after Smaug himself was gone.

Like all great villains, Smaug was partly responsible for his own downfall. Bilbo, who wasn't too dumb himself, managed to flatter Smaug until he rolled over and showed his belly, which was crusted with gems from lying on his hoard so long. The hobbit noted a gap in Smaug's armor, which was later exploited to bring about Smaug's death.

Vanity may have been Smaug's undoing, but he remains a remarkable character. Smaug was nobody's pet or B. F. F. He acted for himself, in his own interests, and apologized to no one. In a genre that soon grew crowded with mighty dragons, Smaug stands alone.
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Fire-Lizards of Pern

March 8, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS

I've been covering a lot of the most ancient dragon tales and the biggest, baddest dragons, so now I'd like to switch gears and talk about little dragons. Isn't that a contradiction in terms? Perhaps. But during the 1970s and '80s there were a number of books featuring small dragons.

Predominantly, these occurred in science fiction, where the emphasis on true science (as opposed to T. V. "science") meant that creatures and technology had to follow the rules of science as they were currently understood. The notion of giant flying creatures has always been difficult to explain in science fiction, as physics dictate that flyers in the real world are mostly small or even tiny.

One approach was taken in the Dragonriders of Pern series, written by Anne McCaffrey. McCaffrey, a science fiction writer, explained that her large dragons had been genetically created by colonists from Earth, before the colonists lost their technology and the knowledge of where they had come from.

And what were these giants bred from? Fire-lizards. Fire-lizards are tiny dragons, small enough to sit on your shoulder. Like the big dragons, they could form an empathic bond with humans at hatching. Unlike their huge cousins, they can thrive in the wild without a human partner.

Fire-lizards were first introduced in Dragonquest (1971), but truly came into their own in the Harper Hall Trilogy. The first book, Dragonsong (1976) , introduced Menolly, a young girl whose musical genius was unappreciated by her stodgy parents. She found true companions in the fire-lizards whose eggs she saved from a rising tide. Fire-lizards continued playing a key role in Dragonsinger (1977) and Dragondrums (1979).

Much is made of the human characters in these three books, but the fire-lizards are really the stars of the show. Even more than 30 years later, they're cute, spunky and full of fun.
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Just For Fun 4

March 13, 2012

#SILLY DRAGONS

Q: What is a dragon's favorite vegetable?

A: Chili peppers!
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The Dragon's Pearl

March 20, 2012

#WORLD DRAGONS

In pictures of Asian dragons, you often see the dragon holding or chasing after a round object covered in flames. Is this some strange draconic sport? Not at all.

From ancient times, dragons in Asia were associated with nature and particularly the weather. In the oldest depictions, the dragon is holding the sun — a red, flaming ball. As time passed, artists started to show the sun as white rather than red, which is actually more accurate if you've ever looked at the sun. (But don't look too long; you can damage your vision.) Legend then said that the dragon was seeking the Night Shining Pearl. This pearl is what we see most often in Asian art.

The pearl itself has strong meaning in Asian folklore. Both Taoism and Buddhism use pearls as symbols of wisdom or enlightenment. Buddhism particularly depicts the pearl in the center of a lotus blossom as the ultimate wisdom in life. Since dragons were believed to be supernaturally wise, perhaps it is only natural that they should seek or hold such a treasure.

In addition, pearls resemble the round, white form of the full moon. Many legends state that dragons and other spirits of the sea preferred pearls over all other treasure. Dragons, being associated with rain and the seas, easily fell into this category.

Since dragons appear in Chinese, Korean, Tibetan, Japanese, and so many other Asian cultures, it's nearly impossible to pin down where and when dragons and the sun were first linked in folklore. That would be a quest as endless as the dragon's pursuit of the pearl. Yet that very search for wisdom is something that links all humans — to the ancient past, and to the magical creatures we call dragons.
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The Four Dragons, a Chinese Folk Story

March 22, 2012

#FOLKLORIC DRAGONS  #World dragons

Long ago in China, there were no rivers or lakes in all the land. Four dragons lived in the Eastern Sea. They were the Long Dragon, the Yellow Dragon, the Black Dragon, and the Pearl Dragon. One day, the four dragons soared up from the ocean to frolic among the clouds.

Suddenly the Pearl Dragon cried, "Come look at this!"

"What's the matter?" the other three dragons asked, and they came to join their friend.

People had gathered on the earth below, burning incense and laying out offerings of fruit and cakes. When they got closer, the dragons heard that the people were praying desperately.

An old woman with a skinny child on her back knelt down and cried, "God in Heaven, please send rain! Our children have no rice to eat!"

When the four dragons looked around, they could see that it hadn't rained in a very long time. The grass had turned yellow and crops were withering in fields that were cracked and dry.

"How sad they are," said the Yellow Dragon. The Black Dragon said, "They will all die soon if no rain comes." The Long Dragon told them, "We should go to the Jade Emperor and ask him to make it rain." The Pearl Dragon also agreed, and so they all flew up to the Heavenly Palace, where the Jade Emperor lived.

The Jade Emperor was very busy, since he ruled over all of Heaven, Earth and Hell. He was angry when the four dragons burst into his palace. "What are you doing here, when you should be in the sea?"

"Your majesty," said the Long Dragon, "please send rain to the Earth right away. The crops have shriveled and the people will starve!"

"Oh, very well. Return to your places, and I will send the rain tomorrow," the Jade Emperor said. But he wasn't really paying attention them, as he watched some fairies sing and dance.

"Thank you, o mighty Emperor."

The dragons were happy and returned to the sea, but as soon as they were gone, the Emperor forgot his promise. Ten days passed, and still not a drop of rain fell on the land. The people were so hungry that they ate bark, or the roots of grass, or even clay.

The four dragons came to visit and were very upset by what they saw. "How sad that the Jade Emperor cares more for his own pleasure than for people who need him," the Pearl Dragon said.

"If only there was a way that we could help them," said the Black Dragon.

Then the Long Dragon looked back at the vast sea, and he said, "I have an idea."

"Out with it!" cried the other dragons.

"There's plenty of water in the sea, where we live," said the Long Dragon. "If we spray it into the sky, surely it will fall down like rain. The people and the crops will be saved."

"Very good!" said the others.

"But if the Jade Emperor finds out, he might be angry," the Long Dragon warned. "He will think we took too much upon ourselves."

"The people need us," said the Yellow Dragon resolutely. "I will do anything to help them."

"We will never regret it," said the Black Dragon, and the Pearl Dragon said, "Let's begin."

So the four dragons scooped up water from the sea in their mouths, and they flew over the land, spraying it everywhere. Back and forth they went, until the clouds were dark and the sea water fell onto the earth as rain. The withered crops began to straighten up and grow green again.

People down below cheered and leapt with joy. "It's raining, it's raining! We are saved!"

But the sea god didn't like them taking his water away. When he figured out what they had done, he went and told the Jade Emperor.

"How dare those four dragons give rain without my permission!" The Jade Emperor was very angry. He sent his armies and all his heavenly generals to arrest them. The four dragons were out-numbered and couldn't defend themselves. Soon they were dragged back to the heavenly palace.

"Bring me four mountains," the Jade Emperor ordered the Mountain God. "Lay them upon these dragons so that they can never escape."

The Mountain God used his magic to summon four mountains, and so the four dragons were imprisoned forever. But even then, they did not give up their love for the people. They turned themselves into rivers that flowed out of the mountains, through valleys and fields, and finally returned to the sea.

And this was the creation of China's four great rivers — the Heilongjian (Black Dragon) in the north; the Huanghe (Yellow Dragon) in central China, the Changjiang (Yangtze, or Long River) farther south, and the Zhujiang (Pearl River) in the very far south.
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Saint George and the Dragon

March 29, 2012

#FOLKLORIC DRAGONS

The legend of Saint George and the Dragon comes to us from the time of the Crusades, when Middle-Eastern countries such as Libya were seen in the European public mind as dens of heathen wickedness. The tale is very much an artifact of its times.

The basic version comes to us from Golden Legends, a Catholic compilation of the lives of the saints from around 1260. Various artists have created more embroidered versions over the centuries.

According to the tale, Saint George was a knight from Cappadocia who was traveling in Libya. When he came to the city of Silene, the people were lamenting. It seems there was a pond near Silene where a dragon lived. Its poisoned breath killed anyone who came near it. To pacify the dragon, the king of Silene had declared it should be given two sheep every day. But when the sheep ran out, they were forced to give the dragon their children. The king of Silene had instituted a lottery to choose the victims fairly.

Alas, the king's own daughter drew the fatal lot. He tried to wiggle out of it, but the citizens who had already sacrificed their own children wouldn't hear of it. Still the king delayed for a week, until the dragon returned and began to poison all the citizens. Grieving deeply, the king dressed his daughter in her wedding finery and sent her to meet her fate.

Saint George arrived in time to see the princess departing for her doom. He asked why she was weeping, and when she explained the circumstances, he vowed to help her. She begged him to save himself, but he said that Christ would save them all.

While they were talking, the dragon saw them and attacked. George drew his sword, made the sign of the cross, and then charged the dragon. He injured it severely with his spear, and while it was helpless, instructed the princess to tie her belt around its neck. When she did this, the dragon became meek and obedient.

George and the princess then led the dragon back to Silene, where the people fled before the dragon. Finally the king came out and asked how he could reward the knight for saving his daughter. "Be baptized and saved by Christ," said Saint George. "Then I will slay the dragon."

As usual, the king hedged and offered other treasures, but Saint George didn't want anything else. So the king and all his citizens were baptized. Fifteen thousand people converted to Christianity that day. Saint George kept his word and struck off the dragon's head. Four ox carts were required to remove its body from the city.
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A Crusader's Legacy

April 3, 2012

#FOLKLORIC  #PONDERINGS

My last post recounted the traditional folk story of St. George and the Dragon. I mentioned that the tale comes from the time of the Crusades, and is laden with cultural messages from that era.

The broadest message was that the people living in Muslim countries were helpless victims (the princess) held captive by evil heathen darkness (the dragon). In short, they needed to be rescued — by the Crusaders.

Secondarily, the character of the king, who tried to weasel out of every agreement, showed that Europeans believed Muslims were tricky and unreliable.

From the perspective of history, we can see that the Christian establishment of Europe at the time was feeling threatened by the emergence of Islam. This rival religion had swept the Middle East, North Africa, and even penetrated into Spain. The heathen invaders had to be stopped!

Beginning in 1095, the call went out for true Christian knights to march to the Holy Land and liberate holy sites such as Jerusalem. Waves of crusaders fought in the Middle East over several centuries. Some even succeeded in establishing their own small Christian states in the region during the 13th Century. The last of these was Acre, which fell to the Muslims in 1291. More limited crusades continued to be called as late as 1396, when a Hungarian prince confronted a force of Ottoman Turks who had invaded the Balkans.

History classes often describe the Crusades as a cynical and arrogant invasion of Europeans against Muslims. One could equally make the argument that they were a necessary reaction to Islam's aggressive expansion into Europe. I won't try to pick sides here, but I will point out that the Crusades were a deeply felt cultural experience in the Middle East. In many ways, they still color world politics today.

Somewhere between history and myth, Saint George is still riding on crusade in mysterious, heathen lands.

The Dragon and the George,

by Gordon R. Dickson

April 5, 2012

#Literary Dragons

I can't leave the subject of Saint George without mentioning one of my all-time favorite fantasy novels. Published in 1976, The Dragon and the George is as much an artifact of its times as the Saint George legend itself. Written as fantasy began to flower after the monumental success of Lord of the Rings, it brought archaeological knowledge of Medieval times together with a cast of fantasy tropes: honorable knight, talking wolf, crabby wizard, swashbuckling bowman and headstrong bandit maiden. If we know these characters well, it's only because so many other writers copied Dickson's approach.

But you readers know I'm all about the dragons, so let's get to them. The title character is Jim Eckert, a modern man swapped into a fantasy world. Problem? He lands in the body of a dragon named Gorbash! Jim is part dragon from the outset — hot tempered and territorial. He finds himself very much at sea as he searches for his abducted fiancee, Angela.

The other dragon characters are even more a treat. There's an older dragon, Gorbash's Uncle Smrgol, who's a bit of a blowhard but a devoted mentor all the same. And — my personal favorite — the puny mere-dragon Secoh. Stunted by black magic, Secoh starts out cringing in the mire but finds his inner dragon by the end. You'll stand up and cheer when Secoh screams out, "I'm a dragon, too!"

One of the surprising things about this book is the dragon society, viewed through Jim's eyes. You'd think that huge, fire-breathing flyers would be utterly fearless, but the dragons as a whole have figured out the ones who charge madly in end up dead. With a potential life span of centuries, they guard their hoards and avoid most risk. This book carries a lot of observations like that about what it takes to survive and knowing which battles to fight.

The plot is fairly stock, with maidens needing to be rescued, but it carries along briskly with lots of fun dialogue. As for the ending... Well, those of you who thought Dorothy was crazy for wanting to return to Kansas will feel vindicated.

Even 30-some years later, this book is a treat to read. I recommend it to anyone, anywhere, any century.

Just For Fun 5

April 10, 2012

#Silly dragons

Q: Who is a dragon's least favorite saint?

A: Saint George.
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Were Dragons Ever Real? Part 2

April 17, 2012

#REAL LIFE DRAGONS

As writers, we often play with ideas like whether it's truly possible for things like dragons to exist within the rules of physics as we know them. Today I'm pondering the possibility of dragons flying.

We know from the fossil record that large flying animals have existed in the past. They were pterosaurs of the late Cretaceous, 68 - 65.5 million years ago. Two pterosaurs currently vie for the title of largest ever. Both are known only from partial skeletons, and so their true size can only be estimated.

Quetzalcoatlus was discovered in Texas in 1971. It belongs to a pterosaur family called Azhdarchidae, which had very long necks and no teeth. Estimates of Quetzalcoatlus' wing span range from 11–12 meters (36–39 feet).

The other contender is Hatzegopteryx, discovered in Romania in 2002. It's a member of the Azhdarchid family, the same as Quetzalcoatlus, but its skull has a heavier build. Based on bone fragments found so far, it's wing span is estimated at 12 meters..

Stay tuned, because archaeologists are still debating the evidence and searching for more fossils. New discoveries may change what we now believe about these large pterosaurs.

Whichever of the two is biggest, a forty-foot wingspan is clearly impressive. That's as long as the largest school busses! Even though the folk tales that give us our image of the dragon don't specify its wing span (and in the case of Asian dragons, wings don't even apply) we can see from the fossil record that it is indeed possible for a very large reptile to fly.

Score one for dragons!
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Were Dragons Ever Real? Part 3

April 19, 2012

#REAL LIFE DRAGONS

I wrote last time about the largest dragon-like creatures that science has uncovered thus far: the pterosaurs of the Azhdarchid family. For purposes of comparison, I'd like to also mention the largest flying birds. (And here we'll put aside the question of whether birds are, in fact, living dinosaurs.)

Terratorns are an extinct family of birds which lived during the Ice Age, just 6 million years ago. They are distant relatives to vultures and condors, although with some features more like eagles and other modern raptors.

The biggest terratorn yet discovered is called Argentavis magnificens, or "magnificent bird from Argentina." You may have guessed where these fossils were unearthed. The wing span of Argentavis is estimated at 7 meters, or 21 feet. That's impressive, but still puny compared to the estimated 12-meter reach of Quetzalcoatlus or Hatzegopteryx.

What about living birds? The largest flying birds alive today are the Wandering Albatross, with a spread of 3.65 meters (12 feet), and the Andean Condor at 3.2 meters (10 feet).

In fantasy fiction, we love to write about dragons that are big enough for a person to ride on. Obviously, none of these birds would be large enough for anyone but a child to ride. Yet they and the pterosaurs do have something in common. I'll talk about that next.
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Were Dragons Ever Real? Part 4

April 24, 2012

#REAL LIFE DRAGONS

I've been discussing lately whether it could be possible for dragons to fly under the laws of physics as we now understand them. (In science fiction, one could posit different gravity and atmospheric composition on exotic planets, but I'm not enough of a scientist to go there.) I've mentioned the biggest flying dinosaurs and birds known from the fossil record, ptersosaurs and terratorns respectively. These show that it is, indeed, possible for large animals to fly while still obeying the laws of physics.

The downside of our scientific understanding is what makes pterosaurs and terratorns unlikely examples of real dragons. This is avian behavior. The biggest flying birds today, albatrosses and condors, are primarily gliders. Although they can fly by flapping their wings, many of them roost on cliffs or tall hills, where gravity can assist their take-off.

These birds cover amazing distances in their daily lives. Albatrosses find their way between islands scattered all over the ocean around Antarctica. They seldom land except to eat and breed. Condors also spend hours in the air watching for carcasses to scavenge.

Gliding is a very efficient strategy for covering great distances while conserving energy. However, it's not exactly the kind of behavior we associate with dragons. Our favorite mythical creature is depicted more as swooping down on prey or making flaming "bomber runs." And, scavenging? No way! We all know that dragons would catch their own prey.

So, although the big birds and pterosaurs are exciting — especially the pterosaurs, with their bat-like wings — they aren't a perfect example of how dragons could be real.  We'll just have to stick with our imaginations.

Isn't that what we all like best anyway?
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What Makes a Great Dragon Book?

May 1, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS  #Ponderings

I've been disappointed in some of the dragon books I read recently, and it's made me think about what I'm looking for when I read a story. In other words, what makes a great dragon book?

1) The dragon is a fully developed character with its own reasons for being in the story. It doesn't just menace people or sit on someone's shoulder and chirp.

2) The dragon contributes to the plot in an important way. Whether it's a wise counselor or the ultimate bad-guy, the story should not be able to hang together without the dragon any more than it would without some other character.

3) The dragon has a strong presence. Most dragons in stories are large, therefore impossible to ignore. But even when it's small, a dragon shouldn't be silly and feckless. It's a dragon, not a stuffed toy with wings.

Stay tuned for more about what makes a great dragon book.
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What Makes a Great Dragon Book? Part 2

May 3, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS  #Ponderings

More things I look for in recommending a dragon book to friends:

4) The dragon has unique abilities, like fire breath and flight. It should use them effectively. Setting random fires when sneezing wouldn't count as an effective use! (See my previous post, dragons should not be silly.)

5) If there's more than one dragon, they should have an interesting society with mores and customs that set them apart from humans. In other words, the dragons shouldn't just be people with scales on.

6) Dragon lore has some great traditions, but reading about the same old kind of dragon can get stale. The author should bring some new twist or idea about dragons to their tale.
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This Dragon Is Real!

May 22, 2012

#REAL LIFE DRAGONS

The Dragon spacecraft rose in fire this morning, launched after a last-second scrub over the weekend. Developed by the SpaceX Corporation, Dragon will partially replace the retired space shuttles of N. A. S. A.'s fleet.

For those like me, who watched Gemini and Apollo launches while growing up, it's a blast from our past. Dragon has a classic "bullet" shape  similar to those spacecraft. A recoverable craft, she will also splash down in a very familiar manner.

Space exploration was a dream of my youth, though life led me to take up the pen instead. I, personally, was sad when N. A. S. A. had to step back from actively launching rockets. That was a loss to national prestige and a huge hole in the future we imagined for our country.

Perhaps it's a natural progression from rockets being a military product and expression of national ambition to an everyday, commercial vehicle. Still, the storied N. A. S. A. program fired imaginations in a way "space trucking" surely cannot.

Dragon's flight today is un-manned and remotely operated. Its current mission is simply to demonstrate its capabilities — that it can go where needed without a human crew aboard. May it return home safely and as scheduled.
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Just For Fun 6

May 24, 2012

#SILLY DRAGONS

Q: What is a dragon's favorite candy?

A: Red-Hots.
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This Dragon Is Real, Part 2

May 31, 2012

#REAL LIFE DRAGONS

Word came this afternoon that the Dragon spacecraft has returned safely to Earth. An unmanned craft, she completed her assigned maneuvers and proved her capability to operate without a crew. Dragon delivered 1,000# of supplies and equipment to the International Space Station, then returned home with 1,400# of cargo.

Dragon made a water landing and was retrieved by divers working from several boats. She will be returned to Texas for inspection and repair before making her next flight. Future missions are expected to touch down on land rather than water.

Dragon is the only recoverable craft currently flying. Russian, Japanese and European rockets fly just one mission and burn up in re-entry.  SpaceX may not be dominant for long, however. Orbital Science Corp. is scheduled to launch its Cygnus vehicle later this summer.

For now, I wish Dragon and her future sisters of the SpaceX fleet many safe and productive flights.

Dragon Wisdom

June 5, 2012

#Silly dragons

Just because a dragon roads loudly doesn't mean he has much to say.
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Just For Fun 7

June 26, 2012

#SILLY DRAGONS

Q: What reality TV show could a dragon star in?

A: Hoarders!
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Magic Dragons and More

June 28, 2012

#FOLKLORIC DRAGONS  #Literary dragons

Things keep breaking at my house. Expensive things, like my car. To chill out, I'm revisiting an iconic childhood dragon story, "Puff, the Magic Dragon." You all know it. Sing with me:

Puff, the magic dragon, lived by the sea

And frolicked in the autumn mist in a land called Honalee.

Little Jackie Paper loved that rascal Puff

And brought him strings and sealing wax, and other fancy stuff. 

Not only the dragon is magical here. The whole tale of their adventures (pirates and princes and giants, oh my!) ending in separation as the child grows up is sweetly sad and universal. Almost the same story comprises the backbone of the Toy Story movie series, to name just one. Indeed, one could take out Puff and substitute any beloved childhood activity that had to be given up in adulthood. Whether it's running, rocketry, singing, or playing with dolls, the price of maturity remains.

Together they would travel on a boat with billowed sails.

Jackie kept a lookout perched on Puff's gigantic tail.

Noble kings and princes would bow when e'er they came.

Pirate ships would lower their flags when Puff roared out his name.

Yes, I hear some of you out there snickering at me over the supposed drug references contained within this song. Listen carefully, and you'll hear me rolling my eyes back at you. Leonard Lipton, who wrote the original poem in 1959, and all the members of Peter, Paul and Mary, the band who immortalized the song in 1962, insist that no such meaning was ever intended. They're the authors — they know what they were trying to say. If others disagree, it only shows that some people can find something naughty in anything at all.

As for me, I'm still singing along:

A dragon lives forever, but not so little boys.

Painted wings and giant strings make way for other toys.

One gray night, it happened. Jackie Paper came no more.

Puff, that mighty dragon, sadly ceased his fearless roar.

Maybe Puff will come get me before the auto shop calls.
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Two Gifts from China

July 5, 2012

#WORLD DRAGONS

We've just passed July 4th, Independence Day here in America, and it's turned my mind to a fiery topic: fireworks.

That's the first gift from China, in case you were wondering. It was Chinese scientists who first discovered how to formulate gunpowder. According to the story, a Chinese chef suffered a kitchen accident that produced a fire with colorful flames. He tried to burn his concoction inside a bamboo tube, and it exploded. Fireworks!

No date is given for this legend, but the earliest written record describing something like gunpowder dates to 142 C. E, during the Han Dynasty. By around 300 C. E, during the Chin Dynasty, there were written recipes with exact proportions. There are records of public fireworks displays during the T'ang Dynasty, around 700 C. E.

Another legend about fireworks says there was a monk, Li Tian, who lived in Liu Yang, Hunan Province. Every year, Liu Yang suffered droughts and floods. Li Tian discovered that the ghost of an evil dragon was haunting the area and causing the bad weather. Li Tian filled a bamboo tube with gunpowder and ignited it. The resulting explosion drove the ghost away.

Firecrackers became a part of many Chinese festivals, as they were believed to scare off evil spirits of all kinds. Li Tian is regarded as a sort of patron saint of fireworks, and Liu Yang is a center of the fireworks industry even in modern times.

Here in the West, we don't believe in evil spirits, but we do love a good show. Fireworks are a symbol of the ultimate celebration. If gunpowder also developed into a weapon of war with global consequence, it doesn't erase the dazzling impact of a fireworks display.

Now, you may ask, what's the other gift from China? Dragon legends, of course! They might not be as tangible, but they are equally enduring — and, one could argue, a lot better for the world than gunpowder.
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Great Movie Dragons

July 12, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS

Today I'm casting my mind back to one of the archetypal dragon movies, Dragonslayer. You kids these days are lucky to have so many great S. F. and fantasy movies on the big screen — not to mention anime! We had nothing of the sort in 1981, when Dragonslayer was released. Star Wars, in 1977, had brought a lot of interest in S. F. adventures, but fantasy was considered too odd and risky.

Actually, in some ways, Dragonslayer was odd and risky. It was a Disney production, but the Disney studio had largely stopped making its animated children's fantasies. They were searching for a new niche. The special effects featured prominently in Star Wars and Jaws (also a 1977 film) were flowering rapidly, so it actually was possible to make large robots and set pieces to convincingly portray a giant, winged reptile.

Make no mistake, the dragon Vermithrax is the true star. She's everything a dragon ought to be: fierce, fire-breathing, ruthless. Vermithrax is menacing even in her sleep. The film makers used a variety of techniques to create their monster, including puppets, models, stop-motion, and several large segments of robot dragon, which individually measured 15 to 20 feet. There also was a clutch of baby dragons, which intentionally were about the ugliest little things you ever saw.

The plot is a fairly standard adventure. Vermithrax is devastating the countryside, bought off by a lottery to choose young women for sacrifice. A half-trained wizard answers the call for help, together with a girl who's disguised as a man to avoid the lottery, and they're both hindered by a wicked knight whose reason for wanting the dragon to stay around is never really clear.

There are some nice riffs on the Medieval legend of St. George, with the lottery being rigged to protect the princess of the land. Those who aren't so fond of religion will enjoy a sequence where a priest attempts to defeat Vermithrax through faith alone. Also look for some fun bits with an old wizard who didn't bother to explain his grand plan to his apprentice.
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Another Great Dragon Movie

July 17, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS

Continuing on the thread of dragon movies, I come to Dragonheart, a 1996 adventure featuring Dennis Quaid and the voice of Sean Connery. Quaid's character, Bowen, is a knight obsessed with killing dragons, yet jaded on the concept of chivalry. Draco, Connery's dragon, teams up with Bowen to scam desperate villages by staging fake dragon slayings.

It's a complicated plot, as Bowen is called upon to join a rebel band fighting a tyrant, and refuses. Said tyrant was once Bowen's student, but abandoned his honor and destroyed Bowen's faith in chivalry. Said tyrant also was gifted with a piece of a dragon's heart — Draco's own — and so cannot easily be killed. There's a noble queen and a beautiful girl pleading with both of them to save her people.

The dragon is a great creation, with Connery's wry voice and a wrinkled, shabby look that was well matched to Quaid's way-worn gear. The setting, too, is a grubby never-land somewhere between Dark Ages and Medieval. Most of the dragon was C. G. I, but there were a few large puppets/props for close interaction between Draco and the human characters.

The thing that sticks in my mind, years after, is the sardonic fun. Perhaps there are a few cheesy bits, but not enough to bring the story to a halt.
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Just For Fun 8

July 26, 2012

#SILLY DRAGONS

Q: What is a dragon's favorite wildflower?

A: Fireweed.
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How Not to Make a Dragon Movie

July 28, 2012

#LITERARY DRAGONS

Pete's Dragon (1977) is a movie that crystallized a lot of my feelings about what dragons should be — or not be, in this case. It was an early experiment in combining live action with animation, similar to the better known Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988). Nowadays, of course, computer animation is so advanced that such hybrids are no longer necessary.

This is another Disney movie, but you can clearly see
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