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    Editorial: September 2024

    John Joseph Adams | 288 words

    Welcome to issue 172 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    Here at Lightspeed HQ, we’re not afraid to admit we love great TV. That’s why we can totally empathize with the narrator of our first SF short story this month, “Reconstructing ‘The Goldenrod Conspiracy,’ Edina Room, Saturday 2:30-3:30,” written by Gabriela Santiago—it’s all about a missing episode of a favorite classic SF TV show, and the fans who are trying to solve the mystery around its disappearance.

    Our second SF short story, “Two Motes in the Zeugma Dark” by Sagan Yee, also features a television staple: the mecha pilot turned superstar. Of course, since this piece is running in Lightspeed, you can bet things don’t unfold quite the way they would on the small screen. Our SF flash includes “GaaS” from Meg Elison and “The Mote in Bird’s Eye; or, Note Attached to a Frozen Corpse Retrieved from Deep Space” by Jon Lasser.

    Our fantasy shorts include a story of manipulation and apocalypse from Osahon Ize-Iyamu: “We the People Excluding I”—which is all about what we’ll endure to save the people we love. Jae Steinbacher, however, delves into what we do to the people we stop loving, in their story of magical accident: “The Ex Hex.” We also have a flash story (“The Terrible Secret of The Immortal Bards”) from Adam-Troy Castro, and another (“A Superior Knot”) from Ash Huang.

    Our fantastic spotlight interview team brings you mini-interviews with Santiago, Yee, Ize-Iyamu, and Steinbacher, while the review crew has been busy screening new fiction for the best books to send your way. All in all, it’s another terrific issue—brought to you at the speed of light!
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    Reconstructing “The Goldenrod Conspiracy,” Edina Room, Saturday 2:30-3:30

    Gabriela Santiago | 5622 words

    Can someone get the doors? Thanks. Please remember we’re on an honor system for chairs—if you’ve eaten today, please leave them for someone who hasn’t. We don’t need another fainting incident.

    First of all, if you’re looking for a technical look at restoring and reconstructing lost Backwards Man episodes, that’s Greg Bakun’s panel tomorrow morning at 9:30, which I really recommend checking out if you’re not too hungover. This panel is about the recent recovery of clips of “The Goldenrod Conspiracy,” the changes to the story that arise from them, and what it means that every single surviving frame of “The Goldenrod Conspiracy” comes from censorship board clips.

    Quick recap for any of you newer fans: the thing about “The Goldenrod Conspiracy” is that for over fifty years, the only records we had of it came from the memories of the people who watched it on the first and only date of its broadcast, November 1st, 1960.

    The scripts were gone, not even a rough draft in Boris Tidhar’s old typewriter. There were no on-set photographs from the costume department that we could jerry-rig with an audio track—there was no audio track! After the successful restorations of “The Eye of the Galaxy,” BackMag’s classifieds were bursting at the seams with rewards for home videos, but—nothing.

    Eventually, the Tin Soldiers—that’s the original Backwards Man fan club out from Toronto—managed to gather the names and addresses of fifty-three people who claimed they’d seen the original broadcast, forty-seven of whom the Tin Soldiers could verify had been alive at the time and residing in a locale where at least one station had paid for the show’s licensing. Tidhar was dead, but they found the script editor Kathryn Jones, a couple actors—Michael Sylvestre, of course, and Mara Davis. With extensive interviewing, they managed to isolate the elements that the majority agreed on, had those three essentially toss a coin to break any ties—look, I love them, but they were doing this in 1986 for an episode that had wrapped two decades ago; if you’ve been to a mainstage panel this weekend you know half the time they need the audience to remind them what happened in an episode. So they were tie-breakers, and the Tin Soldiers filled in the gaps with best guesses based on the surrounding scripts and the tropes Tidhar used for his later work before his tragic death while covering the Third Battle of Chipyong-ni for the Montreal Gazette.

    Anyway, the Tin Soldiers put an ad for the cobbled-together script in BackMag for the cost of the postage and the trips to Kinkos, and it sold like hotcakes. It was so popular they took up a collection to get it made into a comic book, called The Silverrod Conspiracy for copyright reasons that probably wouldn’t have held up under scrutiny, with illustrations by Sharon Smith—yes, that Sharon Smith, she’s a longtime Tinny. Anyway, soon there was clamoring for a fan production, which the Tin Soldiers whipped together with spare video-recorders and duct tape, and turned out frankly better than it had any right to. Not one professional actor in the bunch, but they were all fans, the love they had for the details—and look, sometimes you just have to enjoy a man under a rug setting off fireworks. If you can’t enjoy that, you’ve lost what it means to be human.

    For years, this was the closest thing we had to canon for this episode. It got referenced in novelizations and fanfic and academic texts and wikis and TV Tropes. For a lot of us, this is still what we think of when we think of “The Goldenrod Conspiracy.”

    Of course, not everyone was happy. Victoria Strauss has written probably the definitive fan history on the divisions between the Crushers and the Sliders, and every few years somebody just has to poke the hornet’s nest and Twitter becomes unusable for a week. Even in the more relaxed years, you’ll stumble across fics on AO3 where the list of tags is actually an anti-Crusher or an anti-Slider rant longer than the fic itself. It seemed like one of those underground coal mine fires that can’t ever fully die down, that flares up especially when things get tense. I know back in March, when we got the news about the fungus that was taking down all the wheat—well, there’s nothing I can do about that, can I? But I can go on Tumblr and write ten paragraphs about how this is supposed to be a show with hope, how the Backwards Man is supposed to be a savior, that I can do.

    Speaking of hope, in 2010, when that first censorship clip came out! My god!

    I know in 2001 when the Lagos Accords had been signed for a full year there was a lot of cynicism in fandom. A full year, and nothing had come out from behind the Firewalled countries? I admit I was in the camp that was sure that even if we could trust everyone to dissolve their censorship boards—and frankly, I’m still keeping my eye on the Kingdom of Virginia—that there was almost certainly enough spite in the old regimes that they would have trashed all their old records.

    But never underestimate the power of bureaucracy.

    The very thing that first blocked, then later slowed, our receiving of these clips—that was what preserved them. What kept them carefully filed and labeled under their locks and keys for decades. It took us ten years to find the first clip, and another ten to be reasonably sure we’d found them all. There’s now enough to piece together a much more definitive “Goldenrod Conspiracy”—and for that we have to thank those tiny, rigid minds that locked it away. It scared them so much they wanted it to die, but not without first properly labeling and preserving a sample.

    What does it mean, to owe a piece of—of culture, to people like that?

    Let’s watch that first clip.

    Wow.

    Did you hear that? You all heard that, right? As the camera pans along the gray gravel beach? “I am becoming strange. I am becoming stranger.” And then—”I am becoming a stranger!” This was likely censored by the Floridian Council for Decency for the reason of “stranger” being a slang term for homosexual at that time, due to the then-current belief that it was a practice only engaged in by members of the Seminole Federation, their traditional antagonists across the border. In fact, later decades would see the term stretch to a more generally xenophobic term, applied to Cuban and Mexican migrants as well as the Seminole and Cherokee ambassadors, often without any hint of its previously homophobic implications.

    Now, what impact does this have on the story? After all, it’s only one line, and we certainly can’t fault the fans for not remembering it perfectly. And though English is one of the several official languages of both Canada and Florida, I think we can say with some confidence that Boris Tidhar was not making a conscious political statement here.

    Think about what it means to be “stranger”—something the Backwards Man has always reveled in, if you remember his speech to the Marsh Men of Minos—versus “a stranger,” the thing the Backwards Man tries so hard not to be. Pick an episode at random—he makes a new friend within the first thirty seconds. It’s why that last season upset so many of us older fans, though I know you have to shake things up now and then. But anyway, “I am becoming a stranger.” It’s just one word, but it casts a whole new light on the episode. That faint cast of melancholy on his face. The way he hesitates before speaking. The way he looks at the face of General Silver when the general isn’t looking—that yearning. And beyond this episode—that whole arc towards the introspection and self-doubt that ends with Cassiopea being immolated by the Star King, which in turn prompts the whole Tin Resurrection arc the following season? That so many of us have argued about, because it doesn’t make sense, because nothing prompted it? That begins here, with a single word that slipped our collective memory.

    Let’s watch the next one.

    Forrest, not Ferris! Did you hear that? We’ve been calling them the wrong name for decades. And though we don’t have absolute confirmation, their companion Kat seems very likely to be the “her” that “Ferris” later accuses the Backwards Man of abandoning in the penultimate scene, “Who knows what those power-mad robotic monsters are doing to her?!” I absolutely love this scene. I wish we knew the actors’ names, we’ve tried, believe me . . . They bring such a, a sweetness. The way Forrest says “A wizard?” with their eyes all big! How hard Kat is trying not to laugh at them! Both playing the roles very young, but it works. It brings a sense of personal stakes. How many of us are likely to be confronted with the universe-bending stakes the Backwards Man is so often confronted with? How much easier is it to understand the loss of one person than tragedy on such a massive scale?

    Even now.

    You see the headlines in the newspapers, all those deaths, and it’s like they’re written in another language. Sometimes even the bodies stacked up on the street corners become like firewood, a piece of background scenery. And then the teller at the bank’s shirt rides up and you see their ribs pressing through their skin and it hits you, a punch to the face—

    This clip was suppressed by the personal order of Tsar Alexei, almost certainly for the vigorous debate about peaceful versus armed resistance that Forrest and Kat are having before they’re interrupted by the Backwards Man and his new friend Pamela. The notes on the file just say “sedition,” but that’s of course always been a wide and flexible term for many regimes.

    There’s a large gap here, almost all of what we would consider to be the first half of the episode, though of course our sense of how many things happened in the episode is once again dependent on the malleable nature of memory. Without the celluloid to confirm it, who can say if those moments really happened, or if we collectively invented them, collaborating unconsciously to keep the story whole? In our efforts to preserve this story, how much of it have we actually created?

    Anyway, this next clip is from what we would call the midpoint. This is a short one, but fun!

    I know, right! Wow!

    Now, I know a lot of you are thinking, “Well, it’s obvious why they censored that.” But actually it was very common for women to wear trousers in the Lake Superior Protectorate at that time, as long as they were engaged in farm work. If it weren’t, we’d have a lot more censored clips, especially from Mara Davis’ era! No, the Lake Superior Protectorate was still very sensitive about having supported the United States in the Battle of the Pusan Perimeter, and the rebuff they were given when they pushed for compensation for the war widows. The U.S. Secretary of War made a disparaging reference to the “flannel boys,” and so Pamela teasing Kat for her sartorial choices before kissing her had to go. Only one camera angle, so they scrapped the whole scene. What a shame, right? I hope some of you are going to write some fanfic tonight!

    There’s no sound in this next clip, but you are seeing the absolutely amazing set work by Xochitl Jones. The Ministry of Feathers is just . . . She did that with cardboard and gold spray paint and a box of turkey feathers. You don’t get practical effects like that these days. Even the frailty of the set just gives it a sort of ethereal ambience as it sways in the breeze from the fan set up to ruffle Mara Davis’ hair during the “mysterious glowing hand” effect. You really believe this is a palace hovering at the intersection of time and imagination, where fey or eldritch creatures engage in political warfare as arcane and delicate as a spider’s web, so different from the petty squabbles that rule our lives and deaths.

    Now this next clip is one that actually creates more questions than answers.

    What the actual hell, right? Who is The Lash? Why don’t we see him or hear about him in any of the other clips? Hell, in any of the other episodes, if he’s so important, if his effect on time is that frightening? Why does no one, not one person who filmed or saw this episode, remember what his deal was?

    And what exactly is the Redgrave effect? I mean, obviously that’s a bit of technobabble made up for the occasion, but what the hell was it supposed to mean? Why is Kat crying? Why doesn’t the Backwards Man say anything when Forrest makes their accusation? Where the hell is Pamela during all of this?

    As if that weren’t mysterious enough, we don’t even know why this clip was censored. I mean, it was South Albion, so the answer’s probably racism; we tend to forget just how controversial Mara’s casting was at the time. But there’s no label, so there are a lot of theories. The runner-up contender is probably that platter of food in the background, all the roast chickens and apples and cheeses—it’s true that South Albion was going through a food shortage at the time, though nothing like what we experienced here last summer before the Cherokee food aid came through, and it’s true that the S.A. Morale Bureau did sometimes block foreign films that portrayed a higher standard of living. But other theories range from thinking that naming the villain “The Lash” could be an indictment of slavery, to whether that plant to the right there looked too much like marijuana. There could probably be a BackCON panel on just the theories about this one clip and what they reveal about both that time and our assumptions about that time, so you know, maybe propose that next year.

    Let’s watch one that’s a little less upsetting.

    This is such a good Pamela moment! For all that the popular characterization of her is this space cadet who always falls for the comically obvious villain, you see here she was so much more. She’s not taking any of the Backwards Man’s crap. She’ll accept his apology, but she won’t forget. This is a small moment, but it makes so much more sense of her character arc going forward. Of course the Backwards Man trusts her judgment in “The Electric Devils.” Of course she gives him a hard time about his mistake with Queen Raytha in “The Isles of Calm, Delight, and Terror.” Of course she stays with him for six more episodes even after the Century Clerks tell her about what happened to Bailey Jones.

    And the way she bites her lip when she says, “At some point you have to trust a stranger.” Again, “a stranger!” The way she holds her breath until he nods, her shoulders just barely trembling! Get Mara Davis’ autograph this weekend, is what I’m saying.

    That was another one for Florida. Sometimes I think about the person who must have had this job. They’d have to watch every episode. Could they have really done that, day in and day out, without falling a little in love with the thing they were supposed to hate?

    I used to imagine an entire shadow fandom, women in beehive hairdos slipping the clips into their purses instead of the official files, hearts hammering as they walked past the security guards. A little screening later, in the privacy of their own homes. Or if the security was too tight, maybe they just retold the stories—there’s one woman I always imagined when I thought of this, one voice telling the story: she wouldn’t be a natural storyteller, she wouldn’t do the different voices or quite capture the pacing, but she would have watched the episodes so many times that no detail of the script or set escaped her, and she would have fallen so in love that the passion came through in her voice, and everyone sat spellbound.

    Then of course everyone argued about how much better it was five years ago and whether Backwards Man/Pamela was canon.

    By the time the Lagos Accords were assigned, I was more cynical. When I thought of the Floridian censor, I imagined her going home to a crumbling stucco apartment complex, drinking the powdered iced tea mix that was all she could afford on her salary while she wrote Backwards Man fic in a worn spiral notebook and burned it in the firepit afterwards just in case there was a raid, or even just because it in the end, she was glad that she could keep it all to herself.

    Of course, even this vision was romanticized, or at least old-fashioned. By 2001 that censor would have been retired decades ago, replaced by a complex set of algorithms that removed content automatically based on keywords in the script and object-recognition technology in the footage. Even after the Accords, a lot of the corporate states still use copyright and contract loopholes to disappear entire shows they find objectionable. In some ways, for some countries behind the Firewall, things have gotten worse. Not that things are peachy
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