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Introduction

Welcome to my second book about Stephen King. Perhaps you are reading this because you read my earlier book, Stephen King: Not Just Horror (BearManor Media, 2023), and hope to find more similar information. Or perhaps you picked this book up to learn something in general about Stephen King. It is, of course, also quite possible that you just had nothing better to do and simply thought, perhaps this might be worth a few minutes. Whatever the reason, I hope you will enjoy the time we spend together. Together we will visit a number of carefully chosen moments during the last fifty years of Stephen King’s life and career. But before we start on the book itself, I would like to mention a few things.

I have not considered the possibility that some of my readers may perhaps not have read or viewed any of the books and dramatisations I discuss, and consequently there will be ”spoilers.” More of them in some chapters than in others. So consider yourself warned.

In the course of five decades, Stephen King has published no less than 88 books, which makes one and three quarters of a second book each year. I can’t speak for any of my readers, but personally I am impressed. I will however not discuss all of these books here. That would take a considerably longer book and an enormous patience on the part of my readers. What I intend to do is to divide his time as a professional writer into its five decades, and then point to things from each decade I find interesting and worth taking a closer look at.

There is always some difficulty in fitting specific events into a time frame as narrow as ten years, so I ask your indulgence if some of the specifics discussed sometimes happen to sprawl outside of the decade under consideration. Also note that I have chosen to count the decades as stretching from, first, April 1974, and until April 2024. The reason is simple. Stephen King’s first book publication, Carrie, was published in April of 1974, and it all began. Which is why I chose to start with that month. (And of course, in May 2024, Stephen King’s 89th book will be published, a collection of short stories and novellas entitled You Like It Darker, to inaugurate his sixth decade in books.)

I just gave you a specific figure for the number of books published by Stephen King. But that number quite often varies, depending on who is giving it. Some are wily enough to say only that he has published more than sixty, which is of course true but falls short of the mark: King has to date published 66 novels, five of them written in collaboration with others. But that leaves out his collections of stories, his non-fiction books, and – which is where the controversy really starts – his graphic novels, those collections of shorter work which have been assembled from writings already published in book form, and book publications of both a screenplay and a musical libretto. As well as a few other titles difficult to classify. My own figure includes, of course, all of his novels, his initial collections of shorter work, his non-fiction, and those other books that contain essentially his own writings. You’ll find my list at the back of this book. Don’t worry if you happen to disagree with my count; I’m fine with that. Incidentally, to make up a reasonably correct chronology, wherever it has been available, I have viewed the day of first US publication as the official date when any book was published.

Now go on to the story of Stephen King’s first half century in books. I hope you enjoy it.

Hans-Åke Lilja



The First Decade

1974–1984
Carrie Is Born 

On April 4, 2024, exactly fifty years have passed since Doubleday published Stephen King’s first novel, Carrie. While writing it, King and his wife Tabitha lived in a trailer in Hermon, Maine. They already had the first two of their children, Naomi and Joe. King worked as an English teacher at the Hampden Academy and wrote in his spare time; he had already published a number of short stories and in 1971 had begun selling to Cavalier, a monthly men’s magazine paying better than Startling Mystery Stories, to which he had made his first commercial sale in 1967 and sold a second story in 1969. 

Initially, Carrie was intended to be another story to be submitted to Cavalier. But after only three pages, King found himself dissatisfied with the story and threw the manuscript in the trash. Tabitha found the discarded pages, read them and convinced King to get back to his story. He capitulated and continued the story, though mainly to accommodate his wife. His first finished draft this time was 98 pages.

In December 1972, he decided to develop what had started as a novelette into a full novel, mostly because he had no other satisfying idea to work on. He based his main character, Carrie White, on two girls with whom he had been in school. One of them came from a poor family and had to wear the same clothes every day; the other was from a deeply religious family. By combining them, he created his fictional Carrie. To add wordage to his story, he decided to insert fictitious stories from various sources, including Esquire and Reader’s Digest magazines, to give alternate version of the events in the story. And after selling the novel, he revised it further, this time with help from his Doubleday editor, Bill Thompson. In his original ending, for instance, King had demon horns start to grow on Carrie and let her destroy an airplane flying above her; Thompson talked him into deleting those scenes, which King himself admitted sounded like something out of the John Agar B-film The Brain from Planet Arous.

Initially, King was to receive an advance payment of $1,500 for his book, but Thompson managed to increase it to $2,500 and sent King this telegram – since the Kings were not able to afford a teleophone:

STEPHEN KING
BINGO. CARRIE OFFICIALLY A DOUBLEDAY BOOK. $2500 AGAINST ROYALTIES. CALL FOR GLORIOUS DETAILS. CONGRATULATIONS. LOVE THE FUTURE LIES AHEAD.
BILL THOMPSON

The hardcover edition of Carrie had a print run of 30,000 copies and was released on April 4, 1974. On May 3, a copy of the book arrived at the offices of New English Library, the British subsidiary of New American Library, which had begun as a reprint paperback house but expanded into publishing hardcovers as well as original work. The president of New English Library, Bob Tanner, read the novel himself overnight and wanted to publish it in the UK. He sent a copy to the parent company, and New American Library offered Doubleday $400,000 for the rights to a mass-market reprint edition. New English Library published Carrie already in May 1974, and New American Library brought it out in the US under its Signet Books imprint in April 1975.


Under his contract, Stephen King received half of the paperback money, and was suddenly free to write full time. The hardcover edition of Carrie had moderate sales, estimated at between 15,000 and 20,000 copies, and the first Signet paperback edition had a cover with only a girl’s face and the text, ”A novel of a girl possessed of a terrifying power”; neither the book’s name nor that of the author was given. But the paperback sold more than a million copies in its first year, and no book has since been published without his name prominently displayed.

Carrie was the start of Stephen King’s career. In the ten years from its first publication and Spring of 1984, he published a staggering fourteen further novels, two collections of shorter stories, and one non-fiction study of horror fiction. Among them were some of his most famous novels, like Salem’s Lot (1975), The Shining (1977), The Stand (1978), The Dead Zone (1979), and Pet Sematary (1983); there were also four novels under his pen name Richard Bachman and the first book of his multi-volume epic ”The Dark Tower.”




Richard Bachman: A Story

Bachman, who was a very private person, grudgingly agreed to this.

In late 1985, the reading and publishing world was shocked by the news that author Richard Bachman was dead. Preeminent among those mourning him were his widow, Claudia Inez Bachman, and his friend Stephen King. 

Bachman’s first novel was Rage, in 1977, and he quickly published a further three: The Long Walk, in 1979, Roadwork, in 1981, and The Running Man, in 1982. All were published by the New American Library imprint Signet, and all were original mass market pocketbooks. But since the sales of Bachman’s novels gradually increased, his publisher decided to move his next book to hardcover format. Due to the different format, Bachman would have to reveal some information about himself for the book jacket, which was also expected to feature a photograph of the author. Bachman, who was a very private person, grudgingly agreed to this.

The photo of Bachman published on the book jacket was taken by his wife Claudia, and a short biography was provided. It told readers that Bachman was born in New York, served for four years in the Coast Guard and after that worked for a further ten years in the merchant marine. After leaving his life at sea he settled in New Hampshire where he owned a medium-sized dairy farm while writing at night, since he suffered from wakefulness. With his wife Claudia Inez, Bachman had a single child, a son who tragically died in an accident not wholly dissimilar to something in one of Stephen King’s novels: at the age of six, the boy fell through the rotted cover over a well and drowned.


In 1982, his doctor during a routine examination discovered that Bachman had a brain tumor. It was located close to the brain stem, but a long and complicated operation managed to remove it. Sadly, however, Bachman soon fell ill again and at the end of 1985 he suddenly died from cancer of the pseudonym, a rare form of schizophrenia.

After Bachman died no further news of him appeared, until his widow nine years later unexpectedly got in touch with his earlier editor, Charles Verrill, to tell him that while emptying her house to move out she had found a carton full of manuscripts in the cellar. Most of them were more or less finished novels, and the one that seemed to be in almost final state was entitled The Regulators. Verrill’s opinion was that the manuscript was very similar to Bachman’s earlier novels, and after only some minor changes, and with the consent of Bachman’s widow (now Claudia Eschelman), Dutton published the novel in September 1996. A month later the film made from Bachman’s fifth novel, Thinner, was released by Paramount. In it, a careful watcher will notice Bachman’s colleague and friend Stephen King playing a small part.

The Regulators was also released in a limited special edition, where each copy contained a check signed by Bachman before his passing. The checks were made out to various individuals, one of them for instance to a certain Jack Sawyer as payment for the idea for a novel, and you can hardly help wondering what Mr. Sawyer thought about never having received his money.

What would become Bachman’s last novel, at least so far, was however not The Regulators, but Blaze. The news that a further virtually finished novel by Bachman existed was disclosed by his old friend Stephen King during a public appearance in London on November 8, 2006, during a tour King made to market his just published novel  Lisey’s Story. King said that the manuscript for the new Bachman book was in his possession, but the only thing further he would say about it at the time was that it was a very early novel, written already in 1973. During a press conference the next day, an enthusiastic Swedish reader (who happened to be identical to the author of the book you are reading) asked if King might disclose the title of the new Bachman novel, and this was when King confirmed that he was talking about Blaze. 

The novel was published in 2007, and apart from a film made from his earlier novel The Running Man (1987), it was the last so far heard from Bachman. But who knows, perhaps, possibly, further manuscripts hidden in some cellar may be discovered and published. Who knows? Given how private a person Richard Bachman was while alive, it is certainly far from impossible that he may have written more that, so far, nobody has seen. 




Richard Bachman: An Explanation

”As I recall, he was a surly fellow.”

The preceding subchapter deals with an author who never existed. Or who does exist, of course, but whose real name is Stephen King, while the name Richard Bachman is just as made up as everything else about Bachman. 

Stephen King initially intended to use ”Gus Pillsbury” as a pen name; that name had belonged to his maternal grandfather. The manuscript for Bachman’s first novel, Rage, had made the rounds of New American Library’s editors under the title ”Getting It On,” and with ”Guy Pillsbury” given as author, but when it became known that King was in fact its author, he quickly withdrew the manuscript but resubmitted it under its new title. When the publisher later asked which name to put on the book, King on the spur of the moment gave them the name ”Richard Bachman.”

Many have wondered why King wrote novels under a pen name. This is his own version of it, as published on his home page:

“I did that because back in the early days of my career there was a feeling in the publishing business that one book a year was all the public would accept but I think that a number of writers have disproved that by now. I’m one of them and the guy who writes the Along Came the Spider books is another one who’s written two or three books a year. Danielle Steel usually publishes two books a year. So, the public will accept more than one book from a writer in the course of a year. The thing is one book is all most writers want to produce or can produce in the course of a year and some of them only publish a book every two years. Ed McBain is another novelist who publishes multiple books in some years and his original name was Evan Hunter. That’s the name he’s always published under, and he adopted the pen name of Ed McBain for the same reason I adopted Richard Bachman and that was that it made it possible for me to do two books in one year. I just did them under different names and eventually the public got wise to this because you can change your name, but you can’t really disguise your style. The name Richard Bachman actually came from when they called me and said we’re ready to go to press with this novel, what name shall we put on it? And I hadn’t really thought about that. Well, I had, but the original name — Gus Pillsbury — had gotten out on the grapevine and I really didn’t like it that much anyway, so they said they needed it right away and there was a novel by Richard Stark on my desk so I used the name Richard and that’s kind of funny because Richard Stark is in itself a pen name for Donald
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