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PREFACE




In this intimate volume, I am aiming at the
reader already familiar with much of Philip K. Dick’s work and odd
life experiences. I do not intend to clutter up the flow of the
conversation or narrative with scholarly footnotes explaining
things the reader is hopefully already familiar with. I am assuming
at least a nodding acquaintance with such things as the I Ching,
VALIS, Locus magazine, synchronicity, and the part these played
in Philip Dick’s life.

Most of the information about PKD’s life in
my essay “Phil As I Knew Him” is based on researchless memory, and
should not be taken as gospel. For a more complete, detailed and
researched account of Phil’s life during his final years, I can
recommend Paul Williams’ Only Apparently Real (Arbor House,
1986), or Larry Sutin’s excellent biography, Divine Invasions: A
Life of Philip K. Dick (Harmony Books, 1989). The material in
my essay is, however, how I remember the man.

Some information from the essays is repeated
in the introductions to the various pieces on the (understandable)
assumption that readers will be more interested in the Phil Dick
sections than in the rest, or may turn to them first. The book has
been organized, however, so that the maximum effect is obtained by
reading the material in the order in which it is presented.

Enjoy!

 



PREFACE

to the Second Edition (1999)

 


A quarter of a century has now passed since
Philip K. Dick’s “mystical experiences”; twenty-two years have
passed since our interview; seventeen since Phil’s death; and a
dozen since the initial publication of this book.

And yet, with each passing year, interest in
the life and work of Philip K. Dick grows. It is this continuing
interest that inspired the reprint of this modest volume. Whatever
one’s reaction to my own essays, the importance of the interview
with Philip Dick cannot be denied, and his thoughts and philosophy
certainly deserve to be kept alive.

Advances in desktop publishing over the last
decade have made it possible and practical to upgrade the layout of
the book (which was always desirable), as well as to correct some
typographical errors in the text of the original edition. Aside
from these and a very few other very minor changes—hopefully
improvements— this volume is a “99.99% exact” reprint of the
original.

My thanks once again to the key contributors
for allowing this reprint of their material, and particularly to
Russ Galen for allowing the reprint of the PKD story which made its
debut in the first edition. Thanks this time around are also due to
the readers of the first edition who have written me describing
their own experiences with Phil Dick.

A dozen years later, is there anything to be
added to the “Dream Connection” essay? Nothing of great
importance—and still no definite conclusions. Alan Vaughan, on the
other hand, thought highly enough of the evidential material to
reprint, with my blessing, a large portion of the story and my
analytical musings in a chapter entitled “Do We Live After We Die?”
in his 1998 book Doorways to Higher Consciousness (Celest
Press).

In closing, I can only reiterate and
reinforce the final line of the Acknowledgements to the first
edition: Even after nearly two decades of absence, Phil Dick is
still missed.


 


 


 


PHIL AS I KNEW HIM





PHIL AS I KNEW HIM

by D. Scott Apel

 


My first contact with Philip K. Dick was
indicative of several aspects of the man, and prophetic of several
more.

It was the summer of 1977. I was between
apartments, staying in my parents’ house in Los Gatos, California.
One afternoon when I arrived home, I found a message waiting for
me

“Your friend Phil called,” my mother said as
I walked in.

“I don’t have any friend named Phil,” I
said.

“Well, I don’t know about that,” she said,
handing me a note with a phone number. “He just left this number
and said to tell you your friend Phil Dick called.”

Phil Dick! My friend? My God…

I knew what the call was about, though.
Since 1973, my friend, college buddy and ex-roommate Kevin C.
Briggs and I had been at work—and I use the term loosely—on a
history of science fiction. In late 1976, due to flagging interest
and changing circumstances, we hit upon the grand plan of salvaging
what we could from that project and changing directions. We would
now produce the world’s first book of in-depth interviews with a
few bright stars in the science fiction universe. We’d call it
Approaching Science Fiction Writers, a three-level
pun: an approach to their work; the stories of how we physically
approached them for the interviews; and…us, two new science
fiction writers approaching the horizon of the field. We’d use this
book as a springboard for our fiction. We’d be rich and famous.

We’d never see it published.

(Note to the 2014 edition: This book,
retitled Science Fiction: An Oral History, is now available
as an ebook through most major ebook outlets.)

In mid-1977, though, everything was going
great guns. We had early on made a list of the people we wished to
include; writers who fit our criteria: science fiction writers we
admired, who wrote exceptional science fiction relating to the
themes of our book, and who were capable of analyzing their own
work intelligently. We had already accomplished two-hour interviews
with Norman Spinrad, Roger Zelazny, Robert Anton Wilson and Fritz
Leiber. Yet to go were Theodore Sturgeon, Leigh Brackett, C.L.
Moore and Philip K. Dick. Fortunately for us, every one of these
eight writers either lived in or passed through the San Francisco
Bay Area during the period we were working on the book.

Every one of them, that is, except Phil
Dick. We were in the midst of planning an expedition to Los Angeles
only to discover that Dick had recently moved to Sonoma—a mere
ninety-minute drive north of our home base. We sent him a letter
outlining our project and requesting his participation. His answer
was the phone call.

I called back immediately and set up a
meeting. In like Flynn.

Or so we thought. A day or two later, I got
another call. This one came from Joan Simpson, the woman with whom
Phil was living in Sonoma.

“Phil changed his mind,” she said
apologetically. “He doesn’t want to do the interview. I’m really
sorry. He feels bad about it, too; he made me call you because he
didn’t want to face you.”

She sounded genuinely apologetic when I
expressed my disappointment. This book and this interview meant so
much to us, but if that’s the way he wanted it…

“Well, hold on,” Joan said, perking up. “I
read your letter too, and I think it sounds like a great book. Phil
should be in it. The only reason he’s backed out is because he’s
been depressed lately, and not writing. He’s afraid he’s lost it,
you know, and that he’ll come across sounding stupid or crazy in a
long interview.

“But we know better,” she whispered
conspiratorially. “This interview would be good for him. It might
be just what he needs to stop him moping around and restore his
confidence. Let me talk to him and see what I can do. Don’t give up
hope.”

Joan worked on him and kept me posted with
regular phone calls. Eventually she convinced him. A date and time
was agreed upon.

On the day of the interview, I packed the
tape recorder and a few blank tapes, picked up Briggs, and we were
off. We spent the long drive through San Francisco and Marin going
over our notes, reviewing our themes, talking ourselves up for the
hard-won interview. In about two hours we were parked in front of
Joan’s house.

Memory fades, but I remember it as a white,
wooden two-story house. It looked old, but well-kept and
comfortable.

Joan greeted us at the door. She was slim,
dark-haired and very cute, with an engaging voice and manner. She
welcomed us and took us in to meet Phil.

He was not what I expected. Photos do not do
him justice. He was large, physically imposing and hairy. He was
wearing slacks and an open shirt, as if his hairy barrel chest and
barrel belly couldn’t stand being confined.

We stood around chatting for a few minutes,
unpacking equipment, looking each other over. Phil took us on a
tour of their house. He had a framed copy of Paul Williams’
Rolling Stone article on the wall of the kitchen. I stopped
to admire a bookcase full of his books in the living room.

“Those are Joan’s,” he drawled. “If it were
up to me, I wouldn’t even have them in the house. They make me
nervous.” He scowled again at the forty-odd paperbacks. “She made
me autograph every one of them,” he said wearily.

He took us out front, too, to show off their
untended yard. “This is my dead lawn,” he deadpanned. “And this is
my dead rose bush, and that’s my dead lemon tree. I have a black
thumb.”

Eventually we settled in to begin. We sat in
the living room, Phil perched on the edge of a bed-like couch, us
on pillows on the floor, the all-important tape machine between
us.

Next to Phil was an end table, and on the
end table were several boxes. Each box contained a dozen or more
little yellow canisters, about the size of 35mm film cans. And in
the canisters was Phil’s snuff; a variety of flavors from the Dean
Swift Company of San Francisco. He was overjoyed when Briggs began
talking about “the subtle lavender scent of Inchkenneth.”

“Hey, honey!” he called to Joan. “Kevin
knows Inchkenneth!” We each tried a couple flavors—“the beginner’s
stuff,” he chided, adding darkly, “You’re probably not ready for
the hard stuff yet.” (Today I’m up to an ounce a week, and order it
by the case. The hard stuff. Thanks, Phil.)

Throughout the interview he sat near his
snuff, regularly choosing one can or another, tapping out a hefty
pinch onto the back of his hand and quietly “taking” it. He was a
pro; nowhere on our tapes can one detect the sound of sniffing—the
ultimate snuff faux pas.

And we talked. Phil listened to our
questions with an attention that seemed almost a physical presence.
Each question we presented him with was intercepted by an intent,
thoughtful glare...almost as if each simple question or statement
was the most profound and serious revelation he had yet
encountered. His very attitude and presence inspired us to seek
questions more profound than the itinerary we had agreed upon.

I had never seen—and have still never
seen—anyone so in charge of an interview. He took us through his
topics, at his pace, to his own level of depth…and then let us know
he was finished: “What do you want to talk about now?” And yet this
guidance was subtle; nearly invisible. I had, during those days,
the impression of Phil that he knew he was so physically
intimidating—so large and intense—that he had made a conscious
decision to be just as gentle as he was strong. This attitude
appeared to carry over into his intellectual life as well: the
control of the conversation was there, but so subtle that we were
barely aware of it. The bottom line is that even the subtlest
coercion on his part was unnecessary; he was such a treasure chest
of ideas, opinions and stories we were more than willing to let him
rap on for hours.

We spent two full days with Phil and Joan
during that hot summer. Every moment was nonstop conversation:
before the interview, during the interview, during breaks from the
interview, through our carry-in dinners eaten on the floor like
picnics.

While the tape machine was rolling, we tried
to stick to the topics at hand. When it was off, we felt freer to
ramble. We discussed everything from Finnegans Wake to our
favorite crank theories; from Beethoven to Kiki Dee.

Mostly Phil wanted us to listen to music.
“You guys wanna listen to my Kiki Dee tapes?” was his frequent
question. “No, Phil,” we’d reply in exasperation; “we want to
talk.” “Oh,” he’d sigh, crestfallen. “OK, whattaya wanna talk about
now?” (We found out, years later, that he wanted to point
out to us the “secret messages” embedded in bubblegum rock he’d
been theorizing in his uncompleted novel VALIS (originally
Valisystem A, later published as Radio Free
Albemuth—complicated, isn’t it?); messages which later
resurfaced in galactic songstress Linda Fox’s songs in The
Divine Invasion.

One funny thing about Phil’s personal habits
I’ve yet to see mentioned concerns his telephone etiquette. Next to
his phone he kept a Rolodex—a circular card file; the type usually
filled with names, addresses and phone numbers. But Phil—in
addition to these items—kept a running log of notes on his
conversations. At least half a dozen times during our days of
taping he’d get a phone call, let the caller identify him or
herself, and then beg off the phone on some trumped up excuse while
he fiddled with the file and reviewed his relationship with the
caller. When he came back on the line, it was always with some
personal comment, like, “How’d the surgery go on your cat?” or “How
come you haven’t called in six months?” After ringing off, he’d
make a note of the conversation on the caller’s card, and then
continue with the interview. In later days when I’d call, I always
felt a little proud that he didn’t have to “turn the stereo down”
or “take the tea kettle off’ after I identified myself.

Following our time together, I went back to
the solitary work of transcribing and editing the eight hours of
tape and typing the final book draft. I discarded half the
transcript, on topics that wandered beyond the artificial
boundaries of the themes of Approaching Science Fiction
Writers. Even so, Philip Dick’s section of the book was twice
the length of any other interview we had done. We sent him a copy
and he seemed pleased.

The next time we saw him was about three
months later at the Octocon, a science fiction convention held in
Santa Rosa, California, just north of San Francisco. Briggs and I
were there to work; we had arranged an interview with Ted Sturgeon,
and took advantage of the guest list to seek out and
corner—“approach”—Leigh Brackett and Catherine Moore. Phil was
there to play; he lived only a short distance away and stopped in
to see us and to make an unscheduled cameo appearance.

The weekend was marvelous. Three Phil Dick
anecdotes emerged.

Phil wanted to go get a drink one afternoon,
for instance. We told him we couldn’t go because we were off to
interview Leigh Brackett. His eyebrows furrowed and his lips
puckered.

“Ya know,” he drawled, “I’ve never met Leigh
Brackett. People think that when you work in a small community like
science fiction writing that everybody knows everybody. But I never
met her, and I’ve always admired her work. Do you guys think...uh,
would you mind if I tagged along? I mean, I won’t get in your way
or anything, I just want to meet her and then I’ll go get my drink.
I’ll behave myself; I promise. I won’t go rushing around the room
drinking up all the booze and gibbering like an idiot and telling
her the truth about you guys…”

A lot of thoughts went through my head: this
big guy, afraid to introduce himself to a little woman; the image
of a puppy wanting to follow you home; a major figure in the field
begging favors like a fan; the deadpan parody of his own
reputation; the perverse urge to say, “No. Go away. You’ll just
embarrass us.”

But how could we say no? The situation was
just too outrageous. The guy who’d done us so many favors was now
giving us a chance to repay a small portion of our debt. So off we
went. Phil behaved himself, exactly as he’d promised. We introduced
him to Leigh, they exchanged a few words of mutual admiration, and
then he bowed out gracefully. Philip K. Dick’s first novel,
Solar Lottery, was originally published as an Ace Double,
back to back with Brackett’s The Big Jump. Twenty-three
years later, we closed the circle by introducing them.

We also had the pleasure of introducing Phil
to our old friend Robert Anton Wilson. Bob Wilson and his beautiful
wife Arlen had become like family to Briggs and me over the
previous two years. We visited them in Berkeley about once a week,
went to dinner, went on picnics, read our newest masterpieces to
one another for amusement and review. Oh, boy, we snickered
in glee; we get to introduce these two geniuses—our
friends!—to one another. This is gonna be
great! I carried the tape recorder to preserve for posterity this
meeting of like minds.

We took Phil up to Bob Wilson’s room and
found Bob on the balcony overlooking the motel’s central court. A
bellydancing exhibition was in progress below. Phil joined Bob on
the veranda and we introduced them. Their attention immediately
went back to the dancers. They both stood there silently, watching
bellies and listening to the music. Briggs and I sat down at the
small table in the room, exchanging glances. “This is it?”
he whispered. I shrugged. They’d have to stop dancing sometime.

After maybe five minutes of this, Phil
turned to Wilson. My finger hovered over the “record” button.

“Like your stuff, man,” Phil said.

“Thanks,” Bob replied. “I like your stuff,
too.”

And they both turned back to the
dancers.

“Well,” Phil sighed eventually; “I gotta go.
Some people are waiting for me.”

“Nice to meet you,” Wilson said.

“Nice to meet you, too,” Phil replied. He
bid us all goodbye and left.

Yeah, that was it. The great meeting of the
minds. Ah, well. Sometimes the magic works, and sometimes
the bellydancers work. (Curiously enough, a bellydancer plays a
major role in the Dick story “The Eye of the Sibyl” included in
this volume. Paul Williams says the story was “written I think in
1978”; maybe this incident played some role in sparking Phil’s
memory, or inspired him more than we realized. Another circle is
thus closed, as his story is published here for the first
time…)

Later, we popped up to a small party in the
room of an English teacher friend of Ted Sturgeon’s and mine. Paul
Williams was there, sitting on the couch with a couple of the
teacher’s students; Ted and his lovely wife Jayne sat on the bed. A
few minutes later the door burst open and Phil stormed into the
room, followed by an entourage of people he had arrived with and
picked up along the way. He was massive; impressively conspicuous.
All talk stopped; all eyes were on Phil. The scene was similar to
those old Westerns where the stranger enters through the swinging
saloon doors…

Phil eyed the room from behind his
sunglasses, then boomed to no one in particular, “D’j’ya ever
notice how much a dead frog in the road looks like money?” His
makeshift audience roared. After Phil said his hellos all around,
Ted Sturgeon cornered him. “I’ve been waiting fifteen years to have
this discussion with you…” was all I heard Ted announce, and then
they talked intently for over half an hour.

While preparing this volume, I wrote
repeatedly to Sturgeon asking him if he would detail their
philosophical conversation. But he never replied. Later, I found
out why: he was just too ill to take on an assignment like this.
Now he and Phil can share their secrets once again.

One final story concerns the mysterious
manila envelope which was an appendage of Phil throughout the
weekend. We’d see him corner writers, editors, convention
personnel—even fans—to display to them the contents of the
envelope. What was he up to? we wondered. Trying to sell a story?
To fans? Passing out “documented evidence” of his contact with
aliens?

Curiosity finally got the better of us. We
cornered him and confronted him. “What’s in the envelope, Phil?” we
asked pleasantly. “How come you’re showing it to everyone but
us?”

He grinned sheepishly and removed a sheaf of
papers from the envelope.

It was a copy of our interview.

After the Octocon, time passed, as it has a
peculiar fondness for doing. Phil and I exchanged regular phone
calls and irregular letters, but they were mostly status reports,
or vague plans to do a book-length interview, based on his agent’s
praise for the existing piece. A sample letter from Phil, typical
in its contents, is enclosed in this volume.

The next milestone occurred with the
publication of VALIS.

Briggs called to tell me it was out, it was
great…and we were in it. I rushed out and grabbed a copy, and damn
if he wasn’t right! There we were—Kevin as “Kevin,” and David Scott
Apel as “David”—wandering around Sonoma, talking about the things
we had talked about.

I was thrilled: I had become a character in
literature. Surely Fame and Fortune were not far behind! I called
Phil to let him know what a masterpiece I thought VALIS
was…and to confirm this new fame. After all, much of David and
Kevin’s role was played out in Los Angeles. “I know from experience
that any fictional character is bound to be an amalgamation of many
people the writer knows,” I told him; “but I detect a strong
connection between ‘David and Kevin’ and me and Briggs. Did you
really base your characters on us…at least partially?”

“Sure did,” he chuckled.

(A few months later, I attempted to return
the favor. I was doing a major rewrite on my first detective novel,
The Coincidence Caper. Already it had characters based
wholly on Briggs, Robert Anton Wilson and Robert Heinlein. To this
rewrite I added “Richard K. Philips” as a central figure. The novel
remains unpublished.)

It wasn’t until late 1984 that I learned the
whole truth about “David and Kevin.” The fourth issue of the Philip
K. Dick Society Newsletter ran an article by Tim Powers which
contained these shocking lines: “The character ‘David’ in
VALIS is based on me, and ‘Kevin’ is K.W. Jeter—virtually
everything that Kevin, David and Horselover Fat do and say, at
least until they go to see the movie, Jeter, Phil and I really did
do and say.”

His story made sense. He and Jeter were
close to Phil for a long time during that period; they were
obviously bigger “Dick”-heads than we were. And Jeter’s dead cat
story matched the one in VALIS more closely than Briggs’
dead cat story.

But we recognized our conversations, too.
And Phil himself had validated that Briggs and I were—at least in
part—these characters. But he was dead and couldn’t settle the
argument.

What to do? I could write the PKDS
Newsletter and start a controversy. But who would I believe if I
were a reader? A successful, award-winning author; a known friend
of Phil’s…or some unknown, unpublished, glory-seeking,
argumentative graverobber? The question contained its own answer.
Fucked again. I couldn’t even take solace in hating Powers…I had
already read and loved The Anubis Gates.

The answer to my dilemma, though, was
contained in Powers’ next, parenthetical, sentence: “(I’m tempted
to say we flew up to Sonoma, too, and met the Savior, but I’ll
stick to the facts).”

That was the clue I needed. We—Powers and
I—were both correct in assuming we were “David”: Powers was
David in the L.A. chapters of VALIS; I was David in the
Sonoma sections. Phil’s writer’s mind had fused us into one
composite character…as Powers mentioned Phil had done with others
in the book. And this is precisely the theory Phil had validated
for me years earlier: not that Briggs and I “were” the characters,
but that we were elements of an alloy. Whatever
resentment I might have felt over my “loss of status” was quickly
replaced with pride at being combined so closely in Phil’s mind
with a fine writer like Powers.

(Another thing Powers and I share is that
neither of us wants to take responsibility for the “pious and
credulous” personality of “David.” But this description is easily
explained if VALIS is seen as a parallel world or
mirror-world book, where the negative traits of the characters’
real-world counterparts are dominant. This is obvious in the split
between Phil and Horselover Fat, and can also be seen by perusing
Powers’ work…no piousness or credulousness there.)

The frustration of not being able to do
anything with this knowledge was lightened somewhat by the amusing
thought that I was the only one who knew the whole truth…or at
least as much of the “whole truth” as could be pieced together
without direct consultation with Philip K. Dick.

Out of our communication during Phil’s final
years, three phone calls stand out in my memory.

Late one evening in August of 1981, he
called from Santa Ana. He had moved back to L.A. after breaking up
with Joan Simpson. We chatted for a few minutes, then he came to
the point.

“You know,” he said, “that Ridley Scott, the
director Alien, has been filming the movie Blade
Runner, based on my book Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep…”

“Yeah,” I said, “I’ve been keeping up on
that.”

“Well, Ridley Scott called me recently and
wants me to come up to Northern California to meet him and Harrison
Ford, who’s starring in the film…”

“That’s great,” I said.

“Well…I was wondering if maybe I could talk
you and Briggs into going along with me…”

“‘Talk us into’…Phil, we’d love to go. What
do you want, an entourage?”

“Well…it’s more like moral support.”

“What?”

“I’m...I’m scared to meet these guys, you
know? I mean Ridley Scott is a big Hollywood director, and Harrison
Ford is a major talent…I’m afraid I’d be out of my league with
people like that. So if I have some friends around to stop me from
saying anything stupid…”

“‘Out of your league’?” I said. “Jesus,
Phil! These are guys who admire your work enough to sink
several million dollars and several months of their lives into it.
And now they want to meet you. They’ll probably treat
you like a Hollywood star yourself.”

“Oh. shit…” he mumbled.

“OK, OK…Look at it this way: they’ll
probably treat you like an equal and feel they’re elevating
themselves in the process. Listen: If my opinion means anything to
you, I say: Do this thing.”

Eventually, he went. Alone. We had to read
about it in Locus. I guess my sales pitch was just too
damned effective.

Soon after that, he called again; this time
depressed. Sure, he was selling stuff, working hard, making money.
But he missed Joan.

“I now see that breaking up with her was the
biggest mistake in my life,” he said dully. “I was really very
happy with her, and I keep fondly remembering all the good times we
had together.” He wanted me to act as a go-between: to call her and
tell her how much he missed her. I promised I’d do what I could to
mend the split. It was the least I could do; she’d done as much for
me, talking Phil into granting our interview, after all. If he’d
just provide me with her phone number, I’d do my best. He never
did.

His final phone call to me came soon after
that; only a couple months before he died. He sounded much happier.
He was now in love with actress Margot Kidder, and convinced that
his goal in life was to meet and marry her.

“You’re in love with her,” I said slowly,
treading that fine Phil Dick line between deadpan hyperbole and
innocent sincerity, “and you want to marry her…but you haven’t even
met her yet?”

“Well, I saw her in Superman,” he
said, “and she just blew me away. And I got—I actually got a phone
call from her. A friend of a friend gave her one of my stories, and
she was interested in doing it as a movie.”

So there was some logical—if tenuous—basis
to his fantasy. One thing I learned about Phil: For all the talk of
his wild imagination—or latent craziness—every one of his
high-flown fantasies had some basis in reality…if one looked hard
enough.

We chatted some more about his latest
publishing coups. And my last words from Phil ended on a note as
curiously prophetic as his first.

“So I guess I’m a big success now,” he
chuckled. “The only thing left for me to do is die.”

We both got a big laugh out of that.

 



 


 


 


PHILIP K. DICK IN INTERVIEW





INTRODUCTION




The following interview was conducted in two
parts, on June 20 and July 23, 1977, at the Sonoma home of Joan
Simpson, with whom Philip Dick was living at the time. It
constitutes a total of nearly eight hours of conversation conducted
during those two days.

Every effort has been made to preserve
Philip Dick’s speech patterns, however, some “false starts” have
been eliminated and some questions rephrased for the sake of
clarity. A very few editorial liberties have been taken in the
arrangement of the material, notably combining the two parts of the
interview into one, then breaking out the VALIS-related
material into a separate segment.

Aside from these minor conventions, this is
Philip K. Dick speaking: a slice of (larger than) life from the
beginning of the final creative phase of his career.

Now: read, and enjoy the genius of Philip K.
Dick.

 



PHILIP K. DICK IN INTERVIEW

 with D. Scott Apel and Kevin C.
Briggs

 



PART I

Apel: We’re in interview today with noted
science fiction author Philip K. Dick. I guess the first order of
business is to thank you for consenting to this interview.

 


Dick: My pleasure.

 


Apel: We’ve been starting out most of these
interviews with a simple, basic question that allows us and the
readers to grasp some kind of reality before we go on to talk about
themes and opinions; the question which is foremost, therefore,
would be: What are your working habits? Are there definite
guidelines you’ve given yourself as a writer for getting a book
produced?

 


Dick: My working habits fall into two
distinct groups. The first group was when if I didn’t write three
or four novels a year I’d starve to death, and so I wrote three or
four novels a year. Mark Hurst, my Bantam editor, says I wrote
something like 16 novels in five years. I don’t know if that’s
true.

 


Apel: You didn’t keep count?

 


Dick: Well, I just wrote all the time. I
remember typing the words “The End,” pulling that page out, and
putting in another page which said “Chapter One.” I calculated I
had typed...well, two drafts on a book would be 600 pages—and I do
two drafts minimum—that’s 1,200 pages in three weeks. I was
beginning to show real signs of wear. I had an electric typewriter,
of course; everything to facilitate a large output.

 


Then there came a point where there were two factors
involved that changed. One, the simple factor of fatigue. You just
cannot go on forever doing that much, even if you have the ideas.
The physical condition that you find yourself in prohibits it. This
was all around 1964, after I won the Hugo for The Man in the
High Castle. I said to myself, “ Strike while the iron is hot,”
and I wrote. I was a writing fool. Sixteen novels in five years.
Now how long a life span would you want to give a person that tried
to make that a professional working schedule? I didn’t run out of
ideas; I just ran out of energy. I was depleting myself.

 


Then another thing happened. Terry Carr said to me,
“All your novels are exactly the same.” Boy, do I remember this;
this really got put in my long-term memory banks. He said,
“Whenever you pick up a Poul Anderson novel, it’s completely
different from all other Poul Anderson novels.” (I’m not willing to
concede that that’s correct, but that’s what he said.) “Whenever
you pick up a Bob Silverberg novel, it’s different from all other
Bob Silverberg novels. But pick up one of your novels, and they’re
all the same. And the fans are grumbling,” he says. “Why don’t you
stop trying to figure out what reality is and asking what reality
is, as you continually do, and say what it is.” And I
thought: Golly! That is profound! I have
written that theme perpetually: What is reality? And now They—and
by “They,” you know who I mean…those giant figures that surround
you all the time.

 


Briggs: Them.

 


Dick: Them. Yes. They say I
have to say what reality is, and I never had any intention of doing
that. And the reason I never had any intention of doing that is
that I don’t know—I have no knowledge at all of what reality
is. All I can do is plaintively inquire, “Hey, gang, what is really
real?” And then here is Terry Carr—the great anthologizer—and a
major figure in the field—and he says, “All right!” and he blows on
his little whistle, like the Recreation Director at camp has… “All
right! Time to write about what reality is!”

 


Apel: “Everybody outta the pool! Honeymoons’s
over!”

 


Dick: “You have asked the question, now you
have to answer it.”

 


Apel: You’re duty-bound.

 


Dick: Yes. Right. I had a moral obligation.
He got me from my Protestant, moral obligation side.

 


Briggs: Crept up on your blind side, eh?

 


Dick: So I discovered—as amazing as it may
sound—that it was a lot harder to say what it was than to
ask what it was.

 


Apel: What was it?

 


Dick: Damned if I know! (general roar of
laughter) But I thought: I’ll fake it. So in 1970 I
started working on Flow My Tears, The Policeman Said.
And it was my intention to resolve the problem by the discovery of
what reality really was. So that meant there was a three-year
ellipsis in my writing…

 


Apel: When you had to go out and find out
what it was?

 


Dick: Yeah. Well, I just sort of sat there at
the typewriter. I did eleven drafts of that novel. I mean
literally; I’m not using that as hyperbole. I had a complicated
code system worked out so I wouldn’t start feeding the old drafts
back in, in which case I guess I’d still be there today.

 


I decided the thing that was really real was
love. Then I thought, Y’know, somebody else said this.
Now who the hell was it that said this? Well, actually,
a lot of people have said it. My revelation which I’m about to lay
on the world is not going to come as a complete surprise.

 


Apel: St. Augustine said it, and Aleister
Crowley…

 


Dick: St. Paul said, “If I have not love then
I am jack shit”...or something like that. So anyway, I worked for
three years on Flow My Tears, then when Terry Carr wasn’t
looking, I began to go back to the question of what is real. But
another thing happened then—because your question had to do with
working habits. Working all those years on Flow My Tears,
doing all those drafts, changed my working habits. I’d never done
more than a rough draft and a final on a novel before. And there
were eleven drafts. God—I was reshaping it word by word.
Once in, never out; I couldn’t go back to doing a rough
draft and a final draft, just like that. So the next novel
was A Scanner Darkly, and it took years to write
Scanner; it just took years. The idea came to me in
the early part of 1972, and it wasn’t until ‘76 that I sent the
manuscript off to Doubleday. And I wasn’t trying to say what was
real; I was just no longer able to dash stuff off at the rate I had
done before.

 


The novel I’m working on now for Bantam, which is
called VALIS…They gave me a 45 day deadline to go from the
rough draft to the final draft. And I didn’t read my contract. I
signed the contract when I got the first payment from Bantam. And I
was prepared to work a couple of years between the rough draft and
the final. Then I looked and saw I had 45 days—that would have just
given me time to do the physical job of typing, really. I couldn’t
believe that my agent would pass that contract on to me, then I
read his letter, and he said, “You’d better read this contract.”
Jesus Christ, I’ve been in this business 27 years and I still have
to be reminded that I should read these things before I sign them.
I couldn’t produce a final draft under those circumstances. It
would have just been a correct typing; a polished form of the first
draft.

 


So I began to play a very complicated game with
Bantam. They then gave me a few extra weeks, but at that point it
might as well have been 24 hours, because what I discovered in
Scanner was that when the final draft was completed, after
several years from the rough, it was much better than the first
draft. The book was so much better. The difference was
incredible. And so once that fact had been correlated in the
processing center of my brain—that if you work on it a couple years
you get a much better book—I could hardly reject this and go back
to the old system. So I said to Bantam, “Do you want the fastest
possible book or the best possible book?” Now of course the answer
is contained in the phrasing of the question. They can’t very well
say, “No, we don’t care if it’s rotten. What the hell do we care?
We’re just a word factory.” (laughter) Of course they said
they wanted the best possible book, sensing as they did that they
were falling into a trap. I says, “Fine. I’ll have it for you when
it’s finished,” or some such tautology. I’m still working on it. I
did a rough draft last October, and this is now June. I’ve got like
two years of work left to do on that damn book before I’ll be
satisfied with it. I’ve had to get people in the business to go
into Bantam and assure them that I’m really working on it.

 


This happened with Scanner; it was so funny.
I sent off an outline of the first four chapters, and then I didn’t
come up with the final book for several years. Even my agent was
saying, privately, to people he doubted if there really was a
completed manuscript.

 


Apel: The Maltese Scanner.

 


Dick: Yeah. When Paul Williams came out to
interview me for Rolling Stone, he said, “Uh, Phil…Do you
have the rough draft of Scanner?” I says, “Sure. Why?” He
says, “Well, I want to settle a bet I have with your agent and your
publisher. They don’t believe there is a complete draft.” But of
course I did have one. So naturally I hauled it out, and he said,
“I am amazed. There really is one.”

 


So my work habits now are: I work very slowly
and I do a lot of research—and I’m speaking of several years of
research—and then proceed at a snail’s pace. The only way I can be
secure economically under these circumstances is my foreign
royalties. If I wasn’t getting money from abroad, I would be
doomed.

 


Apel: Where do you sell best, France?

 


Dick: France, yeah. I’ve been told that I’m
the most popular American science fiction author in France. I used
to say it’s because they have very good translators in
France...really hip. But the real reason is very simple: I’m
feeding back to the French public their own novels.

 


The novels that influenced my writing, when I was in
my late teens and early twenties, were the French realistic novels.
Flaubert, Stendhal, Balzac, et al...and the Russian
novelists who were influenced by them, like Turgenev, and so on. I
even read the Japanese novelists who were influenced by them. That
was what I really liked, that slice-of-life stuff.

 


Apel: Was that part of your search to find
out what reality was?

 


Dick: Well, in those days, I didn’t know I
didn’t know. I hadn’t even formulated the question yet. I read them
because I liked them; I enjoyed them. I thought Stendhal’s The
Red and the Black was maybe the finest novel I’d ever read. And
Madame Bovary was a close second.

 


I wasn’t writing novels when I started out, I was
writing stories. But the second I switched to novels, this inner
template based on the French realistic novels just fired like a
circuit board. You can see that Solar Lottery, my first
novel, is literally like the French novels in that respect: all
manner of people in all walks of life...portrayed as best I could.
It never occurred to me when I did this that these books would be
published abroad. That was not a factor that entered my mind. It
wasn’t until 1964 that I was approached by a French publisher...and
I had been writing since 1951, and writing novels since 1955. It
wasn’t until 1964, when Editions Opta of Paris approached me
with the extraordinary proposition that they would publish every
novel I had written. They have a fancy book club edition that they
put out, and for this they got a picture of me for the back cover,
and an article about me by John Brunner. They sent me a copy of the
first book—The Man in the High Castle and Counter-Clock
World—and they had a complete bibliography of my stuff. They
had everything, and it was beautiful. Oh, my God! In
comparison to, like, Ace Books...(laughter) I used to hold
the French edition in one hand and an Ace edition in the
other...Clans of the Alphane Moon is the one I used.

 


Apel: (sarcastically) Yeah...great
cover for that book...the guy with the gun...

 


Dick: (also sarcastically) Yeah,
right...it’s a book about guns... (laughter) So I said,
“Holy smoke! I can see a tremendous difference in the physical
qualities of the two books. This is great. And they say they’re
going to publish all my novels.” Well, they did not publish all my
novels, because other French publishers bid on them and outbid them
for a large number of novels. So Opta just republishes the
ones they acquired title to. Somebody told me I have like 26 to 29
novels in print in France.

 


So it’s really very simple as to why my stuff is
more popular in France than it is in America.

 


Apel: You learned the art from them…

 


Dick: ...and then I fed it back to them. So I
don’t take any credit; if I had thoroughly mastered the English
novel, I’d probably be terribly popular in England. But it’s
France’s royalties that keep me alive...United Kingdom royalties,
for instance, come in in hundreds of dollars, but France’s come in
in thousands of dollars.

 


I guess that was one of the smartest things I ever
did. I had meant to say this sometime in an interview. I think the
most important thing for me in writing was before I wrote novels I
very thoroughly read and studied a very large number of what we
generally agree on as the “Great Novels.”

 


Apel: You educated yourself as to how you
should behave as a writer of novels.

 


Dick: Yes. In other words, I was not raised
on science fiction novels. It wasn’t like I read Hal Clement’s
Mission of Gravity. I remember reading a synopsis of Part
One of Mission of Gravity in a magazine, and it went
something like this (affecting a dimwitted narrator’s
voice): “For the first time, Man was in a position to measure
three gravitational fields at one time.” So I got up one time at
the WorldCon to make this short speech, and I said, “Here’s an idea
for a book: There’s an alternate world where nobody has thought of
the collapsible measuring tape. They only have large, solid rulers,
ninety to a hundred feet long. Somebody invents the measuring tape,
so he can go around measuring things. This book will be all about
how this guy goes around measuring things. It would be very
interesting, because he would define reality in terms of its
physical dimensions. Like his girlfriend he would call “Five-Four,”
because she was five foot, four inches. And his cat he’d call
“Two-and-a-half-One.” I never got to the point I was trying to make
during the speech because then I got to talking about the Phone
Company and how they were taking over the world and I got deflected
from my purpose.

 


And that purpose was to point out that one of the
saddest things that’s happened in our field, and has been happening
for a long time, is people coming in to write who are just science
fiction fans per se—that is, they read science
fiction, then feed back an eviscerated form of what they’ve read.
It’s almost like Gresham’s Law—making copies of copies of
copies.

 


Apel: You lose something with each
generation.

 


Briggs: Each one becomes more blurry and less
distinct.

 


Dick: I’m really lucky; I grew up in
Berkeley
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