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It has been years since I went to conventions 
regularly because they haven’t been the 
rewarding experience for Valma and I that they 
once were.  However, for the last three years I’ve 
been running a panel session at the annual 
Melbourne convention, Continuum, as part of  
my history of  fandom project so I’ve spent a day 
at the con.  This year it also turned out that 
Bruce Gillespie needed interviewing about SF 
Commentary, which gave me two jobs to do, 
fortunately one after the other.  Additionally, 
David Grigg wanted to interview me for the 
podcast that he and Perry Middlemiss have 
started doing, so that was 
three things to occupy my 
day.

The convention site is a 
traditional one for 
Melbourne, the Jasper, which 
is a relatively small hotel up 
Elizabeth Street next to the 
Victoria Markets.  Valma and 
I went to a Dr Who 
convention there before we 
moved from Melbourne to 
Canberra, and that was in 
1979, so it’s become a 
venerable convention hotel 
since then.  Previously I’ve 
got there from the train from 
Ballarat by caching the tram 
from Spencer Street Station 
up to Elizabeth Street and then a tram running 
up that street past the Jasper.  On the June 
holiday long weekend that can mean a lot of  time 
standing around waiting for the occasional tram 
so this time I decided to walk.  It wasn’t as far as I 
thought and it only took about half  an hour, but 
the winter wind whistling through the Melbourne 
streets made it a very cold trek (by Australian 
standards).

Conventions at the Jasper happen on two levels.  
On the ground floor is the large meeting hall 
behind the lobby, restaurant and bar where the 
big sessions take place, and on the first floor there 

is a collection of  rooms of  various sizes all linked 
to a central reception area where registration is 
located.  This is quite a handy arrangement 
because everyone had to pass through the central 
area eventually but otherwise it’s a very standard 
convention venue and the only thing that might 
tip you off  that the convention was being held in 
Australia is the accents of  some of  its 
participants.

By the time I arrived, just before 10am when the 
programming for the day started, there was a 
swirl of  activity with people bustling around.  A 
few of  them said hello.  They must know me but 

my memory for faces must 
have gone because I didn’t 
recognize them and the usual 
way out in Australia of  
calling everyone ‘mate’ 
doesn’t work at sf  
conventions.  Even before I’d 
made my way through the 
throng to the registration 
desk I bumped into Roman 
Orszanski and Marc Ortlieb.  
Seeing those two up and 
about so early made me 
wonder what was wrong with 
them.  But perhaps it’s a 
prerogative of  the older fan 
to miss the room parties 

which means we wake up in 
the morning feeling better 

than we used to, and climb out of  bed earlier.  
Justin Ackroyd came over a few seconds later 
and, after some chit-chat, he took me to his book 
stall in what we would once have called the 
Hucksters Room, and I talked him into selling me 
a book, a big, fat and expensive Jack Dann-edited 
anthology of  local writing which, Roscoe willing, 
I will get around to reading one of  these days.

The hucksters room was not large and there was 
no feverish activity within, only a few distracted 
looking people sitting behind tables selling a few 
books and magazines.  I assumed these were the 
small press publishers that have become so 
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common of  late.  In previous years I’ve taken 
time to look over their offerings but never found 
anything so interesting that I had to buy it.  This 
means, of  course, that I’ve probably missed out 
on the Next Big Thing, but I’ve already got a 
house full of  books, one or two by people who 
became Big Things, but that’s no reason to buy 
books to add to all the other stuff  Valma and I 
have by people who never became more than 
well-known.

My first task for the day was to meet up with 
Robin Johnson (the chairman of  Aussiecon, 
1975) and David Grigg (chairman of  Aussiecon 
II, 1985).  He, along with Perry Middlemiss 
(chairman of  Aussiecon III and co-chair of  
Aussiecon IV, do you like the name dropping), 
wanted to interview me for their podcast and 
needed somewhere quiet to 
do it, so Robin offered his 
room, which was not entirely 
convenient because it was in a 
hotel a few blocks away.  I 
wandered about looking for 
them but after a few ‘Robin’s 
looking for you’, and one or 
two, ‘David’s looking for you’, 
I decided to sit in one place, 
watch the convention flow 
around me and within a few 
minutes they turned up.  
After getting the entry card for his room from 
Robin, David and I walked there (in the freezing 
cold rain).

Robin’s hotel was one of  those modern boutique 
glass, concrete and chrome hotels springing up 
around Melbourne, with modern tech that 
confounded David and I before we got to Robin’s  
room.  Inside the lift we couldn’t get the button 
from Robin’s floor to light up when we pushed it.  
We both pressed, with increasing vigor, looked at 
each other and wondered what John W 
Campbell would do in this situation.  Our 
frustration was ended when a young woman 
popped into the lift, waved her card at the button 
panel and pressed the button for her floor.  I 
looked astounded, David waved Robin’s card in a 
similar fashion and pressed the floor button, and 
it worked.  She looked as us as though we were 

mentally defective but all I could offer by way of  
explanation (and aren’t you sometimes amazed 
by what comes out of  your own mouth?) ‘We’re 
old and we don’t know about things like this’.

Robin’s room was on the 27th floor and the full 
length window afforded an extravagant view out 
over the cityscape of  Melbourne to the north, so 
I took photos.  David set up two recorders for the 
interview, one a flash and expansive microphone 
plugged into his laptop and the other was his 
mobile phone on a little stand.  There was a 
reason for this but I’m sure David’s explanation 
at the time would have confounded Campbell 
too.  I also turned on my trusty old Zoom 
recorder, just for my own record and, pausing for 
a moment to reflect on the profligate use of  
technology, away we went.  David tells me the 

interview came out well but I 
thought I just burbled on 
about this and that for the 
next hour.  (And if  you’re 
somehow reading this Vol 
Molesworth, I’m sorry I 
couldn’t remember your 
name.)  David edited the 
interview and achieved the 
near impossible in making me 
sound interesting and almost 
intelligent.  (If  fans want to 
make up their own minds 

they can listen to David and Perry’s podcast, 
‘Two Chairmen Talking’, episode 5, I’m in the 
second half.)

After we talked for an hour or so we turned off  
the equipment, stowed it and headed off  in our 
separate directions because David has no interest 
in current day conventions.  I can understand his 
point of  view but these days I have a professional 
observational (almost anthropological) interest in 
them so I headed back to the Jasper.  David and I 
were close fannish friends in the 1970s but have 
drifted apart since then, so we agreed to do the 
fannish thing and do lunch the next time I have a 
few spare hours in Melbourne.

The bar at the Jasper runs along the front of  the 
building, facing onto the street.  I looked in to see 
if  there were any familiar fannish faces but it 
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didn’t look like there were many from the 
convention there.  What is it with Australian fans 
these days, too intent on being creative, or 
relevant or something?  Back in the day when we 
started holding conventions again they were in 
venues that didn’t have bars.  But we’d read 
convention reports in British fanzines so we knew 
what to do when we graduated to conventions in 
hotels with bars.  The bar at the Victoria Hotel 
was a very convivial place and I got very well 
acquainted with it on several occasions.  There 
was one convention of  which the only solid 
memory I now have is of  Perry Middlemiss’s 
smiling face and a glass of  Beam, perhaps more 
than one. The Jasper is far from that standard but 
at least it sells grog, sometimes.  Later in the day I 
heard that the hardened old hands were very 
upset because they had learned that the bar at 
the Jasper would be closed for the final day of  the 
convention, which is probably the day when it is 
most needed.

Back at the convention there were more people to 
talk to.  One of  them was Eric Lindsay who I 
convinced to buy me a drink in the bar before the 
day was over.  I always like to sample at least a 
little of  the program so, coming on for noon it 
was time for one of  the GoH speeches.  It 
featured the world famous Ken Liu, a pro I’ve 
never heard of, talking about a book he’s written 
that I haven’t read.  Sometimes these speeches 
can be quite entertaining but this one was a 
disappointment, an hour of  unprepared 
interview in which the interviewer asked the 
GoH what his favourite things were and about 
details of  his book.  Frankly, I was bored witless 
and got out the book that Justin had just sold me 
to take my mind off  it.  Had I been able to get 
out of  the room without everyone seeing me 
(note to self, ‘up the back, always up the back!’) I 
would have been out of  there and into the bar, 
and a much happier fan for it too.

Towards the end of  the session the interviewer 
asked for questions from the floor.  There were 
the usual fanboy questions about stuff  in books 
they had read or what you might call the 
romantic side of  being a writer.  I was possessed 
of  the mad desire to jump up and ask the really 

important questions; ‘what is the view out your 
window?’  ‘Do you do redrafts on-screen or on 
paper?’ and “who is your agent and what were 
your average gross earnings over the past five 
years?’  But since I didn’t want to stand out as a 
cranky old fan, I restrained myself  and stuck my 
nose back in Jack Dann’s book.

When the torment concluded I got out of  that 
hall as quickly as I could and found myself  a 
place on the bench in the lobby area outside to 
watch the fans spill out.  What an inelegant 
bunch science fiction fans are these days, even 
more nerdish than I’d like to think we were back 
in the day.  Of  course, in our day looking nerdish 
was unfashionable whereas, these days, some of  
the people spilling out seemed to have gone to 
some trouble to look like nerds, you couldn’t look 
like that by accident.

There were a few filthy pros floating around 
though, with the amount of  self  and small press 
publishing going on these days, I reckon half  the 
people there might have been able to call 
themselves ‘published authors’ but probably not 
pros?  That probably means making money out 
of  the caper and I doubt that there’s much of  
that going on.  I had a quick chat to Janeen 
Webb, nodded at Jack Dann and said ‘We pass 
again’ as I saw Cat Sparks coming up the stairs as  
I was going down.  There were probably many 
published or aspiring authors around the place 
because I saw a bunch of  people huddled around 
a table with Jack at one stage, perhaps plotting 
world domination but more likely talking about 
the views from their windows, how they redraft 
and their agents, but probably not their gross 
annual incomes for the past five years.

All of  you have been to conventions so you know 
what happened next, fans milling around and 
thinking about lunch.  Eventually I ended up 
with Bruce Gillespie and another fan whose 
name escapes me, led by Roman to the Victoria 
Markets where, he assured us, we’d find 
something good to eat.  Being Sunday afternoon 
the market was very crowded, so crowded that I 
felt little inclination to go inside (we don’t have 
crowds in Ballarat).  Consequently, Bruce and I 
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found our way to an 
almost deserted Chinese 
restaurant just over the 
road where our little 
Chinese host herded us to 
a table he liked and then 
ignored us for as long as he 
could.  That didn’t worry 
us for a while as we talked 
about books, records, cats 
and other important 
things.

Unfortunately we had to be 
back at the Jasper and in 
the restaurant by 2pm so the group of  old time 
fans I had gathered together could plan what we 
were going to talk about in public at 3pm in our 
‘Australian fandom in the ‘70s’ session.  Come 
about 1.40 Bruce and I were getting concerned 
that no food had appeared and the staff  seemed 
unaware of  our presence when we tried to attract 
their attention, as though we had disappeared 
into another dimension, just like you see in the 
movies.  Eventually the food arrived, it was very 
good, but we had to cram it into ourselves and 
poor Bruce had to leave some of  his buns 
uneaten as we dashed off.

Back at the hotel I discovered that another of  our 
panelists was absent because he was in hospital.  I 
had originally asked four old time fans to be on 
the panel and a couple of  weeks earlier Bill 
Wright was injured in an accident with a taxi and 
ended up in hospital.  Then, at the last minute, 
Lee Harding had some heart trouble and had 
also been admitted to hospital, so that half  our 
panel was absent.  (This might be a warning to 
people I ask to participate in a panel discussion 
next year.)  Robin Johnson agreed to step in to fill 
one vacancy but when I asked Eric Lindsay if  he 
would join us he looked very worried and begged 
off.

With the help of  Rob Gerrand, Roman and a 
floating congregation of  others we devised a long 
list of  great things we wanted to talk about at 
3pm, and then got diverted onto other topics, 
ending up with Terry Frost teaching us how to 
monetize podcasts (what an amazing world the 

21st Century is, no flying 
cars but instead...).  So 
prepared, at 3pm Bruce, 
Rob, Robin and I ascended 
to our allotted tiny room 
and talked about 
Australian fandom in the 
early 1970s.  We got 
through most of  the things 
on our list and you will be 
able to hear it all on 
Roman Orszanski’s web site 
RSN (along with the 1950s 
and 1960s sessions).

The next session in the same room was me 
interviewing Bruce about SF Commentary.  This 
came about when the person who had proposed 
the session became alarmed at the enormity of  
the undertaking and cancelled out, so Bruce 
asked if  I could help.  Having done a lot of  
interviewing in my other life as an historian, I 
dreamed up a few generic questions which I 
asked Bruce, trying to make it look as though I 
was dreaming them up spontaneously.  It might 
have worked, people looked interested and Bruce 
talked for almost an hour about himself  and his 
fanzine.  That interview will probably also be 
found on Roman’s website.

After that we wandered out into the corridor and 
I tracked down Eric for that drink in the bar.  On 
the way there we picked up a few others, took 
possession of  the space around a couple of  tables 
and started drinking, chatting and eating bheer 
battered chips.  It would have been the highlight 
of  the day and I might still be there had not 
Helena Binns reminded me that I had a train to 
catch. 

On the train home I tried to dip into Jack Dann’s 
book again or read a fanzine, but I was too tired 
and kept nodding off.  When I got home Valma 
wanted to know what had happened.  I told her 
about some of  the people I’d met and how the 
convention program items went.  ‘And how was 
the day?’ Valma asked.  ‘I enjoyed catching up 
with old fannish friends,’ I replied, ‘but do I 
sound excited?’  ‘Not really’, she summed up.

L-R: Robin Johnson, Bruce Gillespie, 
Rob Gerrand, Leigh Edmonds


