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This is issue #10 of                     A MEARA FOR OBSERVERS
a kind of personalzine from

who can be contacted at

meara810@virginmedia.com

Paper copies are available for: loc, poc or emoc; agreed trade (all for all preferred, please email me first);
or contribution.  Pdf copies are available just by asking to be added to the priority email list.

Back issues (#5 through #9) are available for downloading from the indispensable eFanzines.com,
courtesy of the equally indispensable Bill Burns, as this issue will be in due course.  If you review aMfO,
please send me a copy of your review.

Issue #11 is due out in late March 2012.  LoC deadline is March 10th.

This issue begun: Tuesday 1st November 2011                         Polecat Publication #28 (December 2011)

===+===

As an experiment, I�m doing most of the text in this issue in blue rather
than black.  This is in an attempt to balance up my toner usage.  For

some reason I�m using much less cyan toner than the others, and the cheapest way to buy toner carts is
in sets of four (CMYK).

And don�t think I can�t see you all there, hiding behind the furniture.  Who�s that with the paper hat?  And
you � what�s with the red suit and white beard?  Th at�s not a glass of advocaat in your hand, is it?  You
should all be ashamed of yourselves.  I know what you�re all waiting for.  You�re waiting for me to tell you
all about the seasonal delights to be found within the pages of this end-of-year ish.  Well, that won�t take
long.  There aren�t any.  I don�t do Christmas.  I�d say �Bah! Humbug!� except I don�t like boiled sweets
either.

Still lots of non-seasonal goodies to be found, though.  There�s another photo cover (which is explained
on page 20).  After the usual few bits and pieces from me, you will find the second of our mini-columnists
� Bruce Townley � on page 4, followed by the next illuminating inst alment of the French house sage on
page 5.  Then we have a huge lettercol section, with special contributions
from Murray Moore and Ned Brooks (page 7); someone you might have
seen here before: yes, it�s Roy Kettle again (page 8);  Paul Skelton
discourses on eBooks on page 10, and finally everyone else has their say
(page 11).  All art by Sheryl Birkhead.  All photographs by me, except those
provided by Murray and Ned (page 7).

As I write, we�re in France once again, for our fifth and last visit of 2011, which
has maintained till the end its unprecedented record of warm weather.  Today
and yesterday, we have been able to have lunch out on the balcony � the sun
is now too low in the sky to penetrate very far into the yard itself � and have
both been wishing for something lighter than the long-sleeved shirts and
winter-weight trousers we unthinkingly donned as we arose.  Out of interest, I
put a max-min thermometer out in the full sun, where it quickly hit 45°C and
still climbing, before I used my coffee mug to put its bulb in the shade,
whereupon it grudgingly sank to a mere 40°C.  Not bad for November 22nd.
Here�s Pat, crafting away, dressed as if it was summer.

Meara, Signal, Manoeuvre



Although I�m very pleased with the quality and general reliability of my new
Lexmark c543dn colour laser printer, the cost of replenishing the toner makes my

eyes water all too regularly.  Have I mentioned this before?  Yes, I thought so.  So when eye-watering
time came around yet again just recently, I resolved to go for the big one: a set of four (CMYK) cartridges
in the largest size available � 4k copies for the c olours and 6k for the black � which would smack the  ol�
bank account for a sum in excess of 460 smackeroonies.

It was fortunate, then, that the sharp-witted person at Printerland spotted something important, and
phoned me to tell me about it: the c543 doesn�t take that size cartridge.  This must be a firmware issue
within the printer itself, as the carts are physically identical, whether they�re rated at 0.5k or 6k copies.
All that differs, so far as I can see, is the fill level.  Oh, and the price. Let�s not forget that.

So my plan B was just one set of the standard size (2k colours, 2.5k black) for a mere £266.  But had I
noticed, persisted the sharp-witted Printerland person, their current special offer of a c543dn fitted with a
standard-size toner set, for only £162?  In other words, the same toners for a bit more than half the
normal price, plus a free printer.  Well, yes I had, but I�d assumed it was some kind of mistake, since no-
one could actually make such an offer and expect to stay in business.  No mistake, she assured me,
though even she couldn�t explain company policy on this particular offer.  She suggested I get two of
these, which would give me almost the same amount
of toner as the hi-cap deal I originally wanted, but
over £130 cheaper, and with two free printers.  But I
don�t want any more printers, free or otherwise, I
protested.  Even the one I have takes up too much
space.  What can I do with them?  Take �em down the
dump, she suggested unsentimentally.

In the end I did go for her suggestion, but I haven�t yet
dumped the unwanted printers.  There�s a green part
of me that won�t let me, and besides, they do contain
other spares which might come in useful.

But the packaging does indeed take up an awful lot of
room, as the picture, I hope, shows.

My thanks to all those who congratulated me on my success in this year�s
Nova awards.  No, I didn�t win, exactly.  But aMfO was voted into a very

agreeable second place, behind the well-deserving HEAD! from Doug Bell and Christina Lake, and
ahead of the equally well-deserving BANANA WINGS from Claire Brialey and Mark Plummer.  Oh, and I
was voted sixth best fanwriter, equal with Graham Charnock.  I hope he�s as pleased as I am.

Once upon a time, far more people voted in the Novas than voted in the FAAn awards.  That is very
much no longer the case.  Perhaps you have heard how many Nova voters there were this year, in which
case you�re shocked.  Maybe you haven�t, in which case you would be.  I�m not going to tell you what
that number is, in case it�s supposed, for no good reason I can see, to be confidential.  If the Nova is to
keep going, then the first thing that�s needed is to publish an anonymised breakdown of the voting
results, as is done for the FAAns.

So the numbers voting have declined, not just a bit, but a lot.  Why?  Is it because those who used to
vote are no longer around in fandom, let alone Novacon?  That�s simple attrition, sadly not balanced by
those few new fans coming in.  Or is it that they�re still around, but now don�t bother to vote.  That�s more
interesting, as it leaves open the possibility that it could be remedied.  Also we can ask these non-voters
why they no longer vote, and so try to gather clues to the causes of the decline.

It should be a relatively simple task to identify those who are potential Nova voters.  These are those
who publish fanzines, those who contribute articles or art to them, and those who write letters of
comment.  Plus a few, harder to identify, who do none of these things, but still somehow count
themselves as interested.  A few active fanzine fans, sitting down together with their mailing lists, could
identify 95% of these people within an hour, easily.  And that list would be longer than you might think.
Certainly it would be longer than the 2011 voting list.

If the Data Protection Act would permit, it would then be an easy matter to keep these people in the
awareness loop by targeted emailing, with an opt-out facility for those benighted souls who, shame be
upon them, say they�re not interested.  Not a lot of work, once it�s set up.  Thoughts, anyone?

A Printers Tale

Whither the Nova?



And now, Mr Bruce Townley has a modest proposal for your consideration:

The kind of wine I buy sometimes

has sediment in the bottle.  This is not because I�m a cheapskate � far from
it.  Sediment in a wine is usually a sign of quality, showing that the wine
has not been excessively filtered prior to bottling.

What normally happens is that the sediment lurks sullenly in the bottom of
the bottle, then insinuates itself into the last glassful while you�re not paying
attention, providing an unwelcome mouthful of grit with the last sip.  But it�s
a small price to pay for the quality of the rest of it.

It�s never tried to communicate with me, until now.  But recently, as I was
clearing up the dinner pots, I was surprised to observe this mysterious
hieroglyph in my wineglass.  If the wine had been port, this would have
been a port-ent.  Geddit?  But it wasn�t.  Was this particular bottle in fact

intended for the Chinese market?  Was I seeing the vinous equivalent
of a fortune cookie?
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Through a Wineglass, Darkly
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Outside, in the yard, half the job was just planting stuff and letting it
grow.  The inside required a bit more effort.  A big step (actually taken

back in 2005, but which I�ve forgotten to mention until now) was replacing the rear windows, which were
as rotten as the shutters.  I would have preferred a more traditional style, but this was something Mark
and Carole had arranged themselves, though M Pillet the joiner did a good job for us.  One of the
windows was replaced with a door, in anticipation of the balcony which was to come later � much later,
2010 in fact.  How�s that for forward thinking?  Pat discovered a talent for filling holes in walls, which was
handy, as there were a lot of both.  Painting said walls was another one of her unrealised skills.  I found
that I enjoyed varnishing the floor much more than sanding it.  Rooms started to look as though we could
actually live in them.

The next pictures show several things: the lightening effect of painting the dark-stained wood cream; the
stone cladding in the fireplace, better than the real but dirty, unsightly stone it covered; the clock, a 25-
year long-service gift from my employer, which had lain for at least ten more years in our Spondon attic,
awaiting just such a home as this; and... those light fittings.  I don�t think anyone now likes them except
Mark, who made them, and I�m not really sure about even him.  He�d decided he would make them as
boxes between the beams, before he realised just how difficult, if not impossible, it would be to get the
side panels to fit neatly around the contours of the beams, every one of which was different from every
other.  But, having bought all the bits, he had to keep doggedly on.  They didn�t look quite so bad when
we still had the white polystyrene tiles affixed to the �ceiling�, which is in fact the underside of t he
floorboards of the level above.  But later, Pat and I removed the tiles because they were: a) a fire hazard;
b) a dirt trap; and c) hideous.  Once we�d hacked the remains of the adhesive off the boards, we could
sand and seal them, revealing the lovely dark honey colour of natural oak.

For me, the sole virtue of these home-made light fittings is that they do actually provide good light.

We began to acquire the appliances necessary for
modern living: a washing machine, a dishwasher, a
coffee-maker, a combination microwave oven, so
complicated that Pat and I never mastered it until the day
it died, an electric hob � cursed thing!  I prefer gas - and
not forgetting a humble but very comfy new wooden toilet
seat.  Even warmer for the buttocks and other parts was
the 5kw calor gas heater, invaluable during the New Year
of 2005-6; so cold was it then that Mark and Carole have
never again visited in winter, though now they will once
again, since we installed the stove.

That Light Fitting...Isn�t...
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In 2006, Mark began building a bathroom for them on the top floor.  Once that was done, we could
progress our plan to rip out the original bathroom, located in the back room on the middle floor, and
relocate it on a smaller scale in the central, windowless area; then we could convert the back room into
an office, for which the windows would give some benefit.  My contribution was, as usual, on a more
modest scale: I�d sourced half a dozen empty (more�s the pity) wooden wine crates from the Wine
Society, cheap (because they were empty) and had conceived the idea of constructing a storage chest
out of them.  I also installed a fold-down work table by the window in our middle-floor bedroom-cum-
sitting room, so Pat could do her sewing and other craft-related stuff with good natural light.  I finished
first; their bathroom took over a year to do, and I�m not sure Carole thinks it�s absolutely finished even
now.  (The picture shows how it looks today.  It�s difficult to photograph because it�s so compact, bijou...
okay, small, but this will give you a flavour � if that�s what you seek in a bathroom.)

After this, things went a bit quiet, and most of the changes were small, or cosmetic.  Pat finally finished
her bed-size quilt, made mostly out of fabric from men�s shirts bought in charity shops, thus proving that
some women really will have the shirt off your back.  The quilt adorns our bed in Parthenay, and has
been much admired by everybody except its creator.  I finally got around to framing and hanging a
selection of the old postcards of Parthenay which Pat had been finding and buying on eBay; you can see
a selection of these in the next issue.  We continued the long and arduous task of sanding the dark
brown varnish off the stairs, revealing yet more lovely wood which I assume is also oak.  The picture
shows this task part-completed, plus more stone cladding.  I�m not really a fan of this stuff, but I admit it
looks better that the mess of pipes and wiring it conceals.  Odd bits of furniture such as a six-drawer
chest and a writing desk (complete with secret compartments � what fun!) were purchased on eBay and
brought over in the surprisingly spacious Vauxhall Astra we had at the time.

I bought a Denon hifi system to do justice to some decent Teac speakers provided by Mark; this has a
neat feature whereby a memory stick containing mp3 files can be plugged into the USB socket on the
front panel, and the inbuilt mp3 player will play them automatically, in filename order or at random, within
a selected file folder or across all folders, as required.  And it even sounds good, now that we�ve finally
got it set up with the speakers the right distance apart.  This instalment has taken the story forward by
about two years, and we�re now in summer 2008.  Two years in two pages doesn�t seem like adequate
acknowledgement of all the hard, but enjoyable work put in, mostly by Mark and Carole.  Hey, maybe
that�s why it was enjoyable!



Some time back, I distinctly remember reading a statement by Murray Moore,
to the effect that he intended to loc every fanzine he received.  Too bold an

endeavour, I thought, and soon enough, I found he wasn�t loccing mine.  Then I received three locs from him in 24
hours.  Sorry I misjudged you, Murray.  That Ex-Locs stuff works a treat for letterhack constipation, it seems.

I knew that Ned Brooks collected typewriters, but...

The Lettercol Starts Here

The Murray Moore LoC Supplement

In his loc on aMfO#6, dated 14th October, Murray describes his own visit to the Hoover Dam,
Grand Canyon and Zion National Park, with useful tips, then adds: �You do not mention using a
GPS in California.  I bought one before our 2011 big trip, 22 days, the majority spent in British
Columbia and Alberta.  The GPS paid for itself alone when we drove into Vancouver, twice, after
sunset, to a different hotel each time.  But the usefulness of a GPS is much less if you are driving
in Nevada and Arizona and Utah.�  I think it was an extra-cost option.  But with ace navigator Rob
Jackson and his vast map collection on our team, we don� need no steenkin� satnav.

In his loc on aMfO#7, also dated 14th October: �The barbecue in the photo on page 2 is
remarkable to me for its minimalism.�  You mean, it�s not very complicated?  If I didn�t have to rub
two Boy Scouts together to get it started, then it�s complicated enough for me.  He continues:
�Surely I am not alone in making this request for a needed improvement to aMfO: more photos of
you, Mike.  If I turn a page and your photo is not part of that page, I forget what you look like.�
Yes, you are alone.  And don�t call me Shirley.  How could anybody forget what I look like,
however much they might want to?  But I see how you get round that problem yourself.

�Unlike the typewriter, which has gone the way of the buggy whip, staplers are still widely used.  I collect both typewriters and
staplers, and have at least one of each that’s over 100 years old.  The original office stapler, the Hotchkiss, predates the glued-
stick staples - it used a solid steel staple bar (looks something like a fish backbone) and the stapler had to cut each staple from
the bar in addition to pushing the staple through the paper.  I suspect it took both hands on the plunger and most of the weight
of the upper body to use the thing.

�I have both the little plier-type staplers (including one with an 1882 patent date that holds just one staple at a time) and the
modern long-arm multi-size devices.  The one I use the most is an electric Swingline that I bought in a Salvation Army store 40
years ago for $10.

�I had a stack of Stven Carlberg’s Myriad mailings and have donated them to the Southern apazine archive at Georgia Tech.
The idea of very long staples through very thick paper stacks has its problems - the text disappears into the very deep gutter
formed.  Next week I will give them Carlberg’s SFPA mailings - SFPA gave up early on trying to staple the whole mailing, and
just sent the zines loose.  Just as well - the 100th mailing was 1750 pages and 6 inches thick.  It would have taken a nuclear
stapler to get a staple through that.

�I have two staplers that can drive 3/4-inch staples, which is probably about the practical limit for an office stapler.�

And in his loc on aMfO#8, also, believe it or not, dated 14th October, he warms to his photo theme: �Unlike you, Mike, I cannot
include a pic of myself on every page; by popular demand I am restricted to one photo an issue.�  Yes, I can understand that.
�I, like you, Mike, have operated a floor sander, on the very floor supporting the blue couch which in turn is supporting me.
Unlike your second home, our new-to-us (circa 1953) house had wall-to-wall carpet that we removed because it was covering
an excellent floor.  Sanded to satisfaction, then covered with a custom stain, then covered with urethane: ditto the stairs, the
upper hall and three of the four bedrooms.  This occurred in 1999, the previous century, the century when I still had energy.�
I�m not a carpet fan myself, ever since I discovered the delights of bare wood floors: not too cold in winter, not too warm in
summer, non-slip, and much easier to keep properly clean.  Which is good on the personal energy front, too.
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I was so very excited by the photo competition on the cover of your 9th ish that I didn�t even look
to see what the prize was.  Still, I bet it�s something exciting like an all-expenses paid holiday in
your French palace.  I�m up for it.

The top left photo is obviously a very learned gentleman who is showing
off his design for a condom which is open at both ends.  He�s just had this
pointed out to him by a member of the audience � po ssibly even the one
he slept with the previous night.  He looks a little taken aback.  �Come
again,� his expression is clearly asking and he is no doubt even more
surprised at the reply.

The one next to that shows the winners of a moustache
competition in which there were clearly only two entrants.  The
fop seems to have spent too much time on his goatee instead of
aiming for the slightly more luxuriant moustache of the
businessman.  Though perhaps, as the fop is asleep, someone
has drawn the moustache and goatee on with a felt tip pen.  I

suspect a man in a polo necked shirt might have been responsible.

The first photo on the next row shows a man reading out instructions on
how to use the mutoid ray gun that the other man is holding.  Judging by
the size of the manual, I suspect the target had left long before he was in
any danger.

Next to that is a photograph of the fancy dress parade in which four people
have come as short-sighted Runts from 61 Cygni C which was probably
imprudent of them.  The one at the front on the right seems amazed at the size
of the penis of the one on the left.  A Runt would always have a very small
penis though, so he had no business being surprised.

The final one in this row shows a young woman holding her
head up as otherwise she would be in some danger of nodding off.  The
bespectacled man in the polo neck shirt, who is clearly unaware of the effect
he is having on her, might well have been the intended target of the mutoid
ray.  Perhaps they caught up with him later.  He could definitely do with
some improvement.

On the third row from the top, in the first photo there is some interspecies sex imminent
between someone who had partially fallen foul of the mutoid ray but moved
away while the manual was still being consulted, and a human he has almost
completely unwrapped.  What a shame that you didn�t see fit to publish the
later photos for the benefit of other young humans who seldom have the
opportunity to couple with a mutant.  I�m not interested myself, of course.

The young woman in the next picture is someone
else who has dozed off and was clearly a prior
victim of the bespectacled man in the polo neck
shirt.  He has a lot to answer for.  She is having to
be wound up again by a man who had never been
taught that there is a limit to how much Brylcreem
it�s wise to use when smoking.  Or at any other
time.8



Above them is a man making an impassioned plea as to why he
should be considered as a late entrant for the moustache competition,
but really he needn’t have bothered, not least because his moustache
is evidently false as it doesn’t match the colour of his hair and looks a
little as if a slug had crawled onto his lip while he was dozing off.  I
don’t think he will sell many copies of his “Grow your own moustache
– Vol 5” nor will the audience be very impressed by him trying to show
what volume it is with his hand.  If some of them are clever enough to
build a mutoid ray, they would almost certainly be clever enough to
count that high.  Or even higher depending on the
effects of the mutoid ray.

The young lady at the end of that row must be at a
different event as she seems to be the only one having any fun.  From the
pose, I think it must be a fashion shoot, probably for a discount clothes shop.  I
would like some of what she is drinking though, given how it explodes from the
glass.  What fun.  But do try not to mix up your pervy fashion photos with your
fannish ones.

The bottom row shows a man with very big
hands and another man who is obviously mad.
I suspect the man with very big hands will, at some point, strangle
the man who is mad given that the mutoid ray has not been a
total success at this event so he is left with little alternative.  He is
holding up his licence to strangle (I can’t quite see if it’s valid but I
doubt the mad man cares really in the few seconds of madness
that are remaining to him).

Finally, we have two young posers on a sofa who are
discussing something really really interesting.
Probably “whither the New Wave?”  Yet the man on
the other end of the sofa is so bored that he is
considering whether it is worth his while to get out the
manual for the mutoid ray and give it another go.  The
bespectacled poser seems to be holding a penis
which might well be the one belonging to the man in
the very first photo if his partner of the previous
evening had found him dozing off somewhere which seems to be an occupational hazard at this
event.  The penis is far too big to have belonged to the Runt unless he had had 20 or so doses
of the mutoid ray and even then his penis would have had to have fallen off.  Really, this seems
to be a serious event and how likely is that ?

Please send my prize to the usual address.

I spent so long trying to work out who these people were that I haven’t yet had time to read the
rest of your fanzine and especially not finish the even more difficult photo quiz on the back page
showing the after-effects of using the mutoid ray more successfully.  (Of course, we both know
who those two weird beetles really were
before the mutoid ray deservedly hit them.
Nuff said.)  But I’m sure it is jolly
interesting.

Your chum
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