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THE  RISE  OF  THE  NEW  HYBORIAN  LEGION,  PART  NINE 

 

By Lee A. Breakiron 

 
     As we saw in our first installment [1], the Robert E. Howard United Press Association (REHupa) was 

founded in 1972 by a teen-aged Tim Marion as the first amateur press association (apa) devoted to Howard.  

By the 1980s, the Mailings were in a real doldrums until Rusty Burke, Vernon Clark, and Graeme Flanagan 

started pushing for more Howard-related content.  By mid-1986, Clark had become OE, as we saw last 

time.  The regular membership stood at only 15 and Mailings were about 90 pages in length.  L. Sprague 

de Camp, Glenn Lord, and Karl Edward Wagner were honorary members, and copies were being archived 

at Ranger, Tex., Junior College, though that would cease after Mailing #84 when visits there ascertained 

that researchers were not being given access to them.    

 

     Former, longtime REHupan James Van Hise wrote the first comprehensive history of REHupa through 

Mailing #175. [2]  Like him, but more so, we are focusing only on noteworthy content, especially that 

relevant to Howard.  Here are the highlights of Mailings #81 through #90. 

 

     Mailings in the #80s were often distinguished by the long contributions of Burke, Clark, and Steve Trout, 

whose zines boasted many thought-provoking Mailing Comments.  Mailing #81 (Aug., 1986) was the 

second edited by Clark, but, like its predecessor, it was issued 2 ½ months late, even at the new quarterly 

rate (formerly bimonthly).  This he attributed to the members’ lackluster contributions and his 70-hour work 

week.  He admits that, in retrospect, it was mistake for him to have taken over the position of Official 

Editor, and he promises not to run for a second term.  The Mailing is down to 64 pages.  In commemoration 

of the 50th anniversary of Howard’s death and the trek of 10 REHupans to Cross Plains, Clark submits 

copies of two previously unknown pieces by REH (provided by Lord), six articles about Howard (one of 

which refers to the vising REHupans as “an exclusive international group of scholars” (p. 14)), and an 

etching of the footstone from REH’s grave by Bill Cavalier and Clark.  Flanagan contributes a report on his 

trips to Hawaii and California.  During the latter, he met writers Robert Bloch, William F. Nolan, Fritz 

Leiber, and Emil Petaja and fantasy fan and collector Forrest J. Ackerman.  He comments to Cavalier, “I 

have a feeling that you’re going to become a very valuable member of REHUPA.” (p. 5)  [He had no idea 

how prophetic that statement would prove to be.]  Mark Kimes has a trip report on his and his wife’s 

experiences in Cross Plains.  He says: 
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It was easy to see how Cross Plains could be a depressing place to a lone intellectual like 

REH.  It is not that the people were unfriendly, nor were they all stupid country bum[p]kins 

by any stretch of the imagination.  Most of the townspeople now consider Howard to be an 

asset to the community, and are more than willing to share stories they have heard about 

him.  …  He is the most famous person to emerge from the little town, yet there is still a 

feeling of, not quite shame, but embarrassment, over the nature of his work and the 

circumstances of his death.  How much worse the conditions must have been when REH 

lived there, especially during the Depression years. (p. 3) 

 

Kimes also has an essay comparing the characters Solomon Kane, Kull, and Conan [reproduced later 

herein].  Thomas Kovacs contributes the first publication of Howard’s poem, “The Rhyme of the Three 

Slavers” (provided by Lord) from a print run of 250 signed and numbered copies (Raven Publications, 

1983).    

 

     Cavalier weighs in with his Cross Plains trip report, saying that “attending the Robert E. Howard 

Memorial Gathering was one of the nicest times I’ve ever had with my pants on …” (p. 2), despite his 

having to drive over a thousand miles in his Ford Pinto.  In Dallas he linked up with organizer Burke and 

their fellow REHupans Clark, Nancy Collins, Flanagan (from Australia), Bill Fulwiler, Kimes (and wife), 

and new members Steve Ghilardi and Kovacs (both from Switzerland).  First they drove to Peaster, the hole 

in the wall where REH was born; the even more obscure Dark Valley where he spent a little time as a child; 

Ranger Junior College to view the Robert E. Howard Memorial Collection (containing the A Gent from 

Bear Creek (Jenkins, 1937) and Arkham House hardbacks donated by Dr. Howard, as well as the REHupa 

Mailings); and finally Cross Plains, where they met Lord at the Library.  From there, they went to view the 

outside of the Howard House, then owned by Floyd Carter, and to a barbecue thrown in their honor at the 

home of a local family, also attended by Cross Plains Review newspaper editor Jack Scott.  One thing they 

couldn’t figure out was why more than one of the townsfolk, despite Flanagan’s presence, had asked them, 

“Oh, you’re not the ones from Australia?  Where’s the man from Australia?” (p. 7)  [I later deduced that it 

was because they were remembering a visit by an unspecified number of Austrians to Cross Plains back in 

1979, and they were simply confusing Austria with Australia. [3]] 

 

     The next day, 14 June, 1986, was officially Robert E. Howard Day, the repetition of which would 

eventuate in the annual two-day celebration held to this day.  First the REHupans visited Howard Payne 

University in nearby Brownwood, where English professor Dr. Charlotte Laughlin, editor of Paperback 

Quarterly, gave a talk on the Robert E. Howard Memorial Collection there, consisting of REH’s books 

donated by Dr. Howard.  Laughlin had conserved what was left of the collection, which for many years had 

been circulated despite containing Collection bookplates, clearly identifying them to opportunistic thieves.  

[These books are now kept at the Howard House.]  Among the stories about REH that Laughlin and others 

regaled them with was “a tale from the man who had the gruesome task of cleaning the brain-splashed 

suicide Chevy.  He commented that while old blood smells bad, ‘nothin' smells worse than brains!’  …  As 

REH typed stories in his room, he could be heard thru the open window speaking them aloud, especially 

the dialog.  …  Dr. Howard used to drive the suicide car into Brownwood, and seeing the exit hole of the 

fatal bullet unnerved the gas station attendant.  …  When Bob Howard was a student at Howard Payne in 

Brownwood, a student at the adjoining Daniel Baker College was writing a paper on Genghis Khan.  When 

this student learned that Howard was ‘good’ in history, he asked Howard in the library what he knew about 

Genghis Khan.  REH proceeded to orate and even act out the life of said Mongol Emperor.  When, after 

two hours, Howard was asked how he knew so much about Genghis Khan, he bent close and replied: 

‘Because I was there.’ And then, more forcefully: ‘Because I WAS THERE!!!’” (p. 11)  [From this I have 

inferred that Howard was experiencing spontaneous recall or residue memory.  An ardent student of history, 

REH, with his immersion therein and his eidetic memory and fertile imagination, underwent a mental 
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process that generated manufactured memories, probably explaining his conviction that he membered past 

lives and maybe even why he was able to write so vividly. [4]] 

 

     Next, the REHupans were welcomed by a crowded reception at Cross Plains Public Library, where they 

donated several books written by Howard to its collection.  Also present were Scott and REH heirs Alla 

Ray Kuykendall and daughter Alla Ray Morris, who had brought six original REH typescripts.  [These and 

others they later donated to the Library, where one can view them on Howard Days and purchase copies 

thereof.]  Then the troupe visited REH’s grave at Brownwood’s Greenleaf Cemetery, where they recovered 

the half-buried footstone [which has since disappeared] and took a rubbing of it.  Finally, they had dinner 

with Guest of Honor Lord and the Laughlins.  The next day they paid their respects again and read tributes 

at the grave site, visited the Laughlins, and saw Dinosaur Valley State Park on the way back home.  “And 

to those of you who missed it … let’s do a birthday memorial in 2006, whataya say?” (p. 10)  [They would 

indeed.]  Cavalier also mentions that the attendees would be getting a copy of a Memorial Program zine 

containing artwork, essays, tributes, and a couple unpublished REH poems in a run of 15 copies.  [I was 

able to purchase what had been Flanagan’s copy.  A scan is available on my second DVD of scans 

accompanying Mailing #258 titled “An REH Memorial June 13-15 1986,” not to be confused with the 

similar but longer “Robert E. Howard Memorial Gathering June 13-14-15 1986” also on the same disk.] 

 

 
 

Nancy Collins, Vern Clark, Glenn Lord, Bill Cavalier, Tom Kovacs, Bill Fulwiler, Steve Ghilardi, Graeme 

Flanagan, Rusty Burke, and Mark Kimes in Greenleaf Cemetery (from Mailing #82) 
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     Cavalier elaborates on this report, eloquently explaining the deep emotional impact his REHupa 

membership and trip had on his personal life, in the Cimmerian-Award-winning essay “How Robert E. 

Howard Saved My Life” [5], from which he read excerpts during his speech as Guest of Honor at the 

Howard Days 2018 banquet.  In the essay, he also relates how he ran into some hanky-panky going on 

between Collins and Ghilardi, on which more later.  Cavalier ends with his tribute “Requiem for REH” 

[reproduced later herein].  

 

 

 
 

 

     Mailing #82 (Nov., 1986) came out three months late, within a couple of weeks of #81, as Clark 

scrambled to catch up, creating more confusion and dissension among the ranks of the apa regarding his 

leadership.  Clark presents an expanded version of his “The Celtic Twilight” essay from Mailing #60.  The 

red-haired Collins runs her Howard Day trip report as the Wild West parody “Comanche Goon” by Red 

Hannah.  She tells of her meeting “a right ugly bunch of scalawags, renegades, desperadoes an’ international 

scholars,” consisting of the “whisky-soaked Irish reprobate ‘Tennessee’ Burke, the “Two Guys Not from 

Australia Gang …  Two Gun Thom and Lash Ghilardi.”  The latter she describes as “a pretty boy, and right 

there an’ then I knew wuz one tough gun.  It’s th’ fashion conscious one – like Bat Masterson an’ The Kid 

– who are th’ deadliest on th’ draw.  Lord knows I got th’ scars t’ prove it,” a passage given new meaning 

by the aforementioned hanky panky.  They “saddled up an’ rode out” to Duncanville, where they met “Ned 

Kelly Jr. (also known as The Guy from Australia), Rollin’ Bill rode down from the badlands of Indiana on 

his pinto,” Firehair, his woman Squaw Tront, Puncho Vernon, and Smilin’ Bill.  “And we had assembled 

deep in th’ heart o’ Tejas fer one reason an’ one reason only.  We wuz gonna lay th’ ghost o’ our ole buddy, 

Two Gun Bob, t’ rest once an’ fer all.”  They then rode to Cross Plains, which: 

 

was th’ place where ole Two Gun Bob, the original ring-tailed tooter who’s responsible fer 

us bein’ th’ wild ass, maladjusted fools that we are, cashed in his chips.  At the time of his 

death, th’ folks there weren’t too sure what t’ make a’ ole Bob.  He was a strange ‘un.  

Different.  Kept t’hisself, mostly.  When he was at last put in th’ ground, everyone in those 

parts figgered that’d be th’ last they’d ever hear of Two Gun Bob. 

 

     Funny how these things kinda come about. 

 

     Even tho’ Two Gun Bob’s body’s been a’moulderin’ in its grave fer half a century, his 

ghost hasn’t exactly been quiet.  Like th’ Ghost Riders, Bob’s soul hasn’t rest easy.  His 

words an’ deeds have hung over Cross Plains like a great cloud, not allowin’ its citizens t’ 

Rubbing from the 

footstone at REH’s 

grave (from Clark’s 

& Cavalier’s zines  

in Mailing #81) 
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ferget ’im.  So it wuz up t’ us – his far-flung bastard sons an’ daughters – to come an’ 

appease his anguished soul. (pp. 2-4) 

 

At the time, Collins was living with Louisiana attorney and fan activist Dennis Dolbear (1953-2013). 

 

     Burke generally supports Clark’s unilateral changes to the apa Rules, such as cutting inactive members, 

but states that his changes to minac, page requirements, and Mailing schedule should have been voted on 

by the members.  In his detailed, well photo-illustrated 36-page trip report on the first Howard Day, entitled 

“Pilgrims to Cross Plains,” Burke remarks on the beauty of the Texas landscape and the friendliness and 

helpfulness of its denizens, particularly librarian Billie Ruth Loving, president Joan McCowen and the other 

Friends of the Library, and Charlotte Laughlin of Howard Payne University. 

 

What is strange is that Texans aren’t more proud of him.  They’ve made heroes of men 

who robbed and murdered for gain, men who defied established authority, men who came 

to Texas in the first place because they were social misfits back home.  Bob Howard, I 

think, admirably fits the qualifications for a Texas hero.  He was a social misfit, he refused 

to kowtow to convention, he managed to carve out a living for himself with nothing but his 

imagination for raw materials.  He was a pioneer in his field.  Yet Texans prefer to ignore 

him, or worse, … they denigrate him.  Just what is going on here? 

 

     Bob Howard ended his life during Texas’ centennial year.  I wonder what contribution 

to his death was made by his sense of history.  He had a powerful sense of the eons, of the 

sweeping saga of mankind, of how brief a span it was in the age of the universe.  And here 

he was among people who, for the most part, cared little about history beyond a hundred 

years or so.  He thirsted to know more, and he found what he needed mostly in books. 

 

     I wonder also, rolling across the plains, what contribution to the worldview which 

destroyed Bob Howard was made by the land he roamed.  While it has its own, unique 

beauty, ‘the plains’ is an aptly descriptive term for this land.  There is an awful lot of it, 

and it mostly looks the same.  The dark forests of mystery and adventure do not exist here; 

it seems unlikely one would stumble upon some ancient, precataclysmic ruin in a post oak 

thicket.  In some of his western stories, Howard was beginning to demonstrate that he could 

set dark fantasies in this stark land, but mostly he had to turn inward, he had to rely on 

boyhood memories of the piney woods, and primarily on descriptions from books of the 

kind of exotic landscapes his imagination craved. (p. 10) 

 

… 

 

I’d been led all these years to believe that the people of Cross Plains considered Howard a 

whacko and had little use for him.  …  And, to be honest, most of them couldn’t be said to 

be big fans of Howard.  But they’re proud of him, and of the reputation he made for himself 

and their town, and they made us feel very welcome.  Texas hospitality is legendary, but 

these people really outdid themselves, making me feel honored and proud and right at 

home. (p. 25) 

 

I had a marvelous time, the experience of a lifetime, and I wouldn’t trade any of these 

memories for the throne of Aquilonia.  I met some wonderful people, shared some time 

with good friends, new and old, and learned a great deal.  And I found myself sharing a 

spiritual kinship with a favorite writer, deepening my appreciation for him and his work, 

an appreciation that will last me all my days. (p. 40) 
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     Interestingly, Laughlin refers to a Dallas Morning News article entitled “Scientist Tries to Make Sense 

of Unconventional Behavior,” in which a psychologist, a Dr. Weeks, profiles eccentric people, saying they 

“have an excessive preoccupation that they follow through on, and they don’t care what others think.  They 

are not hurtful.  To the contrary, they are valuable to society, which is standardized and homogenized.  …  

Eccentrics are often only or oldest children who have received strict and critical parental guidance.  They 

are non-competitive, not team players.  They are loners, mostly by preference.  They are non-conforming 

and feel the world is out of step with them, and they feel that they are different from others.  They are 

creative and inventive.  They have an obsessive preoccupation with one or two subjects, and they are 

opinionated and outspoken.” (p. 51)  Sound like anyone?  Burke pleads for member support of the Cross 

Plains Public Library and of his proposal for the erection of historical markers on REH in Cross Plains and 

in Greenleaf Cemetery.  [And indeed they would be erected.] 

 

     Flanagan has a trip report on coming to the US and on the First Howard Day.  Kimes features photos of 

the REH grave site and the Howard House. 

 

     In Mailing #83 (Dec., 1986), Cavalier contributes an essay, “El Borak Lives!  And His Name Is Two 

Gun Bob!,” enthusing over REH’s hero Francis X. “El Borak” Gordon, Texas gunfighter turned soldier of 

fortune, who is Cavalier’s favorite Howard character [reprinted in Mailing #280].  Cavalier then reviews 

Novalyne Price Ellis’s memoir One Who Walked Alone; Robert E. Howard: The Final Years (Grant, 1986), 

and reprints Ellis’s reply (reproduced below) to his fan letter that praised her book.  Ellis makes clear her 

distress at how REH was being portrayed as essentially crazy, notably by de Camp in his biography Dark 

Valley Destiny, and that it was one of her main motivations for writing her book.  

 

Art by Bob 

Barger from 

Mailing #84 
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The play she mentions about her imaginary posthumous encounter with REH would be published in Day 

of the Stranger: Further Memories of Robert E. Howard (Necronomicon Press, 1989) with the help of 

Burke.  The failure of former REHupan Randy Everts to returned her two signed original photographs of 

Howard in 1977 was described by me previously. [6] 

 

     Bob Barger reveals that there was a minor uprising in the membership over Clark’s failures to get the 

Mailings out on time.  David Pettus gives an informative account of the advent and content of the epic poem 

Beowulf, the first great work of heroic fantasy in English, which, Pettus says, may have influenced REH.  

“Beowulf believed it was his destiny, his fate, to be a hero, and he accepted the responsibility, and riches 

as well, that go along with the job.  Today, Beowulf might be called a mercenary, a hero for hire.  Conan 

worked in similar fashion, though he did not believe in fate and, in fact, ignored his gods when personal 

honor seemed more important.” (p. 7) 

 

     Burke proposes another REHupa get-together at the 13th World Fantasy Convention in Nashville in late 

1987.  He also reviews One Who Walked Alone.  “The picture of Bob Howard which emerges from these 

pages is of a complex man, a man, like his hero Conan, of ‘gigantic melancholies and gigantic mirth,’ a 

man both consistent and contradictory – in short, a real, breathing human being.  Bob Howard sometimes 
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said and did ‘crazy’ things, but he was not, as some biographers have desperately striven to imply, ‘crazy.’  

He was no crazier than any of the rest of us, though perhaps less concerned with concealing his true self 

from the rest of the world.” (p. 7)  Mentioning that Bob and Novalyne talk about the gun he carries in his 

car, Burke states that, “Ever since Ed Price brought the fool thing up, that gun in the glove compartment 

has been used to support the assertion that Bob was paranoid.  If so, I’d suggest that damn near the whole 

State of Texas is paranoid.  A recent [Houston Police Dept.] estimate was that at least one-third of all cars 

on Houston streets and freeways are packing a pistol.” (p. 8)  And it was probably even more common away 

from the cities and back in REH’s time than now.  “Howard fandom, and Howard scholarship, owe Mrs. Ellis 

an enormous debt of gratitude for sharing with us her sometimes very personal reminiscences.” (p. 11)  As one 

who had criticized de Camp for overemphasizing the role of REH’s mother’s death in his suicide, Burke 

observes, “To be fair, in Dark Valley Destiny, pp. 10-11, de Camp does say: ‘These reported impressions 

suggest that the determinants of Howard’s behavior were deeper and older than his grief over his mother’s 

impending death and that her passing became the occasion for, not the cause of, his suicide.’  True, my 

comments were written in 1982, and at the time nothing de Camp had written (of which I was aware) had 

seemed to recognize this point.  Whether or not he paid any attention to an obscure fan, or finally came to 

this conclusion himself, he does seem quite willing to concede the point now.” (p. 14)  Burke tops it off  

with a detailed commentary on the disappointing performance of Clark in failing to issue Mailings in a 

timely fashion and in changing apa rules without approval by the membership; on the candidacy of Barger 

for replacing Clark as OE; and on a vote on who would continue to be honorary members, as well as an 

overview of the apa Rules and their development over time; proposals that an emergency officer be chosen 

to put out the Mailings in the event the OE is unable to do so, that an archive of past Mailings be created, 

and that a sample Mailing be developed to replace the speculation copies that were being sent to prospective 

members; and suggestions relating to the allowed number of members, the required number of copies 

submitted, and the amount of cash necessary for the apa’s operation. 

 

     Fulwiler and Clark frank a two-part reproduction of Weird Tales of the Thirties (a 41-page side-stapled 

self-publication, Santa Ana, Cal., 1966) by Reginald Smith, who led the way towards an overall 

reassessment of Weird Tales as a magazine of horror fantasy; Part 2 would appear in Mailing #84.  [An 

estimated 1000 copies were published in two printings; the first printing now sells for about $50.]  Rick 

McCollum places a 13-page graphic art strip sensuously telling the story of Salomé’s beheading of John 

the Baptist.  Clark explains that his editorial delays were due to the impact of his job as a NASA contractor 

due to the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster, which he in fact witnessed from a commercial airliner 

preparing to land at Orlando International Airport. 

 

     #83 would be Collins’s last Mailing.  Born in 1959, she wrote, between 1989 and 2020, 14 novels, 6 

story collections, 4 chapbooks, 3 screenplays, and many comics, notably Swamp Thing for DC, and edited 

4 books.  She is best known for her vampire character, Sonja Blue.  She won the 1990 Bram Stoker Award 

for her novel Sunglasses after Dark and founded the International Horror Guild.  She acted in the film 

That’s Just Wring! (2005) and appeared as herself in the documentary She Makes Comics (2014) 

[Wikipedia.com; IMdB.com]. 

 

     Barger is elected the new OE.  Because of further delays by Clark, this time in transferring already-

submitted zines to Barger, Barger issues one last Clark-edited Mailing of only 55 pages that Clark had 

numbered #84/85 (Jan/Feb., 1987) to precede the next (Mar., 1987) Mailing, which Barger then numbered 

#84, since he had already prepared its numbered cover.   In #84/85, Kovacs makes his First Howard Day 

trip report.  Clark goes on a rant against de Camp for all the abysmal-quality pastiches that de Camp’s 

Conan Properties, Inc. firm is licensing from such authors as Leonard Carpenter, Andrew Offutt, and Robert 

Jordan. 
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     In #84 (Mar., 1987), Barger’s first Mailing as OE, de Camp has a letter in which he comments to Burke 

that: 

 

I don’t think I ever called my Conan stories “just as good as Howard’s.”  Both his and mine 

vary in quality, and I don’t consider any of mine so good as his best.  A reason is that 

neither Carter nor I suffers from the fears, hatreds, and obsessions that overshadowed 

Howard’s life.  I am not going to my neighborhood shrink and say: “Doc, could you 

unbalance me just a little, so I can write as vividly as Howard?”  Further, when I wrote 

those pastiches the Conan boom was just starting, and Carter and I were paid peanuts. 

 

     I don’t think it was our “Yankee airs,” wherever those are, that offended some Cross 

Plainsians, but my use of the word “schizoid” to those who did not understand it, even after 

I explained.  They thought I meant a form of insanity.  In fact it means a type of personality, 

often creative, in which the internal workings of the mind dominate the stimuli from the 

outside world.  Results may be good or bad.  Schizoids include Calvin, Hitler, Jesse James, 

Napoleon, Newton, Rousseau, Wagner, and Wilson.  Schizoids find it hard to get along 

with their fellow men, who view them as “queer,” as REH’s neighbors regarded him.  See 

Menninger, The Human Mind, pp. 75-107.  Schizoids are often called “crazy,” a popular 

term for anyone who differs markedly from the local norm.  It includes not only real 

psychotics but also eccentrics and extreme individualists.  In this broad sense, Howard’s 

contemporaries often called him “crazy,” though behavior that seemed eccentric to them 

would not have appeared odd in other times and places.  …   

 

     If you dislike “the notion that Howard was just an overgrown boy overly dependent on 

his mother, and so weak that he blew his brains out,” how would you describe the man and 

his death?  One could be all those things and at the same time a gifted storyteller, a man of 

high principles, and a good friend to his few intimates.  Human beings are full of such 

contradictions.” (p. 2) 

 

     REH’s Conan story “The Black Stranger” was rejected by Weird Tales.  He rewrote it as the Black 

Vulmea tale, “Swords of the Red Brotherhood,” which was also rejected.  De Camp abridged and edited 

“The Black Stranger” for publication in Fantasy Magazine #1 (Future Publications, 1953), where the editor 

Lester de Rey rewrote it further.  In 1987, Karl Edward Wagner published the story in its original form in 

his Echoes of Valor anthology (Tor).  De Camp rewrote the original story as “The Treasure of Tranicos” in 

order to fit it into his Conan saga series, specifically in King Conan (Gnome Press, 1953) and Conan the 

Usurper (Lancer, 1967).  In Mailing #84, Burke compares “Treasure” to “Stranger,” finding the latter 

superior.  He explains: 

 

The major point I want to raise here is that the de Camp attempt to interpose several years 

between “River” and “Stranger,” fitting it into the “saga” just prior to Conan’s leadership 

of the rebellion against Numedides, requires far too much of the reader in suspending 

disbelief.  We’re supposed to believe that, for some reason, Numedides perceived a 

mercenary general on a wilderness frontier as a threat, and had him drugged and clapped 

in irons.  We then have to accept that “friends” snuck him out of the prison and equipped 

him with a fast horse for a getaway.  We have to believe he would head for the first place 

Numedides would think he’d go – back to his loyal troops in the Bossonian marches.  So 

someone has conveniently sent said troops off somewhere else.  Conan, apparently, has 

completely lost all his wilderness instincts, and all the wiles he’s picked up in twenty-odd 

years of battling through the civilized world – he blunders very conveniently into a trap, 

only escaping by swimming across Thunder River, where he’s immediately nabbed by the 
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Picts.  All of this merely sets up the “surprise” ending, in which a group of rebellious nobles 

fed up with Numedides follow a wizard hundreds of miles into unexplored territory (in one 

ship through pirate-infested waters) to pick Conan up and bring him back to lead their 

rebellion.  This is all pretty clumsy, and it does serious damage to the story. 

 

     Equally as damaging is de Camp’s wholly unjustified (in my opinion) addition of 10 

paragraphs to the beginning of the third chapter …  I really can’t see any point at all to this.  

At the end of the first chapter, Howard has Conan entering the chamber where Tranicos 

and henchmen sit: “He stepped across the threshold and was instantly fighting for his life 

against the murderous, unseen fingers that clutched his throat.”  We don’t see Conan again 

until Chapter 5: we’re kept in suspense about just what the hell happened to him there in 

that cave.  And, in fact, we can’t be sure if the stranger who kills the pirate at the beginning 

of the fifth chapter is Conan or, just as likely, the unidentified “black stranger.”  It’s not 

until later in the chapter, when he walks in on the argument between Strom and Zarono, 

that we learn Conan lived through the experience in the cave, and only in the next chapter 

do we learn that a “smoke” loosed by an earthquake called up by a Pictish shaman did in 

Tranicos and the boys and damn near got Conan, too.  For some reason, de Camp, in the 

first chapter, changed the idea of the “smoke” into a mist that coalesces into a tangible 

demon when one sets foot in the chamber – that’s bad enough, as I’ll get to in a moment.  

But then, what seems to me unforgivable, he deliberately destroys the suspense 

surrounding Conan’s fate by adding those fatal ten paragraphs at the beginning of the third 

chapter.  The tension which is maintained in Howard’s story is gone.  We’re not left 

wondering about our boy’s fate.  I call that wholly unnecessary tampering with the author’s 

intent – it has absolutely nothing to do with the avowed intention to fit the story more 

snugly into the de Camp chronology, and serves no purpose but to water down the 

suspense.   

 

     And why turn the “smoke” into an actual demon?  Here we get another wholly 

unnecessary affront to credulity.  It seems de Camp wants to tie the menace in the cave to 

“the black stranger” – but not actually make it the dark stranger, itself, because that role he 

wants to turn into Thoth Amon.  As we all know, Thoth Amon is not a major character in 

Howard’s Conan – his role in the “saga” is largely a product of de Camp and Carter’s lack 

of imagination.  Howard’s “black stranger” is itself a demon seeking to destroy those who 

have misused it.  It has destroyed the wizard who sought to bind it, and now is after 

Valenso, in whose behalf the wizard acted.  Howard’s “black stranger” is a cunning and 

potent diabolical force.  There is, in effect, a greater menace in the Howard story, and when 

Conan destroys the demon in the climactic battle, it is a far more thrilling release than the 

watered-down de Camp version.  By making the creature Conan destroys merely a 

mindless tool of Thoth Amon, conveniently available when the wizard wants to dispatch 

Valenso, the act of destroying it really pales in significance.  After all, Thoth Amon himself 

hasn’t been frustrated in the least.  Why would he care at all that the creature was destroyed, 

since it had already accomplished his purpose?  In fact, by destroying it Conan has probably 

saved him the trouble.  Big deal. 

 

… 

 

It is this confrontation of two powerful forces in an encounter that takes each by surprise 

that makes Howard’s ending so powerful.  De Camp, by splitting the demon into two 

characters, Thoth Amon and a demon he manipulates like a chesspiece, and having only 
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the latter fight Conan at the climax, has trivialized the contest.  There’s a big difference 

between taking the opposing king and taking one of his minions. (pp. 8-10) 

 

Burke also observes that de Camp’s overuse of inserted commas slows down the pace of the narrative.  

Burke, in addition, gives a listing of all REH-related articles and reviews in Marvel’s The Savage Sword of 

Conan and related magazines; reprints of reviews of One Who Walked Alone; and comments on proposed 

changes to the Rules.      

 

     Cavalier also reviews “The Black Stranger,” finding it an interesting and valuable addition to Howard’s 

original writings, but faulting it for Conan’s non-appearance over a span of 44 pages, a muddled plot, 

numerous worthless characters, and a cruel scene where the young girl Tina is whipped by Valenso.  

 

     In a letter in Mailing #85 (May, 1987), de Camp discusses why he made some of the changes he did 

turning “The Black Stranger” into “The Treasure of Tranicos.”  He also has this recommendation:   

 

     Besides One Who Walked Alone, Rehupans will enjoy another recent book from Don 

Grant: The Last Adventurer (The life of Talbot Mundy), by Peter Beresford Ellis.  Mundy 

(1879-1939, born William Lancaster Gribbon) was a major influence on Howard, who got 

many of his ideas about adventuring in Asia and Africa from Mundy’s stories.  Mundy 

himself was just the sort of footloose, irresponsible, rascally, womanizing adventurer that 

Howard liked to imagine himself as.  During his East African period, Mundy was known 

to the locals as Makundu Vizai, “White Arse,” from his assiduity in screwing native 

women. Mundy’s career in some ways parallels that of another Howard influence, the 

Russo-Afghan, British-educated soldier, adventurer, and writer Nadir Khan-Romanoffski, 

who wrote under the name of “Achmed Abdullah.”  His writings include a most 

entertaining autobiography; if one can believe him, he out-Conaned Conan.  Such 

characters are fun to read about; but if you had occasion to jump into a river to pull out a 

drowning man, you had better not hand one of them your wallet to hold while you did so. 

(p. 2) 

 

     Spec-copy receiver and author David Drake submits a letter that includes comments on the REH book 

The She Devil (Ace, 1983).  Lord has a letter noting the publication of the Drake-edited paperback Cthulhu: 

The Mythos and Kindred Horrors (Baen, 1987), Marc Cerasini and Charles Hoffman’s Robert E. Howard: 

The Reader’s Guide #35 (Starmont House, 1987), and the deluxe illustrated French and English version of 

Always Comes Evening entitled Chants de Guerre et de Mort (Nouvelles Éditions Oswald, 1987). 

 

     Burke responds to a remark by de Camp to him that he says “reveals the fundamental flaw in your 

approach to Howard”:  

 

you seem insistent upon looking at him as a mental case.  You suggest that the reason you 

don’t write like Howard is that he “suffered from fears, hatreds, and obsessions” and you 

do not.  …  [Y]ou’ve asked me how I’d “describe the man and his death.”  First, let me 

point out that, as a professional counselor with pretty solid credentials in the field of 

adolescent mental health, I insist that, because our subject has been dead fifty years, any 

inferences we draw from the available information are pure speculation. Any number of 

alternative explanations are possible, and we just can’t ever really know why he committed 

suicide.  Now, I’m just as willing to speculate as anybody, but I try always to be guided in 

that speculation by the principle that any person deserves the benefit of the doubt.  Having 

the utmost respect for your writing skill and erudition, I initially assumed that your 

characterization of Howard was basically correct.  It is only after following the course of 
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your investigations for a number of years, from the early introduction to Lancer’s Conan 

[1967] through “Skald in the Post Oaks” [7] through The Miscast Barbarian [8] through 

Dark Valley Destiny, that I have come to reject the picture you paint.  I believe that your 

initial supposition, that Howard was overly attached to or emotionally dependent upon his 

mother and committed suicide because he couldn’t face life without her, has guided your 

inquiries from the very beginning.  While it is true that the passing years have seemed to 

temper your early statement that he was “maladjusted to the point of psychosis” [9], it 

appears to me that you have never actually considered alternatives to your preliminary 

diagnosis.  What we have here is much like a jigsaw puzzle, and we certainly have you to 

thank for locating so many of the pieces. But it seems to me that, rather than patiently fit 

the pieces together to slowly reveal the picture, you started out with a preconceived idea of 

the picture and have tried to make the pieces fit.  …  One thing Howard’s suicide as being 

rooted in despair is that it seemed somehow cowardly, quite at odds with the picture of a 

physically and mentally vigorous man that emerges from his writing and from the 

reminiscences of his associates.  How about this, though?  We know that Robert E. Howard 

had a view of the world as one of constant strife against the inevitable ultimate slide into 

barbarism and bloody chaos. We know that he seems to have had to work hard to overcome 

youthful frailty and become a large and strong young man, and that he seemed to abhor the 

idea of an old age that would steadily rob him of that hard-won vitality.  We know that he 

nursed a deeply felt resentment of authority.  We can infer, from his work and from 

comments ascribed to him, that he saw himself as a relic of a once proud clan and/or race 

fallen into reduced circumstances, and that he thought the cosmos either utterly indifferent 

or actively hostile to man’s interests.  Let’s take a common framework from his stories, 

and suppose he imagined himself and his parents as living in one of those old deserted 

houses being slowly but inexorably claimed by the surrounding swamps.  Let’s suppose he 

deeply resented the prospect of a long decline such as his mother experienced.  Let’s 

suppose that, when he looked at himself, he saw a guy whose gifts would have brought him 

honor in feasting halls, but earned him only a tenuous living in 1930s America.  Let’s 

suppose he, like many of his contemporaries, saw honor and glory as having been firmly 

and finally ground into the mud of Europe.  Let’s suppose he saw himself as a man cut off 

from all the things that, to his mind, would have made life worth the hassle; that he saw no 

particularly compelling reasons to continue the struggle against an absolutely inevitable 

death by deterioration.  Is it so unreasonable to suppose that, given such a perception of 

life and his own circumstances and prospects, he might have seen suicide as an act of 

defiance?  A way of, perhaps, “cheating” death of a helpless victim?  A way to take his fate 

into his own hands?  A way of saying, in effect, “Ah, death, you will claim me, but you 

will not toy with nor gloat over me.  We will meet on my terms, not yours.”  He sometimes 

wrote of being bloodied but unbowed, of never admitting defeat.  Would one of the warriors 

of his imagination, seeing that it was absolutely certain that he would be defeated and 

subjected to lingering torture and humiliation for the amusement of his foes, have accepted 

that fate?  Might he not have, as a final resort to prevent such a fate, fallen on his sword 

rather than allow himself to be captured?  And would not such an action, however 

misguided we may deem it, be more in keeping with the rest of the picture we have of Bob 

Howard?  …  My main point here is that I really don’t think there’s any call for using terms 

like “unbalanced,” “schizoid,” “maladjusted,” etc. – the whole arsenal of euphemisms for 

“crazy” – to describe a guy who, I think, may very well have been no crazier than you or 

me or anyone else who walks these “mean streets.”  Having a grim and/or ultimately 

hopeless worldview is not itself evidence of acute mental imbalance which would justify 

the use of such terms.  It seems to me that, if you really feel you must allude to his mental 
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state in discussing his work, that you might use a term like, for example, “troubled” to do 

the job without calling his competence into question. (pp. 5-7) 

 

     Cavalier places the essay “Breaking the Necks of Cimmerian Bulls … and Other Role-Playing 

Fantasies” on the importance of Howard’s contributions to the origin of role-playing games [reproduced 

later herein].  Kimes has a long, perceptive critique on the first 25 Marvel Conan color comics. 

 

     In Mailing #85, Barger and new member Lesley Gill had chided the other members for taking Howard 

so seriously, saying there were only so many articles, bibliographies, etc. that one could write about the 

man and that they should all loosen up and discuss things that were more fun, like roll and roll.  These 

comments were not taken well by other members in #86, especially Burke.  In reaction, Barger resigns as 

OE and he, his wife Sandy, and his friends and new members Danny and Lesley Gill, Ken Cobb, and Bob 

Bridget, and old member Brian Earl Brown (who had only just returned) all quit the apa, though in Barger’s 

case it would be later revealed that this had more to do with his problems with alcohol and drugs (resulting 

in divorce from Sandy) than with resentment over criticisms. 

 

     In a letter in #86, de Camp observes that Drake, in his introduction to his Cthulhu book, states: 

 

Robert E. Howard had the personal misfortune to spend most of his life in a place where 

black hatreds ruled everyone; where currents of violence so closely underlay the surface of 

ordinary existence that a snub, a woman, or the ethnic background of a chance acquaintance 

was apt to bring a lethal outburst … 

 

     I don’t mean Peaster … nor Cross Plains … residents of small towns in West Texas had 

small-town virtues, of which respectability was probably the most prominent …  

 

     But we humans don’t live in geographical locations; we live in our minds …  The world 

… within the mind of Robert E. Howard was a grim, dark place, and it killed him … 

 

De Camp adds: 

 

     It is no use asserting on one hand that Howard was just a normal guy and on the other 

that “he had a view of the world as constant strife”; that he had been somehow cheated by 

fate of honor and glory, which were all “that, to his mind, would have made life worth the 

hassle …”  …  Calling Howard “troubled” is like saying that Napoleon had some ability 

as a soldier, or that Hitler lacked sympathy for some ethnic groups. (p. 2) 

  

[I need hardly point out that neither Drake nor de Camp was a psychologist; yet they presume to continue 

the amateur psychologizing that de Camp has been indulging in for years.  Drake is even alleging that the 

supposed grim paranoia of the inhabitants of Texas somehow infects and destabilizes REH’s mental state 

to the point of suicide.  Really?  In the next Mailing, Burke replies, “What I fail to see is any real evidence 

that he was the nut case de Camp and Drake would portray him.  Quite the contrary, his friends and 

associates seem to have held him in very high regard, and to have seen little indication of the sort of severe 

mental aberrations Sprague and Dave suggest.  It’s very easy to arm oneself with a description of a mental 

disorder and then look for indications of it in someone’s behavior, writing, or life history.  This is the major 

reason I believe non-clinicians should just leave the psychiatric terminology to the psychiatrists, who better 

understand that it takes more than isolated or out-of-context episodes to indicate a psychiatric problem.” 

(p. 49)]  
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     Drake writes in to reveal that his objections to the initial title and story selections for his Cthulhu book 

by Baen got them changed to their current choices.  Kovacs talks about the 500-copy print run of his Writer 

of the Dark book.  Clark mentions that Fulwiler has dropped out of the apa because he’s too busy running 

his book store in Duncanville.  [He won’t return.]  McCollum has a three-page excerpt from his Bane 

graphic art strip. 

 

     Burke reprints reviews of Ellis’s One Who Walked Alone memoir, as well as a short story by Ellis.  He 

also reports on a Tribute to Robert E. Howard get-together held on 18 June, 1987 at Howard Payne 

University, sponsored by the Brown County Historical Society and featuring Ellis.  The sponsors sell out 

of her book, the proceeds of which went to fund state historical markers related to REH.  Burke comments 

to de Camp that, while Arthur Conan Doyle fans often indulge in enjoying Sherlock Holmes pastiches, with 

no problems as to what is canonical, chronological, or consistent, the same cannot be said for Conan. 

 

With Conan, unfortunately, a situation obtains in which only one chronology is allowed: 

the one you settled upon. You know very well what is meant by “the de Camp chronology.”  

It is based upon the Miller and Clark [14], but it includes additional material, and that 

material does not have the stamp of approval from anyone other than you.  Robert E. 

Howard lent his authority to the Miller-Clark version, but he did not do so for the material 

you added.  Your version contains material unfinished or unpublished within his lifetime, 

non-Conan material you changed into Conan stories, and even stuff you simply made up 

out of whole cloth to “fill in gaps” as you saw fit.  None of this work can actually claim 

canonical status, because it is too far removed from the Original Revelation.  …  Insistence 

upon slavish adherence to this chronology has, quite obviously, led to the current situation 

of lifeless and uninspired pastiches.  There is no creativity allowed. It is strangling the life 

out of Conan.  Instead of becoming the fertile field for debate and discussion that 

Holmesian study has become, it has become a field scorned as overly formulaic. (p. 14) 

 

To Barger, Burke adds: “But, while numerous authors have ‘altered’ Doyle’s facts to fit their own 

chronologies, they have not stooped to the practice of altering Doyle’s versions,” as de Camp did with “The 

Black Stranger”/“The Treasure of Tranicos.” (p. 18)  “I have no problem with other writers adding to the 

‘series’ – only with adding to the ‘canon.’  There’s a real difference, here.  By including his own stuff, and 

Carter’s, and Nyberg’s – and now, with his stamp of approval for Jordan, Carpenter, etc. ad nauseum – in 

the ‘official’ Conan series, de Camp is doing precisely what I argued that he did with ‘The Black Stranger’: 

he’s diluted the impact, doing violence to the artistic integrity of the series as envisioned by REH.” (p. 19) 

 

     By Mailing #87, the regular roster is down to nine members, the lowest since #5.  Trout takes over as 

OE and presents Burke’s redraft of the Rules, which are voted in during the next Mailing.  De Camp writes 

in to describe the 1931 Massie gang-rape case in Hawaii that Howard expressed racist sentiments about.  

De Camp also replies to Burke that he doesn’t control Conan, but that Conan Properties, Inc., does (despite 

his being on its Board), without which one might have Conan the Gay, or Professor Conan, or Conan in 

New York.  De Camp then reviews Cerasini and Hoffman’s Robert E. Howard: The Reader’s Guide #35; 

opines that REH died a virgin; and defends Schweitzer’s Conan’s World and Robert E. Howard (Borgo 

Press, 1978). 

 

     Burke submits a 25-page illustrated commentary on “Queen of the Black Coast” [part of which is 

reprinted later herein].  He responds to de Camp: “Was Howard unbalanced?  Obviously – he shot himself 

in the head.  What I’m insisting is that there are literally thousands of reasons that people take their own 

lives, and that many of these people are, by most reasonable standards, otherwise pretty normal folks.” (p. 

32)  Then Burke directly tackles de Camp’s assertion that REH was “schizoid” in a 13-page commentary 

that presents the clinical definition of the term, examines REH’s behavior in regard to it, and concludes that  
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Howard could not be reasonably diagnosed as such.  “[T]he mere fact that that a person committed suicide 

is insufficient grounds for an assumption that the person was not otherwise ‘normal.’  I believe that I can 

have it that Bob Howard was, to all intents and purposes, a pretty regular fella, who just happened to have 

an extraordinarily grim view of the world and of life its ownself that led him to decide to shoot himself, 

rather than face the physical and mental deterioration he thought was inevitable.  …  Bob Howard was 

definitely under a great deal of stress in the last six months of his life, both because of his mother’s  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Art by Bill 

Cavalier from 

Mailing #87 



REHeapa Summer Solstice 2020 
 
 

19 
 

deteriorating health, and because he felt his writing career was falling apart.” (p. 48)  In the next Mailing,  

de Camp notes that he didn’t use “schizoid” in Dark Valley Destiny and likens Burke’s analysis to using a 

sledgehammer on a gnat.  “How schizoid does a person with schizoid tendencies have to be to merit the 

label?  Lend us thy wisdom, O sage.” (p. 2)  To Cavalier, de Camp comments, “Rusty seems to have devoted 

deeper thought to the matter than I, albeit not without some partisan pro-REH animus.” (p. 2)  [So, it’s all 

just apa politics?]   Burke also reproduces articles about the Brown County Historical Society’s tribute to 

Howard.  Trout performs an imaginary interview of REH. 

 
     Trout produces a color cover for Mailing #88 (Nov., 1987).  Kovacs runs his illustrated Howard poem 

“Neolithic Love Song” (first appearance; 1 of 36 copies of a chapbook page) provided by Lord, that Kovacs 

published for the 13th World Fantasy Convention (WFC) at Nashville.  Cavalier contributes a commentary 

on REH, as well as a list by Howard of his early story submissions (some now lost) and what happened to 

them.  He obtained the latter from Roy Barkley of Austin, heir and cousin of the niece of Howard’s friend, 

Tevis Clyde “Clyde” Smith, who had died in 1984.  Barkley had tried to sell over 350 pages of 114 letters 

(4 signed), as well as typescripts (7 plus 3 carbons of REH’s zine The Right Hook), poems, and drawings 

that Howard had sent to Smith.  Barkley had priced them at $40,000 to $60,000 in a Christie’s auction and 

for $25,000 in a Locus magazine ad, without success.  Cavalier reproduces the listing [as does Lord in the 

next Mailing].  These items ended up being purchased by Texas A & M University in 2002, aside from a 

couple unsigned letters that were sold privately (I bought one and reproduced it in Mailing #240 and in The 

Robert E. Howard Foundation Newsletter (Vol. 10, #3/4, fall/winter, 2016). 

 

     Kimes presents the first appearance of the REH story “Redflame” retyped and sent to him by Lord.  

Pettus profiles the heroes Doc Savage and Buckaroo Bonzai.  McCollum runs a 12-page graphic art strip.  

Burke collects 17 pages of extracts from and about Irish bards and their poetry.  He says, “Robert E. Howard 

was a self-taught writer, a natural storyteller steeped in an oral storytelling tradition.  Many of these 

descriptions of the Celtic shanachies, filid, cyfarwydd, and what-have-you, could apply equally well to 

Howard.  As they did, he used both poetry and prose in his art and craft, and he shared with them all the 

great themes and characters.  If he made these unique to himself, well that too he shared with them, the 

reshaping of the material to suit his own imagination.  To hold him to a fixed chronology, to demand of 

him consistency, to insist that all loose ends be neatly tied, to require a strict adherence to the ‘laws’ of the 

natural world, is to fail to understand the nature of his art.  “The story-teller’s business was with a story …” 

(pp. 13-14).  He calls Steve Eng’s “Barbarian Bard: The Poetry of Robert E. Howard” [11] the best single 

work of Howard criticism. 

 

     By Mailing #89, the apa roster is up to 16 regular members, in part due to recruits at the WFC.  De Camp 

writes in to say he had tried to interview Clyde Smith for Dark Valley Destiny, but was rebuffed by Smith, 

who was planning on saving his firsthand knowledge of Howard for his own book.  “And if I die, it’ll just 

die with me.” (p. 2)  [And so it did, even though Smith had disapproved of de Camp’s biography and could 

have corrected the record.]  Kovacs reports on the WFC, where he met collector and FAX publisher Darrell 

Richardson, Conan pasticheur Leonard Carpenter (who joins REHupa this Mailing), and de Camp, and 

where he saw Burke, Cavalier, Clark, Ghilardi, Kimes, and Trout.  Clark responds to a comment by de 

Camp with: “I think a point to be made about Howard’s perception of Barbarian peoples and cultures is 

that Howard perceived them as a way of escaping from the hypocrisy of his own modern world.  Howard’s 

most famous barbarian heroes (Conan, Kull, Bran Mak Morn) spend a lot of their efforts trying to reshape 

the cultures that they live in, either consciously or subconsciously.  Generally all three of them are 

dissatisfied with their own barbarian civilization/culture and those outside which they are exposed to. 

Barbarism is not so much a cultural alternative to ordered civilization, it is definitely a reaction to ordered 

civilization.  Charles Hoffman’s article “Conan the Existential” [12] goes much further into this area …” 

(p. 3)  Clark also has a list of all REH’s writings in Weird Tales and reproductions of 12 letters to or from 

Howard about rejected, accepted, or proposed stories for magazines, all obtained from Lord.  
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     Burke also reports on the WFC, where he met Carpenter, Eng, Don Grant, Leiber, Jeff Potter, 

Richardson, and George Scithers.  Trout weighs in on the WFC too, where he saw Karl Edward Wagner 

and others, and lists the minimum number of books one would need to get to have all the unedited Conan 

stories and all the available books that REH had in his personal library (the latter with Clark’s help).  Trout 

claims that Howard probably had read Lytle’s biography of Nathan Bedford Forrest because of similarities 

in it to parts of “Black Colossus.”  Cavalier also reports on the WFC. 

 

     Kimes takes over as OE in Mailing #90 (Mar., 1988).  De Camp draws a parallel between REH and H. 

Beam Piper, a writer who has also committed suicide, in that neither had the support of a sympathetic 

spouse.  Trout comments to Clark: “Good points about Howard’s barbarians – both Conan and Kull left 

their barbarian peoples, and Bran was trying to change his, especially regarding unifying them into a more 

coherent nation.  REH’s barbarians are actually incarnations of the Noble Savage of Burroughs and other 

more Romantic writers.  Also, Howard’s ideas probably reflected what he knew of American barbarians.  

Certain Indians and half-wild whites, like the frontier scouts such as Kit Carson, Davy Crockett, etc. and 

mountain men like Jeremiah Johnson, who were also much mythicized and romanticized, more than the 

Africans and whatever de Camp contrasts them with, of which Howard knew little and cared less.” (p. 5)  

Trout also says, “I think Ms. Howard’s death was kinda the final straw – Howard just wasn’t going to tough 

it out any more – he really wasn’t a tough guy type, for all he might have wanted to be.” (p. 8) 

 

     Burke comments to de Camp: “… you’ve finally made some comments on the suicide with which I 

pretty much agree, and which do not seem to me to disparage Howard or refer to some ongoing mental 

instability.  …  Here where you say ‘REH’s outbursts (to Novalyne Price) sound to me as if he were torn 

between his normal survival instinct and a compulsion to carry out his old resolve not to survive his mother.’  

I quite agree that this was at least part of the stress under which he labored in his final months. … 

[O]bviously Howard’s view of barbarians was based more on the Indian warriors (a not-too-distant memory 

of many Texans at the time) and accounts such as Burton’s and Lawrence’s of fierce nomads and warlike 

African tribes, than upon the types of ‘backward’ people to which you refer.  Certainly his was a somewhat 

romantic picture, but to simply say that the picture is a false one because one hasn’t seen these barbarians 

with one’s own eyes is no more accurate.” (p. 5) 

 

     Burke states to Cavalier, “[S]everal of [the Conan pastiches] originally written by Howard and merely 

altered here and there to make them appear to be about Conan. They don’t work as Conan stories (with 

perhaps an exception or two) because Howard didn’t mean that character to be Conan.  A lot of people 

glibly write off all Howard characters as essentially the same, and as you and I both know, it just ain’t true. 

Each is imbued with a different mood, a different philosophy, a different way of looking at the world.  Many 

points of similarity, yes, but many points of difference as well.  It’s the failure to grasp who Conan is, how 

he thinks, his conception of himself in the world, that is ultimately the failure of the pastiches.  It has nothing 

to do with the length of the stories, but with the soul – none of these guys really believes.  I have it on no 

less authority than Novalyne Ellis that Bob did believe, with absolute conviction, while he was writing the 

story.  …  The pastichers all have their heads involved but not their guts – and that is why their stuff doesn’t 

have the same appeal. (pp. 13-14) 

 

     McCollum has an eight-page graphic art strip narrated in verse by a female character proclaiming her 

love for, and bloodily fighting alongside, Atilla the Hun.  Gary Adrian has a trip report on the WFC.  

Carpenter introduces himself and explains his position on pastiching, which he has been and would continue 

to do with Conan the Raider (1986), Conan the Renegade (1986), Conan the Hero (1988), Conan the 

Warlord (1988), Conan the Great (1990), Conan the Outcast (1991), Conan of the Red Brotherhood (1993), 

Conan the Savage (1993), Conan, Scourge of the Bloody Coast (1994), Conan the Gladiator (1995), and 

Conan, Lord of the Black River (1996), all for Tor.  Kovacs presents a bibliography of all Howard 

publications in German, including pastiches and articles.  This eventuated in the book Robert E. Howard: 
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A Bibliography published by Kovacs in 1997, revised in 2005, and discussed by me in The Nemedian 

Chroniclers #22. 

 

     #90 would be the one and only Mailing officially edited by Kimes, who abruptly walked away from 

REHupa, not only without a word, but also with some of its property, threatening the apa’s very existence, 

as we’ll see next time. 
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BURKE’S  COMMENTARY  ON  “QUEEN  OF  THE  BLACK  COAST” 

FROM  MAILING #87 

 
     “Queen of the Black Coast” has long been one of the most popular of Howard’s Conan Stories.  In large 

part, this is due to the title character, the Shemitish she-pirate Bêlit, widely thought to be Conan’s “first, 

and greatest” love.  I think both points are arguable; but it is a plain fact that she is one of the most interesting 

female characters Bob Howard created.  For this reason alone, the story will no doubt continue to be held 

in reverence by Conan fans.  Another reason for the story’s popularity, I think, is that it contains some of 

Conan’s most-quoted remarks on Hyborian Age religion, and has thus gained some favor with “Hyborian 

scholars.”  But, for my money, the primary reason for its popularity is that “Queen” is, first and foremost, 

a good, solid Conan yarn, containing some of Howard’s best writing.   

 

… 

 

     Bêlit is an interesting character, more because of what isn’t known about her than what is.  How the 

heck did this white-skinned beauty come to command a crew of bloodthirsty savages on pirate raids?  Why 

do they regard her with such awe – “a goddess whose will was unquestioned”?  Certainly within the story 

itself she demonstrates no great prowess, either as a commander or a fighter. She does not lift a weapon 

(the only mention of weaponry about her is “the jeweled dagger in her girdle,” which does not sound 

particularly formidable), and her lapses in judgment upon arriving at the ancient city cost her and her crew 

their lives.  She seems fearless enough, and at one point we are told “hers was the mind that directed their 

raids”; yet she was careless enough to leave her ship unguarded, and to allow her forces to be divided at the 

ancient city, despite the presence of an unknown menace.  And, in what for me is a telling indication of the 

type of leader she is, when Bêlit suspects the treasure-vault beneath the ancient altar may be booby-trapped, 

she calls Conan back but calmly sacrifices four of her crew, rather than take some time to think through 

some safety precautions.  She doesn’t even warn them of her suspicion that it might be booby-trapped.  No, 

it is only indirectly that we come by the idea that she is anything more than a headstrong wench.  We come 

by it through terms like “she-devil of the sea” or “the wildest she-devil unhanged.”  There is, throughout, 

the impression of a hell-cat, but we never actually see her.  Interesting. 

 

     Her idea of sex is interesting, too.  Pretty animalistic.  “Oh, tiger of the North, you are cold as the snowy 

mountains which bred you.  Take me and crush me with your fierce love!”  When he agrees to do just that, 

she does a public mating-dance, an erotically charged corybantic “like the urge of creation and the urge of 

death”  (the orgasmic moment of creation is often called the “little death”), then “with a wild cry she threw 

herself at Conan’s feet, and the blind flood of the Cimmerian’s desire swept all else away as he crushed her 

panting form against the black plates of his corseleted breast.”  Later, as they sail up the Zarkheba to their 

doom, she catches Conan in “a pantherish embrace” and says, “I have lain in your arms, panting with the 

violence of our love; you have held and crushed and conquered me, drawing my soul to your lips with the 

fierceness of your bruising kisses.”  This lady’s idea of making love seems to have all the tenderness of cats 

mating.  Of course, this is exactly the sort of thing that gets Howard in all sorts of trouble elsewhere, too: 

his ideas of sex, at least in the stories, are pretty thinly disguised power fantasies. Women don’t want to 

share equally in the pleasures of making love: they want to be “crushed,” “conquered” – they want to be 

raped.  Even a woman like Bêlit, who seemed to be doing fine on her own before Conan entered her life, 

seemed to be doing some crushing and conquering herself, wants nothing more than to be dominated by a 

powerful man.   

 

     Well, perhaps, ol’ Bob can be faulted for this, but we have to remember a few things: it was the 1930s, 

not the 1980s; Conan is as close to the beasts as to civilized man (he’s a “wolf,” a “lion,” a “panther,” a 

“tiger,” etc.); and ol’ Bob had not had the benefit of being himself conquered by a woman.  All of us men 

have our sex/power fantasies, and the audience for Weird Tales probably more than most.  I find it difficult 



REHeapa Summer Solstice 2020 
 
 

31 
 

to fault Howard for something virtually every other male author of the period was doing.  The fact that he 

could create a willful heroine like Bêlit in the first place (not to mention some of his other heroines) was 

actually fairly radical for the 30s.  I have yet to see Howard’s critics offer evidence of a more enlightened 

viewpoint on the part of his contemporaries. 

 

     As a student of religion, I am one of those who finds Conan’s discussion of that subject with Bêlit 

interesting.  This story has several of the barbarian’s most often-quoted remarks on the topic.  “Conan, do 

you fear the gods?” Bêlit asks.  “I would not tread on their shadow,” he replies.  This is such a great line 

that Don Herron quotes it twice in his article “The Dark Barbarian.” [13]  It’s one of my favorite quotes 

from Howard.  This same dialogue (pages 39-42 in Grant, 96-98 in Lancer/Ace) yields other memorable 

lines.  Of Crom, chief god of the Cimmerians:  “… at birth he breathes power to strive and slay into a man’s 

soul.  What else shall men ask of the gods?”  “There is no hope here or hereafter in the cult of my people.”  

“I have known many gods.  He who denies them is as blind as he who trusts them too deeply.”  “Let me 

live deep while I live …”  And, of course, Bêlit’s prophetic words: “Were I still in death and you fighting 

for life, I would come back from the abyss to aid you …” 

 

     Charles Hoffman has used this discussion to support his thesis in his excellent “Conan the Existential”  

[12] (I don’t agree with all his conclusions, but it’s a fine article), and Robert Yaple refers to it 11 times in 

his splendid overview “Gods of the Hyborian Age.” [15]  Respectful of the power of the gods, Conan is 

basically unconcerned with the traditional questions of religion.  His passion is for life, for “the rich juices 

of red meat and stinging wine on my palate, the hot embrace of white arms, the mad exultation of battle 

…”  This does not mean he completely ignores religion, though; for a young man who, if we accept 

Miller/Clark [14], only encountered beliefs other than those of his own people about six or seven years 

previously, and who has wandered the world primarily making his living as a thief or soldier, he shows 

himself a surprisingly sophisticated observer of his world’s religions.  “Some gods are strong to harm,” he 

says, “others, to aid; at least so say their priests.”  The implication, it seems to me, is that he’s listened to 

these priests, enough to pick up the gist of what they’re saying.  From his fellow thieves in Zamora he 

learned of Bel, “a good god,” he allows.  What he has to say about the “major” gods, like Mitra and Set, is 

not so surprising.  It is when he lets slip that death “may be the blackness averred by the Nemedian skeptics” 

that we may see a keener curiosity about religion than might be inferred from other of his comments.  In 

point of fact, his very willingness to engage in idle musings on the subject with Bêlit is indicative of a more 

subtle and inquiring mind than his detractors would claim for him.  He could have simply dropped with the 

“I would not tread on their shadow” line.  Were he the taciturn brute some make him, he would likely have 

merely grunted and walked away from further probing.  He betrays his curiosity by going on to speculate 

on what, if any, power the gods might have.  Mitra, he allows, “must be a strong god, because his people 

have builded their cities over the world.”  It is unsurprising that a man of action would respect a conquering 

god; after all, that’s why Yahweh and Allah have spread so pervasively over the world.  As mankind has 

marched further toward civilization, offers of rewards in another life for docility in this one have been 

promoted by state religions (and don’t kid yourself, no society is without its state religion), but the god who 

can effect changes in this world still holds the allegiance of many.  The fact that Mitra’s people, the 

Hyborians, have spread throughout the known world, and conquered much of it, earns him the respect of a 

fighter.  If the dark magics of Set have held the hordes of Mitra in check over a large expanse of the world, 

then he, too, must be a pretty powerful god, but one to be avoided rather than worshipped.  And naturally a 

thief would think well of Bel.  I think, too, we can get a glimpse of another reason Conan admires Bel, in 

Bêlit’s description of him: “Bel, too, is Shemitish, for he was born in ancient Shumir, long, long ago, and 

went forth laughing, with curled beard and impish wise eyes, to steal the gems of the kings of old times.”  

It is pretty clear from this that Bel is a trickster god, and not only might he have earned a thief’s respect for 

his cunning, but his stories may have tickled the youthful barbarian’s sense of humor, as well. 
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     Conan further betrays a more contemplative nature than we sometimes think, at the same time he 

dismisses philosophical speculation: “Let teachers and priests and philosophers brood over questions of reality 

and illusion.  I know this: if life is illusion, then I am no less an illusion, and being thus, the illusion is real to 

me.”  A pretty sophisticated formulation coming from a guy who says he doesn’t give the question much thought. 

 

     It’s clear from the discussion that Conan’s personal philosophy is one that works for a man of action.  He 

doesn’t ponder ultimate goals, but does what he needs to do to make his life now one he thinks is worth living.  

He allows no one, not even the gods, control of his life: he is free to do whatever he has to do, unrestrained by 

any code other than personal advantage.  When a judge orders him clapped in irons over some silly rule, he 

kills him and escapes.  When his means of escape is sinking beneath the waves, and he is alone against a 

horde of savages whose leader is evidently a madwoman, he shrugs his shoulders and joins up.  The rewards 

of eternity are obviously not his concern.  His primary goal in life is the opportunity to live well, and he 

will make the most of any chance that presents itself. 

 

     This brings up an interesting point of speculation.  Bêlit seems to hold firmly the belief that there is life 

beyond death.  It is this conviction that leads her to make the vow to come to his aid even if she were dead 

(and presumably, it is this same passionately held conviction that empowers her to do so).  Would Conan, 

having no such conviction, be able to pull off the same thing? 

 

     Another point about religion I find interesting is Bêlit’s vision of that life after death.  She would “come 

back from the abyss” to aid her lover, “whether my spirit floated with the purple sails on the crystal sea of 

paradise, or writhed in the molten flames of hell!”  This suggests a strong orientation toward the sea in her 

religion.  Of course, such would be perfectly natural for a pirate, and were Bêlit of Barachan or other island 

heritage, or were she descended from the Argoseans or Zingarans, both sea-faring peoples, her view of the 

afterlife would be expected.  But she is Shemitish, and most of what we know of Shemitish religions (see 

Yaple) revolves around earth-goddesses, sky-gods, and local patron deities.  I think Yaple has overlooked 

this very strong indication that the coastal Shemites (remember that Bêlit's “fathers were kings of Askalon”)  

may have had more in common with cults of the sea than of the earth or sky.  One does not expect to find 

a “crystal sea of paradise” in a fertility or a sky cult; they are most likely to have a “land of milk and honey” 

or an ethereal “heaven.”  While there is no mention of such a god in Yaple’s exhaustive study (and I 

certainly can’t think of any mention he may have missed), I think it is quite likely that at least some of the 

coastal peoples would have had some sort of Dagon-like sea god. 

 

… 

 

     [O]ne of my favorite descriptive passages in all of Howard’s work is Conan’s first glimpse of the ancient 

city in which he will lose Bêlit.  “It was but the ghost of a city on which they looked when they cleared a 

jutting jungle-clad point and swung in toward the in-curving shore.  Weeds and rank river grass grew 

between the stones of broken piers and shattered paves that had once been streets and spacious plazas and 

broad courts.  From all sides except that toward the river, the jungle crept in, masking fallen columns and 

crumbling mounds with poisonous green.  Here and there buckling towers reeled drunkenly against the 

morning sky, and broken pillars jutted up among the decaying walls.  In the center space a marble pyramid 

was spired by a thin column, and on its pinnacle sat or squatted something that Conan supposed to be an 

image until his keen eyes detected life in it.”  I think this is a splendid example of the richness of imagery  

Howard could convey with a very simple, basic vocabulary.  This is, for me, a great part of his genius, and 

a great part of the reason for his popularity: he is unsurpassed, if not unequalled, at vividly portraying the  

exotic in plain language.  Here he has created an entire ancient, mysterious city, no mere tribal village but 

a place of “spacious plazas and broad courts,” implying a thriving commerce and, probably, government: a 

true civilization.  Now, not only is it fallen into desuetude (“broken pillars and shattered paves,” “fallen 

columns,” “buckling towers,” “broken pillars”), but it is in the final stages of being completely claimed by 

the jungle (the “weeds and rank river grass,” the “crumbling mounds” masked with “poisonous green,” the 
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“decaying walls”).  Another writer might choose too-specific words to describe such a scene, but Howard, 

while specifying a wealth of detail in only 131 words, has chosen his words to allow my imagination, if it 

is up to the task, to supply even more detail.  The result is clearer to me than a photograph, or even a movie; 

it’s very much like wandering those shattered paves myself.  Howard’s economy of expression is linked with a 

masterful eye for the telling detail, and the result is really extraordinary.  As so much else in his work, this 

passage is poetry. 

 

     Another passage I’m particularly fond of is: “Bêlit posed picturesquely among the ruins, the vibrant life 

in her lithe figure contrasting strangely with the desolation and decay about her.”  Normally, it is Conan 

who adopts this role: the picture of robust vitality pushing back the shadows.  It is not often in Howard’s 

tales that a secondary character is so portrayed, another measure of Bêlit’s unique status. 

 

     Here’s something else that puzzles me: as Conan succumbed to the black lotus, as “with appalling 

suddenness, the jungle waved and dimmed out before his eyes” he “did not hear the screams that burst out 

awfully not far away.”  In his drug-induced dream, Conan learns the history of the ancient city and its evil 

remaining inhabitant.  Upon regaining consciousness: “He could not see the sun, but his wilderness-trained 

instinct told him the day was near its end.”  It had been dawn when they came to the city, and could not 

have been later than mid-morning when he set off with his party in search of water.  “A panic rose in him 

that he had lain senseless for hours.”  The “screams that burst out awfully” just as he lost consciousness 

must have been N’Gora and the other men, so had N’Gora been left perched at the brink of the cliff over 

which his men were driven for several hours?  Why?  Perhaps another part of the winged entity’s plan to 

“torture” Conan “with grief and fear”?   

 

     If so, it shows how little the monster knows of our boy.  Even the sight of his lover dangling from her 

own yardarm, the crimson necklace which had so excited her acting as a noose, does not unman in the least. 

“The jungle was a black colossus that locked the ruin-littered glade in ebon arms.  The moon had not risen; 

the stars were flecks of hot amber in a breathless sky that reeked of death.  On the pyramid among the fallen 

towers sat Conan the Cimmerian like an iron statue, chin propped on massive fists.”  “The black fury in his 

soul drove out all fear.”  He thinks the winged one must be trying to drive him mad before killing him; he 

sees the death of his lover not as a numbing horror but as a “grim jest,” and he thinks that now, having 

“extracted the last ounce of exquisite mental torture, it was likely that the unknown enemy would conclude 

the drama by sending him after the other victims.  No smile bent Conan’s grim lips at the thought, but his 

eyes were lit with iron laughter.”  I think that last sentence is another classic: you just know that this is not 

a dude to be messin’ with right now.  This is borne out by the ensuing melee, one of Conan’s most savage 

battles, during which, at one point, he rips out the throat of one were-beast with his right hand while 

breaking the leg of another with his left! 

 

     There’s an interesting parallelism in the opening and concluding fights.  Note that when the Tigress is 

overtaking the Argus, Conan first fires arrows at the attackers (“some whim or qualm” leads him to “stay 

his hand” from killing Bêlit herself when he has a clear shot at her), then, as the two ships collide, “he 

braced himself and kept his feet under the shock, casting away his bow.  A tall corsair, bounding over the 

rail, was met in midair by the Cimmerian’s great sword, which sheared him cleanly through the torso, so 

that his body fell one way and his legs another.”  Compare this to the final battle, in which Conan first uses 

bow and arrows to drop some of the attacking were-beasts, then, after Bêlit’s spirit intervenes to give him 

time to meet the winged apeman: “The thews started out like cords on his forearms as he swung his great 

sword, pivoting on his heel with the force of the sweeping arc.  Just above the hips it caught the hurtling 

shape, and the knotted legs fell one way, the torso another as the blade sheared clean through its hairy 

body.” 

 

     The final chapter, as Conan sends Bêlit out to sea, the Tigress her funeral pyre (in the style of those 

romantic old Vikings), is one of the most touching Howard ever wrote.  Tenderness was not exactly his  
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stock-in-trade, yet in this chapter the depth of Conan’s feelings for Bêlit is very much in evidence.  As he 

contemplated the “grim jest” of her murder, his eyes had been “lit with iron laughter.”  In this final, short 

chapter while we’re told, “There was no light in his eyes that contemplated the glassy swells,” Conan is the 

very picture of what we might call “iron sorrow” – I think Howard very deliberately reinforced the image 

of Conan leaning on his sword, repeating it at the beginning and the end of the chapter, to convey this idea. 

It’s one of the most moving passages in the Conan series. 

 

     “So passed the Queen of the Black Coast, and leaning on his red-stained sword, Conan stood silently 

until the red glow had faded far out in the blue hazes and dawn splashed its rose and gold over the ocean.” 

(pp. 7-19) 

 

RECENT  ACQUISITION 

     I was able to purchase this issue of JAPM on eBay in 2019 for $427.  A copy had last sold for $515 in 

2008.  It contains the first appearance of REH’s poem “Red Thunder.”  JAPM was a 5 ¼ × 6 ¾-in poetry 

magazine published by poet Benjamin Musser and subscribed to by about 200 people.  Vol. 3, #12 consists 

of eight loose pages. 
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