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INTRODUCTION

The interviews contained within this volume were conducted between June 2010 and April 2012. I first met Ray Bradbury while writing a feature story for the Chicago Tribune Magazine in 2000, the year he turned eighty, and we quickly bonded over our shared childhood experiences (roughly fifty years apart) growing up in northern Illinois, as well as in southern California. We had a remarkable number of things in common and a similar sense of curiosity and a joie de vivre, and we began to work together closely, as I became his authorized biographer.

I walked into Bradbury’s life after he had suffered a debilitating stroke—a difficult reminder of his fragile mortality. Over more than a decade, we talked about any number of topics. Quite literally, because after years of fostering trust—a long investment in biographical immersion—no subject was verboten. This trust was a great privilege, but it also endowed me with a tremendous sense of responsibility—I’m acutely conscious of the smudged line between being sensitive to Bradbury’s generosity of spirit and a journalistic dedication to documenting his legacy. Because of our long relationship, I was able to ask him questions he wouldn’t have answered had they come from other writers and journalists. I think this level of intimacy emerges at the very start of the final interview in this book, which is, quite literally, the last interview.

The conversations contained in this volume capture a Bradbury who was, as he would say, “very late in time” (he was eighty-nine years old at the time of the first interview), and they capture a great literary writer nearing the end of his days—reflective, grateful, wise, and ever defiant. At the time of these interviews, Bradbury was physically quite frail, yet still opinionated and very much in possession of the great mind that created such imaginative masterworks as The Martian Chronicles, Fahrenheit 451, and Something Wicked This Way Comes.

This book is a slight departure from the other volumes in the Melville House Last Interview series. In the other editions—books that include conversations with James Baldwin, Gabriel García Márquez, and Hannah Arendt—different writers and journalists conducted the multiple interviews in each book. In Ray Bradbury: The Last Interview, I conducted all of the four interviews. In selecting these conversations, I was conscious to avoid redundancy of subject matter. I also tried to select interviews that explored new ideas, philosophies, details, and anecdotes not examined in my earlier books on the author.

The last two years of Ray Bradbury’s life were deeply challenging. He spent most of his time at home, in bed, venturing out only occasionally for the odd appearance or public conversation. (Two of these conversations before live audiences are presented here.) Most of the hours we shared in the last two years were housebound, as I sat at the side of Ray Bradbury’s lift bed in his home in Cheviot Hills, California. He moved into this house in November 1958, raised his four daughters there, held annual Halloween parties, hosted famous writers and musicians and dignitaries, and lived with his wife of fifty-six years, Marguerite McClure Bradbury. Maggie passed away in 2003, and Ray remained in the house, alone, save for a live-in nurse, until his final days. When I would visit him, he often asked me to bring along a meal—hamburgers, Indian food, and deli sandwiches were the most popular selections. We occasionally had a glass of wine. He liked visitors to read to him. And of course we talked. This was not the Ray Bradbury I had first met back in 2000. He was, in his late days, a brilliant star in the sky, gently diminishing in light and intensity. Each time I visited him, I always feared it would be the last.

On April 12, 2012, I spoke at the West Hollywood Library about his life and career. At any other point in our long relationship, he would have happily been there with me, but that night, his health kept him home. After the presentation, I drove the short distance over to his house. It was around 9:30 in the evening. He slept in short intervals, and he woke not long after I arrived. The television was on—it stood atop a rollaway cart at the foot of his bed and was tuned to Turner Classic Movies throughout the day and night; the monotone voices of Hollywood’s yesteryear—of his own yesteryear—brought him comfort. We visited for about thirty minutes. I remember the sound of crickets coming in through the window. Ray had often, over the years, called me his “honorary son.” But that night, when I stood to say goodbye, he said something different, “I love you, you are the son I never had.” There was a gravitas to these altered words that he had intended, that carried so much meaning and weight. I hugged him and thanked him, and I walked to the bedroom door and turned back. He was looking at me, and I wondered if this was to be the last time our eyes would ever meet. It was.

Ray Bradbury passed away less than two months later, on June 5, 2012. He always knew that in his four daughters and his eight grandchildren, he would live on. He knew, too, that his books would grant him a sort of immortality. The very fact that his words would remain here long after he was gone gave him solace. And so his final words, at least to me, live on as well. In this, the final interview, Ray Bradbury lives forever.

Sam Weller

Chicago, Illinois

September 6, 2014


RAY GUNS, ROBOTS, AND ROCKETS

THE INFLUENCE OF RAY BRADBURY ON THE FUTURE

INTERVIEW BY SAM WELLER

SAN DIEGO COMIC-CON

JULY 24, 2010







As part of the promotion for my book Listen to the Echoes: The Ray Bradbury Interviews, Ray very much wanted to join me for an event at San Diego Comic-Con. Over the years, we had appeared together at this pop-cultural mecca many times—in conversation onstage before standing-room-only crowds. Ray was a special guest at the first Comic-Con in 1970, and frequented the event for years thereafter. He loved it. When we made the trip down to San Diego the morning of July 24, 2010, I had concerns about Ray’s energy. The car ride from his home in Los Angeles took a lot out of him. He was just a few weeks shy of ninety and I knew the energy of the massive crowd and all the noise and four-color confusion would be taxing. But there was just something about Ray Bradbury: True to form, minutes before going onstage for our discussion, behind the curtain he was dozing in his wheelchair. But when we were introduced, he came to life. He would say that being surrounded by all the people who loved him so much gave him the energy. Whatever the case, he was fiery, funny, and impassioned that afternoon.
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WELLER: Welcome, Ray, to Comic-Con. How are you today?

BRADBURY: I want to make an announcement first of all. Sam Weller and I are working on a new book together. The title of which will be Let’s Let the Cat Out of the Bag. [Audience laughter] That’s my next book with Sam.

WELLER: All right. I’ve worked with Ray for ten years now as his biographer, and it’s been a marvelous rocket ride, if you will. I guess we’d just like to barrel right into questions, so we have some time for all of you. It’s a blessed opportunity for all of us to come here today and ask a man who is a legend and has lived to see his own legend occur. That’s a pretty privileged place to be in. Do you ever marvel, Ray, at yourself? You are a living legend. Do you ever look at your books and say, “By God, I wrote that”? How does it feel to be Ray Bradbury?

BRADBURY: [Laughs] It feels mighty damn good. [Audience laughter and applause]

WELLER: Now, let’s barrel into some books here. In Fahrenheit 451, which is so often considered your magnum opus, published in October of 1953, you predicted things like earbuds from iPhones or iPods. You predicted flat-screen televisions. You predicted school violence. You predicted the demise of the American newspaper. You predicted the rise of graphic novels—something we’re here to celebrate. How did you predict all of this stuff, Ray? How did you predict all of these technologies?

BRADBURY: The secret of life is being in love. By being in love, you predict yourself. Whatever you want is whatever you get. You don’t predict things. You make them. You’ve gotta be a Zen Buddhist like me. Don’t think about things. Just do them. Don’t predict them. Just make them.

WELLER: Now, that’s a question that people ask me often. Does Ray Bradbury have a faith? You just referred to yourself as a Zen Buddhist. Is that your spiritual leaning, is it Zen Buddhism? What are your beliefs?

BRADBURY: I became a Zen Buddhist automatically because I remember being born. And from the moment of birth, I remember every second and every hour and every day of my life. And when you have total recall, you are pure Zen. You don’t have to think about things. You live in the middle of existence. I live in the middle of my life. There are no perimeters. I expand to the universe. So I don’t have to think about it—all I have to do is be.

WELLER: I mentioned all these technologies you predicted in Fahrenheit 451, and many of them you warned us about—the rise of mass media and its implications on society. Are there any technologies you would like to see happen in the coming years? Anything you’d like to see occur technologically in the future?

BRADBURY: I’d like to have certain technologies disappear. [Audience laughter] Like the Internet. The Internet to me is a great big goddamn stupid bore. Several Internet publishers have approached me during the last two years, and they want to publish my books on the Internet. And I called two of the Internet people and I said, “Prick up your ears and go to hell.”

WELLER: I think, if memory serves correct, that was the CEO of Yahoo, no less.

Now, certainly, one of the technologies that you have been in favor of is space exploration. Why is space exploration so important to you?

BRADBURY: Because we are going to live forever. If we go out in space, if we go back to the moon … we should’ve never left the moon. We should go back and build a base on the moon and go on to Mars, and we should put a civilization on Mars, and then, five hundred years from now, we’ll vault into the universe, and when we do that, we’ll have a chance of living forever. That’s why I believe in space exploration. [Audience applause]

WELLER: An idea that Ray once brought to life for me was this: imagine if funding had been cut for Christopher Columbus and the various explorers over the last centuries—we wouldn’t have so many people sitting at Comic-Con, because of the discovery of North America by European settlers. So he equates that journey to space exploration. You actually went to NASA and met all the Mercury astronauts and all the Apollo astronauts in 1967. What are your memories of meeting all of these young, courageous, bold, young astronauts? Do you have any memories of that?

BRADBURY: Yeah. They were great people. But when I met them I made the discovery that all those astronauts had read The Martian Chronicles. Isn’t that wonderful? And when they were all young men, they read my books and decided they wanted to become astronauts. [Audience applause]

WELLER: You just published a brand-new collection of all your Mars stories through Subterranean Press. Tell me about that new book.

BRADBURY: You can’t afford it. [Audience laughter] It costs five hundred dollars a copy. So get out of here and forget it.

WELLER: The book contains many Mars stories that were not originally included in The Martian Chronicles—stories that Ray had cut for various reasons, most notably because they didn’t fit into the overall chronology of his chronicles. Your wife, Maggie, typed the manuscript to that book.

BRADBURY: Sixty years ago, my wife typed the manuscript for The Martian Chronicles, yes.

WELLER: Something that’s a little controversial here is the story “The Silent Towns,” which you said was very similar to the pilot of The Twilight Zone. Can you talk about that a little bit?

BRADBURY: Rod Serling came to my house many years ago. He didn’t know anything about writing science fiction and fantasy, so I took him down to my basement and I gave him copies of the books of Richard Matheson. I took him copies of the books by Henry Kuttner. I gave him copies of the books written by Roald Dahl and by John Collier and a couple books that I’d written. And then Rod Serling forgot that he had read all these books—and when he wrote, he copied some of the ideas from me without telling me. So we got into a big argument and a lot of trouble together, and finally I walked away from the Rod Serling show. I liked him very much. He had a great show, but unfortunately he forgot that the basis of the show was all the books I had given him by all of my friends.

WELLER: Moving on to a new subject: you have been coming here since the very first Comic-Con. You came the first year. Why do you—

BRADBURY: I came thirty-five years ago to the El Cortez Hotel down here in San Diego, and I think there were only three hundred people who came to that meeting. So it was quite different from today.

WELLER: Why have you been coming so often to this convention? Why is it such an important destination?

BRADBURY: Because I’ve been collecting comic strips all my life. I have all of Prince Valiant put away. I have thirty years of Prince Valiant Sunday illustrations put away. I have all of Buck Rogers put away, too. I put those away starting when I was nineteen years old. So my background in becoming a writer was falling in love with comic strips.

WELLER: How did comic strips influence your prose writing? Did it affect it in any way? The narrative panels?

BRADBURY: No—it’s full of imagination. It’s full of glorious adventures. So it taught me how to write when I was only nine years old, you see. Nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen—I read the comic strips and I learned how to write.

WELLER: Do you still read comic strips? Do you still read the funny pages or comic books?

BRADBURY: Oh yeah.

WELLER: Which ones do you like?

BRADBURY: My favorite is in the paper every day. It’s called Mutts. [Audience applause and laughter]

WELLER: You are turning ninety in a few weeks.

BRADBURY: Yeah, yeah, yeah.

WELLER: You’re turning ninety years old. What do you think when you reflect back on ninety years of living? How does it feel to be a ninety-year-old young man?

BRADBURY: [Laughing] It’s been ninety goddamned incredible years. [Audience laughter and applause]

WELLER: Now, you’ve written a lot about time travel. You’re all familiar with the wonderful story “A Sound of Thunder.” Where the hunters go back in time to hunt dinosaurs, they are warned not to mess with anything, and of course foreshadowing sets in and somebody steps on a butterfly. If you could time travel back to a moment in your life, what moment would you go back to?

BRADBURY: Every single moment. Every single moment of my life has been incredible. I’ve loved it. I’ve savored it. It was beautiful. Because I’ve remained a boy. The man you see here tonight is not a man, he’s a twelve-year-old boy, and this boy is still having fun. [Audience applause] And I will remain a boy forever.

WELLER: A lot of people—we hear this term—grow up. Do you feel like you’ve grown up? How have you been able to stay connected to your inner child over the years? Because a lot of people lose touch with that.

BRADBURY: You remain invested in your inner child by exploding every day. You don’t worry about the future. You don’t worry about the past. You just explode. So if you are dynamic you don’t have to worry about what age you are. I’ve remained a boy because boys run everywhere. They never stop running. They never look back. They just keep running, running, running. That’s me. The running boy. [Audience applause]

WELLER: So many people look at you as such a positive and inspiring person—which Ray absolutely is. I hope you all feel inspired by him today. I feel so fortunate to have spent so much time with you over these years because you are so damned inspiring and incredible. Do you have any regrets in your life at all?

BRADBURY: I regret that I didn’t have more time with Bo Derek. [Laughs]

[Audience laughter]

WELLER: Okay, now we’ve opened up a Pandora’s box. [Audience laughter] This man once told me that in his seventies he was a sexual volcano, ladies and gentlemen. [Laughter] You have to tell the Bo Derek story now, Ray. How did you meet Bo Derek?

BRADBURY: She came up to me at a presentation in Paris thirty years ago and said, “Mr. Bradbury?” I said, “Yes.” She said, “I love you.” I said, “Who are you?” She said, “My name is Bo Derek.” She said, “Mr. Bradbury, will you travel on the train with me?” I said, “Yep, I will.” [Audience laughter]

WELLER: The rest is censored! Speaking of Bo Derek, let’s talk about your greatest love. What has been your greatest love?

BRADBURY: I am the world’s greatest lover. I love to write short stories. I write them. I love to write novels. I write them. I love to write poems. I write them. I like to write essays. I write them. I love to paint pictures. I paint pictures. I love to direct films. So I directed one film at long last. I directed Something Wicked This Way Comes. I am the world’s greatest lover. I’ve loved all these things I just told you about.

WELLER: You just mentioned your 1983 film, Something Wicked This Way Comes, and you cited yourself as director—of course, Jack Clayton is credited as the director. Why do you consider yourself—why are you the director of that film?

BRADBURY: When he directed that film, it didn’t work. And the studio called me in and said, “What do you think of the film?” and I said, “It doesn’t work—let me take over and I will redirect it.” So I got a new musical score for the film, I reedited it, and I added sequences, and the film as you see it today is the film that I redirected when the original film didn’t work.

WELLER: You’ve often cited that film as your favorite cinematic adaption of all your works. Do you have updates on any new cinematic projects? Are there any new Bradbury films on the horizon? Any new movies?

BRADBURY: Nothing is coming up right now. Nothing, no.

WELLER: We do have one that I will actually mention—Chrysalis, which won the Science Fiction International Film Award recently.

BRADBURY: Yeah.

WELLER: Is there any news on the remake of Fahrenheit 451 or The Martian Chronicles, or The Illustrated Man?

BRADBURY: Mel Gibson owns the rights to Fahrenheit 451. Did you see him on TV last week? [Audience laughter] Beating up on his girlfriend and swearing at her? So you saw Mel Gibson on TV in the last week, so right now he’s not doing a thing with Fahrenheit 451. [Audience laughter and applause]

WELLER: You’ve also been very active in television over the years, most notably your own television program, The Ray Bradbury Theater. Ray was executive producer and writer of all sixty-five episodes of his show. What are your recollections of making that program? You won twelve Cable Ace Awards in the process. Do you have a favorite episode of your own TV program?

BRADBURY: In my favorite episode, I got Peter O’Toole to appear on The Ray Bradbury Theater playing the part of John Huston. The episode is about my adventure with Huston in Ireland, when I was writing the screenplay of Moby Dick. So next time you have a chance to look at The Ray Bradbury Theater, look at Peter O’Toole playing John Huston. It’s my favorite part of that entire series.

WELLER: Ray just mentioned writing the screenplay of Moby Dick for John Huston. There are so many memories and achievements in his life. In our limited amount of time it’s hard for us to cover all of them, so forgive me. I hope a lot of you have heard Ray talk about his experiences working on Moby Dick, so maybe we can cover some new territory today. But it’s a marvelous, marvelous story. It’s talked about at length, if I may, in our new book here.

Now, we are here at the comic book convention. Do you have a favorite comic book adaption of your work? Of all the comic books that have been done?

BRADBURY: I just heard that there will be a graphic novel published of The Martian Chronicles. A year from now there will be a graphic novel published of Something Wicked This Way Comes, and right now there is a graphic novel of Fahrenheit 451, which is very, very fine indeed.

WELLER: Tim Hamilton, who adapted and drew that graphic novel, initially was going to be here with us today, but he had some personal things to tend to in New York and he sends his regards.

Over the years, what have been your favorite comic books? Do you read them much?

BRADBURY: No, I can’t.

WELLER: How about in the past, though? Have you read comic books? You don’t like superhero comic books at all …

BRADBURY: Oh, I collected them all, yeah.

WELLER: But you said you missed the superhero trend because you were a little old for that.

BRADBURY: I loved Tarzan and Prince Valiant.

WELLER: And did you meet Harold [“Hal”] Foster, the creator of Prince Valiant? You have an original piece of artwork from him in your den.

BRADBURY: Yeah, I sent one of my books to Harold Foster, who drew Prince Valiant thirty years ago. I told him that I loved him, and he sent me the original artwork from Prince Valiant, which I have at home. It’s beyond price right now. It’s so beautiful you wouldn’t believe it. Four feet high and three feet wide. Drawn by Prince Valiant way back fifty years ago. I love Prince Valiant, and Harold Foster loved me. [Audience laughter]

WELLER: Something that I found out about Ray, which I think is a life lesson for all of us, is he has often written fan letters. I found a letter he wrote in 1938 to Edgar Rice Burroughs, asking Mr. Burroughs to come to his science fiction society—a club he belonged to along with Forest Ackerman and Ray Harryhausen and Leigh Brackett and Robert Heinlein and all these incredible people—and he asked Mr. Burroughs to come out, and Mr. Burroughs actually wrote him a letter back saying he respectfully declined. He didn’t do appearances. But over the years, of course, he sent his books to John Huston, and that resulted in his work on Moby Dick. He’s written fan letters so often over the years. It’s pretty amazing. I think you’re the world’s greatest fanboy. [Audience laughter]

What are you working on now, Ray Bradbury? Do you have any new projects?

BRADBURY: I got a new book of short stories I’m working on that will be published next Christmas. The title is Juggernaut—a book of twenty new short stories. [Audience applause]

WELLER: I think the title is very appropriate, given that we have the juggernaut right here with us. Many of the stories have been culled from your files and were written over the decades, so it promises to be a wonderful book.

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: All right, eleven years ago I first purchased my very first book, Something Wicked This Way Comes, and I’ve been in love with Ray Bradbury ever since I read it. I’m trying not to cry at the moment, because I’ve been looking forward to this moment for eleven years. How did you come up with the concept behind that book?

BRADBURY: Because I was around carnivals all my life and I fell in love with carnivals. It was only natural that I write about them. So that’s how it happened.

WELLER: He went back to his childhood love of circuses and carnivals and mined his passions. He often says so much of his career is based on love, and I think that is a prime example. Thank you for your kind words to him.

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: Thank you very much.

MAN IN AUDIENCE: I just wanted to thank you for all of your amazing work. You helped raise me. You are one of the people who helped me learn how to think. Is there anybody in your past that you grew up reading a lot who inspired you, and whose work—perhaps having never met them—whose work helped you become the person you are?

BRADBURY: Edgar Rice Burroughs—his books about Tarzan and the planet Mars. And the second writer was Edgar Allan Poe. He scared the hell out of me …[Laughter] and I began to write like Edgar Allan Poe.

MAN IN AUDIENCE: Last summer the sci-fi author Harry Harrison, who wrote Rebel in Time and The Stainless Steel Rat series, was given an Honorary Grand Master Award at the Nebulas. He was a contemporary of yours. I’m curious what your thoughts are on Harry Harrison?

BRADBURY: He comes from too far back in time. I don’t remember him. [Audience laughter]

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: Your stories are great in terms of their ideas. But I think too little is said about the quality of your prose. So much of it is poetry. It’s sheer poetry to read. Can you talk about some of the poets who have influenced you?

BRADBURY: The two poets who influenced me most are Shakespeare and Alexander Pope.

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: Thank you.

WELLER: Aldous Huxley told Ray Bradbury, “You know what you are, sir? You’re a poet.”

MAN IN AUDIENCE: My question is: due to the longevity of your career and the fact that you work day in and day out on projects, what are the things that keep you motivated to continue going?

BRADBURY: I have more work to do. [Audience laughter] I have three more plays to write. I’ve got a new book of essays. I’m working on a screenplay right now. So that keeps me going. I have work to do. Tomorrow morning I will get out of bed. I’ll write some more stories. I’ll write some more plays. I’ll write some more screenplays. That’s what keeps me going.

WELLER: How has your writing changed over all these years?

BRADBURY: It’s gotten more brilliant. [Audience laughter and applause]

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: Mr. Bradbury, sir, it’s been forty years that I’ve been a fan, near enough. Yes, I am that old. With all the stories you’ve written about Mars, how have you reacted to the Martian landers and the other probes that have brought back real scientific evidence from Mars?

WELLER: What is your response to the Martian landers landing on Mars given the fact that you landed on Mars in 1950? [Audience laughter] How do you respond to the fact that we are now there collecting data and sending back research and photographs? How does that make you feel?

BRADBURY: I’m glad we’re doing that, but we need to do a big deal more. We should be going there, not just with the landers, but we should be going there with rocket ships and landing on Mars.

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: Amen. [Audience applause]

WELLER: A very funny anecdote: this man, a lot of people don’t realize, has never driven an automobile. Yet last year he went out to Pasadena to Jet Propulsion Laboratories, and the scientists asked him if he would like to take hold of the joystick and drive the Rover across the surface of Mars. So while he hasn’t driven on the 405 Freeway, he’s driven across the sand dunes of Mars—and they actually gave him a little Mars driver’s license. [Audience applause] You drove the Rover on Mars.

BRADBURY: Yeah, yeah, yeah. [Audience laughter]

MAN IN AUDIENCE: Mr. Bradbury, I grew up in Lindenhurst, Illinois, which is two towns over from Waukegan, so I just want to say thank you very much for being an inspiration growing up. But I had a question about an article I read a couple years ago where you suggested Los Angeles needed a monorail. I was wondering if you had any other ideas or suggestions of futuristic technologies you think need to be applied to our cities in the present.

BRADBURY: We’ve got to build monorails all over L.A. and California and eliminate the freeways. The freeways don’t work, but monorails will do the job for us. Get rid of the goddamn freeways and build the monorails. [Audience laughter and applause]

WELLER: You also believe in high-speed rail, don’t you? High-speed trains across the country.

BRADBURY: Oh yeah, like they have in France.

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: Your novel Fahrenheit 451 is a huge aspect of literature in middle school and high school. I was wondering if you intended for this to have such an influence on the youth, or if not, who was your intended audience for the novel?

WELLER: Fahrenheit 451 was the ninth-bestselling classic in America last year. Not bad. On the same list as Great Gatsby, Catcher in the Rye, 1984. She wants to know who your intended audience was for Fahrenheit 451. Did you expect it to become this great world classic?

BRADBURY: No, but I had a hell of a lot of fun writing. It just came with its own spirit. But now that it’s everywhere, I’m so happy that so many people love it. I love that book too. Remember this—I am not a science fiction writer. All of my books are fantasy writings. All my books are fantasies. But the one book that I’ve written that’s pure science fiction is Fahrenheit 451. So I’m glad that I wrote it, and I’m glad that you feel that way about it, too. Thank you very much.

WELLER: He’s often said that science fiction is “the art of the possible” and fantasy is “the art of the impossible.” So while most people would say that The Martian Chronicles is a piece of science fiction, he would say it’s a work of fantasy because there’s an atmosphere, and people are walking around without helmets, and the mountains are blue. That’s why it’s fantasy in his mind. Next question?

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: She actually stole my question.

WELLER: Wing it.

WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: You probably get asked this every year. What’s your favorite novel or short story that you’ve written?

BRADBURY: All of my books are my favorite. All of my books are my children. I love my children. [Audience laughter and applause]

MAN IN AUDIENCE: I moved across the country with about a thousand books in a U-Haul, and I was just wondering how you felt about digital books.

BRADBURY: I’ve already told you that. I don’t like them, no.

WELLER: He looks at them as books with a computer screen on them. He’d rather pick up a real book. He says real books smell, they feel, and they have memories and the pollens of Egypt. He is a bibliophile. [Audience applause] As are all of us here!

MAN IN AUDIENCE: Thank you, sir.

WELLER: Thank you. We have one more question from Scottie [man dressed as Star Trek character].

MAN IN AUDIENCE: Ray, I’d like to know—and wishing you an early ninetieth birthday—what’s the latest big idea that’s inspired you the way you’ve inspired the thousand people in this room? What’s the last thing that amazed you?

BRADBURY: I’m working on a screenplay now on the life of the great cleric in Florence, Italy, five hundred years ago—Savonarola. His life inspired me. He lectured to people. He talked about their riches and he caused them to burn their vanities. So I’m writing a screenplay right now, which I hope will be made into a film next year. Savonarola fought with the Borgia popes and he brought down the elite part of Italy to ruins five hundred years ago. I get up every morning, I scream and I yell and I say “Savonarola.” And I order all of you right now to get the hell out of here and love me! Thank you! Thank you very much!


THE POMEGRANATE ARCHITECT AND OTHER ESSAYS

DICTATED TO SAM WELLER

2010–2012







In his later years, Ray Bradbury no longer typed and, instead, dictated his work mostly to his youngest daughter, Alexandra, who worked as his daily assistant. When I would visit him at his home in west Los Angeles, he often said that he wanted to dictate to me, as he had many thoughts and ideas that he eagerly wanted to put down on paper.

So between 2010 and the spring of 2012, Ray Bradbury dictated a series of essays to me, mostly fragments, that we worked to piece together. They are rough—they call out for elaboration in places, editing in others—but they provide a rare and intimate glimpse into Ray Bradbury’s inner thoughts and deepest emotions in the final months of life. These unpolished essays are a prism into what was important to the man.
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In early 2010, Ray lost his beloved cat, Hally, named for Halloween, his favorite holiday. The day after her passing, he had her buried in the flower garden in his backyard. He asked me to place pumpkins over her grave and, very late at night, he asked me to take out my tape recorder.

A FRIEND WAITING OUT IN THE RAIN

Hally, you say? What does the name Hally mean? Why, it’s short for Halloween.

When she came into my life and into the house about eight years ago, she had a streak of burnt pumpkin across her face, and I looked at that streak of burnt pumpkin and I said, “That’s Halloween. That must be her name.”

So I called her Hally. And she became part of my life and she lived with me, and followed me around all day and slept with me each night. In the morning, she would get out of bed and lead me into my den and sit with me and have breakfast. First thing, I gave her a drink of chocolate milk.

When I would leave for an interview, or an appointment, or a lecture, she led me downstairs and out of the house to the garage so I could get into a car. Three hours later, or four hours later, or eight hours later, she would be waiting for me in front of the house. When I returned in a car and opened the door, she would reach up a paw and touch me and welcome me home. Then she’d walk away from me, down the sidewalk, and throw herself down on the day-warmed ground and writhe around in ecstasy of joy, welcoming me home. That’s a very unusual cat, you must admit.

And then she would lead me upstairs one by one, five steps and a turn, and then twelve more steps to the top. When I got to the top of the stairs, she would lead me into the house, into the front hall, and then into the dining room, and she’d jump up onto the table, and she’d lead me across the dining room, and then up a few more steps to my den. There, I would sit and watch TV, and she watched with me. And late into the night, she’d lead me into bed. The routine was always the same.

One occasion, she waited for me in the rain. Eight hours she waited. You must admit, that’s a very unusual cat.

In the summer, when I would go to Comic-Con in San Diego, I would leave for twelve hours, and I came home at almost midnight and there she was waiting for me, at the bottom of the stairs, in front of the house. That’s very unusual behavior for a cat, you must admit.

And now she’s gone. I horribly miss her. She died three weeks ago. I got out of bed one morning and found her lying on the floor. I came into the den and instead of leading me, she followed me. Out of love, she dragged herself on the floor to follow me. I looked down and saw her on the side of my chair. I put her up on the armrest, right next to me, and the rest of the day, she stayed with me, by my side. And I heard just one little sound of discomfort from her. A gentle moan. In all the years I knew her, she never meowed at me. But that last day, I heard that sound, that small sound of discomfort, and I meowed to her, and I saw her tail thump and I knew she was still alive. But then late that night, going to bed, I meowed to her, and the tail did not move and I knew that she was gone. I had her placed in my bed, and I came to the bedroom using my walker and I almost didn’t make it, I was crying so hard. I couldn’t walk. It shook my whole body. I slept with Hally all that night, and I bid goodbye to her and I told her that I loved her and that I would miss her forever.

The next day, we buried her in the backyard, with flowers all around her, and she’ll be out there, remembered, forever. And I have pictures of her that are quite amazing, and I have motion pictures of her, which I shall show to friends. And everyone who knew her knew the Hally that I loved. She was my friend. She was special. She was human.

So here’s to Hally. God bless her dear soul.
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Ray spoke much more frequently of his beloved grandfather Samuel Hinkston Bradbury in his final years. His name came up in most of our last conversations. His grandfather passed away when Ray was only five, but his importance grew in time as Ray discovered Samuel Hinkston Bradbury’s influence on his imagination. On September 18, 2010, Ray had an idea for the following essay and asked me to record it. He dictated this to me without stopping.

I AM MY GRANDFATHER, MY GRANDFATHER IS ME

When I was born, I remember being born. My grandfather was there, and he knew that later on, I would remember being born. So he started to develop me when I was two years old. He sat me on his knee and he put a little crystal radio in my hand. A little crystal radio, with a little spool of cooper wire. And you tickled it with a needle. He had earplugs in my ears, and I could hear music a thousand miles away. That was in the middle of 1922, when radio was invented. There were no networks, there were no voices—only music from two thousand miles away. But he put me in touch with the invention of radio.

That was when I was two, and the next year, when I was three, he told me to run across the street with a gunny sack and fill it with dandelions, and bring it back to the basement. He poured them in the wine press, and he said, “Press down on the dandelions, and help me make dandelion wine.” So he taught me how to help make dandelion wine.

And when I was three, he gave me a stereoscope and sat me on the floor so I could look at the double images of the St. Louis Fair in 1904 and the Columbian Exposition of 1892 in Chicago, and I fell in love with architecture. He was preparing me for the future of architecture. I didn’t know that. But I fell in love with the look of World’s Fairs, and he gave me a thousand photographs to look at, sitting on the floor of his parlor. That was when I was three.

And then, when I was four, he gave me twelve issues of Harper’s Weekly magazine, which came out in 1899, with beautiful pictures. He showed me those, and I learned to read [later] that year, when I was five years old. It wasn’t so much that I was reading, but looking at those pictures caused me to believe in the future. I fell in love with those images, and so at the end of his last year, his last Fourth of July, he had me out in the front yard and we built a fire balloon, and he sent it away into the air, and I saw the Fourth of July going off forever. And I stood there crying with my grandfather, because I thought that the Fourth of July might never come back.

So all of these things he taught me. The invention of radio, how to make dandelion wine, how to look at World’s Fairs, how to fall in love with the future through images, and how to begin to read H. G. Wells. And then he died that year; I remember visiting him upstairs, in my grandfather’s house, and talking to him. He was lying in bed, dying, but I remembered to say farewell to him. But I didn’t know at the time how much he had put of his soul into my soul. And I still feel the same way. I am my grandfather, and my grandfather is me.
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For two years, from early 2010 to April 2012, Ray had an essay that he wanted to work on each time we met. It was always one of the first things he mentioned—“Can we work on my architecture essay today?”

Despite the fact that he had written about his work in the field of architecture in his book of essays, Yestermorrow (Joshua Odell Editions / Capra Press, 1991), and I had surveyed his work extensively in my book The Bradbury Chronicles: The Life of Ray Bradbury (William Morrow, 2004), Ray was resolved to get the entirety of his creations in the field of architecture down in one essay. He wanted me to submit it to Architectural Digest. The essay was never completed—it was never quite right, because he always had more memories or thoughts he wanted to add to it. And it was rough, having been dictated over many months. Even on the occasion of his ninetieth birthday, with guests in the house, he called me into his den and asked me to record a new section. And the very last time I saw him, less than two months before he passed, he asked me again to help him finish it. There was something vital about this essay to Ray Bradbury—he wanted, I think, to prove to the world his influence on the field of architecture. Whatever the case, he very much wanted this essay published. It is printed here, in rough form, for the very first time.

THE POMEGRANATE ARCHITECT

How did I become an architect? It was all a happy accident. I suspect it began when I was three years old, living in Waukegan, Illinois, in 1923. My grandfather influenced me by showing me architecture. He had pictures of the 1893 Columbian Exposition, and of the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904. I looked at these pictures through an old stereopticon, a Viewmaster, and I could see all the old, beautiful buildings.

When I was five, my grandfather influenced me yet again. And I think this caused me to go on and to eventually influence other people and to start thinking about public spaces and buildings myself. My grandfather was so important. When I was around five years old, he showed me a copy of the magazine Harper’s Weekly. It was an issue from around 1899, and it contained a story by H. G. Wells called “When the Sleeper Wakes.” The story had marvelous illustrations showing the cities of tomorrow. They were so beautiful. I fell in love with those pictures. They burned into my subconscious.

In the fall of 1953, when I was thirty-three, I had just finished writing Fahrenheit 451. I went off with my wife and two young daughters to France, and England, and eventually to Ireland, to write the screenplay of Moby Dick for John Huston.

When we arrived in London, we walked around town in the fog one night and we went to 221B Baker Street, and there was nothing there. I said, “My God! This is terrible! This is where Sherlock Holmes lived! There should be something here to indicate that this is where he lived.”

So the next day, I wrote to Scotland Yard, and I said, “You have to put a sign where Sherlock Holmes once lived!” And then I wrote to the consort of Queen Elizabeth. I knew he loved Conan Doyle. I said to the consort, “Arrange to have a sign put at 221B Baker Street, indicating that’s where Sherlock Holmes lived.” Today, as I understand it, there is not only a sign—there is an entire museum dedicated to Sherlock Holmes. And the underground Tube stop at Baker Street indicates it as well. So maybe, in a way, I began as an architect then.

A few years later, in the early 1960s, around the time of the publication of my novel Something Wicked This Way Comes, a young man working at the Disney studio saw an article that I wrote about a new edition put out by Bantam Books of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne. I wrote the introduction to that book and in it, I compared the author of Moby-Dick to the author of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. Herman Melville and Jules Verne. I called it “The Ardent Blasphemers.” That young man at Disney sent that article to his friends in New York City who were, at that time, helping build the New York World’s Fair, and they read the introduction and they came to Los Angeles a month later and they knocked on the door, and I opened the door and they said, “Mr. Bradbury, shall we tell you why we are here?”

I said, “Why?”

“We are here to give you a fifty-million-dollar building.”

I said, “What!? Come in, come in!”

So I brought them into the house and I said, “Why are you telling me this?”

They told me that they had just read my introduction about Jules Verne and Herman Melville in the Bantam edition of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. “We think you are the most American of all writers,” they said, “and we want you to work with us and help us build the United States Pavilion at the World’s Fair, which will be opening in two years. They asked me if I could write an eighteen-page script on the history of America with a full symphony orchestra.

I said, “Yes, I can do that.”

By God, they put me to work. I wrote the script and when it was finished they recorded it with a full symphony orchestra, and when they built the United States Pavilion for the 1964 New York World’s Fair, at the center of it all was my program. So I became an architect, not realizing I would become one. The whole top floor of the U.S. Pavilion was the history of America starting five hundred years ago and coming forward through time, through Founding Fathers and the American Revolution and it ended on our possible voyage into outer space. So I helped create this, and it was my first job as a sort of architect.

A few years later, Walt Disney and his people came to me and said, “We are going to build a future city called EPCOT. Will you help us?” I said, “I will do that.” And so they told me about a great building they were planning called Spaceship Earth, and they asked if I would write the metaphors for the program inside. It would be a voyage through the history of the Earth. Not the history of America, as I had done at the 1964 World’s Fair, but the history of all mankind, starting with Adam and Eve and coming up through the Neanderthal man and then into the procreation of the various races of man all over the world. The Disney people said, “If you provide us with the metaphor and the poetry, we will place it at the center of Spaceship Earth.”

So sure enough, back in 1982, EPCOT opened, and Spaceship Earth was at the center of it all. Once again, I had become a designer, an architect, writing the script that would provide the blueprint for the interior of the centerpiece at EPCOT.

When they designed the Orbitron at Disney Paris, they hired me again to consult. I told them that the rockets should fly one against the other, in separate directions, so when they met, they met at greater speeds. And that’s the way they built it. They are planning a Disneyland in China. I believe, rather than the Matterhorn ride at the center of the park, they should build a giant dragon coming down a mountain, and people ride down the tail and along the back and all across this giant mythical beast.

All of this work with the Disney people over the decades began because of that one young man and the love the Disney people had for me.

So then, in the years following my work for the Disney people on the 1964 World’s Fair, I became worried about the way Los Angeles was looking. It was falling apart at the seams. In 1970, I wrote an article for the Los Angeles Times Sunday magazine re-creating the center of L.A. called “The Girls Walk This Way; The Boys Walk That Way.” Sometime later, a renowned architect named Jon Jerde came to me and said, “Have you seen the Glendale Galleria?”

I said, “Yes, I have.”

“Did you like it?” he asked.

I said, “Yes.”

He said, “That’s your Galleria. It’s based on the plans that you put in your article in the essay in the Los Angeles Times.”

I was stunned. I said, “Are you telling me the truth? I created the Glendale Galleria?”

“Yes, you did,” he said. “Thank you for that article that you wrote about rebuilding L.A. We based our building of the Glendale Galleria completely on what you wrote in that article.”

Sometime later, 20th Century Fox was suffering because their films were not making any money. They had made Cleopatra, and it had bankrupted the studio. So they sold the northeast corner of their back lot to a group that was going to build a mall called Century City. Because of my work on the Glendale Galleria, they came to me, and I looked at their plans and told them that it wouldn’t work. They weren’t putting the right things into the mall. They didn’t listen to me and they built it anyway. A year later, they came back to me and I told them how to rebuild the mall. This time, they listened. I told them how to make it more social—they had to put out two hundred tables and chairs and parasols. There had to be twenty or thirty more restaurants! So at the center of Century City, after they had rebuilt it, there was a nucleus of thirty restaurants where you could buy all kinds of food and carry it out to the tables and chairs and umbrellas I had talked about. I also recommended they put a first-class bookstore—Brentano’s—there, and upstairs above that, ten motion picture theaters, so they did it all. There was a center of book reading, and moviegoing, and dining. I suggested they add a really good hot dog stand, and they did it. I said, “Somewhere you have to have a man who sells popcorn,” and they did that, too. As a result, they reopened the second version of Century City, and it was a great success. People came in by the thousands every day. The City kept building, and today it is in very good shape.

Then, in San Diego, in the 1970s, they were rebuilding downtown. I wrote an essay called “The Aesthetics of Lostness,” once again for Jon Jerde, the architect. The premise behind the essay was building a city where people could spend an afternoon, getting safely lost, just wandering about. Jon Jerde built Horton Plaza in downtown San Diego using my essay as his touchstone.

A few years later, a planning group looking at ways to rebuild Hollywood came to me and asked if I would help rebuild Hollywood. Hollywood at that time was beginning to resemble Hiroshima at high noon. I told them that somewhere in the city, they had to build the set from the 1916 film Intolerance by D. W. Griffith. The set, with its massive, wonderful pillars and beautiful white elephants on top, now stands at the corner of Hollywood and Highland avenues. People from all over the world come to visit, all because I told them to build it. I hope at some time in the future, they will call it the Bradbury Pavilion. But much more needs to be done with Hollywood. There is much work left to do. Hollywood Boulevard from one end to the other needs to be redone. The corner of Hollywood and Vine—nobody knows that famous corner, but to me, it’s the most famous corner in the world—even more than 42nd Street in Times Square, or the Champs-Élysées in Paris, or Piccadilly Circus in London. People should know Hollywood and Vine is the heart of the world. There is a statue at the corner of Beverly Boulevard and Olympic Avenue in Los Angeles, not far from where I live. The statue is about twenty feet tall, all in bronze. It is a scroll of film going up and up into the air with pictures in the frames of Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin and others, indicating who had created Hollywood. A duplicate of that statue, twice its size, all in gold, should be at the corner of Hollywood and Vine, lit by spotlights from every corner. That way, when people arrive and see that statue for the first time, they know they are at the center of the city that influenced the whole world. Along the way, we should relight all the theaters along Hollywood Boulevard and put the names of all the famous films that first appeared in them. In the lobbies of these magnificent old palaces, there should be brief histories and photographs of the movies that premiered there, way back in 1928 and 1932 and 1939. This would turn Hollywood Boulevard into a museum of film history as you walked all along it. One theater could be open all day showing the cartoons of Chuck Jones and Walt Disney. Another theater could be open all day showing all the old classics.

And there is one last thing very late in time, one last building I would like to work on.

What is it? you ask.

Why, a library of course.

We should build a library with a great Egyptian mummy out front, a Tutankhamen statue, and his mouth opens and speaks to you, asking, “Where would you like to go in the library?”

You tell the mummy where you want to go. There is a front door, of course, but for the young and the young at heart, he sends you down a rabbit hole into the library. When you slide down and arrive, there are books all around and by every shelf there is a different mummy and you speak to them and ask, “What’s on this shelf?” and it tells you. And you say, “I want to go to the stars,” and the mummy says, “In the back of the library there is a spiral staircase that goes up to the stars.” And you climb the stairs and arrive at the top among books on astronomy and you are surrounded by stars. There is a glass window on the ceiling, a moonroof, looking out at the sky. So when you are in the room at night, you can read books about the stars, at least partially, by starlight.

As I look back over the last fifty years of my work in architecture, I can’t help but think about the time I visited the Century of Progress World’s Fair in Chicago in 1933. I was twelve, and as I wandered about that incredible city they had constructed, I fell in love with the future. And after I left the fair, I went home to the small Illinois town where I lived and in the backyard of my parents’ home, I constructed buildings out of paper and cardboard, not knowing that thirty years forward, in my own future, I would start my architectural work helping to build another World’s Fair, the 1964 New York World’s Fair, thus beginning my career as the world’s only accidental architect.


THE TEMPERATURE AT WHICH BOOKS BURN

INTERVIEW BY SAM WELLER

WESTERN UNIVERSITY OF MEDICINE

OCTOBER 8, 2010







On October 8, 2010, I interviewed Ray Bradbury onstage at the University of Western Medicine in Pomona, California. There were 350 people in attendance, with an overflow room with another 100 watching on television. The event was sponsored by the Pomona Public Library and made possible by a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts Big Read initiative. The community had come together to read the 1953 Bradbury classic, Fahrenheit 451.

Interviews before live audiences are always a little tricky to navigate. There are stump-speech stories that people always want to hear, even as my own interests are generally in lesser-known histories, anecdotes, and information. I tried to blend in both that evening. Ray was quite frail at this point and was very seldom leaving his home. This would be the last time we would ever appear in public together.
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WELLER: Tell the story of writing Fahrenheit 451 at UCLA.

BRADBURY: The reason I wrote it is that I’m the librarian. When I graduated from high school, I belonged to a poor family. I couldn’t afford to go to City College. I had no money to go to any college. On the other hand, I thought, if I go to college, what’s the reason? Women and girls. [Audience laughter] That’s no reason to go to college. I thought, What if I go to college and I get one of those girls pregnant? Won’t that ruin my life? Won’t that spoil my profession? So instead of going to college I got a job on a street corner. I sold newspapers. I made ten dollars a week, and I went to the library three nights a week for ten years. I graduated from the library when I was twenty-eight years old. So that’s why I’m here tonight—because I believe in libraries. They’re more important than universities. They’re more important than colleges. Libraries are the center of our lives. So it’s natural that when I was twenty-one years old I began to write my novel Fahrenheit 451. I had no money for an office. So I was wandering around up at UCLA, and in the Powell Library downstairs I discovered there was a room where I could rent out a typewriter for ten cents a half hour. I went to my bank and I got a bag full of dimes, and I came back to the library and I wrote it in nine days—$9.80. I wrote the first version of Fahrenheit 451. [Audience applause] And then I expanded it to a longer version, which became Fahrenheit 451.

WELLER: As you’ve often said, at the time you didn’t know you were writing a dime novel. [Audience laughter] It’s always been your joke. So let’s get into the book. You wrote it in the basement library of UCLA on those magnificent old Remington and Underwood typewriters with the timer ticker.

BRADBURY: That’s right.

WELLER: What were you trying to say with this book when you sat down to write it?

BRADBURY: Libraries were the center of my life, and they were so precious to me. I wanted to protect them. So it was quite natural I wrote a book about the future in which libraries were endangered.

WELLER: You would take breaks and go up into the library, as you told me in the past. You would go up into the stacks and wander and touch the books. How important was that to the process?

BRADBURY: I love the fact that I went to the library and read every book there. So I loved touching the books, smelling the books. The great books are best when not only do they read well, but they smell nice. A new book smells fine, but an old book smells even better. Books are that important to me.

WELLER: Now, before I even get into some of your technological prognostications in the novel, all the things you predicted in the book, let’s get into some of the characters of Fahrenheit 451 and where they came from.

BRADBURY: Clarisse McClellan, the sixteen-year-old girl, came from nowhere, and she inspired the book. She talked to me as Montag and smelled the kerosene on my uniform and asked me about my burning of books, and I talked to Clarisse McClellan. I became Montag in writing the first part of the book. So she was responsible for my writing the book. That sixteen-year-old girl. God bless her. I don’t know where she came from—she came out of nowhere. She was God-given, but she helped me to write the book.

WELLER: I would deem her one of the strongest characters throughout your entire literary canon. You suggest that she was killed in the book. You don’t tell us, but you strongly hint at the fact that she is killed or has been murdered. In your mind, what happened to Clarisse?

BRADBURY: I shouldn’t have had her killed off in the book. I got letters from all over the world for the next ten years saying, “What happened to Clarisse? Bring her back. Make her alive.” So when they made the film [François Truffaut, 1966] they brought Clarisse back at the end of the film. Thank God for that gift of making the film. If I could go back today and rewrite the end of the novel and bring back Clarisse McClellan—do I have your permission to do that?

WELLER: I think you should do it! Let’s talk about a few of the other characters. Where did Guy Montag come from?

BRADBURY: The name Montag came to me because when I was fourteen years old I used to buy paper in a box. It was Montag Paper. So I used Montag Paper when I was fourteen years old. Then Faber came into the novel.

WELLER: Professor Faber.

BRADBURY: Faber was a pencil that I used when I was fourteen years old. And Captain Beatty, the fire chief, was based on a lion tamer that I knew at Hagenbeck-Wallace circus, which I saw when I was six years old. Captain Beatty was the tamer of lions and tigers. And Mrs. Hudson—who came in later in the novel, who set fire to her own books—Mrs. Hudson was named for Sherlock Holmes’s landlady. The Hound, the mechanical hound that’s in the novel, was based on my reading Sherlock Holmes as a child and reading The Hound of the Baskervilles. So the mechanical Hound is based on Sherlock Holmes and The Hound of the Baskervilles. So all these influences came into my life and helped to make the novel.

WELLER: I think Mrs. Hudson was the character who surrenders to the burning of her own household library and is consumed by the flames and chooses to die with her books. You may have given her this name in your theatrical script, but not in your novel. The one character you did not mention—and we talked about this today in private in your home—Mildred, Montag’s wife, who I find very fascinating. What was the origin of Mildred?

BRADBURY: I don’t know where she came from, but she was a plain wife and she was not able to assume the ability to read books. Montag tried to get her to read books, but she couldn’t do that.

WELLER: I don’t think I’ve ever told you this story, but your wife of fifty-six years, Marguerite McClure Bradbury, who passed away in November of 2003, told me the following one afternoon, as she was sipping wine on the sofa: “The telephone rang today,” she said, “and a caller asked, ‘Are you Mildred or are you Clarisse?’ ” And your wife, just like you did with Yahoo, just hung up. Now, this afternoon, you’re telling me all sorts of things that we’ve never talked about. I’ve never heard the Hagenbeck-Wallace Captain Beatty story.

Let’s discuss some of the things in Fahrenheit 451 that you predicted. How on earth does a thirty-three-year-old man in 1953 predict flat-panel televisions; ATMs; fugitive chases on freeways broadcast on live television, à la O. J. Simpson; seashell radios, which are today’s earbuds; and so much more? Given the fact that you’ve never driven a car, and you’ve never owned a computer, and you didn’t fly on an airplane until you were sixty-two, how the hell did you predict all this?

BRADBURY: It’s God-given.

WELLER: Okay, it’s God-given, but go back to the mind-set of the thirty-three-year-old Ray Bradbury at the library at UCLA. How do you think you did this?

BRADBURY: I saw a lot of it coming when I was ten years old. Radio was beginning to become more popular all over America, and in the Chicago Tribune, they published scripts for you to participate in, with empty spaces in the script—you could turn on your radio, and they’d talk to you and you provide the answers. So I could see that radio was influencing people, and I could predict later on that if radio influenced people, television would do the same.

WELLER: Before we progress further in our discussion of Fahrenheit 451, I’d like to acknowledge that there are kids here tonight, which bodes so well for good parenting and the fact that there are children out there who want to read. Are you still concerned about the future of reading in America? Where do you see this going?

BRADBURY: It’s got to be the center of our life. A book is more important than anything else. A book is more important than the people you work for. A book is more important than the school you go to—the important thing in school is the book. You take it out of the schoolroom, you take it out in the lawn in front of the school and you read it there. The book is everything. School is not important. The book goes with you. [Applause]

WELLER: Given all you were able to predict in your novel, what do you predict for the future of books?

BRADBURY: We have to provide ourselves with a good government—to make sure the government goes back to the people. We have an election coming up next month—we’re going to change the government. Next year we’re going to have a new president. He believes in government too much. He believes in government controlling people. We’ve got to get the government to remember that the U.S. government should be for the people and by the people. [Applause]

WELLER: I think you will be collected in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations for two quotes—why you’re not in there now is ridiculous. In fact, we should all go write the Bartlett’s publishers and tell them. But in any case, here are the two quotes I think you will be remembered for. The first is gorgeous, and it’s your life philosophy: “Jump off the cliff and build your wings on the way down.” That we can talk about in a moment, because that is the essence of the man sitting with us tonight. But the second quote, and it’s included in the program this evening, very aptly, is “You don’t have to destroy books to destroy a culture. Just get people to stop reading them.”

BRADBURY: That’s right.

WELLER: Does this problem still vex us today?

BRADBURY: Yes. A third quote would be “Without libraries there would be no past. Without libraries there will be no future.”

WELLER: There’s a story you told me that I find quite fascinating, which I’d love for you to share with everybody. You took the bus very often to the library at UCLA, and one day you met somebody on the bus, and this is a story you don’t often share. You met a young man who was reading science fiction books.

BRADBURY: Yes, and I looked at him and I said, “Do you belong to the science fiction group up at UCLA?” And he said, “Yes.” And I said, “Are you reading science fiction up there?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “Who are your favorite authors?” He said, “Robert Heinlein, E. Van Vogt, and Ray Bradbury.” [Laughter] I said, “Would you like to meet Ray Bradbury?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “Shake hands.” [Laughter] Then I said to that young man, “Where are you from?” He said, “Cuba.” I said, “What part of Cuba?” He said the part of Cuba. I said, “That part sounds familiar. What is your name, young man?” He said, “Hemingway.” I couldn’t believe it! I was riding with Ernest Hemingway’s son! He wanted to meet Ray Bradbury. I wanted to meet Ernest Hemingway. [Laughter and applause]

WELLER: I guess we’ll conclude our Fahrenheit discussion by asking you this: You are in the wilderness—which book do you choose to remember, Ray Bradbury?

BRADBURY: I think I’d remember a book by Edgar Allan Poe—Tales of Mystery and Imagination. I read Edgar Allan Poe when I was nine years old, so I think the one book I would take with me in the wilderness to become a book person would be Edgar Allan Poe.

WELLER: What I find funny about this is people often ask me what my favorite Bradbury book is, and it changes with the wind, and I’ve asked you that question before, and it has also changed a few times. So we have Edgar Allan Poe, but you’ve also said the prefaces to the plays of George Bernard Shaw, which are very important to you. You’ve also said A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens—that particular work embodies so much of what you have done. That’s a work of fantasy that has been accepted as literature. Here is a man who has often been labeled a science fiction writer. This is one of our great literary writers sitting with us tonight—one of the great literary writers of the twentieth century, if not, in my very biased opinion, in American history. And you don’t even consider yourself a science fiction writer.

BRADBURY: No, I’m a fantasy writer.

WELLER: You wouldn’t call yourself a literary writer?

BRADBURY: I think that’s true, too.

WELLER: I wanted to ask you some different questions tonight that I haven’t asked you, and then open up to a dialogue with our audience. I referenced your quote earlier—“Jump off the cliff and build your wings on the way down.” That’s such an empowering quote if you think about it—its imagery is Da Vinci–esque. We have the power to build our own wings and solve our own problems. Take our leap of faith.

BRADBURY: I want to teach people, all of you, the power of love. I wrote a poem recently called “Doing Is Being.” Don’t think about doing—do. Become a Zen Buddhist. Don’t think about things. Do them. Make a list of your loves and behave with all those loves and become the lover of the world. [Applause]

WELLER: I think a great example of your love is the origin of one of your most terrific short stories—“The Fog Horn.” “The Fog Horn” is the ultimate example of you going back to your loves, because you returned to writing about dinosaurs. Could you talk about “The Fog Horn” and how that love led to your success? That story was so important to you.

BRADBURY: When I was six years old, I went to the movies and saw a film called The Lost World, about dinosaurs. It was quite natural that when I was thirty years old, my love of dinosaurs came back. I remembered the sound of the foghorn when I was a kid, and I wrote the short story about the beast from twenty thousand fathoms coming out of the sea because he was called by the foghorn. So that story was written on the basis of my falling in love with dinosaurs when I was six years old.

WELLER: Has anyone read that short story? It’s in The Golden Apples of the Sun. It’s about a dinosaur that lumbers from the depths and hears the sad moan of the foghorn and thinks it’s the call of its long-lost mate. Magnificent story. I bring it up as an example of you going back to your loves as a child. You wrote about dinosaurs and look what happened because of it. You entered the world of Hollywood as a screenwriter because of it—John Huston read it and hired you to write the screenplay for Moby Dick. And if you look at his life, over and over again there are these examples of writing about the things you love. Fahrenheit 451 is you writing about libraries and books. Your two loves. I want to go to questions from the audience here, but first, is there anything else you’ve often dreamed of doing? You’ve done so much.

BRADBURY: I want to write more plays, too.

WELLER: Do you have any regrets in your life?

BRADBURY: I regret I won’t live to be one hundred.

WELLER: Who says? There was a carnival worker named Mr. Electrico who once defied what you just said. Remember Mr. Electrico?

BRADBURY: When I went to a carnival when I was twelve years old, I met Mr. Electrico. He sat in the electric chair, and he had a sword and then he turned on the power, and with the sword filled with electricity, he reached down into the audience—he saw me, pointed his sword at me, and said, “Live forever!” [Applause] So I went home and tried to do that.

WELLER: I think you’ve done a great job, Ray Bradbury.

Let’s turn to written questions from the audience. U.S. copyright law has been under fire for so many years, and Sonny Bono here in Palm Springs was a part of that. What are your thoughts on U.S. copyright law and the public domain? How long should an author own his or her own work after they are gone? What are your thoughts on copyright law?

BRADBURY: Copyright should be for a lifetime.

WELLER: How about when the author has passed away?

BRADBURY: It should belong to his relatives.

WELLER: But for how long? In perpetuity? Forever?

BRADBURY: In perpetuity.

WELLER: Live forever. So just keep it within the family forever?

BRADBURY: That’s right.

WELLER: When you wrote Fahrenheit 451, did you ever get emotional, or sort of feel the feelings that your characters were feeling?

BRADBURY: No, but I was so involved with writing the book. I had a great time. Running up and down stairs at the library, I became more and more emotional all the time. I became passionate. I’d run back down. Write more pages.

WELLER: Passion is everything to you, isn’t it? You are a very passionate writer.

An audience member just read The Pedestrian—can you discuss that story’s relationship with Fahrenheit 451?

BRADBURY: When I was thirty years old, I went out to a restaurant on Wilshire, came out at ten o’clock, and was walking along the boulevard. A police car pulled up, and a policeman came out of the car and came up to me and said, “What are you doing?” I said, “Putting one foot in front of the other.” [Laughter] He said, “Don’t you realize there are no pedestrians on this boulevard? No pedestrians in that direction. No pedestrians in that direction. So why are you walking?” I said, “I’m not being a criminal. If I were a criminal I’d drive up to the car, burgle it, then drive away. I’d be a criminal, but a pedestrian wouldn’t call attention to himself and couldn’t possibly be a criminal.” The policeman didn’t like what I was talking about and kept talking to me. I had a package of soda crackers in my pocket. I took the soda crackers out. I unwrapped them. I chewed on the soda crackers and I sprayed soda crackers on the policeman’s uniform. [Laughter] He looked down. He didn’t realize whether I was beating up on him or not. He brushed off the soda cracker flakes and said, “Go home and don’t do it again.” I said, “I’m going to go home and take off my legs.” So I went home that night, and I was so upset at the policeman. I wrote the story The Pedestrian. And then, eight months later, I took the pedestrian and walked him and called him Montag, and he bumped into Clarisse McClellan, and Fahrenheit 451 was born. All because that policeman stopped and asked me what I was doing. [Applause]

WELLER: What was your inspiration for Something Wicked This Way Comes?

BRADBURY: Well, when I was thirty years old, I met Gene Kelly, the great dancer in the MGM films. He made a film called Singin’ in the Rain. A friend of mine introduced me to Gene Kelly. I said, “Mr. Kelly, you have made the greatest musical ever made. Singin’ in the Rain is a beautiful musical.” And we became good friends. And every time I could I would spend time with Gene Kelly. I was walking home one night, and I said to my wife, “By God, I’d love to write a screenplay for Gene Kelly.” So she said, “Go to your files and find a story, and write a new screenplay for Gene Kelly.” So I went to my files. I found a story called “The Dark Carnival.” I wrote it into a screenplay. I gave it to Gene Kelly. He said, “My God! This is a great screenplay! I want this to be my next film. Can I take this to France? Can I take this to England and try to get the money?” I said, “Take it. Take it with my blessing.” So Gene Kelly went to London and to Paris to try to find money to make Dark Carnival into a film, and he came back two months later and he said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Bradbury, but there’s no money.” I said, “Don’t tell me you’re sorry. I’m so honored Gene Kelly wanted to make my film.” So he gave me back my screenplay. I took it home and wrote it into a novel called Something Wicked This Way Comes. So that’s how it got born.

WELLER: An audience member who is a mother and a teacher wants to know what pearls of wisdom you have for the young writers of the world.

BRADBURY: Let love be your center. Let love be your power. Do what you love and love what you do. Do what you love and love what you do. Don’t do anything for money. Everything should be for love. At the end of writing what you love for a long time, the money will come as a reward later in life, but it’s got to come later. Forget the money. Do what you love and love what you do. [Applause]

WELLER: She’s a writing teacher, and she wants to know how you found the joy to write a short story a week every week out of the year, beginning in 1941 to the present? How do you find that joy? Do you still do that?

BRADBURY: I give that advice to all young writers. Write one story a week for fifty-two weeks. So at the end of a year you become a writer. You’ve got to write a lot. A lot of power comes from doing a lot. It’s much better than doing less.

WELLER: He also believes very much in sort of trusting the subconscious and writing quickly. He thinks a lot of writers take too long to write by overthinking, and he’s a quick writer because he rejects overthinking when it comes to his own process. Any more advice to aspiring writers that you will give everybody?

BRADBURY: Go home tonight, and pick up your telephone, and talk to those people who don’t believe in you and tell them to go to hell.
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WELLER: We’ve spent a lot of time together over these years, Ray.

BRADBURY: It’s been magnificent, hasn’t it?

WELLER: Yes, it has. Amazing. I’m more interested in your life and work than ever before. I still marvel at the idea that, as a child growing up in Waukegan, Illinois, you knew veterans of the Civil War. As the poet of the space age, the Ray Bradbury the world knew, you associated with the veterans of the Mercury and Apollo space programs. You have lived and participated in an unprecedented era of progress. Looking back on it all, does it seem like life went by quickly, or was it slow?

BRADBURY: It was just right. Perfect, in fact. I wouldn’t change a thing.

WELLER: Can I ask a difficult question?

BRADBURY: Of course.

WELLER: Are you afraid to die?

BRADBURY: I’m not afraid of dying, I’m afraid of not living.

WELLER: You still have much to do …

BRADBURY: You’re damned right I do. I’d like to live to one hundred.

WELLER: One of the projects I know you would like to finish is your new short story collection, Nightmares and Daydreams. What is the status of it?

BRADBURY: Jenny [Jennifer Brehl, Bradbury’s editor at William Morrow] says it still needs work. It’s not finished. Many of the stories were in my file cabinets down in the basement, and she says they aren’t done yet. I want you to call her and get a copy of the manuscript and read it over for me. If it needs work, I’d like you to finish it.

WELLER: I’d love to read it, but I can’t finish it for you, Ray—it’s not my book.

BRADBURY: I want you to do it.

WELLER: I’m not sure how people would feel about that. Bradbury books are written by Bradbury. Wasn’t the original title of the book intended to be Juggernaut? Why did you change it?

BRADBURY: Nightmares and Daydreams is a better title. “Juggernaut” is a short story in the book.

WELLER: And you mentioned once that you wanted to use art by the French artist Jean-Michel Folon for the cover?

BRADBURY: That’s right. I have a framed poster of his painting Blue Shadow that I would like to use. He signed it for me years ago. He was a friend.

WELLER: Maggie once told me that of all the genres of writing you have worked in, the short story is your strongest avocation.

BRADBURY: I think that’s true.

WELLER: Why is that?

BRADBURY: I wrote hundreds of short stories over the years. I better be good at it.
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WELLER: Lots of people ask me if there will ever be a Ray Bradbury museum. What are your thoughts on this? Your papers will eventually go to the Center for Ray Bradbury Studies at the University of Indiana, but would you like to see a proper museum in your honor?

BRADBURY: We’ve talked about this before. I’d like to buy my grandparents’ old house in Waukegan and move all my books there—and some of my metaphors.

WELLER: That would be amazing. We’ve spoken at length about the house and the way it looked when you were young. It would be incredible to try and restore it so that it looked like it did in 1925, the year your grandfather passed. We could restore the parlor, hang similar lace curtains, put an enlarged photo of your uncle Sam on the wall in an oval frame. The house could look just like it did when you were a boy and your grandfather was alive.

BRADBURY: Oh, that would be wonderful. Do you think the people who own it would sell?

WELLER: I don’t know. As I recall, it sold a few years ago for a relatively modest price. It wouldn’t hurt to look into it. I really think this is something the city of Waukegan should be doing. They should be honoring your legacy and following through on this vision. They are seriously cultivating an impressive arts corridor downtown, this should be one of the components of that campaign.

BRADBURY: That would be wonderful.

WELLER: The city of Waukegan also owns the old Carnegie Library you used to go to when you were a boy. That would be another option for a Ray Bradbury Museum.

BRADBURY: That beautiful old building has been vacant for many years. It’s a shame. I’ve been in touch with people about it being restored, but nothing has ever happened with it. I discovered me in that library. I started going there when I was seven. The most wonderful thing was every Monday night, running downtown with my brother from our house on St. James Street all the way to the Carnegie Library and running up the stairs and opening the door. The way that library smelled, it was just great. It smelled of the pollens of time. I remember on the way to the library, there was a penny arcade that I used as a location in some of my plays and in Dandelion Wine. We would go in the penny arcade, and my brother gave me a penny and we put a penny in the “electroshock” machine and we would shock ourselves. And there was a mechanical witch in a crystal chamber that gave you your fortune, and I put her in Dandelion Wine too. We went there on the way to the library.

WELLER: That’s fantastic. I hope they restore that library one day. The city did a magnificent job of restoring the Genesee Theater to its original condition on the day of its opening in 1927. They spent $27 million on it.

BRADBURY: I saw Blackstone the Magician there in 1928 and again in 1931, you know. I went up on stage with him and helped him with a trick. For my service as his apprentice, he gave me a rabbit.

WELLER: I know that. It’s incredible. You often equate being a writer to being a magician. Why?

BRADBURY: I was very lucky that I learned at twelve years old where I wanted to go with my life. Most young people, when they get out of high school, don’t know where they want to go with their life. Most people at that age are still at loose ends. So I suppose I wanted to become a magician because I loved Blackstone the Magician so much when I was a young boy. He changed my life when I saw him perform at the Genesee Theater in Waukegan and again in 1935 or ’36 at the Orpheum here in Los Angeles. I suppose I wanted to become a magician because I wanted to control the world. A magician controls the physics of the world. They can say, “Go away,” “Come back,” “Change shape,” “Change beauty.” So you go from Blackstone to H. G. Wells and you see The Invisible Man and The Man Who Could Work Miracles. All of these are power struggles. The Invisible Man has power because no one can see him. You think, “How wonderful! If I were the Invisible Man what would I do? I would run through the world and do this and do that! I would make love to women as the Invisible Boy even though, when I was young, I didn’t know a thing about lovemaking. [Laughs] And then The Man Who Could Work Miracles came along, and he said, “Change the world. Make peace. Stop the world revolving,” and, in the process, he destroys the world inadvertently. All of these things are power struggles. Being able to change things that are unpleasant to you. You can make things beautiful that are not beautiful. Magic does this and so does writing.

So I’m a magician, huh? If you read my story “The Veldt” from The Illustrated Man, that is power struggle, wish fulfillment. You don’t like your parents? You have this room that can create things and at a certain moment you call the lions out of the room and they kill your parents. My story “Zero Hour” is the same thing. The parents don’t believe you are communicating with the Martians. You bring the Martians upstairs and they look in the door and say, “Peekaboo!” We’re dealing with the same thing here. “All Summer in a Day,” the kids put the girl in the closet so she can’t see the miracle of the sun coming out. In doing so, they are controlling her, aren’t they? These are stories about power.

WELLER: This fascinates me because most of the critical writing on you never looks at the themes of power or control in your work. Did most of these scholars miss this? You’ve now cited three stories that center upon this concept.

BRADBURY: Well, that’s what we men are all about. Let’s be honest, women love us if we control our destinies. Women fall in love with men who do things.
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WELLER: You have referenced a few of your classic stories. Are there any stories of your own that you don’t like?

BRADBURY: Oh, a lot of the early stories where I was learning how to write, I don’t much care for them. The stories in Futuria Fantasia are very immature. I was just learning. Some of the early pulp stories, the ones I never put in collections, I don’t much care for. When I reworked Dark Carnival into The October Country, I took out the stories I didn’t like. Most of my early detective fiction was terrible. All those stories were too imitative of other writers. I wasn’t writing from within, you see. Most of those dreadful stories were collected in a stupid book called A Memory of Murder several years ago. For the sake of history, I suppose it’s okay to have them out there, but they aren’t any good. Those stories are boring.

WELLER: What about your early science fiction that you didn’t collect? I’m thinking of stories such as “Doodad” or “Subterfuge.”

BRADBURY: Those stories are no good. A few years after I wrote “The Lake,” I learned what I had done with that story. And then I started to get better. There’s a good reason I never put those early stories in books. I knew they were too derivative, and I wasn’t being true to the essence of me.
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WELLER: Your grandfather was a man who seems to have become more important to you over the years. What are your recollections of him?

BRADBURY: I loved him so much. You’re right—I’ve realized more and more over the years how important he was to who I am. I remember him sitting in his library at the house in Waukegan at 619 West Washington. I remember him reading his newspaper with his pince-nez on his nose, and I’d come and sit on his knee. I also recall sitting with him on the front porch on a summer afternoon, and he’d give me a dime to go across the street to Singer’s, the little grocery store that I used as a location in Dandelion Wine. I would run across the street for two popsicles, and we’d sit on the front porch and eat the popsicles.

WELLER: As you know, I’ve spent a tremendous amount of time researching your genealogy. One mystery that remains concerns your great-grandfather Samuel I. Bradbury, the former mayor of Waukegan. Do you recall where he was buried? I can’t find a record of it.

BRADBURY: I don’t know either. That’s too far back.

WELLER: Did you ever meet your great-grandmother?

BRADBURY: I think I met her when I was around two or three. She was the one who went up on the roof and repaired it. I wrote about her in Dandelion Wine.

WELLER: You write about her passing in Dandelion Wine in the story “Good-bye, Grandma.” She goes up to bed one day and decides it is time to die. Douglas Spaulding, your character, stands before her, grief-stricken, and she says, “It’s okay, I can go back to my dream now.” Is that autobiographical at all?

BRADBURY: It’s not. It’s just a metaphor. I was told she went upstairs and died in bed, so that stuck with me and I wrote about it. I’ve given that story to more people at funerals, or I’ve read it myself at memorial services.

WELLER: The metaphor that life is simply an interruption of a more glorious dream is one of your strongest, I think.

BRADBURY: I know! I read that, and people cry, and it gives them solace. Instead of reading from the passages that we’ve heard too often. They’re wonderful passages, but I don’t want to hear something I already know. So when I have gone to memorials, I try to give them something else, and it’s usually that story.

WELLER: Where did that idea come from?

BRADBURY: I don’t know.

WELLER: We’ve all been in that situation: waking up in the middle of an absolutely glorious dream and wanting so badly to fall back asleep and go back to it. For you to say that the interruption of the dream is life—that is beautiful.

BRADBURY: [Laughs] Yeah, yeah. You are just like me. So excitable and full of energy. Thank you.

WELLER: You do have a lot of energy. Throughout the hundreds of short stories, novels, essays, poems, screenplays, teleplays, architectural designs, and plays that you’ve written and produced yourself, you were a very hands-on father. Where did you get all the energy to accomplish so much?

BRADBURY: Ideas make energy. We respond to our work. People often asked me where I got my energy, and I responded, “From my ideas.” Over the years, they provoked me into getting out of bed and waking up and running to the typewriter or grabbing a pen and paper in the middle of the night. Very often I would wake up at three o’clock in the night and find a piece of paper because I had to write something down before it was gone.

WELLER: Did your ideas ever make you feel anxious? You’ve always had so much percolating inside your head. Did your desire to accomplish so many things—to get so many ideas down—ever cause anxiety?

BRADBURY: You have a nest full of birds and they all have their mouths open. They say, “Feed me, feed me, feed me!” The one that shouts the loudest is the one that gets fed.
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WELLER: You’ve never been afraid to embrace genre fiction, even as the literary snobs have lifted their noses at science fiction and fantasy over the years. You’ve written a trio of mystery novels, and some of your short stories could be called romance stories—“The Swan” from Dandelion Wine, and “The Laurel and Hardy Love Affair” from The Toynbee Convector. You have also written gothic horror.

BRADBURY: The literary snobs are wrong. We must ignore them.

WELLER: You have written across genres. But it’s curious to me that you haven’t published a western. Of course The Martian Chronicles incorporates elements of the western, notably the frontier myth and the truth of western expansion. But of all the genres, you didn’t really explore much in terms of the western. Why?

BRADBURY: I did write a western for John Huston. It’s somewhere in the basement. It’s about a ghost horse, as I recall—a story about some sort of strange horse that couldn’t be corralled and caught.

WELLER: Did you ever give it to Huston?

BRADBURY: No, it wasn’t good enough.

WELLER: How do you decide when something is “good enough”?

BRADBURY: My subconscious is almost always right. It makes the decision for me. It rarely fails. When I come up with an idea, I’ll make notes and put them away. When I go back to it, my instincts tell me if I should return to the idea and finish the story. My subconscious lets me know—I don’t decide by intellect.
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WELLER: Over the course of your entire career, you have remained very consistent that a writer should never slant towards a particular market, or write strictly with a paycheck in mind. You took this stance in the first interview you ever gave, to Writer’s Markets & Methods in 1948. Why has this been an important mantra for you?

BRADBURY: People will always give advice to a writer to slant, to write for the money. Don’t do that. Don’t do that. You will sicken and die. If you turn away from you—who you are, what you are, what you dream, what you need—you are going to wind up so unhappy, so miserable. It’s not worth it. Being poor isn’t so bad as long as you have your imagination and what you are. Being rich for the wrong reason is a lousy business. You aren’t rich at all. I’ve known a lot of Hollywood writers over the years who made ten times my income, and they were profoundly unhappy. Because they wrote things they never should have written. They never went on vacation. They never went to Europe and saw London or Paris or Rome. They were afraid that if they ever left Hollywood, they would be replaced. And they were probably right. They were replaceable. But when you write from within, if you write from within and are true to who you are, you are original and you cannot be replaced. No wonder these writers were scared! Nothing was written out of their hearts or ganglia. And so the lesson is, of course, that you must never turn away from the essential you. If you turn away from who you are, you will sicken. You will age ahead of your years. And so you must learn to turn inwards, to your own experiences, to your own memories, your passions, your loves and hatreds—you will then begin to summon the essence of you. As you write these things down, one by one, the stories will emerge like a series of magician’s handkerchiefs. You’ve seen a magician show you a hat that is empty, and then he pulls a red scarf out. And he shows you the hat again, and it’s empty, and he pulls out a green scarf. And he shows you the hat again, and it’s empty, and he pulls three scarves out—red, green, and yellow, tied to one another. He shows you the hat again, and he pulls out twenty handkerchiefs of twenty different colors. And that is the interior of your head. That’s what is in your mind waiting to come out. All those bright colors. Most writers don’t understand these things are there. They are too busy worrying about publication, or money. But if you work to pull the scarves from the hat, one by one, more will emerge, you will write more honest stories, and you will discover the essence of you.

WELLER: You certainly have said over the years that you did television work for income. Is that somehow different than writing your fiction to make money?

BRADBURY: I had a family and had to earn an income. That’s different. I was providing. But with my novels and short stories, most people don’t realize that I wrote all of my material over the years for free. When I would write a novel I wasn’t paid for it. When it was finished, when all the work was done, when all the play was done, then I sent it out to the world to see if it would sell. So I always wrote exactly what I wanted. You don’t write for money, you write for time. I bought time for myself over the years, so I could write what was true to me. The same with my theater company. I’ve never made a dime with it. I’ve produced dozens of plays over the years—I wrote them for me. Every few years I would say to Maggie, “Is this the year we open the window and throw the money out?” And she would say, “You want to put on another play, don’t you?” And I would say, “Yes. Yes, I do.” So I never wrote for money. I wrote for me.
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WELLER: How important was your agent, Don Congdon, to your writing and your success? You were with him for sixty-two years until he passed away in 2009. How did he influence your work?

BRADBURY: He was so important. We stayed together because of love. I knew I loved him immediately. He was so intelligent and was so knowledgeable about literature. I always knew that he wouldn’t take a story of mine and sell it if it wasn’t right. So every once in a while during our relationship he called me up and told me, “You know, you have to tinker with the ending. This story isn’t quite right.” And with my novels, he gave me a lot of criticism because when I first started writing them I was very young, and I hadn’t learned. He was wonderfully helpful.

WELLER: He gave you specific story advice? Was it more structural or stylistic? Can you think of any examples of things he really helped shape?

BRADBURY: Something Wicked This Way Comes was far too long and he said to cut it. He had suggestions of what could be trimmed. Dandelion Wine, the same way.

I knew Don for a year before I got married. He was then an editor at Simon and Schuster. I sold a story to Charm and a story to Mademoiselle, and he wrote me a fan letter. He said he loved my stories and asked if I had a novel. I went to see him in New York in the summer of 1946. I had enough money to take the train. I remember we went through New Orleans, and we stopped for about an hour, and the whole city smelled of coffee. I wrote a letter about it to someone. What a wonderful memory. I don’t know if it smells of coffee in any part of New Orleans now, but it did then. When I got to New York, I met Don and went to his home and met his family. It was instant friendship; instant love. And so, a year later, he wrote me a letter the week before I married Maggie and said, “I’m going to stop being an editor, and I’m becoming an agent. Do you need one?” And I wrote back immediately and said, “Only if it’s for a lifetime.” I was that sure of his friendship and love. Again, it was all instinct. I knew in my heart that he was a perfect partner and I was right. The same week I signed with him, I married Maggie. September 1947.

WELLER: When you went to New York, did you have a novel you were working on?

BRADBURY: I had a primitive version of Dandelion Wine. It was called Summer Morning, Summer Night, I believe. One of the other titles was The Blue Remembered Hills.

WELLER: Did you present any of it to Don Congdon while you were in New York?

BRADBURY: Yes. I believe so.

WELLER: What was his response?

BRADBURY: Well, it was in shambles, of course. It needed a haircut. It needed a wash. It needed a rub down. [Laughs] I wouldn’t finish that book for another decade or more.

WELLER: Why did it take so long?

BRADBURY: I didn’t know yet how to write a novel. I wasn’t ready.

WELLER: Were you in New York specifically to meet Don Congdon?

BRADBURY: Well, I had sold the story “The Homecoming” to Mademoiselle, and Charlie Addams was doing the illustrations, so I went to meet the Mademoiselle editors. I had sold a story to Charm. I also had a story in The Best American Short Stories that year. I had a lot of people to meet. My life was changing. The head editor of Mademoiselle was George Davis, and he invited me to his house for a party. He invited Charles Addams and the fiction editor of Mademoiselle, Rita Smith, and her sister, Carson McCullers, and her husband. Sam Cobean, the New Yorker cartoonist, was there. I was surrounded by all these literary people. I was just a young kid. I was just twenty-six. And I danced that night with Carson McCullers, and I couldn’t believe it. She was very famous at that time.

WELLER: I guess I’ve never asked where you stayed while you were there. Of course when you went to New York in 1950 and signed your contract for The Martian Chronicles, you famously stayed at the Sloan House YMCA and wrote the outline to the book that one hot summer night. Did you stay at the Y in 1946 as well?

BRADBURY: No, I stayed at the Plaza Hotel. In those days they had servants’ rooms they rented. They were fifteen dollars. It was a little tiny room with a bed and I think a little sink and toilet. It couldn’t have been any bigger than five feet across and twelve feet long. It all comes back now. It all fits together. At that time I was putting together my first book, Dark Carnival. I had a cover design idea, and I was working with a student photographer at the Arts Center in Los Angeles. I had these Mexican masks and I wanted him to photograph them. His name was George Barrows. All of this was during my affair with Maggie, and we were, you know, ardent lovers. I kissed her like hell and we were on the phone all the time. So, a long story—that first night in New York, I was very lonely without her. I hadn’t met Don yet. I was supposed to meet him the next day. So I was at loose ends. I didn’t know anybody. I walked around New York and went down to Greenwich Village, and I was looking in a bookstore window at some wonderful covers for New Directions books illustrated by Alvin Lustig. Well, as I was standing there, two couples came by and one of the women said, “Oh look, Alvin, there are your covers!” I turned and looked over, and she was pointing at the books in the window, and standing next to her is Alvin Lustig, the famous book designer. I was so impressed with his covers, I followed them up the street, but I was too shy to say anything. And they went into an outdoor restaurant there in Greenwich Village, and they sat having dinner, and I stood out there on the curb for about a half hour trying to get enough courage up to introduce myself and say, “Can I buy you a drink?” So I finally marched up and said, “I know you are Mr. Lustig, and I know your book covers, and I think they are wonderful, and I’m a new young writer with a book coming out.” I asked Mr. Lustig if I could buy him a drink. He said, “Yes, sit down, this is incredible! The young man who photographed the cover of your forthcoming book traveled to New York with us just this week, and he’s coming here for dinner in about five minutes.” Talk about coincidence! So George Barrows showed up for dinner and was very surprised to see me. He had nowhere to stay so I told him he could come back to my room and sleep on the floor. So he came back with me and slept on the floor of that little room in the Plaza Hotel. A few months later, Dark Carnival was published with his photographs on the cover.

WELLER: Thinking back on the start of your career like this, what do you attribute your success to? Was it luck? Hard work? Talent?

BRADBURY: I suppose it was a combination. God gives you the genetics, and if you are smart, you feel yourself, and say, “Which way shall I go?” So it’s a combination of what God gave you and then having the drive. But a lot of people have the talent but don’t do anything with it. That’s a very mysterious thing.

WELLER: What is that, do you suppose? Fear of failure?

BRADBURY: No, I think it is pure genetics. You were born to be you and I was born to be me. That’s a real mystery. But why do you have so much energy? Why do you do what you do? I can’t tell you, and you can’t tell me why I have done what I have done.

WELLER: Did luck ever play a hand in your writing career?

BRADBURY: No. I think I made my luck. I think about myself hanging around that radio station in Tuscon, Arizona, when I was twelve offering to do work. That took a lot of guts. Or when I took the radio scripts out of the Dumpsters behind the stations in Los Angeles, and I took them home and studied them and wrote my own.

WELLER: Or putting a copy of The Martian Chronicles in the hands of Christopher Isherwood, who then gave it a sterling review.

BRADBURY: That’s right. My brother never had that form of guts. He was an athlete, a surfer, a body builder. So it is a gift of genetics. You need to instinctively know when to really push things and in other instances know when to run like hell.
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WELLER: You carried on very admirably after the passing of Maggie in 2003. You were married for fifty-six years, but you were writing just days afterward. How were you able to do that?

BRADBURY: Work is the only answer. You have to stay busy. If you dwell on sad things they can destroy you. The problem with death is it’s so damned permanent. I remember at my father’s funeral fifty years ago, my mother saying the most terrible words I’ve ever heard—looking down at my father and saying, “I’ll never see him again. I’ll never see him again.” Such terrible words! The truth can be so horrible and so immense at times that you must stand up to it and say, “I will not surrender. I will carry on and stay busy.”

WELLER: Maggie was laid to rest at Westwood Memorial Cemetery. You also purchased a plot for yourself at that time. Whatever happened to your plan to be buried on Mars with your ashes placed in a Campbell’s tomato soup can?

BRADBURY: [Laughs] I would still love that. What I would really love is to be buried next to my grandfather in Waukegan. That’s where I belong.

WELLER: Not next to Maggie?

BRADBURY: No. I’ve changed my mind on this.

WELLER: Why?

BRADBURY: Because my grandfather was so important. When he showed me H. G. Wells’s “When the Sleeper Wakes,” he introduced me to the future.

WELLER: You are so often associated with the future as a writer. How do you feel about the label so many have placed on you, as a “science fiction writer”?

BRADBURY: I am not a science fiction writer—I’m an idea writer. Any idea that intrigues me, immediately, I grab on to it and run with it. There are so many ideas in the world. They surround us everywhere. You must feed yourself with them. I learned over a long period of time to follow them, to go with them. We all need to find that special thing that is within us. Laurence Olivier, the great actor, said many years ago that inside his body when he was ten years old he felt a gyroscope spinning and humming and tilting him into acting. What each of us must do is try and listen to this gyroscope that is turning inside our souls and leaning us into acting or painting or, for me, ideas and writing. You have to go with that. If you don’t listen to the gyroscope, and you go the other way, you fall off balance and collapse. I’ve always listened, you see. That’s why I’ve never worked a day in my life. If you love what you do, it’s not work.

WELLER: Even when you sold newspapers on the corner of Olympic and Norton after you graduated from high school? You didn’t consider that work?

BRADBURY: No. I loved that, too. It was only a few hours a day, and that left me time to write. And I loved all of my customers. Buster Keaton bought newspapers from me. John Barrymore. James Dunn, who did films at 20th Century Fox. Pedro de Cordoba, the character actor who played the priest in Ramona, which was made in 1936 when I was in high school. He was one of my customers. He lived right up the street.

WELLER: I’m always amazed at all the people you met over the years. What about writers? I wrote about your encounter with Steinbeck in Mexico in The Bradbury Chronicles. I also wrote about Capote discovering your story “Homecoming.” But you must have met many other prominent writers?

BRADBURY: I met Eudora Welty at the writers’ conference in Santa Barbara. She was an important influence on me when I was young. I met William Faulkner when he was writing The Big Sleep at Warner Brothers with Leigh Brackett. I went to visit Leigh, and I met him, which was just great. I loved his short stories.

WELLER: You don’t think you ever ran into Fitzgerald when he was in Hollywood working as a screenwriter?

BRADBURY: He died when I was nineteen years old. There was no chance to meet him.

WELLER: But in Listen to the Echoes, we spoke at length about you collecting autographs outside the film studios when you were a teenager. You didn’t encounter him during that time?

BRADBURY: I wouldn’t have known him. I was fourteen years old. I wasn’t yet a writer. Twenty years after he died, I was in an apartment right off Sunset on the street over from Schwab’s drugstore, which was in the film Sunset Boulevard. I went to a party in this apartment, and I was standing at the mantel and a friend said, “You are standing in the exact spot where F. Scott Fitzgerald died.” That was really something.

WELLER: Whose apartment was it? That’s amazing.

BRADBURY: I had lectured at SC [University of Southern California], and a student invited me back to the party.

WELLER: What influence did Fitzgerald have on your writing?

BRADBURY: Tender Is the Night is my favorite. It is full of prose poetry. It’s more poetic than Gatsby. I went to Paris twenty times over the years, and each time I bought a new copy and signed and dated it. I would sit outside at a French café and read the book all over again. It was wonderful.

WELLER: The more I study you, the more I see Steinbeck’s influence on your work. You’ve told me before how you lifted the structure of The Grapes of Wrath and used it for The Martian Chronicles. Recently I reread one of your favorite Steinbeck short stories, “The Chrysanthemums,” and was struck by the similarity between the opening line of the story and the opening line of your early classic story “The Lake.” The first sentences are quite similar.

BRADBURY: Really? Could you read them to me?

WELLER: Sure. The opening sentence of “The Chrysanthemums” reads: “The high grey-flannel fog of winter closed off the Salinas Valley from the sky and from the rest of the world.” The opening of “The Lake” from The October Country reads: “The wave shut me off from the world, from the birds in the sky, the children on the beach, my mother on the shore.”

BRADBURY: I’ll be damned. I never noticed that. You’re right. There’s another example of his influence on me. He seeped into me at a young age and you can see the influence right there.

WELLER: And in the structure of The Martian Chronicles …

BRADBURY: The Red Pony was also an influence on The Martian Chronicles. It has the scene with the man traveling west to the far horizon, but the ocean is there—he can’t travel any farther. So my characters in The Martian Chronicles going to the moon and to Mars were going west. But west was up. To Mars. I read The Grapes of Wrath on the Greyhound bus traveling back from the First World Science Fiction Convention in 1939. I read it going through the Dust Bowl. I analyzed that book very closely.

WELLER: In addition to the structure of the main narrative interspersed by short poetic bridge chapters, which you employed in The Martian Chronicles, what else did you glean from Steinbeck, do you suppose?

BRADBURY: He taught me how to write objectively. He doesn’t tell you what a character thinks or feels. You never get any thoughts of characters. What a character looks at or notices is how you get the entire feeling of atmosphere and emotion. You very rarely get a character’s thoughts. The reader guesses at them by what a character sees or does.

WELLER: I’m also curious about the influence of the romantics on your work as well. I interviewed Harold Bloom, and he said that you come from the romantic tradition. That you are a romantic. What your thoughts on this?

BRADBURY: I think that’s true.

WELLER: You named your book The Golden Apples of the Sun after a line from the William Butler Yeats poem “The Song of Wandering Aengus.” What was it about that line that captured your attention? Why did you choose this as the title?

BRADBURY: Maggie introduced me to romantic poetry when we were dating, and I loved it. I loved that line in the poem, and it was a metaphor for my story, about taking a cup full of fire from the sun.

WELLER: And “I Sing the Body Electric” came from Walt Whitman.

BRADBURY: That’s right. When I wrote that story I remembered reading that poem years before. I went back and found it, and again it was a perfect metaphor for my robotic grandmother.

WELLER: When you name a short story collection after a story in the book itself, does that mean the story is one of the strongest?

BRADBURY: I always try to start and end collections with the strongest stories. The title must be a metaphor for the book.

WELLER: As I recall, you had the title for your collection The Cat’s Pajamas before you had written the story.

BRADBURY: That’s right. Maggie said that phrase a lot. I liked it so much that I wrote the story to go in the book.

WELLER: Speaking of title stories, you once told me years ago—and you never said it again—that “The Toynbee Convector,” from the book of the same name, was your favorite story. You always tell people you can’t pick a favorite book of your own “because they are all [your] children.” But you said “Toynbee” was your favorite short story. Is this still the case?

BRADBURY: It’s certainly among the top three or four. The metaphor is so vivid. I am the character in that story who got sick and tired of people being negative—there’s plenty to be negative about, but you can’t talk about it all the time. You’ve got to stop all that. All of life is a fabulous lie that we prove to be wrong. The marriage vow is a lie that you take, between people, hoping that the lie becomes the truth. “I promise to love you forever.” Well, we hope to make that true.

WELLER: But “The Toynbee Convector” is a story based on deceit. The main character convinces society he has traveled to the future in order to get them to change their ways. If you see yourself as a metaphor for the character in the story, does that mean you, as a writer, have been deceiving people?

BRADBURY: No. The quote I placed under my photograph in my high school yearbook The Blue and White Annual, “HEADED FOR LITERARY DISTINCTION,” is a lie. I was going nowhere when I was seventeen years old. I had no talent. I couldn’t write a short story. I couldn’t write an essay or a poem or a play. I was nothing. So I had to lie to myself when I graduated and put that in the yearbook. I was in the senior play a month before graduation, and we had two performances. Before the evening performance, I went up on top of the tower at my high school all by myself. I looked at the setting sun, and I knew that this was the last night when I would be famous for a while. I was going to be onstage, and I would be applauded, and once I graduated I would go out into the world, and I would be lost for a long while. So you have to lie and say, “Headed for literary distinction.” Totally impossible! Totally impossible! I had no talent. But I lied to myself. I look at that quote and that picture in the yearbook, and I wonder who in the hell that boy was. So “The Toynbee Convector” is just that. It’s a lie that is told so everyone will work to turn it into the truth.

WELLER: You said that the main character in “The Toynbee Convector,” Craig Bennett Stiles, was based on you. In the past, you have said that Clarisse from Fahrenheit 451 is you. You have also told me that Will Halloway and Jim Nightshade from Something Wicked This Way Comes are based on your two halves—the light and the dark. The hero in your mystery trilogy is totally you. Are you in all of your characters?

BRADBURY: No, but there’s a part of me in many of them. Douglas Spaulding in Dandelion Wine is me.

WELLER: Do you ever base characters on other people in your life?

BRADBURY: Crumley, the detective in Death Is a Lonely Business, is based on my high school gym teacher. [Laughs]
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WELLER: You said you had “no talent” when you first started as a writer. Do you really believe this?

BRADBURY: When I was in high school I wrote a short story called “The Ravine.” But I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t realize how beautiful it was. I was too busy imitating Conan Doyle and P. G. Wodehouse and Edgar Allan Poe. I was madly in love with all these people. I didn’t see I was hurting myself by imitating. We all have a million fragments of memory inside of us that we need to pull out and discover and hold up to the light. You can’t do that when you are imitating others. I wasn’t being myself. And so I wrote that story about the ravine and ignored it. It wasn’t until a few years later, when I was twenty-two, that I wrote “The Lake” and I went back to my childhood and delved deep inside myself. “The Lake” is an Illinois story that could very well fit into Dandelion Wine in a way. All those years went by without finding myself—what was really inside me—not Edgar Allan Poe, not Conan Doyle, not Edgar Rice Burroughs.

WELLER: There’s an old story that you burned a million words of your early writing the week you got married. Is there any truth to this?

BRADBURY: No. I don’t know where that story came from. I would never do that. I save everything! I’m in love with my younger self. He was lousy, but I love him. All my writing is down in the basement or out in the house in Palm Springs.

WELLER: We’ve talked so often about who you read during your formative years. What about later in life? Were there writers who influenced you later in your career?

BRADBURY: Bernard Shaw. When I was in Ireland in 1953, I saw his play St. Joan there, and it is one of the greatest plays ever written by any writer during the twentieth century. When I returned to the States, I began to write Irish plays about Ireland. His plays spoke to me.
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WELLER: Considering the importance of film in your life, if you had to select one movie to save from being burned, what would it be?

BRADBURY: I would save Citizen Kane—it’s one of the greatest movies ever made. I saw it when I was twenty years old, and I knew right away that it was one of the best films ever produced. I met Orson Welles later in life, and I told him that I loved him.

WELLER: You have such an immense knowledge of cinematic history. Can you think of any films that were better than the book they were based on? This seems to me to be a pretty rare occurrence.

BRADBURY: I think the film of Gone With the Wind is probably better than the book.

WELLER: What about The Wizard of Oz? Is the film better than the original book series in your estimation? I imagine this is a difficult question, as the books were so important to you as a young reader.

BRADBURY: The books were better. Judy Garland was a totally different kind of girl than “little Dorothy,” but you know, what the hell, the film is so nice. I was there the first day it came out.
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WELLER: What more would you like to accomplish?

BRADBURY: Well, I still have thirty books left to write! I hope I’ll make it to one hundred, and I’ll finish them all. I’m still filled with joy. I still love what I’m doing.

WELLER: In The Martian Chronicles and Fahrenheit 451 in particular, you addressed a range of social concerns: racism, colonialism, censorship, the proliferation of mass media, and so on. Why did you choose to examine these themes in the future as opposed to looking at them in the present?

BRADBURY: If you write an ordinary story in ordinary times, people are not going to read it. If you write a fantasy, people will think you are not writing about them, and in doing so, you will get to their guts and to their hearts. You want to stay away from appealing to their minds—you want to reach their hearts. And when they are reading the book and they finish it, they realize, My God, that is me! I thought he was writing about the future, but this story is just pretending to be about the future.

WELLER: You seem to be critical of realist fiction. You’ve said that we have too much reality in reality. You once called much of this type of fiction “New Yorker, slice-of-life bullshit.” Yet so many of your great influences wrote realist prose: Steinbeck, Willa Cather, Hemingway, Fitzgerald. How do you reconcile what seems like a contradiction?

BRADBURY: Those writers were incredible stylists. The Grapes of Wrath is about a very real problem—poverty. But every other chapter is prose poetry that gets to the reader’s heart. Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night is the same thing. It’s beautiful writing. It’s prose poetry that appeals to our hearts rather than our minds.

WELLER: What are your thoughts on literary criticism? Have you read the critical books on your own work?

BRADBURY: No. I’m not interested. There have been a few books over the years that attempted to analyze my stories. As I’ve said before, I don’t want to know what I’m doing.
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WELLER: You have always communicated your ideas about cover art to publishers—always been very hands-on. What covers did you help design?

BRADBURY: It goes all the way back to Dark Carnival. I wanted the Mexican masks on the cover. I sketched the cover of The Illustrated Man and gave it to Doubleday, and they made it better.

WELLER: There’s a letter from Doubleday I’ve found that even says you suggested the color scheme on the cover of that book.

BRADBURY: That’s right. I also came up with the idea for the cover of Fahrenheit 451 and gave it to my friend Joe Mugnaini to illustrate. I designed the cover of The October Country, The Toynbee Convector, Let’s All Kill Constance, and I think a few others. I came up with the idea of me standing on top of the white whale having killed it with my pen for Green Shadows, White Whale.

WELLER: I recall seeing your design for the collection One More for the Road, and, obviously, HarperCollins used your art for The Cat’s Pajamas. Didn’t you also suggest the Fuseli painting for the cover of Long After Midnight?

BRADBURY: Yes, I did. You are incredible.

WELLER: How does it feel to have produced so much work in your life that has affected so many others’ lives?

BRADBURY: To wake up one day and realize that I am on the shelves with L. Frank Baum on one end and, at the other end, Edgar Rice Burroughs, and, down below, Jules Verne and H. G. Wells—that’s it, huh? Everything I did was pure love. Pure love. And if you live that way, you’ve had a great life.
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