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In the Beginning

To understand Clarion, you must first know something about 
the Milford Conference. It was a workshop started by Judith 

Merril, James Blish, and Damon Knight in the mid-s, with 
the idea that professional writers would benefit from, and enjoy, 
getting together to critique one another’s work and talk shop. 
It was set up for eight days, with critique sessions daily from 
about noon until late afternoon, dinner, and then discussions 
that often lasted until dawn. It was enormously successful from 
the start, attracting luminaries in the science fiction field from 
all over the country and England. Those who attended the full 
eight days over the years included Judith Merril, editor of  the 
prestigious Year’s Best Science Fiction series, James Blish and Damon 
Knight, both award-winning critics and editors, Ben Bova, Harlan 
Ellison, Piers Anthony, John Brunner, Anne McCaffrey, Carol 
Emshwiller, Algis Budrys, and Richard McKenna.

Among those who came only for a weekend were Brian 
Aldiss, Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, Robert Silverberg, Fred 
Pohl, and Theodore Sturgeon. Altogether it was an inspiring and 
sometimes intimidating group.

I was invited to attend my first Milford conference in , 
and I remember it as vividly as if  it had happened only a year or 
two ago. I was terrified, for one thing, and justifiably so. I was 
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as green as any novice writer who ever dreamed of  becoming 
a professional. I knew nothing about critiquing, or accepting 
criticism, and my story took a drubbing that no Clarion student 
could ever equal. Afterward, I put on my brightest lipstick and 
went to the riverbank on the Delaware River and threw stones 
into the water as hard as I could, muttering, “I’ll show you, James 
Blish. I’ll show you, Damon Knight. I’ll show you . . .” I don’t 
remember how far I got before my arm got tired.

Later, I realized that another beginning writer who had 
also attended for the first time received hardly any criticism, yet I 
knew his story had been as bad as or worse than mine. And I had 
to admit I deserved every word of  criticism directed at me, and 
furthermore that I needed it, and that the professional writers had 
taken me seriously. 

That was a big discovery: other writers had treated me and 
my work seriously in a way no one had done previously. I had been 
writing and publishing stories for three years at that time, and I was 
clueless about why some of  them were accepted and others had not 
been. The Milford Conference was my own personal boot camp.

I had not realized until that week how starved I was for any 
intellectual stimulation, real conversation about writing, ideas, 
philosophy, theology, politics, everything. My adrenaline was 
so charged that for the entire week, I found I could not sleep. 
When I boarded my plane to head back home to Louisville, the 
flight attendant suggested I pretend to be asleep when we landed 
in Washington because someone might be bumped for another 
passenger, and they were always reluctant to awaken a sleeping 
passenger. I settled into my seat, and the next thing I knew someone 
was shaking my arm to say we were in Louisville. I suppose the 
attendant thought I was the best pretender she had ever encountered. 
It was the only time in my life I ever slept on an airplane.

Four years later, Damon and I, both divorced from previous 
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spouses, were married. That year, because of  the pressure of  other 
work, Jim Blish and Judy Merril had to drop out of  the arduous 
task of  organizing the conference, although they both attended 
regularly, and Damon, with whatever help I could provide, ran 
the conference from then on. The Milford Conference, which 
had introduced us, became our first team effort.

Those who attended for the whole of  the workshop brought 
several copies of  one short story, which everyone read when they 
could find time. The protocol of  the workshop was to arrange the 
furniture in more or less a circle, begin the critique at one side of  
the writer whose work was being discussed and continue around 
the circle until everyone had spoken. Then the writer, who had 
been silent, could express gratitude, explain, defend, lash out in 
anger, cringe in silence, laugh or weep. We saw all these reactions 
at one time or another. 

In , Judy Merril and I put together a petition protesting 
the Vietnam War and circulated it for signatures among the 
professional writers in the science fiction field and then published 
it. The following year Robin Scott Wilson attended the Milford 
Conference. It was no secret that Robin had been in the CIA 
before turning to teaching and writing, but paranoia was running 
high, and Judy and I were concerned that perhaps he had not 
dropped the CIA altogether, that perhaps our protest had drawn 
attention, possibly we were on a list, being checked out. It did 
nothing to ease our apprehension when at every turn we caught 
glimpses of  Robin asking questions and taking notes.

On the final day of  the workshop, Robin explained his 
motives. He was teaching at Clarion State College, he said, 
and he was planning on doing a summer workshop in creative 
writing. After observing the Milford Conference for a week, he 
intended to model his workshop on the Milford method. At 
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that time he asked four people to come as visiting lecturers. He 
said funding would not cover more than four, and they would be 
paid a pittance. He planned to do the first and last week himself. 
The four he had chosen were Damon Knight, Judy Merril, Fritz 
Leiber, and Harlan Ellison. Damon told him that if  he went, I 
would have to go also, and Robin, always the perfect gentleman, 
blinked and said, “Well, of  course.”

That summer of  , my two older sons were with their father, 
Damon’s three children were with their mother in Port Jervis, 
New York, and we took our two-year-old, Jonathan, across the 
state from Milford to Clarion, Pennsylvania.

We arrived hot and tired from the long drive, so our own 
condition was not surprising, but we were surprised to find 
Robin worn to a nub, the students in a final stage of  meltdown, 
exhausted, bored, hungry, and with so much tension running 
through all of  them, they crackled. 

Clarion in the sixties was a town out of  a Jack Finney novel, 
a town that to all appearances had not moved in time since the 
late thirties. Everything closed at dusk and nothing opened on 
Sunday. If  you ran out of  gas on the weekend, you had to wait 
until Monday to refuel. The single movie theater had one movie 
for the entire summer, Attack of the Killer Tomatoes!, I think it was. 
Although that might have been the following year. There were 
no bookstores, but it is likely that when the college was holding 
regular sessions, there might have been one. No recreation 
facilities. The swimming pool had been closed for repairs a year 
or so earlier. There were few outlets for the students’ tension. For 
a break in the monotony, some of  the students went to stand 
on the corner of  the main street and watch cars go by, now and 
then leaning over to peer inside. The hostility between town and 
gown was never higher. Some of  the town boys caught one of  the 
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students, a hippie-freak-pinko-commie type, no doubt, and cut 
his hair. Long hair on males was a no-no. And quite a few of  our 
men had long hair, including Damon.

The college cafeteria food was atrocious, and there were two 
restaurants in town that were not much better. At the restaurant 
called the best, I asked what the stuffed shrimp was stuffed with, 
and the waitress shook her head and said, “I don’t know, but I 
wouldn’t eat it.” No one in our group did, either.

We were housed, students and visiting lecturers alike, in 
a charming old building that had been condemned some time 
in the past. There was a lot of  mellow yellow brickwork, arched 
windows and doors, wide corridors with old-fashioned linoleum 
on the floors. A wide porch contained a few chairs. One expected 
to see a swing, but no. A double-door entrance opened into a 
large lounge, with halls leading off  in two directions. Typewriters 
were set up in the lounge. The men’s dorm rooms were on the 
second floor, the women’s on the ground floor. I was an added 
complication; it had been decided that it would be highly 
improper to house me near the men, and Damon could not be 
housed in the wing with the women. We had our room on the 
first floor, the only occupants of  one entire wing. Damon, of  
course, had to stay out of  the other wing altogether. He could 
enter the lounge and go to our room, or go up to the next level, 
where I was forbidden.

Over the weekend, Robin’s wife, Pat, arranged a babysitter 
for me so that I could attend the regular workshop sessions. I 
don’t know if  Robin anticipated that, but no question was raised 
and I was accepted. And that made us twenty-eight in all: twenty-
five students and three professionals. It was no wonder the group 
was grim and somewhat apprehensive. No doubt the students 
felt they had been browbeaten thoroughly by the professional 
writer-lecturers who had come before us, and we were going to 




