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‘Guaranteed to make you yearn for days of yore … don’t be surprised to find yourself laughing at more in-jokes than you care to admit’	

– Focus****

‘Amiable and amusing … a glimpse into the world of fandom cranked up, on holiday, given licence to be sillier than usual’

– Daily Telegraph

‘Funny and affectionate’	

– Time Out

‘A joyous, irreverent celebration of Britain’s secret love of the bizarre’

	– Gay Times

‘It’s hilarious … For anyone who has ever liked any of this stuff, there’s laughter and nostalgia aplenty’

– Nottingham Evening Post

‘Personal and engaging … anyone who agrees that “Star Wars was a defining moment of our collective childhood” will love this book’	

– The Times

‘Will give anyone from the era of Spam fritters and Blue Riband biscuits a Prustian rush … a witty, heartwarming exploration of the light side of SF fandom’	

– SFX

‘Will have you hitching aboard the Millennium Falcon to a galaxy overflowing with infinite possibilities’	 

– Metro****
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   FOREWORD

You are about to pass through a wormhole.

Don’t get too excited; it isn’t going to bring you out in some remote, exotic corner of the universe, or spirit you away to an exciting, futuristic time zone. It’s going to transport you to Teesside, North-Eastern England, in 2005 … so brace yourself to emerge from the only portal in the cosmos with ‘Up The Boro’ written in permanent marker on its exit, and the Planet Burgerland van parked up nearby.

I was in my mid-thirties when I wrote Wiffle Lever To Full!, and that can be a difficult age. Not quite ready to settle into domesticated adulthood, I frequently found myself peppering my work and home life with half-remembered fragments of my rapidly receding childhood; putting the car’s headlights on full beam in heavy snow to emulate the Millennium Falcon’s passage though hyperspace; or lying in bed with my sleeping girlfriend and dreaming us both into Doctor Who’s TARDIS, Time Lord and Time Lady, embarking on impossible adventures throughout the galaxy, and leaving the bills and the housework far behind.

With the benefit of hindsight, embarking on a year of utterly irresponsible freewheeling through some of the UK’s most bizarre and brilliant cult TV conventions was a heartfelt attempt to realise those fantasies … and, absolutely, an effort to reconnect with those carefree days of childhood reverie for a final fling of utterly escapist nostalgia. It was a period of my life when obtaining a DVD box set signed by the entire main cast of Blake’s 7, or spending a night in a hotel bar with the actual Friar Tuck from Robin of Sherwood became far more important preoccupations than turning up for work on time or maintaining a healthy relationship.

Selfish? Yes. But then that’s the nature of obsession, and this book is often about the tipping point between fandom and obsession, and those – including me – who have walked the line between them.

I didn’t embark on this quest with the intention of writing a book, but it quickly became obvious that there was one to be written. And, reading it back, I feel like I’ve passed through a wormhole too … again, not to a far-flung corner of the universe or to some exotic time zone, but definitely to an era that now seems oddly quaint and carefree in itself. Doctor Who had returned, and David Tennant was (just) a household name, but nobody had heard of Facebook or Twitter, and even the seemingly monolithic YouTube had barely celebrated its first anniversary. I suspect all of these seismic cultural phenomena have contributed – in the last thirteen years – to the transformation of science fiction and cult TV fandom into a global, multi-million pound industry, but when this book was written it still felt like the reserve of wistful thirtysomethings emerging from small, provincial hotel bars with a rumpled Tesco carrier bag filled with childhood memories.

That was me.

I had lots of fun, and I hope you do, too.

Your wormhole awaits you …

Bob Fischer, Teesside, 2018
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By Robert Fischer (Aged Eight And A Third)

Saturday 21 March 1981

PART ONE 
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One day Richard Moxham and I were walking down Yarm High Street when a ray of light shot down from the sky and formed a kind of force field on the pavement. I held Richard back and looked at the force field for a moment. Then I walked into it. Richard followed me. As soon as we felt the force field we fell unconscious on the ground. Then the force field dissapered into thin air. I woke up in a strange room. I stood up and looked around. There was white walls and lots of screens around me. On one of the walls was an electronic door. Then I saw Richard laid just at my feet. I pushed him and said ‘Wake Up Richard,’ Richard opened his eyes and stood up. ‘What are we doing here?’ He asked. ‘That’s what I want to know,’ I answered. Suddenly I spotted a control box by the electronic door. I pulled a lever down and the door opened. We both went through the gap. Behind the door was a long corridor. There was twelve doorways down each side. Suddenly I heard footsteps. I pulled Richard into a doorway. A strange white robot with a laser gun in its hand came walking down the corridor. I ran out of the doorway, kicked the robot in the chest and grabbed the gun. ‘Now we have to find you a gun,’ I said to Richard. I saw a trapdoor in the floor. I said to Richard ‘Look, a trapdoor’. ‘What’s down there?’ Richard asked. I opened the trapdoor and looked down. It was too dark to see anything. ‘It’s too dark to see anything,’ I answered. I put my foot on the trapdoor and fell down it.

To be continued …
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FOUR THINGS I’VE LEARNED recently about my eight-year-old self:

1. I can spell virtually any word in my modest vocabulary apart from ‘disappeared’.

2. I can use quotation marks, but I’ve yet to be convinced about these new-fangled ‘paragraph’ things.

3. I have a habit of stating the very bleeding obvious to Richard Moxham.

4. Richard Moxham might be my best friend, but if we’ve been transported to a strange alien netherworld with only one laser gun between us, then – clearly – bollocks to him.

I’m thirty-two years old, and I’m sitting on the edge of the hatchway to the attic, my legs dangling precariously over the landing floor below. I’ve just discovered The Battle to Save Earth, neatly handwritten twenty-four years previously in a WHSmith exercise book and painstakingly punctuated with surprisingly detailed illustrations – all lustily drawn in black felt-tip and owing a substantial debt to the cartoon strips in Star Wars Weekly, reserved for me every week by Mr Murray, the elderly newsagent whose dark, enticing corner shop was a wonderland of comics and stickers. The book was at the bottom of a cobweb-strewn cardboard box, lost under a hundredweight of old Whizzer and Chipses and a battered, time-worn, Sellotape-strewn KerPlunk, and it’s the first time I’ve clapped eyes on it for almost two decades. I’ve recently bought my first house and moved into it with my first long-term girlfriend, and my parents have seized the opportunity to transport a small lorry-load of long-forgotten childhood relics from their dusty attic to mine.

Flicking through the book’s crinkled pages, I feel like I’ve once again fallen into a swirling, mysterious force field, this time emerging unscathed on a breezy Saturday afternoon in March 1981. I’m at my gran’s bungalow in Acklam, a leafy, modern suburb of Middlesbrough that contemporary Polaroids reveal to have been constructed entirely from brown and orange blobs. And, coincidentally, I’ve just had beans-on-toast for my dinner. A long, lazy afternoon stretches before me, and I prise open the front page of my pristine new ‘writing book’, the Biro gripped in my tiny right hand – the key to unlocking an eager imagination. ‘This one’s going to get published,’ I tell my mum, as she brings in a small tray of tea and almond slices.

‘I’m sure it is.’ She smiles, but I can tell she doesn’t believe me. 

Hah.

Like most of my friends at Levendale Primary School, a modern, open-plan seat of learning in my staunchly middleclass home town of Yarm, I’m obsessed with science fiction. It’s that kind of era. Doctor Who is a fixture of Saturday teatimes, unless you switch over to ITV, in which case it’s Buck Rogers in the 25th Century. The only other TV channel available is BBC2, and nobody watches BBC2. It’s less than a year since the release of The Empire Strikes Back, and the influence of Star Wars is, well … universal. For Richard Moxham’s birthday in October, we went to see Battle Beyond the Stars, a low-budget knock-off starring a grizzled George Peppard and Richard ‘John Boy Walton’ Thomas. There was only one King Cone left in the freezer in the foyer and Richard got it – so let’s call it quits with the laser gun, eh? More recently, I’ve dragged my poor, overworked dad back to Middlesbrough’s ABC Cinema to see a deliciously camp and gaudy reworking of that cheesy old sci-fi staple Flash Gordon. Although to me, there’s nothing remotely cheap or arch about these movies – their stories are as vital and immutable as the Bible, and Brian Blessed is my new god. When my uncle Trevor pays a fleeting visit to my gran’s house that afternoon, he talks enthusiastically about The Adventure Game, a new BBC quiz show, seemingly aimed squarely at pale, well-spoken boys in parkas. It transports the likes of Maggie Philbin and Michael Rodd to the dreaded, far-away, surreal planet Arg, where they’re frequently menaced by a growling aspidistra. Sci-fi is everywhere I go, and, as far as I’m concerned, it’s only a matter of time before the entire population of the UK dresses in shiny, tin-foil space suits and communicates in strange, unearthly bleeps and groans. Gary Numan has started already.
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It doesn’t last, of course. Within a few short years, admitting you like science fiction carries as much cultural credibility as, well … admitting you like Gary Numan. But, diligent to the end, I keep the flame alive in my heart. Long after the rest of my generation has lost interest, hit puberty and discovered something called ‘girls’ (and more on those later), I continue to have Star Wars Weekly reserved for me at the newsagent’s, even after Mr Murray has ascended to the great magazine rack in the sky.

In fact my obsession with science fiction and the darker corners of cult TV becomes so all-pervading that, even as a thirty-two-year-old man flicking gleefully through The Battle to Save Earth, the significance of the date 21 March 1981 is immediately and obviously apparent to me. A matter of hours after writing that breathless opening chapter, my eight-year-old self had almost choked on a corned-beef sandwich as Tom Baker’s Doctor Who had plummeted from the top of a towering radio telescope, raised a wearisome arm into the air, and regenerated amidst a halo of light into a youthful and rather surprised-looking Peter Davison. Yes, that fateful Saturday – with its almond slices and beans-on-toast and the first exciting instalment of The Battle to Save Earth – was a pivotal day in sci-fi history. I had little idea that Baker was leaving the show, and only a vague inkling that there’d even been previous Doctors. We were halfway through Little and Large before I recovered my senses.

It was a seismic communal cultural experience, and back at school on Monday morning, even our kindly supply teacher Mrs Curtain (a woman whom my dad, attending a parents’ evening, once told to ‘pull herself together’) had asked us if we’d seen the Doctor’s regeneration. It was the first time I’d ever heard anyone use the word, and the school was aflame with gossip and speculation as to what might happen next in the show. It was all anyone wanted to talk about – until, of course, I revealed that Richard Moxham had been sucked into a force field in Yarm High Street and stranded on an alien oligarchy without a laser gun to his name. Hope you enjoyed that King Cone, mate.

I’m not bitter.

I fumble my way down the stepladder and close the hatch to the attic, still clutching The Battle to Save Earth to my chest, which I toss onto a desk in my ramshackle spare-room office. And then, purely on a whim, I boot up the PC and go online to read a little more about Tom Baker’s swansong story, ‘Logopolis’, and, entirely by chance, discover that – in a matter of months – a Doctor Who convention, Dimensions, is arriving five miles up the road in Stockton-on-Tees. A town roughly equidistant between my gran’s old house in Acklam and my dusty new attic in Teesside force-field hotspot Yarm, packed with yellowing Whizzer and Chipses and myriad other delights.

Resistance, to coin a phrase, is useless.

I buy a ticket and start counting down the days.
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A couple of weeks later, I do something incredibly reckless. My ticket for Stockton’s impending Dimensions convention is still winging its way through the Royal Mail’s time vortex to my new front door, but – worryingly – it’s got me thinking. I start to wonder, almost to my own disquiet, whether similar celebrations are held for my other childhood sci-fi obsessions. I’m irresistibly drawn again to the PC upstairs (with The Battle to Save Earth still plonked unceremoniously on the desk) and – checking nervously around the room to ensure that my brain isn’t watching – my fingers type ‘Cult TV’ and ‘Convention’ into Google, dancing their way around the keyboard and pressing ‘Enter’ before the sensible part of my mind has a chance to raise a single, rational objection.

Within seconds I’m lost in a mire of nostalgia, as long-lost and once-loved TV shows leap out of a maze of windows on my wheezing, overworked computer screen. Look, there’s Blake’s 7 – the show that made sitting through the last five minutes of Nationwide almost worthwhile. Here comes Red Dwarf, the space-age sitcom that – as a seventeen-year-old – I found tickling my smeg receptors in a way that no other comedy had done since the glorious teenage evening I’d discovered Monty Python. And, inevitably, Python is there as well – no longer deceased and gone to join the choir invisible, but alive and kicking in the hearts of hundreds of fans who descend on a remote Scottish castle every autumn for their annual coconut-clopping party. There’s The Hitch Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, the TV adaptation that I could recite virtually word for word until it was beaten out of me in spring 1988 by a gang of marauding wizards from Terry Pratchett’s Discworld books. Is Discworld there as well? You bet your twenty-sided role-playing dice it is. They’re enticing, intriguing and irresistable, like half-forgotten lovers, luring me away for filthy weekends in strange provincial hotels.

While my girlfriend, Sorcha, sleeps soundly beside me, I spend the night lying bolt awake in bed, the rational side of my mind presenting to the courtroom of my conscience a string of irrefutable evidence as to why indulging this ludicrous nostalgic streak at a string of sci-fi and cult TV conventions would, in essence, be a terrible idea. Credit-card demands in red ink are presented with stern, furrowed brows, mortgage statements tutted over and thrown in desperation at my feet. But it’s a losing battle. Rationale is prodded into a dark, secluded corner of my mind by the motley rabble of wizards, time-travellers, alien warlords and paranoid androids that have now sectioned off the larger part of my brain and are vigorously protecting its borders with staffs, lances and phasers set to stun. At 4.30am, they erect a deadly force field around my last remaining bubble of sanity, and declare a state of martial law. Five hours later, I’m back in front of the computer screen again – wide-eyed and wired, and shamelessly booking a ticket for a Robin of Sherwood convention in Retford. Oh, and Red Dwarf, in Peterborough. And Blake’s 7 as well – that’s in Stockton too, so it would be churlish not to attend. Wouldn’t it?

I slump, exhausted, in front of the PC. I feel like Lady Macbeth after King Duncan’s murder, and want to race into the bathroom to wash the green Dalek blood from my guilty, fevered hands. I’m a broken man, and the eight-year-old boy who sat down one breezy Saturday afternoon to write The Battle to Save Earth has reasserted control over my psyche.

And this time, no power in the universe can stop him.
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