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Worldcon 2011 
Prolog: My Fifteen Minutes Are Not Yet Over 
 It was the final few hours of the final day of 
Renovation, the 2011 Worldcon, and I was taking a last 
stroll through the dealers room when I saw it. 

 The previous evening, my friend Allen Steele, who 
writes “hard” science fiction 
the way it ought to be done, 
had won a Hugo Award for his 
novelette “The Emperor of 
Mars”.  Steele has gained quite 
a bit of visibility, both within 
and outside the science fiction 
community, with his series of 
novels about the colonization 
of the extrasolar world Coyote.  
I reviewed the third book in the 
series back in 2006 for the 
online magazine SFRevu, and 
was a bit disappointed that 
there were no reader comments 
to the review (none that I ever saw, anyway).  One of the things I mentioned in the review was 
that Steele writes in much the same style as the great Robert A. Heinlein.  I wrote that both 
Steele’s and Heinlein’s stories provide not only a strong and intelligent “sense of wonder” that is 
characteristic of the science fiction genre, they also make sense from a socioeconomic aspect – 
things and events in their stories make down-to-earth sense to the reader, even if many of those 
them are not yet scientifically possible. 

 So I was surprised and amused when I saw that the newly-launched sixth book in the Coyote 
series, Hex, had a one-line excerpt from my review right there on the front cover.  It was credited 
to the magazine, not me, but I’m nevertheless taking that as a sign that my Warholian fifteen 
minutes of fame are not yet over. 

 One thing though – another blurb, at the top of the book’s cover, describes Allen Steele as a 
“two-time Hugo Award-winning author”.  They’ll have to change that. 
 
A Tale of Two (Capital) Cities 
 As of 2011 there have been 69 World Science Fiction Conventions, but until 2011 there has 
never been one in Reno, or for that matter, anywhere in the state of Nevada.  It used to be that 
Worldcons were usually held in very large cities, partly because that’s where the relatively large 
amount of hotel rooms and meeting space required for the convention were available, and partly 
because the large metro areas were home to stable fan communities that could stage such an 
event. 

 That’s pretty much changed.  There’s now too much competition for convention space from 
professionally-run conventions for two-year bid cycle events like Worldcons to compete against.  
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And, in this age of the Internet, it’s no longer necessary for a Worldcon committee to be based in 
the city hosting the convention.  Many mid-sized cities like Reno now have large and modern 
convention centers, and are welcoming of intermediate-sized conventions like Worldcons.  
That’s what happened when the bid committee based in Portland came to the conclusion that a 
Worldcon was just not do-able in Oregon. 

 But a disadvantage to this new paradigm is that 
traveling to cities like Reno can be complicated.  That’s 
what Nicki and I discovered when we were making our 
Worldcon trip plans.  Reno is not an airline hub and there 
were no reasonable airline connections to get there – 
every option we looked at involved a flight that departed 
Washington at an inconvenient time and included a long 
layover somewhere.  In the end, we opted not to go to 
Reno.  Instead, we flew non-stop into Sacramento and 
rented a car.  It was a good idea, as Sacramento is a fairly 
easy two-and-a-half hour drive from Reno.  And we’d 
always wanted to visit the capital of California. 

 One of our friends, Mark Linneman, lives in 
Sacramento and it turned out that another friend in town 
from Australia, Alan Stewart, was visiting him prior to 
them both leaving for Renovation.  Mark had to work on 
our one full day in Sacramento, so Alan spent the day 
with us for some sightseeing and a bit of browsing 
through some of the antique stores and second-hand 
shops on the west side of the city. 

 The very scenic drive east to Reno from Sacramento takes you up and over the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains and passes not far from one of the more notorious historical sites of the region.  Back 

in 1847, a small band of migrant settlers heading into 
California became snowbound for several months.  Their 
provisions ran out and many died from starvation, but 
some survived by resorting to cannibalism.  They were 
the Donner Party. 

 An easy half hour drive south of Reno is Nevada’s 
capital, Carson City.  It was established just a few years 
after the Donner Party’s misfortune, but it owes its 
existence to a discovery of gold and silver in the late 
1850s at the famous Comstock Lode in nearby Virginia 
City.  There is an exhibit about the history of Carson City 
inside the State Capitol Building, but what really caught 
our attention was the level of security there.  Back in 
Sacramento we had to undergo an airport-style security 
screening to get into the California State Capitol 
Building.  For the Nevada State Capitol we were able to 
just walk right in. 

Nicki and Alan Stewart inside the 
California State Capitol Building 

at Nevada’s State Capitol in Carson City 
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the Peppermill Resort and Casino 

The Biggest Little City in the World 
 I’m not sure what I expected from 
Reno, but I do know my first impression 
was not entirely favorable.  It might have 
had something to do with the interminable 
amount of time it takes to drive through 
the city center.  Other than a few large 
casinos there were two main types of 
businesses – seedy-looking hotels and 
seedy-looking souvenir shops.  The very 
slow procession through downtown made 
it easy to see that many of them were 
either going out of business or already out 
of business. 

 Another thing a bit off-putting about 
the city, or more specifically its casinos, is 
that they are exempt from indoor smoke-
free environment laws that make air breathable in most business establishments.  The Peppermill 

Resort, where Nicki and I stayed, did not 
allow smoking inside the hotel or in 
restaurants but there was no wall where 
the hotel ended and the casino began, and 
to get to most of the restaurants you had to 
walk through the casino.  Neither of us did 
any gambling while we were in Reno, but 
we did do a bit of people watching of 
those who were.  Almost all of them were 
playing slot machines, and from what we 
could see, none of them looked happy.  
For the entirety of our six days in Reno, 
we saw exactly one slot player smiling, 
and that was only for a few seconds.  Most 

of them had expressions as if they just received grim news.  We didn’t observe a lot of payoffs 
from the slots, so in a way maybe they had! 

 But after a few days, Reno began to grow on us.  The 
casino was a bit too much sensory overload, but the hotel 
was a really nice place to stay and the food at the 
restaurants was very good.  And outside the hotel, the 
mountains were spectacular and the weather was 
glorious!  The skies were so clear that we didn’t see a 
single cloud until our last full day there.  When the time 
finally came to head back to Sacramento our thinking had 
changed.  Nicki and I decided that even though we 
probably wouldn’t want to live there, someday we would 
like to return to “the biggest little city in the world”. 

Reno’s city center 

Bananas Foster waffle for breakfast, yum! 
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Renovation...of the ‘Best Fanzine’ Hugo Award Category 
 But the main reason we had come 
all the way to Reno at all was to attend 
Renovation.  In the months prior to the 
convention I had proposed an 
amendment to the World Science 
Fiction Society’s constitution that 
narrowed the eligibility for the ‘Best 
Fanzine’ Hugo Award to publications 
that were actually fanzines.  The good 
news is that the changes were adopted, 
but not before I endured six 
excruciating hours of WSFS Business 
Meeting.  (The changes need to be re-
ratified next year in Chicago for them to become permanent.)  The even better news is that unlike 

the previous two years, the ‘Best Fanzine’ category 
was not hijacked this year by a podcast or a 
professional publication.  The Drink Tank, an 
entertaining and frequently-published fanzine from 
Chris Garcia and James Bacon, eked out a narrow 
victory over last year’s winning podcast, 
StarShipSofa. 

 Chris’s and James’s acceptance speech for their 
Hugo Award was the most entertaining and uplifting 
single moment of the convention, and I’m glad it was 
all captured on video.  It included (a) Chris and James 
high-fiving everybody in the audience they passed on 
the way to the stage, (b) Chris being overcome by 
emotion at the podium, while James was doing what 
appeared to be a high-speed victory lap from the stage 
down to the audience and back up to the stage again, 
(c) James taking over at the podium as Chris tried to 
collect himself while sitting on the floor and hugging 
the Hugo trophy, and (d) everyone in the audience on 
their feet and cheering wildly.  It was a very popular 
win for Chris and James, to say the least, and when 

the Awards Ceremony hosts finally reclaimed the stage they announced there were pretty good 
odds on what one of the ‘Best Dramatic Presentation – Short Form’ nominees would be for next 
year’s Ceremony.  They may very well be right! 
 
A Dalek’s-Eye View of Renovation 
 I did manage to do more at the convention than just participate in the WSFS Business 
Meeting.  I was on five different panels, though as it turned out none of them were able to draw 
much of an audience.  Nicki did a bit better – two of the panels she was on were media-related 
and for those the meeting rooms were full.  There was no lack of media-related presence at the 

Renovation’s WSFS Business Meeting 

Chris Garcia and his Hugo Award 
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convention, including a 
reproduction of the Iron 
Throne from the HBO 
Game of Thrones 
miniseries.  It was a 
very popular place for 
photo-ops.  But only 
slightly less popular 
was a Doctor Who 
themed display that 
featured a Dalek 
constructed to look like 
it was taking a South 
Seas vacation. 

 Most of the people who attended Renovation were on 
vacation, of course, although those who were on the convention 
committee probably didn’t feel that way.  It takes a lot of effort 
to put on an event like this.  That was impressed on us the day 
we arrived in Reno when we helped with the set-up for a special 

display of science fiction artwork that had belonged to our late friend Ken Moore.  Ken had 
owned an exquisite art collection with paintings and drawings by many of the genre’s most 
renowned artists and illustrators, and Renovation arranged for it to be shipped cross country for 
display at the convention.  Another friend, Naomi Fisher, who was curator of the exhibit, had 
needed all the help she could get to get it set up in time and we had been happy to assist however 
we could. 

 Many of our friends were in Reno for Renovation, which is one 
of the biggest reasons that Nicki and I go to Worldcons – these are 
the only times that we get to see some of them.  A case in point is 
Art Widner, one of the few people remaining who attended the very 
first Worldcon back in 1939.  He was about a month shy of his 94th 

birthday the week of Renovation, 
which probably makes him the 
Oldest Living Fan.  I spent a pleasant 
hour timebinding while watching 
Art’s slide show presentation about 
an epic motorcar trip from Boston to 
the 1941 Worldcon in Denver and 
back.  Only two years younger than 
Art is Dave Kyle, who is also one of 
the few remaining attendees of that 
1939 Worldcon.  Nicki and I had the pleasure and privilege to 
publish an extended series of remembrances by Dave in our 
fanzine Mimosa, but our connection to him is deeper than that – 
Dave lives in the far northern New York village of Potsdam.  
And it was there, as college students back in the autumn of 1972, 
Nicki and I first met. 

Nicki and the Tiki Dalek 

on the Iron Throne 

Art Widner 

Dave Kyle with 
Steve & Sue Francis 
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Roommates once, friends forever 

Epilog: Nearly Four Decades Later 
 It’s been a very long time since 
the early 1970s.  When Nicki and I 
left Potsdam for Tennessee at the 
end of 1973, we also left behind 
the friends we made while 
attending college there.  Some of 
them we’ve kept up with, some we 
do not know what became of them.  
For several years, one of the latter 
was Nicki’s college roommate 
Carol.  She and we were part of the 
college radio station crowd in 
Potsdam back in the early 1970s 
that became, in some ways, a large 
extended family. 

 We eventually learned that 
Carol had moved west after she 
graduated and had settled in... 
Reno!  And so, on the second evening of Renovation, Nicki and Carol greeted each other for the 
first time in nearly four decades.  It wasn’t quite as if they had never lost touch, but it was close.  
Dinner was nonstop conversation, so much so that one meal together wasn’t enough and we 
reconvened two nights later to pick up where we’d left off.  Carol and her husband Jim are not 
science fiction fans, but they know enough about the genre that it was not uncomfortable to talk 
with them about what happens at a Worldcon. 

 In the end, I don’t think that Carol and Jim were interested enough in science fiction 
conventions to investigate them further.  But there is one that I do know.  The friendship between 
Carol and Nicki is as strong as it ever was.  It’s just a little older, that’s all. 

 On the flight home three days later, Nicki and I had many highlights of the trip to share but 
none as memorable as the long-delayed reunion.  But the realization is there’s a chance that more 
years will pass until the next time. 

 We’ll have to change that. ☼ 

 


