
By H. B. Fyfe 

THE T-ALKATIVE 

TREE 

DanCJ vines! Beats all how some plants 
have no manners- but what do you ex
pec:t, when they used to be men! 

A LL things considered
the obscure star, the un

determined. damage to the 
stellar drive and the way the 
small planet's murky atmos
phere defied precision scan
ners-the pilot made a rea
sonably good landing. Despite 
sour feelings for the space 
service of Haurtoz, steward 
Peter Kolin had to admit that 
casualties might have been 
far worse. 

Chief Steward Slichow led 
his little command, less two 
third-class ration k e e p e r s 
thought to have been trapped 
in the lower hold, to a point 
two hundred meters from the 
steaming hull of the Peace 
State. He lined them up as if 
on parade. Kolin made him
self inconspicuous. 
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"Since the crew will be on 
emergency watches repairing 
the damage," announced the 
Chief in clipped, aggressive 
tones, "I have volunteered my 
section for preliminary scout
ing, as is suitable. It may be 
useful to discover temporary 
sources in this area of natural 
foods." 

V nlunteered HIS section! 
thought Kolin rebelliously. 

Like the Supreme Director 
of Haurtoz! Being conscript
ed into this idiotic space fleet 
that never fights is bad 
enough without a tin god on 
jets like Slichow! 

Prudently, he did not ex
press this resentment overtly. 

His well-schooled features 
revealed no trace of the idea 
-or of any other idea. The 



Planetary State of Haurtoz 
had been organized some fif
teen light-years from old 
Earth, but many of the home 
world's less kindly techniques 
had been employed. Lack of 
complete loyalty to the state 
was likely to result in a siege 
of treatment that left the sub
ject suitably "re-personal
ized." Kolin had heard of in
stances wherein mere unen
thusiastic posture had be
trayed intentions to harbor 
treasonable thoughts. 

"You will scout in five de
tails of three persons each," 
Chief Slichow said. "Every 
hour, each detail will send 
one person in to report, and 
he will be replaced by one of 
the five I shall keep here to 
issue rations." 

Kolin permitted himself to 
wonder when anyone might 
get some rest, but assumed a 
mildly willing look. (Too ea
ger an attitude could arouse 
suspicion of disguising an im
proper viewpoint.) The main
tenance of a proper viewpoint 
was a necessity if the Plane
tary State were to survive 
the hostile plots of Earth and 
the latter's decadent colonies. 
That, at least, was the offi
cial line. 

Kolin found himself in a 
group with Jak Ammet, a 
third cook, and Eva Yrtok, 
powdered foods storekeeper. 
Since the crew would be eat
ing packaged rations during 
repairs, Y rtok could be spared 
to command a scout detail. 

Each acout was isaue.d a 
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rocket pistol and a plastic wa
ter tube. Chief Slichow em
phasized that the keepers of 
rations could hardly, in an 
emergency, give even the ap
pearance of favoring them
selves in regard to food. They 
would go without. Kolin 
maintained a standard expres
sion as the Chief's sharp 
stare measured theDL 

Yrtok, a dark, lean-faced 
girl, led the way with a quiet 
monosyllable. She carried the 
small radio they would be 
permitted to use for messages 
of utmost urgency. Ammet 
followed, and Kolin brought 
up the rear. 

TO reach their assigned 
sector, they had to climb 

a forbidding ridge of rock 
within half a kilometer. Only 
a sparse creeper grew along 
their way, its elongated leaves 
shimmering with b r o n z e
green reflections against a 
stony surface; but when they 
topped the ridge a thick for
est was in sight. 

Y rtok and Ammet paused 
momentarily before descend
ing. 

Kolin shared their sense of 
isolation. They would be out 
of sight of authority and re
sponsible for their own ac• 
tions. It was a strange sensa• 
tion. 

They marched down into 
the valley at a brisk pace, be
coming more aware of the 
clouds and atmospheric haze. 
Distant objects 1 e e m c d 
blurred by the miet, taking on ... 



a somber, brooding grayness. 
For all Kolin could tell, he 
and the others were isolated 
in a world bounded by the 
rocky ridge behind them and 
a semi-circle of damp trees 
and bushes several hundred 
meters away. He suspected 
that the hills rising mistily 
ahead were part of a contin
uous slope, but could not be 
sure. 

Yrtok led the w3y along 
the most nearly level ground. 
Low creepers ~arne more 
plentiful, interspersed with 
scrubby thickets of tangled, 
spike-armored bushes. Occa
sionally, small flying things 
flickered among the foliage. 
Once, a shrub puffed out an 
e n o r m o u s cloud of tiny 
spores. 

"Be a job to find anything 
edible here," grunted Ammet, 
and Kolin agreed. 

Finally, after a longer hike 
than he had anticipated, they 
approached the edge of the 
deceptively d i s tan t forest. 
Yrtok paused to examine some 
purple berries glistening dan
gerously on a low shrub. Ko
lin regarded the trees with 
misgiving. 

"Looks as tough to get 
through as a tropical jungle," 
he remarked. 

"I think the stuff puts out 
shoots t_hat grow back into 
the ground to root as they 
spread," said the woman. 
.. Maybe we can find a way 
through." 

In two or three minutes, 
they reached the abrupt bor· 
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der of the odd-looking trees. 
E x c e p t for one thick 

trunked giant, all of them 
were about the same height. 
They craned their necks to es
timate the altitude of the 
monster, but the top was hid
den by the wide spread of 
branches. The depths behind 
it looked dark and impenetra
ble. 

"We'd better explore along 
the edge," decided Yrtok. 
"Ammet, now is the time to 
go back and tell the Chief 
which way we're-Ammet!" 

Kolin looked over his shoul
der. Fifty meters away, Am
me·t sat beside the bush with 
the purple berries, utterly 
relaxed. 

"He must have t a s t e d 
some !" exclaimed Kolin. "I'll 
see how he is." 

He ran back to the cook and 
shook him by the shoulder. 
Arnmet's head lolled loosely 
to one side. His rather heavy 
features were vacant, lending 
him a doped appearance. Ko
lin straightened up and beck
oned to Y rtok. 

For some reason, he had 
trouble attracting her atten
tion. Then he noticed that she 
was kneeling. 

"Hope she didn't eat some 
stupid thing too!" he grum
bled, trotting back. 

As he reached her, what
ever Yrtok was examining 
came to life and scooted into 
the underbrush with a flash 
of greenish fur. All Kolin 
saw was that it had several 
legs too inany. 
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He pulled Yrtok to her 
feet. She pawed at him weak
ly, eyes as vacant as Ammet's. 
When he let go in sudden 
horror, she folded gently to 
the ground. She lay comfort
ably on her side, twitching 
one hand as if to brush some
thing away. 

When she began to smile 
dreamily, Kolin backed away. 

THE comers of his mouth 
felt oddly stiff; they had 

involuntarily drawn back to 
expose his clenched teeth. He 
glanced warily about, but 
nothing appeared to threaten 
him. 

"It's time to en.d this scout," 
he told himself. "It's danger
ous. One good look and I'm 
jetting off I What I need is 
an easy tree to climb." 

He considered the massive 
giant. Soaring thirty or forty 
meters into the thin fog and 
dwarfing other growth, it 
seemed the most promising 
choice. 

At first, Kolin saw no way, 
but then the network of vines 
clinging to the rugged trunk 
suggested a route. He tried 
his weight gingerly, then be
gan to climb. 

"I should have b r o u g h t 
Yrtok's radio," he muttered. 
"Oh, well, I can take it when 
I come down, if abe hasn't 
snapped out of her spell by 
then. Funny ..• I wonder if 
that green thing bit her." 

Footholds were plentiful 
among the interlaced lianas. 
K o 1 i n progreased rapidlY.• 
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When he reached the first 
t h i c k limbs, twice head 
height, he felt safer. 

Later, at what he hoped was 
the halfway mark, he hooked 
one knee over a branch and 
paused to wipe sweat from his 
eyes. Peering down, he dis
covered the ground to be ob
scured by foliage. 

"I should have checked 
from down there to see how 
open the top is," he mused. 
"I wonder how the view will 
be from up there?" 

"Depends on what you're 
looking for, Sonny!" some
thing remarked in a soughing 
wheeze. 

Kolin, slipping, grab be d 
desperately for the branch. 
His fingers clutched a hand
ful of twigs and leaves, which 
just barely supported him un
til he regained a grip with 
the other hand. 

The branch quivered resent
fully under him. 

"Careful, there !" whooshed 
the eerie voice. "It took me 
all summer to grow those !" 

Kolin could feel the skin 
crawling along his backbone. 

"Who are you?" he gasped. 
The answering sigh of 

laughter gave him a distinct 
chill despite its suggestion of 
amiabilty. 

"Name's Johnny Ashlew. 
Kinda thought you'd start 
with what I am. Didn't figure 
you'd ever seen a man grown 
into a tree before.'' 

Kolin looked about, seeing 
little but leaves and fog. 

"I have to climb do.wn1,. he 
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told himself in a reasonable 
tone. "It's bad enough that the 
other two passed out without 
me going space happy too." 

"What's your hurry?" de
manded the voice. "I can talk 
to you just as easy all the way 
down, you know. Airholes in 
my bark-I'm not like an 
Earth tree." 

Kolin examined the bark of 
the crotch in which he sat. It 
did seem to have assorted 
holes and hollows in its rough 
surface. 

"I never saw an Earth tree," 
he admitted. ''VIe came from 
Haurtoz." 

"Where's that? Oh, never 
mind-some little planet. I 
don't bother with them all, 
since I came here and found 
out I could be anything I 
wanted." 

"What do you mean, any
thing you wanted?" asked 
Kolin, testing the firmness of 
a vertical vine. 

"JUST what I said," con-
tinued the voice, sound

ing closer in his ear as his 
cheek brushed the ridged bark 
of the tree trunk. "And, if 
I do have to remind you, it 
would be nicer if you said 
'Mr. Ashlew,' considering my 
age." 

"Your age? How old-?" 
.. Can't really count it in 

Earth years any more. Lost 
track. I always figured bein' 
a tree was a nice, peaceful 
life; and when I remembered 
how long some of them live, 
that settled it. Sonny, this 
S2 

world ain't all it looks like." 
"It isn't, Mr. Ashlew?" 

asked Kolin, twisting about 
in an effort to see what the 
higher branches might hide. 

"Nope. M o s t everything 
here is run by the Life-that 
is, by the thing that first 
grew big enough to do some 
thinking, and. set its roots 
down all over until it had 
control. That's the outskirts 
of it down below." 

"The other trees? That jun
gle?" 

"It's more'n a jungle, Son
ny. When I landed here, along 
with the others from the. 
Arcturan Spark, the planet 
looked pretty empty to me, 
just like it must have to
Watch it, there, Boy! If I 
didn't twist that branch over 
in time, you'd be bouncing off 
my roots right now!" 

"Th-thanks !" grunted Ko
lin, hanging on grimly. 

"Doggone vine!" comment
ed the windy whisper. "He 
ain't one of my crowd. Land
ed years later in a ship from 
some star towards the center 
of the galaxy, You should 
have seen his looks before 
the Life got in touch with his 
mind and set up a mental field 
to help him change form. He 
looks t w i c e as good as a 
vine!" 

"He's very handy," agreed 
Kolin politely. He groped for 
a foothold. 

"Well ... matter of fact, I 
can't get through to him 
much, even with the Life's 
mental field helping. Gueu 
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be started living with a dif
ferent way of thinking. It 
burns me. I thought of being 
a tree, and then he came along 
to take advantage of it!" 

Kolin braced himself se
curely to stretch tiring mus
cles. 

"Maybe I'd better stay a 
while," he muttered. "I don't 
know where I am." 

"You're about fifty feet 
up," the sighing voice in
formed him. "You ought to 
let me tell you how the Life 
helps you change form. You 
don't have to be a tree." 

"No?" 
"Uh-uh! Some of the boys 

that landed with me wanted 
to get around and see things. 
Lots changed to animals or 
birds. One even stayed a man 
-on the outside anyway. 
Most of them have to change 
as the bodies wear out, which 
I don't, and some made bad 
mistakes tryin' to be things 
they saw on other planets." 

"I wouldn't want to do 
that, Mr. Ashlew." 

''There's just one thing. 
The Life don't like taking 
chances on word about this 
place gettin' around. It sorta 
~lieves in peace and quiet. 
You might not get back to 
your ship in any form that 
could tell tales." 

"Listen!" Kolin blurted 
out. "I wasn't so much en
joying being what I was that 
getting back matters to me!" 

"Don't like your home plan
et, whatever the name was?" 

"'Haurtoz. It's a rotten 
.:r~ Talkatve Tree 

place. A Planetary State I You 
have to think and even look 

'the way that's standard thir
ty hours a day, asleep or 
awake. You get scared to 
sleep for fear you might 
dream treason and they'd find 
out somehow." 

"Whooeee! Heard about 
them places. Must be tough 
just to live." 

Suddenlv, Kolin found him
self telling the tree about life 
on Haurtoz, and of the offi
cially announced threats to 
the Planetary State's planned 
expansion. He dwelt upon the 
desperation of having no 
place to hide in case of trou
ble with the authorities. A 
m u 1 t i p 1 e system of such 
w o r 1 d s was agonizing to 
imagine. 

SOMEHOW, the oddity of 
talking to a tree wore off. 

Kolin heard opinions spout
ing out which he had pru
dently kept bottled up for 
years. 

The more he talked and 
stormed and complained, the 
more relaxed he felt. 

"If there was ever a fellow 
ready for this planet," decid
ed the tree named Ashlew, 
"you're it, Sonny! Hang on 
there while I signal the Life 
by root!" . 

Kolin sensed a lack of di
rect attention. The rustle 
about him was natural, caused 
by an ordinary breeze. He 
noticed his hands shaking. 

"Don't know what got into 
me1 talking that way to a 
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tree," he muttered. "If Yrtok 
snapped out of it and heard, 
I'm as good as re-personalized 
right now." 

As he brooded upon the 
sorry choice of arousing a 
search by hiding where he 
was or going back to bluff 
things out, the tree spoke. 

"Maybe you're all set, Son
ny. The Life has been think
in' of learning about other 
worlds. If you can think of a 
safe form to jet off in, you 
might make yourself a deal. 
How'd you like to stay here?" 

"I don't know," said Kolin. 
"The penalty for desertion-" 

"Whoosh! Who'd find you? 
You could be a bird, a tree, 
even a cloud." 

Silenced but doubting, Ko
lin permitted himself to try 
the dream on for size. 

He considered what form 
might most easily escape the 
notice of search parties and 
still be tough enough to live 
a long time without renewal. 
Another factor slipped into 
his musings: mere hope of es
cape was unsatisfying after 
the outburst that had defined 
his fuming hatred for Haurt
oz. 

I'd better watch myself! he 
thought. Don't drop diamonds 
to grab at stars! 

"What I wish I could do is 
not just get away but get even 
for the way they make us 
live ... the whole damn set-up. 
They could just as easy make 
peace with the Earth colo
nies. You know why they 
don't?" 
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"Why?" wheezed Ashlew. 
"They're scared that with

out talk of war, and scouting 
for Earth fleets that never 
come, people would have time 
to think about the way they 
have to live and who's run
ning things in the Planetary 
State. Then the gravy train 
would get blown up-and I 
mean blown up!" 

The tree was silent for a 
moment. Kolin felt the 
branches stir meditatively. 
Then Ashlew offered a sug
gestion. 

"I could tell the Life your 
side of it," he hissed. "Once 
in with us, you can always 
make thinking connections, 
no matter how far away. 
Maybe you could make a deal 
to kill two birds with one 
stone, as they used to say on 
Earth ... " 

CHIEF Steward Slichow 
paced up and down beside 

the ration crate turned up to 
serve him as a field desk. He 
scowled in turn, impartially, 
at his watch and at the weary 
stewards of his headquarters 
detail. The latter stumbled 
about, stacking and distribu
ting small packets of emer
gency rations. 

The line of crewmen re
leased temporarily from re
pair work was transient as to 
individuals but immutable as 
to length. Slichow muttered 
something profane about dis
regard of orders as he glared 
at the rocky ridges surround-
ing the landing place. · 
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He was so intent upon plan
ning greetings with which to 
favor the tardy scouting par
ties that he failed to notice 
the loose cloud drifting over
the ridge. 

It was tenuous, almost a 
haze. C 1 o s e examination 
would have revealed it to be 
made up of myriads of tiny 
spores. They resembled those 
cast forth by one of the 
b u s h e s Kolin's party had 
passed. Along the edges, the 
haze faded raggedly into thin 
air, but the units evidently 
formed a cohesive body. They 
drifted together, approaching 
the men as if taking intelli
gent advantage of the breeze. 

One of Chief Slichow's 
staggering flunkies, stealing 
a few seconds of relaxation 
on the pretext of dumping an 
armful of light plastic pack
ing, wandered into the haze. 

He froze. 
After a few heartbeats, he 

dropped the trash and stared 
at ship and men as if he had 
never seen either. A hail from 
his master moved him. 

"Coming, Chief!" he called 
but, returning at a moderate 
pace, he murmured, "My 
name is Frazer. I'm a second 
assistant steward. I'll think as 
Unit One." 

Throughout the cloud of 
spores, the mind formerly 
known as Peter Kolin con
gratulated itself upon its 
choice of form. 

Nearer to the original 
shape of the Life than Ash
lew got, he thought. 
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He paused to consider the 
state of the tree named Ash
lew, half immortal but rooted 
to one spot, unable to float on 
a breeze or through space it
self on the pressure of light. 
Especially, it was unable to 
insinuate any part of itself 
into the control center of an
other form of life, as a second 
spore was taking charge of 
the body of Chief Slichow at 
that very instant. 

There are not enough men, 
thought Kolin. Some of me 
must drift through the air
lock. In space, I can spread 
through the air system to the 
command group. 

Repairs to -the Peace State 
and the return to Haurtoz 
passed like_ weeks to some of 
the crew but like brief mo
ments in infinity to other 
units. At last, the ship parted 
the air above Headquarters 
City and landed. 

The unit known as Captain 
Theodor Kessel hesitated be
fore descending the ramp. He 
surveyed the field, the city 
and the waiting team of in
specting officers. 

"Could hardly be better, 
could it?" he chuckled to the 
companion unit called Secur
ity Officer Tarth. 

"Hardly, sir. All ready for 
the liberation of Haurtoz." 

"Reformation of the Plane
tary State," mused the cap
tain, smiling dreamily as he 
grasped the handrail. "And 
then-formation of the Plane
tary :Mind!" 

E.ND 
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F·ROM PL YNCK TO PLANCK 

FROM San Francisco, reader 
Kirsten Eaves writes to 

pose a question: 

"Why do people who 
read Philip Wylie read 
Theodore Sturgeon? And 
why do people who read 
all the Lewis Carroll they 
can find read both the 
former?. . . Is there a 
character type that takes 
naturally to this symbio
sis of ideas? Are there 
vast crowds of these peo
ple? I have never to my 
knowledge met one. Or if 
this character type is just 
a product of your literary 
imagination, what am I?" 

To answer the last question 
first and work backwards, I 
can only say that I invented 

•• 

by THEODORE STURGEON 

R e a d e r Eaves to about the 
same degree as (another read
er wrote me of this convic
tion) I wrote Dianetics. Read
er Eaves must therefore an
swer her own last question. As 
to the matter of character 
types, I usually hold myself 
against categorizations cate
gorically, because of an early 
and deep conviction that peo
ple who begin sentences with 
"Redheads are-" or "Hungar
ians are-" are about to speak 
nonsense. 

Yet as to this matter of 
character type. . . I think per
haps she has something. I 
think she is talking about sci
ence fiction people-readers, 
writers, editors. (I purposely 
don't say fen because the field 
has regular loving readers 



whom even fen wouldn't call 
fans: is Gilbert Highet a fan? 
or Orville Prescott?) I am 
quite sure, however, that any 
sf con, whether -ference or 
-vention, would afford Reader 
Eaves the experience of-to 
her knowledge-meeting a 
large percentage of people 
who have read what she reads, 
like what she likes and will 
listen, as she mentions else
where in her letter, to her re
citing The Pobble Who Has 
No Toes. 

As to the first question, I 
have evidence that Sturgeon 
reads Wylie and I have no 
doubt that Wylie reads Wylie, 
but I have as yet no evidence 
that Wylie reads Sturgeon. 
This is the kind of thing that 
makes me back off from cate
gorizations. 

Reader Eaves isn't through 
with me yet. Since I frequent
ly mention books read by peo
ple in my stories, and music 
too, she asks, "Perhaps if you 
can spare the time you can 
write out a more complete 
recommended r e a d i n g li~t 
than you include in your sto
ries." I have the time, but not 
the space; however, I am de
lighted to be able to mention 
some of the books which my 
characters have found influ
ential, and my character as 
well. Some of them fall into 
the class of Books That No
body Has Read but Me, or So 
It Seems. It's hard to love 'em 
so much and find them un
known. 0 t he r s actually do 
have a certain small reader-
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ship. There's Wells' Time Ma
chine. Dunsany's The Char
woman's Shadow. Pangborn's 
A Mirror lor Observers. Ar
thur Eddison's The Worm 
Ouroborous. Hudson's Green 
Mansions. Guy Endore's The 
Werewo/1 of Paris. Wylie's 
Finnley Wren and Chap. 13 of 
The Disappearance. Muriel 
Spark's Memento Mori. Wil
liam Morris' Golden Wings. 
De Quincy's The English 
Mail-Coach. Karle Wilson 
Baker's The Garden of the 
Plynck . .. these aren't .all, by 
any means, but I've reached 
the one I wanted to talk about. 

I have NEVER met anyone 
who has read the Plynck. It 

was published by Yale Uni
versity Press in 1924. It is, if 
you like, a children's book ... 
which, if you like, Alice in 
Wonderland also is. A series 
of adventures of a little girl 
called Sara who has learned 
to "go inside her head and 
shut the doors," it deals with 
the Garden she finds there, 
and all its wonders. 

Something-and I honestly 
don't know what-keeps the 
book from being impossibly 
cute. To this day I find it full 
of lovely twists and surprises. 
There's a curly path just in
side the doors (only on a later 
visit it was pink instead of 
curly) which led to the Gar
den itself, a pool in which 
there is a tree on which there 
sits the Plynck, a beautiful, 
somewhat haughty, but very 
kind bird. She looks down at 
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the water where her Echo 
lives. Fluttering about among 
t·he branches, more often than 
not, is a Teacup (a widow; her 
Saucer was broken some time 
ago.) There's the Snimmy's 
wife, who when indignant un
screws and angrily hems a 
doorknob, and her pet the 
Snoodle, whose mother was a 
snail and whose father was a 
pedigreed noodle, and who has 
a drawback. The drawback is a 
little isinglass window in his 
back which, when you pick 
him up, draws back and re
leases the odor of castor oil. 
There are Zizzes, which fly 
right into dimples unless you 
remove same and put them in 
a dimple-holder. And then 
there's Avrillia. 

"Has any mortal but Sara 
ever seen Avrillia? Certainly 
there never was another fairy 
so wan and wild and beautiful 
... she was leaning over the 
marble balustrade, looking 
down into Nothing, and one 
hand still stretched out as if 
it had just let something fall. 
She seemed to be still watch
ing its descent. Her body, as 
she leaned, was like a reed, 
and her hair was pale-gold 
and cloudy. But all that was 
nothing beside A vrilla's eyes. 

" ... It didn't stick," she 
said. 

•.. "Do you t h r ow your 
poems down there?" asked 
Sara. 

"Of course," said A vrillia. 
"I write them on rose-leaves 
.•• petals, I mean, all colors, 
but especially blue. And then 
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I drop them over, and some 
day one of them may stick to 
the bottom-" 

"But t.here isn't any!" 
" ... But there's an imagi

nary bottom. One might stick 
on that, you know. And then, 
with that to build to, if I drop 
them in very fast, I may be 
able to fill it up-:-~' 

"But there aren't any sides 
to it either!" 

A vrillia betrayed a faint 
exasperation (it showed a lit
tle around the edges, like a 
green petticoat under a black 
dress). "Oh, these literal peo
ple," she said, half to her
self. . . "Isn't it as easy to 
imagine sides as a bottom? 
Well ... if I write them fast 
enough to fill it up ... some
body a hundred years from 
now may eome along and no
tice one of my poems; and 
then I shall be Immortal." 
And at that a lovely smile 
crossed Avrillia's face. 

N ow, you either dig this or 
you don't. Me, I never 

write my congressman or try 
a new kind of story or argue 
with a jingoist but I get a 
flash of A vrillia leaning rapt
ly over the balustrade ... and 
go inside my mind and shut 
the doors is something I com
pletely understand ... and out
er space, and hydrogen trans
formations, and Planck's Con
stant, live there along with 
Schlorge at the dimplesmithy 
-in a world of things to mar
vel at, which need not neces
sarily be understood. END 

by Theodore Sturgeon 
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