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The search for Xeno is over—and she’s a
Xena! My wife and I are happily expecting a
daughter right around Y2K. I’ve heard it said
that parenthood takes time and energy—and I
have a sneaking suspicion that there may be
some truth to this. So if Keeler News is a little
less prompt or plump next year, you’ll know
why. But I still expect to be able to put out six
issues, especially now that I have help in the
copying and mailing departments. Here are a
few items to look for in 2000:
•The Marceau books as compared to other
“dossier novels”
•True-crime writer Bill Brannon’s reminiscences of Keeler
•Professional analyses of Harry’s
handwriting—and Hazel’s!
•Reviews of Thieves’ Nights and The Murder
of London Lew
•More letters from HSK to friends and fans
•Esoteric jazz-age weirdness from the
pages of America’s Humor
•A fresh Keyhole in every Keeler News
I hope you’ll all sign up again for next year,
if you haven’t yet—remember, your dues (which
are just enough to cover production expenses
for KN) are payable now if you want to be on
the mailing list for 2000. This will be your only
reminder. Send $10 (if you’re a Yank or Canuck)
or $15 (if you’re a Swodock, ’Henglishman,
Celestial, or other overseas type), in the form of
a check or money order payable to Richard
Polt, or cash if necessary, to Keeler Society
Galactic Headquarters, 266 Senator Pl. #2,
Cincinnati—Queen City of the West!—Ohio,
Amurricky. ’Nuff said.

-

Scott Owen, AKA John Marr, has done it
again—he published a fine piece on HSK in the
San Francisco Bay Guardian. Meanwhile, Scott’s
article in the Chicago Reader led to my being interviewed by Chicago radio station WBEZ.

-

Also contributing to Keelerdom is Chris Mikul’s excellent article in his zine Bizarrism. He
compares HSK to Charles Fort, who wrote, “…I
have joys, when unexpectedly coming upon an
outrageous story that may not be altogether a
lie, or upon a macabre little thing that may
make some reviewer of my more or less good
works mad. But always there is present a feeling of unexplained relations of events.”
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This interview with the late Thelma R. Keeler was conducted in Chicago by Mike Nevins on
December 4, 1981. He kindly provided a tape recording to Keeler News; the interview has been
lightly edited for clarity and continuity. At the time of the interview Thelma is 76 years old. Her voice
is girlish, with a soft Chicago accent.

Thelma Speaks

An interview by Francis M. Nevins, Jr.
FMN: Thelma, when did you first meet Harry, and
what did you do?
TRK: I first met Harry a great many years ago. I
was just out of school, and I had written a
letter of application for a job as assistant editor
on a humor magazine that he was managing
editor of. Much to my surprise, I got a letter
asking me to come in for an interview, and after
I got in there I was kind of—Harry sat there like
a god on Mount Olympus, and to me he looked
incredibly old. He couldn’t have been much
more than in his early forties at best.
Do you know when this was?
I think it was 1928—or ’27.1 He was managing
editor of the America’s Humor magazine. He
asked me all sorts of questions, and I became
increasingly nervous, and when I get nervous my
voice gets very squeaky—so he asked me
questions, and I squeaked answers to him, and I
really was embarrassed. Finally he said, “Well,
all right, I’ll let you know what we decide,” and
as I was going out of the door I turned around
and said, “Well, don’t forget me.” And he said,
“I won’t”—and then in a softer voice: “Can’t.”
And about two days later I got a telegram
telling me to come in to work, and I became
assistant editor on the magazine.
The job lasted about six months, I think. He
was only supposed to be there half days; mine
was supposed to be a full-day job. But he
wasn’t supposed to come in till noon, and he
kept on coming earlier and earlier; first thing
you know, I’d no sooner be in the office than
he’d be there. And then he would always find
reasons why it was necessary to work late.
He’d say, “We have to go to the post office.”
And then as long as we were at the post office,
we might as well stop and have dinner. Mama
could never understand why it was so
necessary to have dinner with my boss all the
time. I said, “Well, I just can’t help it, Mama. It
was just one of those things.”
1The year was 1927. Harry was 36, and Thelma was 22.

And then one night after dinner—it was an
extremely wintry night, this was just before
Christmas—he was going to take me home in a
cab, and the cab skidded and we had an
accident, and I ended up in the hospital with a
broken pelvis. He was terribly excited, and he
took me to the hospital until I got all set there.
Then I guess he got busy on the phone calling
my folks—and he went home and he told his
wife that he wanted a divorce.2 That’s the first I
knew he had a wife. Needless to say, she
wasn’t happy about the whole thing, and she
immediately got in touch with my family, and
there was all hell to pay. When I did get out of
the hospital and come home, Mama wouldn’t
even talk to me, she was so mad. I never went
back to that job then. That was the end of that
job.
Did you know who Harry was when you went to
work for him? Did you know he was writing
novels?
I didn’t know about it until I was there. I think
he had just had one, The Voice of the Seven
Sparrows, published. He told me about that,
and that’s the first I knew of it.
Did you read any of them?
Not really, because I didn’t really care for his
type of writing. I wanted to write too, but not
mystery. I wanted to write romance and things
like that, you know, things I considered classy.
And I did not consider his works classy. So I’m
afraid I wasn’t very much interested in his type
of writing.
He was putting in pretty much a full day of work
on the magazine, then, when you were working for
him?
Actually, he was supposed to be working on a
magazine in the morning that I didn’t know
2 This incident was to be fictionalized by Hazel in her
novel Dangerous Toys. See KN #16, p. 9.
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about. That was 10 Story [Book]. And then, first
thing you know, he starts short-changing that
10 Story, and he just kept coming longer and
longer hours at America’s Humor.
And he was still writing his novels, I guess, in the
evening, then?
Yes—he had a studio somewhere too, you
know. So that was all I knew about it.
And that’s the last you saw of him for a long time.
For a long time, because my folks were very
strict and he had two things against him: one,
he was a married man, and above all, he was a
gentile. So you can imagine what trouble I was
in at home. But time went on, and things moved
on, and I did not see him then for a great many
years. I think he used to send me one of his
books whenever he got it published, but I don’t
think I ever got it, because Mama used to throw
them away. I guess he wondered why he never
heard from me, but I didn’t keep track of him.
Then I was married and unmarried, and had
been living in Florida, and came home to
Chicago in 1956 because Mama died. Then I got
this letter from Harry addressed to my maiden
name—he didn’t even know my married name.
It was in 1960, in May I think, that Hazel died,
and he wrote me saying that he was a widower
and all that. Well, I of course wrote him a note
of condolence, and about a couple of weeks
later he sent me an acknowledgment thanking
me for my note, and about a month later I got
another one—he was a great one for writing
letters, the telephone was a sort of stepchild for
him. Anyhow, about a month later he wrote me
a letter and asked me if I would have dinner
with him some night. So I did. And then we
started sort of going together. Every couple of
weeks or so we’d have dinner together, then it
got more often. And then he asked me if I
would marry him, and I told him no. It was
just—in the first place, I didn’t really love him.
And in the second place, I said it was much too
soon—it would be almost obscene to marry so
soon after his wife had died. And so … it was
about three years later that we did get married
[December 27, 1963].
What was living with Harry like? What was Harry
like?
Oh, boy—Harry was a very difficult man to live
with. He had his own ideas. Once my family
accepted the fact that Harry and I were going to

get married, we started getting invited to
dinners at various relatives’—and it was a very
difficult thing getting Harry to go. He said he
didn’t believe in sitting all those long hours with
his legs under the table consuming food that he
didn’t want; he said he only had just so much
room for sociability. So it was very difficult.
Between trying to explain to others why he
wouldn’t come, and trying to explain to him
why he should come—it was not easy.
Was he doing any writing when you and he were
married?
I think he was doing mostly rewriting. I think he
was already on the blacklist of various
publishing companies. At least that’s what he
always called it—he said he was on the
blacklist. But he was still writing for Spain.
Was he still sending out books to American
publishers too, or had he given up?
No, up till about six, eight months before he
died, he kept on trying. He used to send them
not to American publishers so much as to
English.
Harry didn’t have an agent, did he?
Not too long. He would try one and then he
would have a fight with him or something. He
did not get along with them. And after a while
they didn’t even want to be his agent. He was
not an easy man.
You didn’t have very much money when you were
married to Harry, right?
I had been working, and as long as I was by
myself I was in good circumstances, but Harry
insisted that he wanted me home. When I asked
what his circumstances were, he said they were
very good circumstances, and that he did not
consider it necessary to reveal them to me. Well,
I told him no, then, in that case I didn’t think
we’d better get married.
But he kept after me, and he used to send
me big cards—like a postcard with a stamp on
it, but all sorts of very personal things on those
cards—I’d be very embarrassed—and send it
special delivery, and the mailman would walk
up the stairs reading it and say, “Oh, this is an
interesting one!” So just to bring an end to all
that bombardment of cards and things, I
married him. I think he really blackmailed me
into marrying him.
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We were married by a justice of the peace in
Chicago. And then I think we stayed about a
week at the Morrison Hotel. A few months later
we took a trip to New Orleans. I wanted to go
for the Mardi Gras; he wouldn’t do it. So we
went after the Mardi Gras. We did things, but it
was the way he wanted to do it.
When we first committed matrimony, he
had a studio over on … he’d sold his house by
that time, you know, because I wouldn’t move
into that house.
That was where he and Hazel lived?
Yes. I had been there. It was like stepping into a
haunted house. I don’t know how long it had
been since the house had had a good cleaning or
anything, and when you went in the front door
you almost expected to see cobwebs hanging
down.
I saw in that article, the reporter described it as a
Charles Addams house.3
Yeah. And it had a smell, it was like old dead
things or something, you know? It really was
not the kind of place that you would call a
honeymoon cottage. Then sometimes I would
come over there, and he’d go out to the store or
something, and you would swear you heard
people walking around up above, and there
was nobody in the house. It was very spooky.
So he sold the house, and he didn’t get
much for it, either. By that time, I didn’t know
it, but he’d put up an awful lot of his money—
he was not a good businessman ever—for
getting repairs to the house and things. It
needed a new roof, it needed this, it needed
that. And of course, after Hazel died … he
didn’t have any health insurance or any
hospital insurance. He had to keep selling
stock; he’d bring it to the hospital and Hazel
would sign. And the stock market was very bad
then, and so he would sell at a loss. By the time
she died they’d gone through over $5000, I
think. And then there were all these things that
had to be done. There was something wrong
with the furnace, and there was … so he’d put
his stock up for collateral, but finally he ended
up by losing all his stock, because the market
went down so far and he couldn’t put up any
more money for collateral.
By that time we were married, and he did
not tell me about what was going on, only he
got more and more difficult to live with. When
3See the Chicago Tribune article in KN #22.
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we’d have an argument he would say to me,
“Well, I was only married once, but you’ve been
married many times, so people will assume that
it’s your fault if we split up. It isn’t me. I know
Hazel and I got along. We never spoke above a
whisper.” I said, “You sound like a couple of
people in a dusty mirror from what you tell me
about your lives together.” He didn’t like that.
And so, we had our moments.
Anyhow, after he had sold the house—this
was before we were married—he had an
apartment in some basement. The window was
high up, and he was always complaining about
it. I don’t know why he took it, even. And then
there was a great big apartment building on the
corner of Kimball and Milwaukee, studio
apartments, and he got an apartment there.
Then after we got married he kept on staying at
that apartment, and I had my own apartment.
My niece’s mother-in-law had called to invite
Harry and me to come over for dinner, and
knowing how Harry was about going anywhere
for dinner, I said, “He isn’t here now, when he
comes I will tell him about it.” She said, “Oh,
did he go downtown?” “No, he’s over at his
apartment,” I said. — “Don’t you live together?” — I said, “Not yet, he has his apartment and I have mine.” She was so flabbergasted. She said, “I guess everybody has to live
in their own way.”
Did you find a place together eventually?
No, he moved into my apartment.
Was that big enough for the two of you?
Well, it was kind of crowded. And then on top
of it, to add insult to injury, he got an old, beatup desk—I don’t know where he got it from,
maybe the Salvation Army for all I know. It was
one of those one-sided things, and he moved it
into the bedroom, and so there wasn’t even
hardly room to squinch around in there, you
know? We had twin beds, and that old desk,
and he had a typewriter—a left-handed
typewriter.
Was he left-handed?
He must have been … he must have been.
Anyhow, it was a left-handed typewriter, you
know, with the shift on the left-hand side? It
was from the Year One.4 And whenever it
4Thelma seems to mean that the carriage return lever was
on the right, instead of the usual left. The carriage return on
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would stop working, he would drag it over to a
typewriter repair place out on Milwaukee
Avenue, and then they would keep it until
somebody brought in an old part that fit it.
He never bought a new typewriter?
He would not buy a new one. And the funny
thing was that Hazel had an electric typewriter
that he either sold or gave away, I don’t know
what he did with it. But he wouldn’t use it.
Did you read Harry’s books, then, after you were
married?
Yes, after we were married it was sort of a
must.
A lot of books you had to catch up on.
Oh boy, did I have to catch up. And he would
say that he wanted me to look for boo-boos, for
errors. In fact, I would get the rough copy, and
heaven help me if I found a mistake in spelling
or something—oh, brother. And still, ostensibly,
that was what he wanted me to read. And I did
find some of them were very interesting, and
others—it seemed very repetitious to me, you
know? And of course, I would be very fulsome
in my praise. He’d say, “You’re not the fan that
Hazel was.” I’d say, “I’m not Hazel.”
As I said before, it was very difficult getting
him to go anywhere for dinner. He didn’t mind
going out to a restaurant, and then he would
send me one of these fancy envelopes, and
probably special delivery, inviting me to dinner
at this and this restaurant. When it was near
my birthday he’d say, “The meeting of the
Birthday Abolition Society is about to take
place on January 19th”—that was my
birthday—and that there would be door prizes.
So who all was at this Birthday Abolition
Society party, was just he and I! But that was
the way he would get around it. And then when
it was time for his birthday, no gifts were
allowed, nothing like that. It was sort of a onesided thing.
Was he sensitive about being older than you?
Yes, he was very sensitive. That’s a masterpiece
of understatement—sensitive. If I wanted to
make a point I’d say, “You know, Harry, you
the right was actually a common arrangement on early
typewriters, such as the L.C. Smith from the early 1900s
that Harry used. It was not meant exclusively for lefthanders.

are somewhat my senior.” That’s the closest I
could ever come to saying it. And he was a
great deal older than I was.
And of course, he was always bedeviled
by—he was constantly sending away
manuscripts, and that was a big expense too,
sending them abroad. And he would send
special delivery letters demanding to know
what happened to his manuscript after it had
been gone a couple of—and I think that’s a nono. After all, sooner or later they’ll let you
know. And sure enough, after they would get
that, then he’d get his manuscript back. He’d
do the same thing too with New York
companies and publishing houses.
He was only being published in Spain, then, during
the years you knew him?
Yes, but he kept on trying to get to England
and—mostly England. And a couple of times
we thought we were on the verge—they even
sent a letter telling him…. I think there was a
publishing house called the Body Head, or
something like—?
Oh, Bodley Head.
The Bodley Head, that was the one. They had a
manuscript that took quite a while, and then
they wrote him a letter and said it was quite
interesting and they were interested, and he got
all his hopes high up—because this had been a
long time, you know—and then all of a sudden
it came back. And he was lower than ever. It
wasn’t easy.
But he kept writing?
He kept on writing, but I did not know what it
was. After a while he would write that Red—
Reno Red?
Reno Kate?5
Reno Kate, but he wouldn’t read it to me, and
then I’d say, “What about Reno Kate? Are you
working on it?”—“Oh, I’ve got her on ice,” he’d
say.—“Well, maybe you ought to take her off
ice, maybe it might turn out to be a good book.”
That was a mistake, too—you couldn’t ever
infer that any book was not a good book.

5 The Murder of Reno Kate is an unfinished manuscript,
about 80,000 words long, set in the fictional Englandtown,
Missouri. See KN #4, p. 3.
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He had about twenty books going at the same time,
didn’t he?
I think so, yes. And the postage was quite an
item, you know. But he kept going. And then he
had this inflammation of the nerve roots, and
as a result he was always in pain—but he really
didn’t say anything, except he would be very
grouchy. We went down to Dr. Evans in the
Adams and Michigan building, the People’s Gas
Company building. It was $15 a visit, plus for
the injections you had to pay extra.
Then we were invited at my cousin’s for a
bar mitzvah; in the morning there was going to
be this religious ceremony and in the evening
they were having a big party. Of course he
wouldn’t go. So I went to the morning thing, and
he said, “When do you think you’ll be home?” I
said, “I don’t know, you expect me when you
see me.” When I got back, he was walking up
and down the street, and he said to me, “Where
were you? I was about to call the police! I was
going to notify the Missing Persons Bureau! You
had no business staying away so long.” So
needless to say, I didn’t get to the evening
ceremony. He had said he might go, but of
course this was a great excuse for him. I don’t
think he ever intended to go.
He didn’t like to socialize, did he?
No, no. He had—I don’t know if he didn’t like
to or if he was very shy inside of himself, I
don’t know.
Did he go to MWA meetings?
Oh yes, definitely, he went to introduce me and
then we used to go regularly. That was once a
month or so. We met a lot of people there—the
Ullmans [James Michael Ullman and his wife],
and later Arthur Maling came, and [Ryerson]
Johnson was there …. That’s when we got to go
to that party, and Harry—he had Irish whiskey
there, and I guess Harry just kept on drinking,
and he was sick the next day. Of course, he
blamed it on the excitement of the party. It
wasn’t all that Irish whiskey he consumed …
Did he drink a lot usually, or just when you went
out?
Well, he claimed that he didn’t, but I think that
he would—I would notice that the bottle was
two thirds lower, and then he would say to me,
“What’s the matter? Are you drinking a lot?”
“Somebody is,” I’d say, “Not me.”
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Was he sick for a long time before he died?
Oh, he had this inflammation of the liver—it
must have been terribly painful—and he’d get
very grumpy, I’d always know he was feeling
bad, and then there’d be times when he’d dash
out of the house and he could go on for hours
walking the streets. Sometimes I’d follow him.
You know, I felt sorry for him, but there wasn’t
anything I could do. Dr. Evans wasn’t helping
him any. He’d get those shots and ... after he
had those treatments—he didn’t have the full
treatments, he came home when he was only
halfway through, and then—he woke up dead
one morning.
Was it very unexpected?
Yes, it was, because he’d had such a bad time
of it, and then …. He had been home about two
days, maybe three days—he had come home
because my birthday was on January 19th.6 He
wanted to be home for my birthday. We didn’t
go anywhere because he wasn’t able to, and we
had a nice dinner, I think—lamb chops and
things like that—and he even had ice cream for
dessert, and he hadn’t been eating much for a
long time. He was very reluctant to go to bed—
he was even talking about that he was going to
go downtown, get a haircut, and then maybe we
would go somewhere for dinner, because he
knew how dull life must be for me. He sat there
talking about things, and I think I read aloud to
him—and finally, about 10:30 or 11, he said,
“It’s time to go to bed.”
And during the night I thought I heard a
funny sound, but I wasn’t sure, I was so tired
that I thought, “He’s probably snoring.” But I
guess that was his death gurgle I heard—
because in the morning …. He’d usually be up
when he was home, about 6:00 in the morning
he’d get up, and he’d say, “Now, take your
time, sleep all you want!”—I’m trying to
sleep.—“Sleep as late as you want, because I’ve
got the coffee going.” I can take a hint.—
Anyhow, this morning, I got up and he wasn’t
up. So I got up very quietly; I went in and I
fixed breakfast and I put the coffee on. And
then finally, he still didn’t get up, so I went in
and said, “Honey, soup’s on, time to get up.”
He didn’t answer, and I went over and I
touched him. He was ice cold. A terrible sight …
His eyes were half open and he looked sort of
startled, as if something had …
6Keeler died January 22, 1967.
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Is there anything else about Harry that you
remember?
Harry told me that when he was a little boy,
after his father died—his mother must have
been quite a good-looking woman, and—
anyhow, she was a lot younger than her
husband, and she left Harry at his
grandmother’s and she was married again—I
don’t think it was too long after—and she went
off to Europe with this husband.
That was the one that killed himself, right?
Yes, after he spent all her money he committed
suicide. And then she married again—she
married a man she was crazy about. That’s the
one who was a salesman. He used to come
home about once a week, and he was in some
community where there was a contagion of
some sort. I don’t remember what it was—
diphtheria? Something like that—and he died.
By that time, Harry was about thirteen,
fourteen. He came into the bedroom that night
and she was lying there on the bed, just
devastated, you know, and he said, “Don’t
worry, Mom, you’ve got me.” And then she
picked up her mirror and broke it over his head.
He never could understand why—he was so
crazy about her. I think she resented him.7
Of course, after that she had to take in
roomers because the house had been mortgaged.
So she had these theatrical people. She had
what you call a theatrical boarding house or
something, and that’s where he met a lot of
these people and got a lot of his ideas.
It was very difficult for him—the clothes
were always shabby. She kept him clean
enough, but it was very hard to come by
anything—she was very hard put to make ends
meet. Harry used to go away in the
summertime. Sometimes he’d go on the trains’
flatcars and ride with the rest of them from one
place to another.
Then this incident happened when they
trapped him into signing himself into that—
what do you call it—the “millionaire’s cottage,”
because I guess he’d been acting rather
irrationally. And his mother trapped him. So he
7Harry’s mother’s maiden name was Adelma Fortfisher.

According to the records of Rosehill Cemetery in Chicago,
his father, Horace Samuel Stephen Wiggins Keeler Sr., died
Feb. 11, 1891, at age 41, when Harry Jr. (born Nov. 3, 1890)
was still a small baby. His mother’s three subsequent
husbands, with the dates of their deaths and their ages at
death, were: John E. Shane (6/13/1895, age 33), Edmund
W. O’Brien (7/11/1905, age 44), and Hamilton Jones
(12/16/1910, age 48).

was there about a year, I guess [1911-1912].
And … somewhere among his legal papers,
there’s a letter from a doctor saying that he had
never been insane.
Do you know if they let him write while he was in
the asylum?
He had a notebook and he kept a diary. In fact,
the doctors suggested to him that he should do
that. And so he used to write. I assume that
they let him keep a pencil, I wouldn’t know
how—but of course he wrote down everything
that happened while he was there.
And of course, he eventually used that in the novel
Cagliostro.8
And after he came out, who’d hire him? He had
graduated by that time from the engineering
school [1912], but he had that whole year in
which he couldn’t account for what he’d done.
Jobs were very hard to get then—it was during a
depression—but then finally he got a job in
South Chicago in the steel mill [1913]. So he
took a room out there and used to come home
once a week to see his mother; but he wanted to
write, too. He had to be at the steel mills by
7:00 in the morning. So he used to get up
around 4:00 in the morning—and the houses
were heated by a stove, perhaps, in the
kitchen—it was bitterly cold—and he used to
type for about two or three hours before it was
time to go to work.
And then his mother—maybe she wanted to
atone for it. She finally said to him—I guess
he’d gotten an acceptance or two, and she used
to read his stories, for errors and things like
that, and proof it for him—she said, “I think
you’re pretty good. How would it be if you take
a year and you do nothing but write? You stay
home, I won’t charge any room or board, you
stay home and write and see if you can make a
go of this, get a good start on it.” So that’s
when he started writing for the Black Cat and all
those. It was a year that she gave him.
Of course, most of what he wrote, he wrote before
you’d married him.
I think that by the time he and I got married, his
writing days had really been over, because I

8 Apparently The Spectacles of Mr. Cagliostro combines

personal experience with E.C. Spitzka’s textbook on
insanity (KN #23, p. 8).
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think that most of the stuff he wrote—he had
some old stuff.
He was reorganizing—all his life, he was doing
that. Of course, you worked with him on a couple of
those last books, like The Scarlet Mummy and
Strange Journey.
Yes. Strange Journey was one of those that he
started ... I had started on [a story] with this
little girl, only I didn’t have her like the creature
he turned her into ... no, I didn’t even have the
little girl. In my story, this woman, she’s
married, she’s pregnant and she doesn’t know
that her husband is running around with
somebody else … And so he wove that in.9
He wrote hundreds and hundreds of pages after
that.
Oh yes, and mine was a short story.
But that was all written after he met you,
obviously, wasn’t it? Must have been.
Oh, Strange Journey, yes, oh sure.
And the same thing with The Scarlet Mummy.
Well, The Scarlet Mummy—I think he had been
working on that, and Hazel was probably
working on it. …
I see. That’s like 1000 pages long. I think that’s the
last book he completed.
I guess so.
I think it says that in that journal he kept. He did
keep an awful lot of very careful records about what
he’d sold, and how many words it was, and
everything. You let me have that years ago and I
copied out all the information in it. It was very
hard to figure out Harry’s handwriting.

A Sentence from the Master
And then—but, alas, born to a family of
Methuselahs—even if late—who came
themselves from Methuselahs—why, it might be
the year 2000 before he’ll cancel himself, and
then I could—yes, A.D. 2000!—at which time
I’ll be considerably cancelled out myself!—
and—no, you can’t sit down and ju-u-ust let
t-i-ime work for you—when dealing with
Methuselah-blood!
The Murder of London Lew

Krossword Answers
(don’t peek, now!)
Across
1. CORNELL WOOLRICH
9. RAN (double def.)
10. F(IN)ER
11. BID+ET
12. SPOON (SNOOP anag.)
13. SPHERICAL (RICH LEAPS anag.)
16. RAYMOND CHANDLER
20. METRO+NOME
21. SUPER (double def.)
22. OSCAR (hidden)
23. FLAK+thE
24. OAF (OF A anag.)
25. DASHIELL HAMMETT
Down
1. CORPSE (hidden backwards)
2. RANDOMLY (YARN MOLD anag.)
3. EL+FIN
4. LA+ND+S(L)IDE
5. OPRAH (HARPO rev.)
6. LIBERTINE (BRINE LITE anag.)
7. INDICT (hidden)
8. HOTELIER (OTHER LIE anag.)
14. POTPOURRI (“popery”)
15. WHITEWASH (HAT WE WISH anag.)
16. RHOMBOID (HID BROOM anag.)
17. LOO+PH+OLE
18. S(TICK)S
19. PROFIT (TIP FOR anag.)
21. STEAM (MEATS anag.)

You had to decipher it for me.
Yeah. I’m still not sure I understand some of it.
Well, I guess we can turn off the tape. Anything
else?
I can’t think of anything. N

London Lew—cancelled out! But why?

You may find out in the February A.D. 2000

News

Bulletin of the Harry Stephen Keeler Society

9See this issue’s Keyhole.
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Magazine Review

by Richard Polt
It’s 1927. A pretty flapper on the cover of a
big, bright publication catches your eye.
Something never before appearing in any magazine can be found on page 52!—so the cover
copy says. So you fish out a quarter and dime
for the mag, flip to page 52, and are met with a
funhouse version of the cover itself. The flapper
has turned into Alfred E. Neuman’s great-aunt,
and the now self-referential copy looks like
something out of Milt Gross’s Nize Baby. Your
brain begins to buzz, as if you’d just walked
into a speakeasy and had a big swig of hooch.
You have entered the dizzy world of America’s
H u m o r , courtesy of its editor, one Harry
Stephen Keeler.
I recently had the privilege to enter this
world myself, when I got my hands on two issues of this rare publication. (The cheaper and
smaller 10 Story Book turns up distinctly more
often.) I tell you: this is one fabulous magazine,
and it’s essential to understanding Keelerdom.
Biographical reference books claim that
HSK edited America’s Humor from 1925 to
1926, or from 1923 to 1926. But in my two
1927 issues, he is still clearly listed as editor.
My issues are dated February and June 1927—
although the June issue is also inexplicably
called the “Fall Number.” Like another fine
publication that I refrain from mentioning, they
are bimonthlies in 8.5" x 11" format. They’re
120 pages long, and the quality of the paper
and printing is high. This is 10 Story Book’s bigger, more sophisticated sister. I’ve spotted a
number of drawings in America’s Humor that
were later recycled in 10 Story Book (which, all
sources agree, Keeler edited from 1919 to 1940).
The magazines shared a number of artists—
such as Harold DeLay, John Janecek, and the
John Held-like “Edouardé of Paris”—as well as
some writers, including Jack Woodford. Hazel
contributes a few items, but she’s much less
evident than in 10 Story Book.
If you’ve ever seen the Dutton editions of
The Marceau Case and X. Jones—Of Scotland
Yard, you’ll know what I mean when I say that I

keep suspecting that these books (and all of
Keeler along with them) are just something I
dreamed after drinking some absinthe. Now
imagine finding a dream of a dream: volumes
that contain items from the Marceau books with
different meanings, and drawings that are second cousins of the Marceau drawings. Well,
that is what I’ve found in America’s Humor. It’s
clear from these two issues that Keeler borrowed from his magazine as he composed the
Marceau masterworks.
Case in point: do you remember the caricature of Xenius Jones as a Holmesian figure
studying a tin can? It first appeared in
America’s Humor in June 1927. It’s one of several
illustrations by H. R. Grissinger for the first in a
promised series of Holmes-satire stories starring investigator Hugh Clueson Gingold, by
Joseph B. Dickinson.
No reader of the Marceau books can forget
“Chinaboy Chuckles,” one of their more delightfully ridiculous elements. This is a department
in World Humor magazine, written by one
“Thomas Tai Wong,” that purports to present
jokes “translated from the comic weeklies of
China.” Of course, they’re really just corny
American jokes in pseudo-Chinese dress.
Well—America’s Humor actually has such a department, ascribed to Thomas Tai Wong, complete with the same title calligraphy as in the
Marceau books and the same bizarre little illustration of Chinese heads. I expect that the author is Keeler himself, since the jokes use the
mock-Elizabethan diction and roundabout language that Harry favors as a way of conveying
Chinese formality (“My chow dog hath eaten
up thy hen”). Next to every joke there are a few
columns of Chinese characters.
Although “Chinaboy Chuckles” must be a
fake, many items in America’s Humor are collected from other publications around the world
(as far as I know, the only one still in existence
is The New Yorker). However, the bulk of the
magazine seems original. There’s a lot of variety—one-act plays (one in every issue), short
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stories, cartoons, jokes, humorous journalism,
an extensive amateur art contest, ad parodies,
and Goofygrams. (“No, we don’t know what a
Goofygram is. We never did know. We think it
is usually in rhyme, but it isn’t always. We
think it has an idea back of it, but we’re not
sure. All we know is that it hain’t no sense to it,
and makes interesting reading only because the
readers speculate as to how an author or
poetaster can get thataway.” Submit your
own—and if it’s published, you get a
Dippyloma!)
Is this stuff funny? Well, not all of it has
aged gracefully, although at its best, it can
compare with the great Mads of the 1950s. The
writing is a blend of corny vaudeville stuff and
absurdist screwball humor—something like a
Marx Brothers routine on paper. The drawings
are funnier, for me—and often really skillful.
Yes, I’ll be printing lots of them in future Keeler
News.
America’s Humor isn’t all fun and games.
The June ’27 issue includes “Lee Chit Takes A
Bride,” an unattributed, lurid tale of sex and
opium à la Rohmer set in Limehouse, London’s
Chinese quarter. Keeler prefaces it with a
comment: “[This] is not a particularly pleasant
delineation of life. But really powerful stories
seldom are pleasant! … [It] acts as an
interesting foil to the merriment on the other
pages.”
But you’ve been wondering about America’s
Rumor. Not only is this self-burlesque of a
humor magazine an intriguing concept, but it’s
executed beautifully. The parody goes on for a
full 30 pages, each page strangely mirroring
drawings and features that appeared in the
first part of the same issue. It’s all introduced
by some wretched doggerel by Hazel (“…And
features, and cover, and everything nearly / Is
mimicked and travestied very sincerely…”).
The whole thing must be seen to be disbelieved,
but just to give you an idea: Harry Stephen
Keeler becomes Hairy Heathen Healer; “The
Passing of Barbary Tim” (poem) becomes “The
Booting of Dam Ifidoo”; Lorene Bredeweg
(artist) becomes Murine Blondewig; “The
Cleverest Ones of the Month” becomes “The
Most Awful Ones of the Month”; etc.
I’m fond of the page that consists of nothing
but absurdist variations on the old “That was
no lady, that was my wife” joke. (Scene—a
sandy desert, one palm tree, no people.
Caption—Mike: “Who was that lady I seen you
kiss on the street last night?” Pat: “That was
no lady I kissed on the street, I kissed her on the
lips.”)

But the ultimate in surrealism is reached by
the parody of the already surreal “Chinaboy
Chuckles.” In America’s Rumor this becomes
“Jugo-Slavian Jocularities, translated for
America’s Rumor from the comic weeklies of
Siam by Robert Rump Wroast.” It consists of a
series of miserly-Scotsman jokes with Hebrew
on the side.
As you know from the interview in this
issue, in 1927 Thelma became “assistant
editor” at America’s Humor. I had hoped to see
plenty of evidence of her presence, but there is
little—in fact, there’s only one mention. A
feature in the June ’27 issue is credited to three
people, in tiny print at the bottom of the page:
“C.O. Longabaugh [an artist] + Thelma Rinaldo
+ Charles Mueller.” The name of the feature?
Most appropriately—given the incidents that
Thelma relates in her interview—it is …
“America’s Humor Matrimonial Bureau.”
I’ve started an insatiable quest for more of
America’s Humor. You’ll want to be on the
lookout for it, too. Just keep it away from
impressionable young minds who may be
warped by it for life. N

New Members
Bronson, Edward C., 354 Pearson Circle,
Naperville, IL 60563-3052, ed@bronson.org
Campbell, Debra, 76 Carmine St., apt. 2B,
New York, NY 10014, dcampbel@pch.com
Garretson, Mark, 374 Bellevue Ave. #E,
Oakland, CA 94610, malarkey@pacbell.net
Keeler, Ken, 1612 Camden Ave. #301, Los
Angeles, CA 90025, kkeeler@ieee.org
Rejmaniak, Ron, 9323 Stroud, Houston, TX
77036, rayman@ev1.net
Smith, Lou, 44 Butler Place #2G, Brooklyn, NY
11238, nytab@pipeline.com
Stwalley, Steve, 600 W. Franklin #301,
Minneapolis, MN 55405, monkey23@scc.net
Woodman, Woody, 903 Cedar St., Berkeley,
CA 94710

Updated Information
Denton, Bill: #2 - 32 Priscilla Ave., Toronto,
Ont. M6S 3W2, Canada
Kugelberg, Johan: 21 Jay Street #3W, New
York, NY 10013, phone 212-343-7459, fax
212-343-7461
Poundstone, William: 1901 S. Bedford St., Los
Angeles, CA 90034
Sobórnez, Alberto: sobornez@teleline.es
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OH NO!

The yhole
AGAIN?
And conducted by “Wiggins” Keeler?
Vol. 25. No. 14 [received by T.S. Stribling on December 4, 1964]
.
.
SYDNEY PONTIFICATUS
tells us, at this writing, in The Daily News: “Ordinarily it takes a husband several years to decipher
what his wife is saying, and what he is expected to reply.” No comment. Absolutely no comment!
“TO DREAM OF A WOMAN’S UNDERGARMENT
indicates a suppressed desire for beer or orange juice.” So says Leo Markun in his book on dream
interpretation. Of the only two books Thelma Keeler and ourself own, Herodotus and What Dreams
Mean, Thelma holds tight to the Herodotus and leaves us to read only the above tripe. Oh well!
REPORT ON CAFES: A REGULAR FEATURE
Shangri-La. We had always believed this place was only for the bloody toffs, and not for hoi-polloi like
us, and eschewed it violently for years. However, Thelma Keeler and we took $100 with us the other
night to cover our bill, and went there; found it delightful, a real oasis in this stinking and most
impossible of all impossible worlds, Oriental food incomparable, waiters full of both courtesy and
humor, and prices so moderate that we did not have to remain and wash dishes for our dinner.
SOMEBODY HAND US A HAND MIRROR, PLEASE AND LEAVE THE ROOM
We quote from Man and his Ancestors, A Study of Anthropology: “The tailed baby is a common
phenomenon, and in those countries where surgery is virtually unknown, tails are far less scarce than
the proverbial hen’s teeth. Only recently there was born in a New York hospital a child who was the
possessor of quite as fine a tail as one could wish. Of course it was amputated later, for tails are not
fashionable bodily ornaments in these days of trusts, evening dress and Rolls-Royces. But the fact that
the youngster’s tail was decidedly out of style does not change the fact that it was firmly anchored to
him at the time of his birth, and remained so for a number of weeks.”
SOMEBODY WAS COMMISERATING WITH US YESTERDAY
that, as Chicago’s notorious A-Social Monster, we can boast of having only 3 friends on the globe. They
quite forgot that we have acquired 7 lovely sisters, all with the same telephone voice, which makes it
very confusing when they call up.
WARNING!
to folks who try to call us at our writing studio in the Diversey West Hotel, all you need to do to get us
is to ask for “that solipsist who uses up a typewriter a day in Room 842” or, if you prefer dignified
formality, just ask for us under our alias, “Jonathan Stonebottom.”
SEÑOR FERNANDO NORIEGA OLEA
translator for Spain’s leading publisher, just writes us today that he has scheduled definitely, sight
unseen, for Spring, 1967, publication, the novel, Strange Journey, a collaboration by Tertza Rinaldo
Keeler and Harry “Wiggins” Keeler, an expansion or elaboration of Thelma-Tertza’s short-story, Finale,
written originally for Realistic Stories Magazine. With Xmas, 1964, almost on us now, Spring, 1967, can’t
be far behind. This immortal work, which like all novels emanating from this source, has no bedroom
scenes, is half done. N
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Letters

As always, a fun issue—Box was the first
Keeler I read, and remains one of my faves, and
it was neat to read a review.
I was saddened to learn of Thelma Keeler’s
death. My intro to Harry and his work was via
Thelma. I’d read Francis Nevins’ article on
Keeler, and tracked Thelma down via phone in
Chicago (not too many Keelers). We had some
nice chats, and I was able to purchase some
books from her. One of the books had an inscription from Harry. This must have been 7-10
years ago. I recall she was quite sight impaired
then, and I believe she was a diabetic as well.
I’d like to think she was aware of Keeler News.
On another note, this might prove of interest
to fellow Keelerites. I found it in the Grateful
Dead Almanac, vol. 6, #3. (Yes, I’m one of Jerry’s
kids.) It discusses one of Jerry Garcia’s favorite
movies, The Saraagossa Manuscript, by Polish director Wojciech Has (1965), based on a 19th
century novel by Jan Potocki. Sounds very
webwork to me. And it’s a very Keelerish 3
hours long with no intermission. “The real trip
in The Saragossa Manuscript is in its amazing,
wheels within wheels plot. It’s an astonishingly
convoluted, often hilarious, always fascinating
feat of tangent-packed narrative—characters
telling stories that feature characters telling stories about characters who—well, you get the
idea. The viewer gets drawn into layer upon
layer of plot and subplot, and wonders if it will
ever get unraveled at the end.” A website is
also mentioned: www.cowboybi.com/saragossa. Garcia led the Grateful Dead on wandering, convoluted webwork concerts—I wonder if
he ever read Harry. (Probably not—Garcia was
no reader, and Keeler tests even book lovers.
Still—makes for a great bit of myth!)
Matthew MacKay
Summerside, Prince Edward Island
Thelma was living in Arizona in her final years. I
tried to contact her both by phone and mail, but did
not get a reply. However, I hope that someone read
her my letter and she learned about our HSK
Society. She was at least aware of the original
Harry Stephen Keeler Appreciation Society, founded
in the eighties by Bill Poundstone and Gerry Kroll
(you can read about it on Bill’s web page).

KN #23 is another very enjoyable issue, as
usual. I’m amazed at the amount of interesting
information, sidelights, and viewpoints that
continue to turn up from all around the globe.
Fender Tucker’s efforts to scan Keeler novels
into downloadable e-text will be a boon to devoted readers who have difficulty tracking
down the books. Between that project and Four
Walls Eight Windows and Armitage House, it’s
beginning to look like Harry’s legacy may make
a glorious reappearance in print in our lifetime!
I was glad to see that the distinguished
Francis Nevins contributed a review on one of
the unpublished late works. The article was a
pleasure to read, even if The Straw Hat Murders
itself is apparently a dud.
I experienced a delicious little thrill when
the Aronsons of Chicago told about the hollowed-out 1768 French volume from Keeler’s
attic, inside of which was an opium pipe. When
I told my partner Tom about this latest discovery, his laconic reply was, “This explains
plenty.”
Barry Warren
Berkeley, Cal.
My good friend Richard Mason, who works
at the Oxford University library, tells me that a
Mr. X. Jones has been in looking for a title—not
a Keeler, alas.
Johan Kugelberg
New York City
I’ve known about my weird namesake since
I spotted a large collection of his works in a
college library in the early ’80s. Intrigued by the
name, I checked several out, but didn’t get
around to reading them. Three years later I
came Bill Pronzini’s Gun in Cheek, discovered
that I’d stumbled across and then abandoned
what sounded like a fascinating writer, and ran
back and checked out The Spectacles of Mr.
Cagliostro and a couple of the Marceau case
books, read them, was amused, returned them
and left it at that. Over the next fifteen years I
kept running across references to Keeler, and
then last year decided to indulge myself by
buying all the reasonably-priced titles I could
locate. I’d say I have about half.
I was immensely gratified to find Eric
Thorsen’s mention (in the June ‘99 KN) of an
episode of the TV series “Futurama”—a series
on which I’m a writer and producer—which
used the same “compound interest over 1000
years” plot device as HSK’s “John Jones’s
Dollar.” If you, Eric, or anyone else are curious:
the Futurama writing staff came up with the

Keeler News No. 24

premise of our hero rediscovering the swollen
contents of his thousand-year-old bank account
well before I read or was even aware of HSK’s
story. We did know it had been used before,
however, and discovered several other preKeeler instances of the idea by checking The
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction. A few months
later, when my long-simmering interest in HSK
had been rekindled and my buying-and-reading
spree had led me to the “John Jones’s Dollar”
chapter of The Crilly Court Mystery, I was fascinated to discover not just that HSK had used
the same theme, but that he had independently
come up with two other elements of our TV series: one of our main characters is a professor at
Mars University, much like HSK’s “Professor
L127M72421Male, of the University of Mars,”
and we too postulate the extinction of the cow
sometime in the coming millennium. Quite a coincidence.
I had at that time been raving to the rest of
the staff about Keeler’s writing, which I was in
the process of rediscovering, and on the
strength of “John Jones’s Dollar” persuaded one
of my colleagues to read The Marceau Case. It’s a
hilarious and unusual experience to follow an
unsuspecting reader day-by-day as he wends
his way through the book, and one I recommend
highly.
I’ll resist the impulse to chide Eric for not
noticing and reporting the “Keeler” name in the
Futurama credits; that too is, after all, a coincidence—as is the fact that, though Harry and I
are (sadly!) no relation, we are both trained engineers who became writers. If you put it in a
novel, no one would believe it.
Ken Keeler
Los Angeles
I keep forgetting to mention that Futurama
is produced by a Ken Keeler. I wonder if he
could be any relation? Hmmm.
Eric Thorsen
Boston
Do you know if HSK originated the dossier
novel? The blurb in the front of The Marceau
Case implies that it is “an absolutely new and
intriguing experience in mystery fiction!” There
were epistolary novels before HSK (like
Dracula)—but to go beyond just journal entries,
or simple letters, maybe Harry was the first.
Here’s a list that may help people read
HSK. These are libraries that sent me books via
interlibrary loan.
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The Amazing Web: Kansas City, MO
Find the Clock: Los Angeles Public Library
The Green Jade Hand: U. of Mississippi Library
The Marceau Case: Providence, RI
Sing Sing Nights: Hunter Library, Western
Carolina U.
The Skull of the Waltzing Clown: Clearwater, FL
X. Jones—Of Scotland Yard: Statesville, NC
Iredell County Public Library
Fender Tucker
Shreveport, La.
Interlibrary loan is a great, free way to get Keelers,
folks—just ask your local public librarians to find
specific titles via ILL. It may help to mention the
locations that Fender provides. Photocopy the
books, if you like, using care so that they’ll be preserved for the rest of us.
I don’t know whether Harry invented what he
called the “documented novel.” If anyone has information related to this, do contact Fender
(fender@loadstar.com)—he’s working on an article.
I thank you for your tireless efforts on Harry
Stephen Keeler’s behalf. I have at last traversed
the strange and imaginative universe you so
kindly boxed up and sent to me. The man has a
mind like no other, and a body of work that is
unique in all of literature. It is endlessly fascinating and I am honored to have had the opportunity to immerse myself in his work.
Unfortunately, Four Walls will not be
bringing his work back into print. After careful
asssessment of the material you sent (which
took some time), we don’t think we’d be able to
reach a wide enough market. Although Keeler is
in some ways like Ed Wood, Wood attracts
people interested in film as well as in pulp fiction. With Keeler, there is no such crossover, nor
is there a conveniently timed movie bio. We
have to take into consideration the dated, albeit
dazzlingly so, nature of the books, and the
challenge of getting attention for unconventional
novels. We simply cannot confidently carve out
a viable market for these books.
I do thank you again for your assistance,
your patience, and your enthusiasm. You are
doing a remarkable job.
JillEllyn Riley
Four Walls Eight Windows
New York City
Ms. Riley is probably right—for now, at least. But
as the inexorable juggernaut of Keelermania spreads
like a virus around the world, other publishers will
surely consider taking the plunge.
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Keeler Krossword: Authors Hardboiled, Authors Noir
by Fender Tucker

Here’s Fender’s second puzzle for us—and it’s a tad more challenging than the first!
For tips on deciphering cryptic clues, see KN #23. Answers are on page 9.
1

2

9

3

4

5

10

6

7

11

13

12

14
16

17

18

22

21

23

25

Across

13. Rich leaps madly like a ball (9)
16. Keeler contemporary #2
20. Timekeeper for an Alaskan
town’s subway? (9)
21. Terrific landlord’s agent (5)
22. Amos Carter takes movie prize (5)
23. Air combat artillery precedes the
end of the goofball (5)
24. Shake-up of a lout (3)
25. Keeler contemporary #3

Down

15

20

8

1. Keeler contemporary #1
9. Showed Kurasawa epic? (3)
10. It’s less coarse in … in French iron (5)
11. Alien backs offer of bathroom device (5)
12. Awkward snoop makes old-fashioned love (5)

24

1. Body returns via vampire’s
process (6)
2. Yarn mold is babbled chaotically (8)
3. Mischievous French end supports
train (5)
19
4. Louisiana and North Dakota bury
ladies inside earthen disaster (9)
5. Marx brother returns as TV host (5)
6. Roué gargles brine lite (9)
7. Look in dictionary—get charge (6)
8. Innkeeper mumbles other lie (8)
14. We hear pejorative Catholic
religion collection (9)
15. Cover up crumpled hat, we wish! (9)
16. Certain parallelogram somehow hid
broom (8)
17. Restroom acidity gauge leads
corrida cheer for escape clause (8)
18. Hitler’s elite captures bloodsucker in the
boondocks (6)
19. Divvy up tip for gain (6)
21. Meats evaporate into water vapor (5)

THE FOURTH KING. Ward Lock, 1929, 1st, good-, £29. Bookbarn, Market Place, Glastonbury,
Somerset BA6 9HL, UK, phone: +44 (0)1458 835698, fax +44 (0)1823 480823, bookbarn@lister.com.
THE GREEN JADE HAND. Ward Lock, 1930, vg in vg dj, £8 + shipping. A.L. Sloan, 190 Laburnum
Road Viewpark, Glasgow, Scotland, G71 5DA, 01698 815233, books.als@virgin.net.
THE MYSTERY OF THE FIDDLING CRACKSMAN. Dutton, 1934, 1st, $35 + $2.50 shipping. Herb
Galewitz, H612 Grassy Hill Rd., Orange, CT 06477, phone 203-795-3122, fax 203-795-6222,
hgalewitz@aol.com.
SING SING NIGHTS. A.L. Burt reprint, 1928, vg-, $14 incl. shipping. Bill Gusdorf, Gusdorf’s Books,
10525 E Sprague Ave., Spokane, WA 99206, 509-922-2669, rbrazington@prodigy.net.
THIEVES’ NIGHTS. A.L. Burt, fair, $40 incl. shipping. CG’s Attic, 305 Woodlawn Rd. , Swansboro, NC
28584, phone 910-326-6782, fax 910-326-6782, lights@gibralter.net.
THE WONDERFUL SCHEME OF MR. CHRISTOPHER THORNE. Dutton, 1936, 1st, vg-, $74.
Order online at www.alibris.com.
Y. CHEUNG, BUSINESS DETECTIVE. Dutton, 1939, 1st, good+, x-lib, in good+ dj, $75 + $3 shipping.
Mark Carl, P.O. Box 1007, 524 E. Hazelwood Dr., Princeton, TX 75407, phone 972-736-2021, fax 972736-2028, fred365@yahoo.com.

