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CHARLES FORT: A Chronology 

· 1874 - Born, Albany, NY., on 6th August. 

· 1889 - Aged 15. Wrote to Jules Verne for his autograph. 

· 1892 - Aged 18. Left home to escape tyrannical father. Worked on an NY newspaper. 

· 1893 - Aged 19. Made editor of a Long Island paper. Quit to hitchhike around the world. 

· 1896 - Aged 22. After travelling through Southern USA, Scotland, Wales and London, he reached Capetown, South Africa. Contracted malaria. Returned to NY. Married Anna. 

· 1897 - Aged 23. Lived in Bronx in dire poverty. Survived by small jobs, journalism, and broke chairs for firewood. Wrote 10 novels and collected 25,000 notes, but burned them. 

· 1900 - Aged 26. Completed autobiography 'Many Parts'. 

· 1905 - Aged 31. Fort, trying to sell his work, meets magazine editor Theodore Dreiser. They become firm friends. 

· 1906 - Aged 32. Virtually a hermit, between home and NY Public Library. Began 'grand tour' of scientific journals. 

· 1915 - Aged 41. Writes 'X' and ' Y '. Dreiser encourages him to begin BOTD. 

· 1916 - Aged 42. Fort's luck turned. A modest inheritance from an uncle allows him to concentrate on writing. 

· 1919 - Aged 45. Dreiser gets his publisher to issue BOTD. 

· 1920 - Aged 46. In a depression, he burns his 40,000 notes. He and Anna stay in London for six months, then back to NY. 

· 1921 - Aged 47. Move back to London in December. Stay for eight happy and productive years. Works daily in British Museum Library. NL published. Speaks at Speaker's Corner for amusement. 

· 1924 - Aged 54. First correspondence with Thayer. 

· 1929 - Aged 55. Back in Bronx from London. 

· 1931 - Aged 57. Lo! published. Thayer and Sussman form Fortean Society. Beginnings of illness. 

· 1932 - Aged 58. Delivers WT. Admitted to Royal Hospital, NY, where he dies on 3rd May of "unspecified weakness", probably leukemia. 

· 1937 - Anna dies. They had no children. 
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CHARLES FORT: The Hermit of the Bronx 

Charles Fort was born into a fairly prosperous family of Dutch immigrants who owned a wholesale grocery business in Albany, New York State. He was the eldest of three brothers - the others being Clarence, and the youngest, Raymond. Their mother died within a few years of Clarence's birth and Fort's father married again during Fort's teens.

Beatings by his tyrannical father helped set him against authority and dogma, as he declares in the remaining fragments of his autobiography Many Parts. Escaping home at the age of 18, he worked as a reporter in New York City before hitch-hiking through Europe "to put some capital into the bank of experience." In 1896, aged 22, he contracted malaria in South Africa and returned to New York where he married Anna Filan (or Filing), an English servant girl in his father's house.

Fort and Anna settled down to a life of dire poverty in a succession of tiny apartments in the Bronx and Hell's Kitchen quarters of New York City. He took odd jobs between infrequent sales of his stories (most of which are now lost) to newspapers and magazines. At times things were so bad the Forts had to use their furniture for firewood. Where Anna "knew all her neighbours' affairs", Fort himself had very few friends. He virtually lived as a hermit, chasing references at the library until it closed and writing up his notes at home, pottering over them into the night. Were it not for Anna's insistence that he accompany her to the movies most evenings and the visits from Thayer and Dreiser, he had no social life.

His books are full of little asides that shed light on his daily life; for example, in Lo! (Ch.18) he says has cut down on smoking and almost given up drinking his home brewed beer because it went flat so quickly. His concentration was quickly soured by doubt, which was rare but drastic when it occurred, plunging him into a depression. Twice, he burned his collection of tens of thousands of notes because "They were not what I wanted." Undaunted, he would begin his exhaustive reading and note-taking all over again, but in a new direction.

In 1921, the Forts set sail for London, where he and Anna lived close to the British Museum (at 39A, Marchmont Street). For eight years, he undertook his 'grand tour' of the Museum's holdings several more times, at each pass widening his horizons to new subjects and new correlations. He began to think that space travel was inevitable, sending letters to the New York Times on the subject and even speaking on it at Hyde Park Corner.

Fort returned to New York in 1929, striking up an acquaintance with Tiffany Thayer, with whom he had corresponded. Thayer, a young and ebullient novelist, often visited the Forts, talking into the night, lubricated by home-brewed beer, surrounded by Fort's collection of mounted specimens of giant spiders and objects said to have fallen from the sky and the great wall of shoe boxes where Fort's notes roosted.

Fort grew progressively blind. On 3rd of May 1932, he was admitted to hospital suffering from "unspecified weakness". He died within a few hours, apparently of leukemia. He took notes almost to the end - the last one said simply: "Difficulty shaving. Gaunt places in face." After Fort died, Anna lost her interest in living and survived him by only five years.

Several times in his books, Fort refers to poltergeist-like events in their apartments in the Bronx and in London; inexplicable noises would be heard and pictures fell off walls. Dreiser once interviewed Anna after Fort's death and asked her if she had had any further strange experiences. She told him of rapping sounds and voices and then said ... "One afternoon [..] his aunt came over and she annoyed me terrible about this money. She said I had no right to it. I went to bed crying and in the night I thought he was sitting on a little bench or couch [..] He said: 'Hello, Momma,' and I was never so glad to see anybody in my whole life."

Charles Fort is buried in the family plot in a cemetary in Albany, New York.
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DESCRIPTIONS OF FORT 

We have very few descriptions of Fort. He was a complex and private man, dedicated to his work. His autobiographical fragments, Many Parts , reveal a turbulent childhood through which he stumbled and brawled, resisting parental authority and any other imposition he thought unjust or foolish. Yet the key elements of his later brilliance are all in place: his powers of observation, his creative imagination, his facility with words and descriptions, and even his compassion for people who did not have his own inner strength.

Fort was not averse to making his size work to his advantage. Mr X found a letter by Raymond, Fort's youngest brother, written sometime after 1937. Raymond recalls Fort telling him of having to fight a duel with a Frenchman in South Africa. As he knew nothing of swords or pistols, Fort chose to fight with his fists. Raymond wrote: "The Frenchman was pretty well battered up as my brother knew how to use his fists and possessed unbounded courage."

For Tiffany Thayer, Fort was a jolly giant with "the most magnificent sense of humour that ever made life bearable for a thinking man." In his exuberant introduction to BOOKS1 (1941), Thayer describes Fort as nearly six feet tall, fair, and built like a walrus with a matching moustache and spectacles as thick as bottle-ends. "He was an anachronism in modern dress," thought Thayer who mentally placed Fort in the era of swashbuckling Musketeers.

However, Thayer's Fort, "roaring at his subject" and "packing a belly laugh in either typewriter hand", is at odds with the "shy and introverted" hermit seen by others, including Theodore Dreiser, Fort's oldest friend. They first met in 1905 when Dreiser was editor of Smith's Magazine , and Fort was selling some of his stories. Dreiser, an older and more established writer, likened him to Oliver Hardy - "that unctuous, ingratiating mood, those unwieldy, deferential, twittery mannerisms were Fort's."

One of Dreiser's friends, Marguerite Tjader, remembered Fort as "a low-set man, dark with a greasy complexion, [with] scant black hair brushed over a round dynamic head. His hands were fat and protruded from filthy shirt-cuffs under a dark nondescript suit. In spite of all this, there was something fascinating about him; he seemed utterly alive, carefree and all-knowing as he talked."

Fort's biographer, Damon Knight, says Fort was "an utterly peaceable and sedentary man [who] lived quietly with his wife." By all accounts, Fort and Anna were an odd couple, but they were devoted to each other. According to Thayer, Anna lamented her husband's unsocial bent, knew all her neighbours' affairs, and organised their daily life with "skill and imagination", in effect freeing Fort to follow his star. Thayer said she never read Fort's books, nor "ever dreamed what went on in her husband's head".

Aaron Sussman, then a young advertising executive who became fast friend to the elderly Fort in his last years, told Damon Knight of his visits to the Forts' apartment in 1930. He recalled Anna as a "bustling little hostess" who had "a lovely way of speaking to you [making you] feel she was honored and grateful that you had taken the time and trouble to come and see her." To Sussman, Fort was "one of the most innocent innocents I have ever met [..] a gentle man, inveterately polite, very tender toward Anna." With his deep voice and booming laugh, he gave Sussman the impression of a great mind that had withdrawn from the world, and yet "He always made you feel wanted; he was delighted to see you, no matter how busy he was."
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BIOGRAPHICAL SOURCES ABOUT FORT 

There are only two substantial sources of biographical information about Fort.

· Fort's only auto biographical writing - a fragmented manuscript called 'Many Parts' - concerns his childhood in Albany up to his late teens. This was rescued by Mr X, and published in Fortean Studies , Vol.1, 1994. 

· Damon Knight's biography Charles Fort: Prophet of the Unexplained (Doubleday, 1970), which relies on 'Many Parts' for Fort's early life. 

· Almost as interesting, though tangential, is Tiffany Thayer's introduction to BOOKS1, which includes fascinating asides about Fort. There may be many other reminiscences of Fort buried away in the literary archives of prominent Americans and which have yet to be discovered by some diligent researcher - perhaps you?. For example, see... 

· Mike Dash, 'Charles Fort and a Man Named Dreiser,' Fortean Times (51:40-48) 

· Mr X, 'The Charles Fort - John Reid Correspondence', INFO Journal (Autumn 1994). 

Most of the facts recounted in these pages come from these sources.

Jump to annotated bibliography of Charles Fort's writings.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

Sometime around 1900, Charles Fort finished his only autobiographical writing - a fragmented manuscript called 'Many Parts' - which concerns his childhood in Albany, NY, up to his late teens. This was rescued by Mr X and published in Fortean Studies , Vol.1, 1994.

[unfinished]
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FICTION 

Fort learned his trade as a cub reporter with a special interest in crime and before he began work on his 'Fortean' books, wrote a considerable number of short stories for newspapers and weekly magazines. Most of these are lost, except for 'A Radical Corpuscle' (reprinted privately by Sam Moskowitz, (1976), and a small number located by the dilligent Canadian Fortean, Mr X (real name) and reprinted by the International Fortean Organization - eg: 'The Giant, The Insect, and the Philanthropic-looking Old Gentleman' in INFO Journal (Jan 1994).

THE OUTCAST MANUFACTURERS 

· 1909, (31 March) B.W. Dodge, N.Y. Hardback. 

· 1988, Printed Heritage Preservation Society, Washington DC. Reprint bound in strange green lino! Includes a different version of the first five chapters from 'Pearson's Magazine'. 

 

[List of Fort's short stories - work in progress]
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NON-FICTION 

In 1915 Fort began two manuscripts. One was called 'X' and explored the idea that life on earth had been controlled by events or beings from Mars; the other, called 'Y' , presented evidence indicating that a sinister civilisation existed at the South Pole. Neither manuscript has been found. Fort sent a copy of 'X' to Dreiser with the comment: "You have at least one thing to be thankful for - I might have begun with 'A'." Dreiser, in an unpublished memoir of Fort, recalled: "It was so strange, so forceful, so beautiful that [..] it was certainly one of the greatest books I have ever read in my life."

Besides his journalism, Fort wrote 10 novels, only one of which - The Outcast Manufacturers (1906) - was ever published. [unfinished]

Fed up with the patent lack of interest in his books, Fort burnt the manuscripts of X and Y and started work on what became Book of the Damned , which Dreiser bullied his own publisher to put out in 1919.

Fort went on to write three more books of encyclopaedic diversity. After Book of the Damned came New Lands (1923) - written in London and largely a satirical attack upon the pomposity of astronomers, who, he accused, "were led by a cloud of rubbish by day and a pillar of bosh by night." In 1929 he returned to New York and began work on Lo! (1931), which introduced his idea of teleportation and the organic universe. 

Thayer recalled that Fort wanted the book to be titled 'God and the Fishmonger' in reference to the great fall of periwinkles at Worcester in 1881; Aaron Sussman suggested 'If the Time has Come' in reference to Fort's idea that, say, steam-engines can only be invented when the time is right (despite the basic observations being available anytime someone, in any earlier period, observed water boiling). Thayer offered 'Lo!', refering to another of Fort's themes, that of astronomers who calculate the reappearance of a new star or comet's return, point to the sky saying "Lo!" and then nothing whatever can be seen there. Thayer noted: "Fort agreed to 'Lo!' at first hearing.

According to Fort's biographer, Damon Knight, Fort's friend Aaron Sussman pointed out a page of the proofs that was one line short. "Without hesitation, Fort picked up a pencil and wrote: 'One measures a circle, beginning anywhere.'"

He finished Wild Talents on 20 February 1932, while he became seriously ill.. It dealt with occult or psychic abilities and was published posthumously, later that year, by his friend Claude Kendall.

 

THE BOOK OF THE DAMNED - (BOTD) 

· 1919, (1 Dec) Boni & Liveright, NY. Hardback. 

· 1971-2, Ace Books, NY. Paperback. 

· 1974, Abacus Books, London. Paperback. 

· 1979, Sphere Books, London. Paperback. 

· 1995, Fortean Times/John Brown Publishing. Paperback. First revised edition, by Mr X, correcting typographical and editing errors. Introduction by Bob Rickard. Index by Steve Moore. 

NEW LANDS - (NL) 

· 1923, (8 Oct) Boni and Liveright, NY. Hardback. Introduction by Booth Tarkington. 

· 1972, Ace Books, NY. Paperback. 

· 1974, Sphere Books, London. Paperback. 

· 1996, Fortean Times/ John Brown Publishing. Paperback. First revised edition, by Mr X, correcting typographical and editing errors. Introduction by Jerome Clark. Index by Steve Moore. 

LO! - (LO) 

· 1931, (9 Feb) Claude H. Kendall, NY. Hardback. Illustrated by Alexander King. 

· 1931, Victor Gollancz, London. Hardback. 

· 1972, Ace Books, NY. Paperback. 

· 1996, Fortean Times/ John Brown Publishing. Paperback. First revised edition, by Mr X, correcting typographical and editing errors. Introduction by John Michell. Index by Steve Moore. 

WILD TALENTS - (WT) 

· 1932, (6 June) Claude H. Kendall, NY. Hardback 

· 1972, Ace Books, NY. Paperback. 

· Not yet published. New edition from Fortean Times/ John Brown Publishing. Paperback expected in early 1998. First revised edition, by Mr X, correcting typographical and editing errors. Introduction by Michel Meurger. Index by Steve Moore. 

THE BOOKS OF CHARLES FORT - (BOOKS1) 

· 1941, (5 May) Henry Holt & Co, NY. Hardback. This collected edition was published for the Fortean Society. It comprises BOTD, NL, LO and WT, an introduction by Tiffany Thayer, and a clumsy index. There is some evidence that Thayer made dubious 'improvments' to these texts, which were perpetuated by the Ace paperbacks. 

THE COMPLETE BOOKS OF CHARLES FORT - (BOOKS2) 

· 1974, Dover, NY. Hardback. A reprint of BOOKS1, substituting a new introduction by Damon Knight for Thayer's. Retain's the index from the Holt edition (one prepared by Mr was rejected). This edition was simultaneously published in Canada (by General Publishing Co of Don Mills, Ontario) and in Britain (by Constable & Co, London). 
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Some of this information is taken from 'Copyrights of Fort's Works' by Ron Willis, in INFO Journal 48 (March 1986), p21.

Life & times of Charles Fort. Why we consider Fort important [in prep] 
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