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Editor's Note
Charles Hoy Fort (b. 1874) published four monumental collections of the odd and unusual during his lifetime: The Book of the Damned (1919), New Lands (1923), Lo! (1931), and Wild Talents (1932), the last appearing in the year of his death. In 1941, all four were collected into a massive posthumous volume, The Books of Charles Fort, published by Henry Holt and Company of New York, with an introduction by Tiffany Thayer, then Secretary of the Fortean Society, which Fort himself had previously and politely declined to join. The pages were numbered consecutively and it is this convention that the present editor follows here. Thus a reference to, say, Wild Talents, page 850, refers to the omnibus collect ion of Fort's works and not to the individual title itself. Similarly, individual works will simply be referred to as Damned, Lands, Lo! and Talents.

The following extracts are taken from a work in progress, provisionally titled The Shorter Fort (but maybe also the Portable, or Quotable, Fort), begun by me and Bob Rickard, one half of the editing team of Forte an Times, before the demands of publishing the latter on a regular commercial basis and other associated projects necessitated his withdrawal. Most of the selections and caption headings, then, are my own. (Fort himself didn't do captions.) The empha sis here, I should point out, is on Fort's witticisms, epigrams, and overall philosophy, as opposed to the specific "Fortean" events themselves, although the two are obviously hopelessly intertwined. But a good index exists for the events themselves, wher eas there is no index for a particularly felicitous turn of thought or phrasing--the quotable quote. The electronic "Quotable Fort" will be added to on a regular basis. --Dennis Stacy 



Battalions of the Accursed
A procession of the damned.
By the damned, I mean the excluded.
We shall have a procession of data that Science has excluded.

Battalions of the accursed, captained by pallid data that I have exhumed, will march. You'll read them--or they'll march. Some of them livid and some of them fiery and some of them rotten.

Some of them are corpses, skeletons, mummies, twitching, tottering, animated by companions that have been damned alive. There are giants that will walk by, though sound asleep. There are things that are theorems and things that are rags; they'll go by lik e Euclid, arm in arm with the spirit of anarchy. Here and there will flit little harlots. Many are clowns. But many are of the highest respectability. Some are assassins. There are pale stenches and gaunt superstitions and mere shadows and lively malices: whims and amiabilities. The naive and the pedantic and the bizarre and the grotesque and the sincere and the insincere, the profound and the puerile.

(Damned, p. 3) 



The Excluded 

So, by the damned, I mean the excluded.
But by the excluded I mean that which will some day be the excluding.
Or everything that is, won't be.
And everything that isn't, will be --
But, of course, will be that which won't be --

(Damned, p.4) 



Secrets of Success 

A secret of power --
I think it's another profundity.
Do you want power over something?
Be more nearly real than it.

(Damned, p. 23) 



Darwin & Evolution
In mere impressionism we take our stand. We have no positive tests nor standards. Realism in art: realism in science--they pass away. In 1859, the thing to do was to accept Darwinism; now many biologists are revolting and trying to conceive of somet hing else. The thing to do was to accept it in its day, but Darwinism of course was never proved:

The fittest survive.
What is meant by the fittest?
Not the strongest; not the cleverest--
Weakness and stupidity everywhere survive.
There is no way of determining fitness except in that a thing does survive.
"Fitness," then, is only another name for "survival."
Darwinism:
That survivors survive.

(Damned, pp. 23-24) 



A Scientific Procedure 

In days of yore, when I was an especially bad young one, punishment was having to go to the store, Saturdays, and work. I had to scrape off labels of other dealers' canned goods, and paste on my parents' label. Theoretically, I was so forced to labor to teach me the errors of deceitful ways. A good many brats are brought up, in the straight and narrow, somewhat deviously.

One time I had pyramids of canned goods, containing a variety of fruits and vegetables. But I had used all except peach labels. I pasted the peach label on peach cans, and then came to apricots. Well, aren't apricots peaches? And there are plums that are virtually apricots. I went on, either mischievously, or scientifically, pasting the peach labels on cans of plums, cherries, string beans, succotash. I can't quite define my motive, because to this day it has not been decided whether I am a humoris t or a scientist. I think that it was mischief, but, as we go along, there will come a more respectful recognition that also it was a scientific procedure.

(Talents, p. 850) 



Catsup Chaos 

Not a bottle of catsup can fall from a tenement-house fire-escape in Harlem, without being noted--not only by the indignant people downstairs, but--even though infinitesimally--universally--maybe--

Affecting the price of pajamas, in Jersey City: the temper of somebody's mother-in-law, in Greenland; the demand, in China, for rhinoceros horns for the cure of rheumatism (...)

Because all things are inter-related--continuous--of an underlying oneness.

(Talents, p. 857) 



"Mass Psychology" 

If "mass psychology" applies definitely to one occurrence, it must, even though almost imperceptibly, apply to all occurrences. Phenomena of a man alone on a desert island can be explained in terms of "mass psychology" -- inasmuch as the mind of no ma n is a unit, but is a community of mental states that influence one another.

(Talents, p. 858) 



A Collector of Data 

Sometimes I am a collector of data, and only a collector, and am likely to be gross and miserly, piling up notes, pleased with merely numerically adding to my stores. Other times 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 that I note, and it is this far-away, haunting, or often taunt ing, awareness, or suspicion, that keeps me piling on.

(Talents, p. 862) 



Sleight-of-Hand 

There is not a physicist in the world who can perceive when a parlor magician palms off playing-cards.

(Lands, p. 360) 



Senility as Sainthood 

I now have a theory that our existence, as a whole, is an organism that is very old--a globular thing within a starry shell, afloat in a super-existence in which there may be countless other organisms--and that we, as cells in its composition, partake of, and are ruled by, its permeating senility. The theologians have recognized that the ideal is the imitation of God. If we be a part of such an organic thing, this thing is God to us, as I am God to the cells that compose me. When I see myself, and c ats, and dogs losing irregularities of conduct and approaching the irreproachable, with advancing age, I see that what is ennobling us is senility. I conclude that the virtues, the austerities, the proprieties are ideal in our existence, because they are imitations of the state of a whole existence, which is very old, good, and beyond reproach. The ideal state is meekness, or humility, or the semi-invalid state of the old. Year after year I am becoming nobler and nobler. If I can live to be decrepit e nough, I shall be a saint.

(Talents, p. 878) 



The Future of Warfare 

Girls at the front--and they are discussing their usual not very profound subjects. The alarm--the enemy is advancing. Command to the poltergeist girls to concentrate--and under their chairs they stick their wads of chewing gum.

A regiment bursts into flames, and the soldiers are torches. Horses snort smoke from the combustion of their entrails. Reinforcements are smashed under cliffs that are teleported from the Rocky Mountains. The snatch of Niagara Falls--it pours upon t he battlefield. The little poltergeist girls reach for their wads of chewing gum.

(Talents, p. 1042) 
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Check this section on a regular basis for new selections from the collected works of Charles Fort. All page references are to The Books of Charles Fort, and apply to both the Henry Holt and Dover editions.

We invite you to submit your own favorite "Fortisms" for publication on this page. Just e-mail us your favorite fortean snippet or snippets and give it an original title (or we'll provide one for you). Be sure to include the page on which the quote app ears in either the Henry Holt or Dover edition of Fort's works. (The new Fortean Times editions don't maintain the same pagination.)

If we use your excerpt (and please keep them short), we'll credit you here, unless otherwise directed, by publishing your e-mail address. If you wish your full real name included, please say so. If you wish to remain anonymous, that's fine, too. The quote's the thing. 



A House by Any Other Name
What is a house?

It is not possible to say what anything is, as positively distinguished from anything else, if there are no positive differences.

A barn is a house if one lives in it. If residence constitutes houseness, because style of architecture does not, then a bird's nest is a house: and human occupancy is not the standard to judge by, because we speak of dogs' houses; nor material, becaus e we speak of snow houses of Eskimos--or a shell is a house to a hermit crab--or was to the mollusk that made it--or things seemingly so positively different as the White House at Washington and a shell on the seashore are seen to be continuous.

(Damned, p.6) 



<<>Biology
All biologic phenomena act to adjust: there are no biologic actions other than adjustments.

Adjustment is another name for Equilibrium. Equilibrium is the Universal, or that which has nothing external to derange it.

(Damned, p. 14) 



Definitions
It is not possible to define.

Nothing has ever been finally found out.

Because there is nothing final to find out.

(Damned, p. 14) 



<<>Complete Beauty
By "beauty," I mean that which seems complete.

Obversely, that the incomplete, or the mutilated, is the ugly . . .

A hand thought of only as a hand, may seem beautiful.

Found on a battlefield--obviously a part--not beautiful.

. . . every attempt to achieve beauty is an attempt to give to the local the attribute of the universal.

(Damned, p.8) 



Truth-Seeking
A seeker of Truth. He will never find it. But the dimmest of possibilities--he may himself become Truth.

Or that science is more than an inquiry:

That it is a pseudo-construction, or a quasi-organization: that it is an attempt to break away and locally establish harmony, stability, equilibrium, consistency, entity--

Dimmest of all possibilities--that it may succeed.

(Damned, p. 14) 



Coincidence
I am a collector of notes upon subjects that have diversity--such as deviations from concentricity in the lunar crater Copernicus, and a sudden appearance of purple Englishmen--stationary meteor radiants, and a reported growth of hair on the bald head of a mummy--and "Did the girl swallow the octopus?"

But my liveliest interest is not so much in things, as in relations of things. I have spent much time thinking about the alleged pseudo-relations that are called coincidences. What if some of them should not be coincidence?

(Talents, p. 846) 



A Small Vanishment
Upon Dec. 2, 1919, Ambrose Small, of Toronto, Canada, disappeared. He was known to have been in his office, in the Toronto Grand Opera House, of which he was the owner, between five and six o'clock, the evening of December 2nd. Nobody saw him leave his office. Nobody--at least nobody whose testimony can be accepted--saw him, this evening, outside the building. There were stories of a woman in the case. But Ambrose Small disappeared, and left more than a million dollars behind.

(Talents, p. 846) 



Collecting Ambroses
Before I looked into the case of Ambrose Small, I was attracted to it by another seeming coincidence. That there could be any meaning in it seemed so preposterous that, as influenced by much experience, I gave it serious thought. About six years before the disappearance of Ambrose Small, Ambrose Bierce had disappeared. Newspapers all over the world had made much of the mystery of Ambrose Bierce. But what could the disappearance of one Ambrose, in Texas, have to do with the disappearance of another Ambr ose in Canada? Was somebody collecting Ambroses? There was in these questions an appearance of childishness that attracted my respectful attention.

(Talents, p. 847) 



Secrets of Success

A secret of poweró
I think it's another profundity.
Do you want power over something?
Be more nearly real than it.

(p. 23)





Purgatory

We are not realists. We are not idealists. We are intermediatistsóthat nothing is real, but that nothing is unreal: that all phenomena are approximations one way or the other between realness and unrealness.
So...that our whole quasi-existence is an intermediate stage between positiveness and negativeness or realness and unrealness.
Like purgatory, I think.

(p. 14)





Real Heroes

By Realness, I mean that which does not merge away into something else, and that which is not partly something else: that which is not a reaction to, or an imitation of, something else. By a real hero, we mean one who is not partly a coward, or whose actions and motives do not merge away into cowardice. But, if in Continuity, all things do merge, by Realness, I mean the Universal, besides which there is nothing with which to merge.
That, though the local might be universalized, it is not conceivable that the universal can be localized...

(p. 14-15)





A Bouquet of Hippopotami

In Continuity, it is impossible to distinguish phenomena at their merging-points, so we look for them at their extremes. Impossible to distinguish between animal and vegetable in some infusoriaóbut hippopotamus and violet. For all practicable purposes they're distinguishable enough. No one but a Barnum or a Bailey would send one a bunch of hippopotami as a token of regard.

(p. 28)





Explanation

The fate of all explanation is to close one door only to have another fly wide open.

(p. 30)





Incomplete Thought

To think is to conceive incompletely, because all thought relates only to the local. We metaphysicians, of course, like to have the notion that we think of the unthinkable.

(p. 33)





Survival Strategy

If the whole world should seem to combine against you, it is only unreal combination, or intermediateness to unity and disunity. Every resistance is itself divided into parts resisting one another. The simplest strategy seems to beónever bother to fight a thing: set its own parts fighting one another.

(p. 46)





Correlations

I shall attempt not much of correlation of dates. A mathematic-minded positivist, with his delusion that in an intermediate state twice two are four, whereas, if we accept Continuity, we cannot accept that there are anywhere two things to start with, would search our data for periodicities. It is so obvious to me that the mathematic, or the regular, is the attribute of the Universal, that I have not much inclination to look for it in the local. Still, in this solar system, "as a whole," there is considerable approximation to regularity; or the mathematic is so nearly localized that eclipses, for instance, can, with rather high approximation, be foretold, though I have notes that would deflate a little the astronomers' vainglory in this respectóor would if that were possible.

(p. 51)





Statistics

By the statistic method I could "prove" that a black rain has fallen "regularly" every seven months, somewhere upon this earth. To do this, I'd have to include red rains and yellow rains, but, conventionally, I'd pick out the black particles in red substances and in yellow substances and disregard the rest. Then, too, if here and there a black rain should be a week early or a month lateóthat would be "acceleration" or "retardation."

(p. 52)





Extraordinary Years

Still, I have had to notice the year 1819, for instance. I shall not note them all in this book, but I have records of 31 extraordinary events in 1883. Someone should write a book upon the phenomena of this one yearóthat is, if books should be written. 1849 is notable for extraordinary falls, so far apart that a local explanantion seems inadequateónot only the black rain of Ireland, May, 1849, but a red rain in Sicily and a red rain in Wales. Also, it is said (Timb's Year Book, 1850-241) that, upon April 18 or 20, 1849, shepherds near Mt. Ararat found a substance that was not indigenous, upon areas measuring 8 to 10 miles in circumference. Presumably it had fallen there.

(p. 52)





"Things"

All "things" are not things, but only relations, or expressions of relations.

(p. 52) 





Dogmatic Showers

I have data of other falls, in Persia and Asiatic Turkey, of edible substances. They are all dogmatically said to be "manna"; and "manna" is dogmatically said to be a species of lichens from the steppes of Asia Minor. The position that I take is that this explanation was evolved in ignorance of the fall of vegetable substances, or edible substances, in other parts of the world: that it is the familiar attempt to explain the general in terms of the local; that, if we have shall have data of falls of vegetable substance, in, say, Canada or India, they were not of lichens from the steppes of Asia Minor; that, though all falls in Asiatic Turkey and Persia are sweepingly and conveniently called showers of "manna," they have not been even all of the same substance.

(p. 54)





Wiltshire Wheat

There is, in Philosophical Transactions, 16-281, an account of a seeming cereal, said to have fallen in Wiltshire, in 1686ósaid that some of the "wheat" fell "enclosed in hailstones"óbut the writer in Transactions, says that he had examined the grains, and that they were nothing but seeds of ivy berries dislodged from holes and chinks where birds had hidden them. If birds still hide ivy seeds, and if winds still blow, I don't see why the phenomenon has not repeated in more than two hundred years since.

(p. 65) 





Uninvited Visitors

I have many notes upon the sulphurous odor of meteorites, and many notes upon phosphorescence of things that come from externality. Some day I shall look over old stories of demons that have appeared sulphurously upon this earth, with the idea of expressing that we have often had undesirable visitors from other worlds; or that an indication of external derivation is sulphurousness. I expect some day to rationalize demonology, but just at present we are scarcely far enough advanced to go so far back.
For a circumstantial account of a mass of burning sulphur, about the size of a man's fist, that fell at Pultusk, Poland, Jan. 30, 1868, upon a road, where it was stamped out by a crowd of villagers, see Rept. Brit. Assoc., 1874-272.

(p. 67)





Slag & Cinders

Sometimes cannon balls are found embedded in trees. Doesn't seem to be anything to discuss; doesn't seem discussable that anyone would cut a hole in a tree and hide a cannon ball, which one could take to bed, and hide under one's pillow just as easily. So with the stone of Battersea Fields. What is there to say except that it fell with high velocity and embedded in the tree? Nevertheless, there was a great deal of discussionó
Because, at the foot of the tree, as if broken off the stone, fragments of slag were found.
I have nine other instances.
Slag and cinders and ashes, and you won't believe, and neither will I, that they came from the furnaces of vast aerial superconstructions.

(p. 71) 





Barbed-Tail Angels

The damned and the saved, and there's little to choose between them; and angels are beings that have not obviously barbed tails to themóor never have such bad manners as to stroke an angel below the waist-line.

(p. 72) 





A Fall of Fish

The best-known fall of fishes from the sky is that which occurred at Mountain Ash, in the Valley of Abedare, Glamorganshire, Feb. 11, 1859.
The Editor of the Zoologist, 2-677, having published a report of a fall of fishes, writes: "I am continually receiving similar accounts of frogs and fishes." But, in all the volumes of the Zoologist, I can find only two reports of such falls. There is nothing to conclude other than that hosts of data have been lost because orthodoxy does not look favorably upon such reports. The Monthly Weather Review records several falls of fishes in the United States; but accounts of these reported occurrences are not findable in other American publications.

(p. 83-4) 





Honest Opinion

Our own acceptance is that justice cannot be in an intermediate existence, in which there can be approximation only to justice or to injustice; that to be fair is to have no opinion at all; that to be honest is to be uninterested; that to investigate is to admit prejudice; that nobody has ever really investigated anything, but has always sought positively to prove or disprove something that was conceived of, or suspected, in advance.

(p. 92) 





Conspicuous by Absence

We shall now have an unusual experience. We shall read of some reports of extraordinary circumstances that were investigated by a man of scienceónot of course that they were really investigated by him, but that this phenomena occupied a position approximating higher to real investigation than to utter neglect. Over and over we read of extraordinary occurrencesóno discussion; not even a comment afterwards findable; mere mention occasionallyóburial and damnation.
The extraordinary and how quickly it is hidden away.
Burial and damnation, or the obscurity of the conspicuous.

(p. 109) 
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