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Introduction: The “Carl Selwyn” Mystery

Carl Selwyn is just about as obscure an author of science fiction as they come—according to the Internet Science Fiction Database, he published just 10 stories in the 1940s, starting with “The Strange Death of Richard Sefton” in Amazing Stories in 1940 and ending with the more sensationally titled “Earth is Missing!” in Planet Stories in 1947. But was he a real person, or just a house pseudonym?

Initial evidence suggested that he was, in fact, a real person. Amazing Stories used many house names to cover the prolific contributions of a small group of writers, but Planet Stories, Thrilling Wonder Stories, Comet Stories, and Science Fiction magazines all belonged to different publishing companies. The fact that he appeared in all 5 of these magazines, each published by a different company, indicated that “Carl Selwyn” was not a house name covering a magazine’s stable of writers.

Some digging into the features of Planet Stories unearthed an author-written bio from the Spring, 1940 issue, which included:

Upon leaving the University of North Carolina, your author of “Revolt on the Earth-Star” suddenly found all his friends worshiping the little silver god—Job. Which made him rather a heretic as all the gasoline tabernacles were overstocked with college graduates, and he hated to get up in the mornings, anyway. So he took inventory: He had driven an ambulance, packed tobacco, studied archaeology, dabbled in Chinese, written gags in New York, and dated a widow. Which prepared him for nothing—except writing. So he wrote stories and stories and more stories, and they came back and kept coming back.

Then Dr. Phillips Russell, author and teacher of creative writing at the University of North Carolina, told your author about George Lawrence Andrews, literary agent and critic over at Raleigh. So I talked to him and he read my stories. “Good,” he said, “but they don’t fit any market because they weren’t aimed at any. You must specialize. I’ll back you if I can find out what you can do.” After more talk, he seemed to make up his mind about me. Maybe my “stark unusuality” made him see something in me I hadn’t guessed at myself. Anyway, he suggested science fiction. And science fiction it was, and quicker than either of us expected he sent me a check, and soon another, and another.

This bio was published early in 1940, so written in mid 1939. If Carl Selwyn had graduated college just prior to World War II and tried his hand at assorted trades before writing, I estimated his birth year circa 1917-1919. I checked the findagrave.com web site, but had no luck there. (That doesn’t mean anything. It’s hit or miss—not all cemeteries are indexed, and not everyone is buried in a cemetery.)

Next I decided tried newspapers.com—with the North Carolina connection mentioned in Planet Stories, surely there would be some mention of him. And sure enough, I got 16 hits—a  newspaper in Raleigh, North Carolina, The News and Observer, mentioned “Carl Selwyn Pugh,” who became engaged in 1915. Could this be our man, much older than I had suspected, and disguising his pulp fiction under an abbreviated name? A little more digging turned up a poem by Carl Selwyn Pugh in the The News and Observer from November 15, 1952—but this time bylined “Carl Selwyn Pugh, Sr.” Carl, Sr. was a literary figure! But the dates weren’t right. Science fiction in those days was a field for young people, with most of the writers making first sales while in their early twenties.

The “Sr.” after his name, however,  meant there was a “Jr.” More newspaper articles provided additional information. Carl Pugh, Sr. had become engaged to Miss Sylvia Wyatt in 1915, so they could easily have have had a son within the range of my presumptive birth years, 1917 through 1919. Could Carl Selwyn Pugh, Jr. be the “Carl Selwyn” of science fiction in the 1940s?

More internet sleuthing yielded additional dates: Carl Sellwyn Pugh, Sr. (1876-1971) and Carl Sellwyn Pugh, Jr. (1917-1984). Bingo! The dates fit for the son.

The Johnson County Heritage Center in (you guessed it, North Carolina!) has a “Carl S. Pugh, Jr. Collection,” estimated at 1 linear foot, that was donated in 1991, but as of 2020 it still had not been catalogued. Manuscripts? Magazines containing published science fiction stories? Family papers? One can only guess. Hopefully it will be catalogued someday for future researchers. For now, though, it was a dead end, closed due to the pandemic.

A new question came to mind, though: Who donated those papers? Children, perhaps?
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