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Babylon: 70 M.

Ay iona/t/ _/4 Wa//Aeim

Behind the commonplace are more things than were dreamed of in Horatio’s
philosophy, and perhaps in ours. And what is more commonplace than a

nursery iinile? Donal
many novel

A. Wollheim, veteran science fiction fan, author of
and short stories, editor of i 4

Bl

past, and books present, has some suggestions about this.

‘How many miles to Babylon?

Threescore miles and ten.

Can 1 get there by candlelight?

Yes, and back again.

If your heels are nimble and
light,

You may get there by candle-
light.”

SITTING IN HIS study, by
the open window, Barry Kane
heard the woman in the garden
of the adjoining house reading
Mother Goose thymes to her
little girl. He hadn’t been pay-
ing attention consciously; it had
just been a part of the noises
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of everyday living. His mind
ad been reflecting on the small
urn he had just unpacked. But
the word ‘Bablyon’ struck his
car and sparked his attention;
the little jingle jerked his mind
away from the black, time-en-
crusted relic before him, and
onto the woman's clear enunci-
ation outside.

Barry frowned a bit, stll idly
turning the stone jug in hi
hand. Now that was an odd one,
he thought. & was vaguely fa-
miliar; he supposed that he had
run across it himself in his own
childhood — and, as children



do, simply had listened to it for
its rh and ignored its
meaning. Like so many of Moth-
er Goose’s poems it seemed to
make not much sense.

He tried to focus his atten-
tion again on the urn. He’d only
unwrapped it a few minutes ago
from its careful packings and
sawdust. The expedition had
shipped it to him from Baghdad,
along with other interesting bits
they had dug out of Babylon’s
ruins. An odd coincidence that
that particular bit of nursery
nonsense should have been ov-
erheard at just this time. He
wondered idly if the mother
outside would be surprised to
know that so close to her was a
piece that had just arrived from
that very Babylon.

Only “threescore miles and
ten” too, Barry thought. Wh
didn’t he up and go then? Al-
though he’d rated as an expert
on the ancient civilizations of
Asia Minor, actually he’d never
been abroad. But now that he
knew how close it was, why . . .

He shook his head sharply.
What was he thinking about, he
asked himself angrily. Day-
dreaming of all things! Babylon
was perhaps ten thousand or
more miles away from where
he sat, not the mere seventy of
the rhyme. He couldn’t ~get
there in a hundred candlelights,
nor many times that number.
But for a moment it had seemed
so clear, so simple, that he'd
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actually wondered why he'd
never made the trip.

He smiled bleakly to himself.
Wish it really were easy. But
back to work. He took a soft
brush from his desk and began
to dust the little um gently. An
interesting piece. Probably not
valuable, for it looked like a
fairly common votary um, as
might have been found in any
Babylonian household. Well . .
he amended his thoughts,
studying its engraved sides,
maybe not just any . . . it didn’t
quite fit the standard designs.

He turned it around in inter-
est. No, it certainly didot fit
the usual pattemns after all. And
— why should it? If it had, the
expedition wouldn't probably
have bothered to air-express it
to him. It had to be something
they hadn’t been able to classi-
fy properly, and so had hoped
tgat he would be able to look it
up in the more detailed library

and references available here
at the college.
So then what was it? He

turned it over and squirmed un-
comfortably in his seat, feeling
an irritated mood come over
him. He suddenly felt restless.
The urmn could possibly have
held a votary light. It might
have been possible to put a
little oil in it and fire it; but it
didn’t quite seem to fit that bill.
He bent over, looked sharply at
the hollowed-out interior, poked
a finger into it and scratched
the side with his nail.
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He looked at his fingernail
with surprise. Wax. There was a
slight trace of wax inside the
stone urn. Maybe it was a can-
dle-holder . . . but that, he told
himself immediately, was silly.
They didn't have candles in
2500 B. C.

On the other hand there was
no reason to believe that the
expedition had just dug it up.
They might have found it for
sale in some dark shop or din
market place booth in Baghdad.
It might have been used by
some Iragi for years before it
found a place in the merchant’s
stall. There were many instan-
ces of ancient objects tha* had
been found on the desert by
wandering Arabs, who had used
them for their own living pur-
poses when they had seemed
useful. Of course nowadays the
Arabs were on the lookout for
such stuff, to sell to the curious
Westerners. But years ago, a
century or two meant little in
those ancient lands . . . Yes, he
supposed it might have served
sometime during the past four
thousand years as a candlestick.

Can I %et there by candle-
light? Well, by this candlelight,
maybe Babylon had indeed
been only walking distance.
Barry studied the engravings.

They displayed the usual
Babylonian bas-relief tech-
nique: a bearded god walking
stiffly, holding an object in one
hand, the other raised to shield
it. On the other side of the small

cylindrical urmn, opposite the
walking god, was a giant coiled
and winged snake upon whose
head rose two curving horns
and from whose mouth a flame
was emitted. Not unconvention-
al, thought Barry, yet he'd nev-
er quite seen the like.

Why - the obje«;tghthe man
was carrying was a light. Barry
was astonished at this realiza-
tion. The god was walking with
a light in his hand. And there
was something else, his, expert
eyes now noticed: at the back
of the gods feet were tiny
wings. The artist had .meant to
convey that the figure was mov-
ing rapidly. If your heels are
nimble and light, Barry’s mind
interjected idiotically.

“Oh, stuffl” Barry said aloud,
surprising himself. What was
getting into him. He was be-
coming dreamy. What if the
man did have winged heels?
That was coincidence; you
might find a hundred such ex-
amples.

What I need, Barry thought, is
a little exercise. I'm getting sil-
ly sitting here on a lovely sun-
ny day like this. My mind is
falling asleep. He stood up, care-
fully set the little black umn
down, started for the door. At
the door he stopped, paused a
moment with an odd feeling
that there must be something
better to do than waking, then
finally left his study, closed the
door, and went for a walk.
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AS HE PASSED his neighbor
still seated in her yard with her
child, Barry nodded politely.
She still had the big Mother
Goose book open on her lap.

He walked along the sunn
streets of the college town wi
wide strides. He liked to walk,
found it good exercise to calm
the nerves and steady the
thoughts. He began to analyse
his irritation.

Somehow that nursery rhyme
had got beneath his skin. It
had been coincidence of course,
but still, it made you think, it
did.

Barry had done some work in
his own student years on Mid-
dle English literature and some
of his research had crossed the
Mother Goose lore. He knew
that many of the apparently
pointless verses had once had
veg' definite meanings. Time
had erased their references and
what now remained were ap-
parently silly jingles.

For instance there was the
one about Little Jack Horner,
which referred to an actual per-
sonage of that name. This per-
son, some sort of minor official
in England five hundred years
ago, had won himself a “plura”
in the royal Christmas honors
for doing some sort of secrec
toadying never made public.
The verse had been made up in
mockery by his enemies and
popularized around the taverns.

Perhaps more obvious was
the one about “Hark, hark, the

dogs do bark,” and the beggars
who came to town, having some
among them in gowns.
This was essentially the same
deal — nobility coming to beg
favors of the king at istras-
time. The people in inns and
marketplaces had a way of dis-
guising their digs at their so-
cial betters in such a fashion as
to avoid lese majeste.

And of course the one about
Banbury Cross which referred
to Lady Godiva’s ride.

Barry reraembered his amaze-
ment at the grim story behind
what had seemed one of the sil-
liest — that aboyt Goosey, Goos-
ey Gander and the old man who
“would not say his prayers”.
This was a memorial of murder
most black on a day of great
evil. Yet, How many miles to
Babylon . . .

He walked steadily through
the streets, thinking about it. He
worked the rhyme over, tore it
apart, but still he could not fa-
thom its possible original mean-
ing. Finally he tumed back and
strode home. Once returned, he
felt refreshed from the air and
the exercise; he sat down again
at his desk, renewed his attack
on the little black urn.

He worked on it for the re-
mainder of the afternoon, dig-
ging out his files, studying pic-
tures of similar vessels and of
Babylonian deities and demons.
By nightfall he had to admit
he’d not gotten near to solution.
Nothing fitted the designs ex-
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actly, although several seemed
superficially close.

He went in to supper, found
himself drifting back in thought
to the urn and to the silly rhyme
alternately. He was annoyed at
his failure to get his mind off
the side issue. He could ask
some of the Lit. faculty about
the verse, he thought. Probably
they could tell him its origin
and meaning in a minute. But
not tonight.

After eating, he read the ev-
ening paper, tumed on the tele-
vision, watched a comedian for
an hour, found him neither fun-
ny nor relaxing, turned off the
machine, decided to go to bed.
He was still oddly irritated, still
keyed up by the obstacle to his
intellect. After all, with Baby-
lon only threescore miles and
ten away . . . “by candlelight”
that is, his mind corrected him-
self as he entered the bedroom.

What silly thoughts! Maybe
by morning he’d get that jingle
out of his %‘Aead and be able to
look at the relic in a less cloud-
ed light. He undid his tie, hes-
itated. “Maybe I'd better have
another glance at that thing,”
he murmured to himself. He left
the bedroom, passed through
the dark hall, and entered his
study.

He switched the desk light on
and took the little urn in his
hand, studying the figure. The
man was indeed walking some-
where by candlelight. And his
heels were nimble and light.

Yet even so, Barry’s mind
slipped in a new twist, what
man could walk seventy miles
in the time it would take a can-
dle to bum down? Assuming
even that it was a large candle,
it would last at most four or five
hours. That meant walking at
least fifteen miles an hour. He
had heard somewhere that a
man could run at that rate for
perhaps a few seconds, but cer-
tainly not for hours.

And then of course it wasn’t
really seventy miles — it was
twice that, because you have to
get back afa.in, too. And by the
same candlelight incidentally.

That definitely put it out of
possible class.

Another idea struck Barry.
Maybe if he put a candle into
the black stone relic and lit it,
perhaps it would put some sort
of special angle on the engrav-
ings and bring out some unnot-
iced secret details. He'd heard
of such things in Egyptian stat-
uary. Anyway, it would be an
amusing experiment.

He looked around. There was
a candle sticking in an omamen-
tal silver holder on the mantel
in the study. He took it down.
tried the candle into the hol-
lowed space and found it just
fit, tight and neat.

He reached into his pocket
for his lighter, flicked it, and
lit the candle. Then, to complete
the effect, he switched off the
desk light.

The candlelight flickered in
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the room, throwing movin;
shadows all about. Barry stareg
at the black urn but it was in
darkness from the glow above.

“How many miles to Baby-
lon?” he said under his breath.
And quick as a flash his mind
answered:

“Three score miles and ten.”

Why, of course, he thought,
of course! It should have been
obvious, but he asked aloud:
“Can I get there by candle-
light?”

Yes, and back again. It was
so certain that he arose from
his seat, holding the candle in
its black Babylonian container,
and, shielding it with his other
hand from drafts, strode confi-
dently to the door, out the hall,
opened the front door, and
walked out into the street.

IT WAS ALL so incredibly
clear now. You could go any-
where you wished if you just
saw it the right way. Why, he
marveled, there are two ways of
getting anywhere — the difficult,
ordinary way everyone stuck to
— and the obvious way.

“If your heels are nimble and
light,” he said happily to him-
self, and increased his pace
springily. “My heels are nimble
and light — I'm a naturally fast
walker,” he laughingly told him-
self. His body was tingling with
excitement, his mind seemed
clearer than ever before. Why
hadn’t he ever seen how simple
it was, how fast one could go

places this way, this simple clear
shortcut way!

“You may get there by candle-
light,” he laughed aloud, hold-
ing the candle high before him,
shielding it with outstretched
hand and pacing breathlessly
through the night. The flicker-
ing yellow flame cast little light
about. He could see almost no-
thing in the blackness about
him. Somehow he didn’t expect
to. Not by the shortcut; you
won't get scenery. The idea is
to get there and I shall. Only
seventy miles, Barry thought,
and I must be eating that up
fast. Il get there before this
candle is ﬁa.lf gone.

He walked faster, the lignt
flickeringg before him, e
opaque %iark all about. Beneath
his feet was the crunch of dirt
and then the swishing resiliency
of sand.

Suddenly before him loomed
a wall He stopped, almost
bumping into it. His breath was
fast; he had been walking hard,
but he was in perfect spirits. It
was a bit cold out here, he
thought, not as warm as it
should be.

But it gets cold quickly on
the desert, he thought. He held
the candle up. The wall was old,
it was sandswept and timeworn.
It was ancient, and it was — he
saw from the faint traceries of
weather-worn carvings — Baby-
lonian. He looked up feeling
suddenly faint and uneasy.

There were stars above him



78 MAGAZINE OF HORROR

and in their pale glow he saw
that he was standing out on a
desert, in the midst of a barren
desert, broken here and there
by bits of projecting stone, par-
tial walls g:'-o en by time, bits
of excavated basements.’ A thin
cold wind was blowing from
somewhere and there was no-
thing living in sight.

The candle flickered in his
hand. His hand suddenly shook
as with the ague, as with ter-
ror. He stared about. The can-
dle flickered again. Something,
something was breathing on it,
breathing over his shoulder
from behind him.

If the candle went out, he’'d
never get back. And as the
thought struck him, at that v
moment the candle — only hea?;
burmed — flickered again. A

nauseating breath blew past his
shoulder and the candle went
out.

In a split second B Kane
remembered the other half of
the engraving on the black urn,
the half turned away from the
walking god with the nimble
heels and the light, the thing
towards which his nimble steps
were surely directed. He turned
his head quickly, looked over
his shoulder.

Now he knew that there was
another significance to the in-
junction, if your heels are nim-
ble and light. It didn'’t just ap-
ply to the getting there; it also
meant getting back. And he'd
dallied too long in Babylon.

For the ancient Babylonian
sculptor had been a good artist.
The engraving was true to life.

A Note in regard to Babylon via
the Mother Goose Line:

For the benefit of the curious
who may read this tale, the ac-
tual origin and meaning of the
nursery rthyme, “How Many
Miles To Babylon?” is indeed
velled in obscurity. Most such
Mother Goose rhymes have
roots that can be identified, but
from the beginning this one has
puzzled and mystified those
who have paid it more than

passing attention. There exist
some older versions, one or two
of which seem to hint at an Ar-
thurian connection, implying
that the “Babylon” was origin-
ally meant to be “Camelot”. In
another ancient version, the mi-
leage is given as “eight and
cight and eight”, hut in most
versions the mileage is the same
— seventy — and the verse is
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very nearly unchanged.

One theory advanced is that
the word “Babylon” is a corrup-
tion of “Babyland” and the
whole verse therefore an alle-
gory of lsZe . . the “threescore
and ten” being readily identified
as the alloted life span of mortal
man given by the Bible, and the
meantng of the verse a com-
mentary on the shortness of life,

which is but a “candlelight”
from Baby-land to the in; antnle
senility which precedes death.

However, this is merely a pro-
fessional theory, with not a
scrap of recorded folklore to

stai M , My own
remimon is much more exactl;
literal; therefore, perhaps it will
do. DAW

The cryptic reference to the ghastly story behind
the jingle “Goosey, Goosey Gander” led us to put the
thumbscrews on author Wollheim, as we had never
heard about this aspect of the famous rhyme before.
The “lady’'s chamber” in the jingle refers to the
queen’s chamber, whence an “old man’ was dragged
by fanatics during the Massacre of St. Bartholo-
mew’s day to be slaughtered and thrown down the
stairs because he “would not say his prayers”.
Whether he was the queen’s lover, or a particular
Hugenot friend her majesty wanted spared, depon-
ent sayeth not.

Donald A. Wollheim is author of a recent biogra-
phy of Lee DeForest, inventor of the vacuum tube,
and of the current series of science-based books, for
young people, “Mike Mars”.

You'll see him we trust, in the next issue with a
quiet little tale which nonetheless may leave a shud-
der. Don't miss ‘“Doorslammer”’.




