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thanks to donations and purchases—mostly, because of
modest funds, from remainder catalogs—the library has
grown from its origin in Norton’s own book collection.

It is an appealing place for study. Small high windows
admit natural light. There are long writing tables outfit-
ted with wheeled chairs and modern versions of library
lamps. A rattan rocker is nearby for more relaxed read-
ing. Although old-fashioned and print-oriented, the
library is furnished with a telephone, and a computer
with Internet access. A television is available for view-
ing the collection of videos, which include everything
from '30s horror movies to Star Wars. High Hallack
also subseribes to specialized periodicals that would be
of use to genre writers, ranging from Archaeology to
the science fiction news magazine Locus.

All genre writing—mysteries, ghost stories, west-
erns, romances, everything in the category of escapist
story-driven fiction—is represented here. But especial-
ly strong are fantasy and science fiction. The shelves
bear fictional classics in every genre, from Dracula to
the Narnia books; nonfiction on such details as jewelry,
clothing, and weapons; a substantial section on religion
and mythology; books about natural history and nature-
based superstitions and remedies; and finally, to capture
the tone and minutiae of an era, biographies, memoirs,
and diaries. The result is a library that, despite its
seemingly specialized focus, cuts a wide swath through
the history of literature.

The modest dimensions of the library don’t permit
more than one copy of each title, which is one reason the
books don’t circulate; you must read them there. Since
the library opened in January 1999, several scholars
have come to Murfreesboro to use this specialized
resource. One writer in England is seeking grant money
to make the trip. Bookshop owners and librarians have
visited. One high school writer’s group has made three
field trips to High Hallack, to visit both the books and
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the historical resource that is Andre Norton. Still, this
sporadic attention doesn’t add up to much traffic, and on
most days the charming little library is empty.

‘ ‘ urs is not a conventional library,” Norton
explains—as if its unconventional nature
didn’t ery out from every direction. For

one thing, there is no card catalog and the books are
not arranged by Dewey Decimal or Library of Con-
gress cataloguing. “The books are shelved by genre.
The only ones that are kept in any order are the books
of fiction, and they are kept alphabetically by author.

“When writers are doing research,” she adds, “they
have a general idea of what they’re going to do. But
research puts the flesh on the bones. Lots of times
you’re not aware of just which way you're going to go.
So if you have a browsing library, you’ll see a book that
you’ve never even heard of that’s on your subject. And
you can add that to your work.”

The idea for the library has been germinating for
more than half a century. It came out of an experience
Norton had while working on a book of her own in the
1940s. “I was researching in the Library of Congress
for the background of my historical novel Follow the
Drum. When you worked in the Library of Congress
back then, the only thing you had to work with were
drawers of card catalogs. But I always felt that there
were things I could have done if I'd been able to go and
look at the shelves—books that I didn’t know anything
about. And from that day on, I felt that writers should
be given a chance to actually see shelves on which were
the things in their genre. For example, I had a person
in here who wanted to find out what sort of rifles—well,
long-range firearms—they had in the early 1700s. She
came here, and I have a book on the evolution of rifles.”

Or take a matter such as costume, which is critical




for a historical novelist. Capturing
seemingly minor details correctly,
Norton argues, can make the differ-
ence between a convincing period

. recreation and a second-rate piece of
writing. “For a long time,” she
explains, “the underclothes of a
woman existed only as a chemise and
several petticoats. It wasn’t until the
1840s that they developed drawers.
It’s little things like that that you
come across. I had to rewrite a page in
a book once because I had the men’s
shirts buttoning down the front in
1869—and they didn’t do that until
1872.”

Not surprisingly, Norton has little
patience with writers who don’t do
their historical research. She laughs
and tells the story of a book she read
in which the author allowed a charac-
ter in 1808 to take a train to Malta.
That the author didn’t know there
were no trains in 1808 was bad
enough, but that he didn’t know Malta
is an island was Iudicrous. This leads
Norton to espouse one of her several
manifestoes about an author’s respon-
sibility to her readers: “The trouble,
with the majority of younger readers
today, is that they have no historical

background. They have to get it from
your books, and if they get it wrong,
it's your fault.”

or some time now, Norton has
— received high praise from femi-

nist erities for quietly writing
about strong female characters, and for
analyzing societies from female points
of view, long before such attitudes
became politically correct. Indeed,
although she has written about a variety
of prejudices that hamper the efforts of
her heroines and heroes, she has also
innocently imagined times in which
those biases will have vanished.

In her novel Star Guard, she writes:
“Racial mixtures after planet-wide wars,
mutant births after the atomie conflicts,
had broken down the old intolerance
against the ‘different.” And out in space
thousands of intelligent life forms,
encased in almost as many shapes and
bodies, had given ‘shape prejudice’ its
final blow.” It’s understandable why it
would take the genre of science fiction—
which is limited in scope only by the cos-
mos and the future—to make room for
Norton's optimistic view of age-old con-
flicts back home on Earth.

But for all her noble and forward-
thinking ideas, Norton’s goal is not to
analyze society. “It has never been my
intention to do more than tell a story,”
she writes in the preface to a recent bib-
liography of her work, “for it is my firm
belief that that is the one and ONLY rea-
son for writing fiction.” Joyce and Proust

might argue the point, but she is com-
fortable with it. She writes elsewhere, “If
one can provide even an hour of escape
for someone who is worried, frustrated,
unhappy—then that is an award indeed
and that is what T have aimed to do.”

That is what genre fiction in general
aims to do. Detective stories reassure us
that there is an order to the world and
that misdeeds are punished. Westerns
imply nostalgically clear definitions of
maseculinity and heroism. Romances pro-
vide escape from the stifling boredom of
too many real lives. And science fiction
and fantasy transcend the limitations of
space, time, and a mortal and relatively
powerless body.

Norton’s love of story is apparent in

‘her passion for history. She talks about

the past not in terms of royal reigns or
social movements, but in terms of narra-
tive. “History, unfortunately, is usually
presented in battles, in dates, and in
changes of government. It isn’t people.”
Inevitably, Norton’s focus on people
extends to her fietion. For all the trap-
pings of spaceships and aliens, of witch-
es and clairvoyant animals, the stories
are about people—frequently young
ones, which is one reason why teenagers
devour her work. The characters wrestle
with social and family problems, with
flaws and shortcomings. What makes
Norton’s work old-fashioned—besides

the minor viclence and lack of explicit
sexuality—is her determination that her
characters will learn from their experi-
ences and, ultimately, triumph over
them.

Is Norton an artist? As always, such a
question is debatable, but she is definite-
ly not a serious literary writer. She has
been happily reading genre fiction all her
life, and has been happily writing it for
65 years. Energy and enthusiasm define
her personality. Her mind never seems
to rest. She can discuss any era and cul-
ture that you mention, with names and
dates falling into place without a
moment’s hesitation.

As she reminisces about the writers
she has known—Isaac Asimov, Marion
Zimmer Bradley, Robert Heinlein, and
countless others—her eyes light up, and
she laughs as yet another anecdote
occurs to her. You realize that Andre
Norton is a woman who is doing exactly
what she wants to do, and has been doing
so for a very long time. It’s difficult to
imagine a better definition of success. M

High Hallack is a nonprofit institu-
tion, and donations of books or money
are taw-deductible. People wishing to
donate books should check with Norton
Jirst, to make sure the library doesn't
already have copies. The e-mail address
18 highhallack@mindspring.com.




