
The Leading Edge—
Thoughts and Memories 

 Jonathan Langford  

Leading Edge History  49, M 
7 December 2011   Founding Staff Member 
Yahoo! Inbox  Stranger 

 
Personal Data: Jonathan Langford was first mentioned to me in my interview with Dave Doering and 
Linda Adams. Although I still have not met Jonathan, Linda sent us an email that put us in contact.  
 
Social Data: I imagine a mysterious, dark castle with haze and lightning—the lair of a master freelance 
writer. But of course I have no idea what Jonathan’s personal space looks like.  
 
Cultural Data:  BYU Studies is one of the many magazines produced on BYU campus; however, while 
students do contribute to the editorial process, it is not a student-run journal. The “Cougareat” is BYU’s 
food court.  
 
Item:  Linda Adams put me in contact with Jonathan, and though I was not able to interview him 
personally, he was kind enough to send me the following article (the only changes made are to the 
fonts):  

 

The Leading Edge—Thoughts and Memories 

Jonathan Langford, December 2011 
 

Summary of My Involvement 

I first entered BYU as a rather undisciplined 16-year-old during the summer of 1978. At that time, I was a 

political science major, anticipating a possible career in politics. During the winter of 1980, however (my 

last semester at BYU prior to my mission to Italy), I became involved in a science fiction club at BYU, 

where a few of us would sit around and talk about books (a personal long-time interest and vice). It was 

fun.  

 

The next time I was on the BYU campus was April 1981, on my way into the Missionary Training Center. 

Wandering through the BYU Bookstore prior to reporting, I noticed a strange-looking stapled magazine 

with a lurid green-and-black cover: The Leading Edge volume 2, complete with the infamous Mona Laser 

illustration by Dave Bastian. I flipped it open, looked at the staff list, and saw Dave Doering, who had 

been president of Quark while I was there. Interesting. Too bad, I thought, that it would certainly be 

defunct by the time I returned from my mission. 

 

Fast-forward two years to summer of 1983 and my post-mission return to BYU. One of the many insights 

on my mission had been the realization that while in Italy, I’d had no problem setting aside my interest 

in politics—but that everything I saw made me think of art, literature, and culture in general. And so I 

decided I should follow my love, and go into literature.  

 



Walking through the BYU Bookstore that summer, I was astonished to see a copy of The Leading Edge 

#5—and more astonished to see that Dave Doering was still listed as the executive editor. Clearly, the 

magazine had done well for itself. It was now perfect-bound with a glossy cover, higher-quality cover 

artwork, better interior typesetting, and what looked like more high-quality stories. I resolved to get 

involved that fall.  

 

And I did. I’m listed on TLE #6 as the executive secretary. Frankly, I don’t recall exactly what I did on that 

issue—except that I spent many hours in the basement of the Smith Family Living Center, where the 

BYU Studies office and typesetting machine were located. We’d received permission to use the space 

and machine after hours, I think through Cara Bullinger and Shayne Bell, who were both (I believe) 

interns with Linda Adams at BYU Studies.  

 

That issue was the first one to be machine-typeset (though still with some pasteup work, which 

continued for several more issues). It represented another step up in quality of both content and 

appearance. One of my fond memories from my years of working on the magazine was staying up all 

night with Shayne, Nancy Hayes, and Lareena Smith in the typesetting office on one of the last nights of 

production for that issue, with us taking turns on the typesetting machine—and writing a round-robin 

short story that wound up being published in Issue #7, the main virtue of which was that it was quite 

short!  

 

Issue #7 marked a significant transition in the history of the magazine. Up to then, TLE had been under 

the close direction and control of its initial founders, including Dave Doering, Shayne Bell, and others. By 

this time, however, Shayne was in graduate school, others had moved away, and the first generation 

were anxious to pass the torch on to others. For better or worse, I turned out to be a key person in that 

transition: known and trusted by TLE’s founding generation (I’d been inducted into Xenobia, their 

writing group, the previous fall, and made a pretty good impression), but also able and willing to go out 

and recruit new people.  

 

Issue #7 was challenging in another way. Shayne’s insistence on making Issue #6 as good as it could be 

led to a beautiful result, but also delayed publication until March, as I recall, instead of December. (TLE 

at that time came out twice a year.) By dint of some very hard work, we got Issue #7 out by May—only a 

month behind! 

 

By fall 1984 and Issue #8, Dave Doering and Melva Gifford were the only old-timers still around in a 

leadership capacity (and I’m not sure Melva had been very involved in TLE before Issue #6). Doering was 

listed as the executive editor, with me as managing editor, but effectively I was doing all the work. We’d 

instituted a more democratic approach to deciding exactly what went into the magazine—something 

that had been a sore point with some of the staff members—and I suffered the indignity of having one 

of my choices outvoted.  

 

With Issue #9, I took over as executive editor, where I served for three issues—a year and a half. I’m still 

quite proud of Issue #9, a special Tolkien issue that included (in addition to a mediocre story by me) one 



of the best stories in the history of the magazine, in my view the best of Shayne Bell’s work to appear in 

our pages: “Out of Azram,” a hauntingly beautiful and deeply powerful fantasy tale. I should add that I 

think Shayne had a story in each of the first 13 issues of TLE: a consistent rock of quality around which 

each issue could be constructed.  

 

Issue #9 was also deeply exhausting for me. Due in part to poor staff communication and what I saw as a 

lack of follow-up by various assistant editors, I wound up putting in a lot of my own time to get the 

magazine out. I also was heavily involved in BYU’s sf&f symposium that year, and wound up getting poor 

grades in my English major classes as a result. By the end of the semester—and the issue—I was 

wondering whether there was sufficient interest to keep the magazine alive. Over the following 

summer, I resolved that the fall would see me put all my best efforts into recruitment. I would put out 

one more issue—#10, to bring it to a nice round number—and if I couldn’t find sufficient staff to keep it 

going without cutting significantly into my other time commitments, that would be it.  

 

Issue #10 was a breakthrough issue in many ways. New volunteers came out of the woodwork, and we 

had the biggest staff I can remember up to that time. We started paying 1/4 cent a word: not much, but 

a significant symbolic step. (I know that didn’t continue, but can’t remember when it stopped.) We also 

published two stories that issue that wound up being quarterly contest winners in the L. Ron Hubbard 

Writers of the Future Contest: “Jacob’s Ladder,” by Shayne Bell, and “The Sky Is an Open Highway,” by 

Dave Wolverton (which was also that year’s grand prize winner). The issue featured an interview with 

Anne McCaffrey and another with fantasy artist Real Musgrave—together with a retrospective guest 

editorial from Marion K. “Doc” Smith, our advisor, which remains an important historical perspective on 

TLE and what it meant to those of us who worked on it during the first 5 years or so of its existence.  

 

I continued as executive editor through Issue #11 (which, by the way, was actually the Winter 1986 

issue, though the inside cover says Winter 1985), then stepped down, as I was about to enter the MA 

program in English at BYU. The legacy of which I’m proudest is the fact that by that time, there was a 

healthy staff of people newer with whom I felt entirely comfortable leaving the magazine. We had made 

it past that critical transition from first-generation leadership (the originators of the vision) to second-

generation leadership (their heirs)—and then through the still more fraught transition to third-

generation leadership (they who knew not the Founding Parents). That’s the time when, I’ve observed, 

most successful student-originated projects typically wheel away into weirdness, and thence shortly 

oblivion (if indeed they last that long). I continued on the staff of the magazine through the next couple 

of issues in supporting positions. By December of 1987, however, I had gotten a job, gotten married, and 

was realizing I needed to buckle down and finish my MA program, so I had to regretfully bow out of 

things. 

 

What TLE Meant to Me 

My work on The Leading Edge was without question the most influential—and positive—experience of 

my college career. As I mentioned above, as a result of insights about my own character and interests 

while on my mission, I’d decided that I was going to major in literature—English. A big part of the reason 



for that was my interest in writing. It was my TLE experience that gave me an outlet to start doing 

something with that interest.  

 

After I started working on TLE, I completed what was essentially the informal equivalent (at that time) of 

what would later become BYU’s editing emphasis, serving as an editorial intern with BYU Studies and the 

Humanities Publications Center, taking the editing course taught by Linda Adams (and subsequent 

independent study credits for my volunteer work on TLE) and a magazine writing course from 

Communications, along with more standard English major’s courses. While working on my master’s 

degree, I got a job with an educational software company writing and editing teacher’s manuals, training 

materials, and online educational activities. After completing my master’s degree, I began a doctoral 

program at the University of California at Riverside, with a focus in medieval literature, where I did well 

and completed my coursework and exams. Over time, however, I came to realize I was better suited to 

expository writing and editing than to teaching and research, and so I returned to work in the 

educational publishing industry. For the past 15 years, I’ve worked as a freelance writer and editor. 

 

All of this I owe in large part to my experience on The Leading Edge. Not only did my TLE experience 

start me down this path; it also provided some of the most effective and intensive training I ever 

received in the art of close examination and careful improvement of a work of written text. During my 

time on the magazine, the practice was to make sure that each submission was reviewed by 2-3 readers, 

each of which would do his or her best to explain what worked and what didn’t in the story. Then each 

accepted submission was edited by another team of 2-3 people, who would meet with the author and 

discuss suggested changes. At all the steps in this process, multiple ideas were brought forward and 

vigorously discussed. In the years since then, I’ve worked with several gifted editors, but none of them 

has taught me as much as I learned from that experience.  

 

I also learned many other things as well about the soup-to-nuts practical process of publishing—an 

important area where academic programs often fail to adequately prepare future writers and editors for 

their experiences in the real world—not to mention time and team management skills. Science fiction 

and fantasy geeks, need I say, often grow up lacking in key social skills, and that was certainly true of 

me. To the extent that I’ve learned to manage large-scale projects, including writing and editorial 

projects, much of that is due to experience on The Leading Edge. And I’m by no means unique in my 

experience. I could easily name a dozen people from my time on the staff who wound up working in 

areas where their TLE experience provided relevant training: Shayne Bell, Dave Doering, Nancy Hayes, 

Ginny Baker, Barbara Hume, Terry Jeffress, Ed Liebing, Debbi Wager, Scott Parkin, Russ Asplund, Cara 

Bullinger, Dave Wolverton. (Hey! An even dozen! And I’m sure I’m missing some...) 

 

It’s also my opinion that hands-on experience with the editing and publication process provides valuable 

insights into literature itself. There’s a lot that I think students can gain from working on a magazine, 

including a deeper understanding of issues of style, the give-and-take process of literary production, 

writing as a multistage process (including revision in response to reader feedback), the social context for 

writing, writer intentionality, the value of originality, literary influence, and elements that distinguish 

high-quality writing from mediocre writing. Such insights are valuable not only to practicing writers and 



would-be writers, but at least as much so to teachers, critics, and literary scholars—as I learned in my 

own academic career.  

 

Finally, there’s the sheer benefit of working on a team with dedicated people to accomplish something 

worthwhile that stretches your mind and talents while developing lasting bonds of friendship: 

something everyone should have a chance to experience while in college. I’m proud of the magazines 

we produced. I still keep in touch with many friends I made. I can only hope future students have similar 

opportunities.  

 

Stories, Funny and Otherwise 

From the beginning, The Leading Edge had lowest priority when it came to use of equipment. That 

meant a lot of late nights and weekends. Staff meetings were Saturday morning, with additional 

meetings stretching throughout the afternoon and as needed on an ad-hoc basis at other times as well. 

 

Sometime after I started working on the magazine, we moved to the new Humanities Publications 

Centers in the basement of the Jesse Knight Humanities building (JKHB). There we had a filing cabinet 

and a few shelves of our own. Saturdays, we were typically the only ones there. Sometimes other 

occupants of the suite of offices were irritated by our presence and the noise we made, but we tried to 

keep it down. 

 

After I became executive editor—and while I was serving as an editorial intern for BYU Studies—I had a 

key to the office, and would often spend late nights there. Sometimes I would lie down and sleep in the 

conference room where we had staff meetings. On at least one occasion, I startled the janitors as they 

came in about 4:00 in the morning, which resulted in them calling Linda Adams to make sure it was okay 

that I was there. I think they may have called campus security as well. I got the feeling that I wasn’t 

really supposed to be there, but they didn’t give me any hassle after that. 

 

For a while, my BYU ward met in the same wing of the JHHB where the Humanities Publications Center 

was. Sometimes I would slip into the office for a few minutes during a gap between meetings. Since that 

was also where most of my English classes were held, I spent time in the building each day of the 

week—more time than in my own apartment, by far. 

 

One time I remember that we were talking about science fiction stories set in bars and featuring poker. 

Being good Mormon kids, none of us really understood poker. We decided that we needed to remedy 

that—purely for purposes of scientific inquiry and literary appreciation, of course. So someone looked 

up which hands beat other hands in a dictionary and wrote the information on the chalkboard. We 

passed out thumb tacks and paper clips from the desks—for betting purposes—and played several 

rounds. Then we emptied our stakes back into the desk drawers.  

 

(I’d write about the infamous Deadly Doily incident, but I think that’s been written up somewhere else. 

Besides, it wasn’t really a TLE story, but rather a BYU Studies story.)  

 



We did our best to make the magazine self-supporting through sales and (occasionally) ads. Our 

achievement, however, always fell short of our intentions. Early in my time on the TLE staff, I remember 

working on a banner for a new issue advertising “Science Fiction and Fantasy from BYU” to hang in the 

Cougareat. Unfortunately, I’m partly colorblind, so when I came back after a break, I continued the 

lettering in a different color than I had started, changing blue for purple (or vice versa). Later, I found 

out that some people had thought it was deliberate.  

 

We worked hard to get TLE into local bookstores and libraries. A few times we got copies into the Salt 

Lake library system, partly as I recall through a family contact of a staff member. One of the reasons I 

liked having such a large staff was because I figured each staff members was worth probably 3 copies’ 

worth of sales or gifts to friends and family members. We tried to get up to 200 subscriptions so we 

could qualify for bulk mailing, but I think the highest we ever got was about 100. Marketing was a 

constant losing battle: none of us wanted to do it, or knew how. Sometimes we’d get a student who was 

studying marketing and wanted to do something with the magazine, but their ideas always seemed to 

be out of touch with the real world—such as putting ads in The Daily Universe, something that was 

horridly cost inefficient, particularly when you could blanket the campus with flyers for only a fraction of 

the cost. It always seemed to work better when we got actual sf&f fans to do some marketing, but it was 

never the part that interested us.  

 

We did come up with some clever flyers from time to time. The best I can remember was the first of the 

“Where Are They Now?” series. Talented artist Eddy Mueller drew a large, slavering Tyrannosaurus Rex. 

Next to it, we put something like: “They roamed the earth for __ million years. They could kill 

[something or other] with a single bite of their immense jaws. They didn’t read The Leading Edge. Where 

are they now?” 

 

There were, of course, conflicts. I mentioned the story where I was overruled in Issue #8. Later, Dave 

Wolverton had written a fantasy story about a town infested with unicorns, with a bounty on them 

because they’re spearing the sheep. The POV character, a 14-year-old boy, is recruited to help a couple 

of unicorn hunters as they stake out his maiden aunt’s house. But the unicorns never come. The story 

included the boy’s reflections on his sister, who used to attract unicorns (causing grim-faced looks from 

his father due to the dead sheep), until she suddently didn’t anymore. At one point in the story he 

accidentally swears by an evil god, and believes he is damned for it. Then he starts thinking about all the 

things he can get away with doing since he’s damned anyway. Pretty tame stuff—as he realizes when 

the unicorn hunters, frustrated, start cursing at the unicorns’ non-appearance, and his naughty thoughts 

are pale beside their casual speech. It was a clever story, and I liked it, but some members of the TLE 

staff were offended. We wound up taking the story to Doc Smith, who read it and said that while it was 

well-written, he didn’t think it was a really top-quality story—and that if we were going to offend 

readers, it ought to be for a top-quality story. So we didn’t publish it. 

 

Not long before I left the staff, I was involved with another controversy, this one involving Shayne Bell. 

He had written a particularly long story, “And the Stars Are Old,” which we published in two parts in 

Issues #12 and #13, and which represented the first part of the novel that was eventually published as 



Nicoji. As it got time to publish the second installment, Shayne wanted us to continue and serialize the 

whole novel—which he hadn’t finished yet. I was among those who voted not to do so—not because I 

thought anything he wrote would be less than publishable quality (though I did worry about agreeing to 

publish anything sight unseen, in terms of the precedent it might establish), but mostly because I 

couldn’t imagine Shayne (who was constantly revising his stories) continuing without at some point 

deciding that he needed to change something that had already been written—at which point he and we 

would both have a problem. So we didn’t publish it, and Shayne’s attitude toward the TLE staff became 

somewhat cool. He thought we didn’t trust him as a writer, but really that wasn’t it at all.  

 

Random Observations  

One of the extraordinary things about TLE was the broad-based volunteer staff support we were able to 

recruit to keep the magazine going—often from people who weren’t majoring in English or any literarily 

related field, and sometimes from people who weren’t students at all. Some may see that as a 

drawback. I see it as a strength—not just from an organizational perspective, but from the perspective 

of the magazine as a valuable learning laboratory.  

 

The business of literature and the humanities isn’t merely literature, but the entire range of human 

experience, including science, mythology, culture, technology, the “big cosmological” ideas, and much 

more. Science fiction and fantasy, I would argue, are important because they represent a space where 

many of those often segregated ways of conceiving the universe come into fruitful contact. On The 

Leading Edge, we lived in that zone of contact, both as regards the content of the magazine (where, for 

example, stories dealt with the society-changing potential of computers and an astronomer could 

examine the scientific and textual evidences about the red star Frodo saw from Rivendell) and with 

respect to our own staff community. Literature majors have much to learn from collaboration with those 

in other fields, as those of us who go on to work as writers and editors learn in our professional lives. 

The magazine was unquestionably better for that variety of perspectives.  

 

We sometimes envied the staff of Inscape (BYU’s “real” literary magazine) for their huge budget (as it 

appeared to us) and their paid editorial positions. However, I suspect that having a few paid staff 

members would have introduced poison into the peculiar community we had developed. I do know that 

their staff was much smaller than ours, and didn’t seem to have nearly as much fun.  

 

I also realized early on that Inscape was a magazine where each issue represented one specific editor’s 

editorial vision. TLE, by contrast, was always the product of a community. As executive editor, I could 

overrule pretty much anyone about pretty much anything—but I couldn’t do it very often unless I 

wanted to end up doing all the work myself. Compensation for volunteers consists largely in a sense of 

ownership: knowing their opinion counts and that their efforts make a difference. I’ve since learned that 

this is true of passionate people in almost any community, including paid work environments: a lesson 

many executives in companies where I’ve worked don’t seem to have grasped. Truly, man does not live 

by bread alone, but by feeling needed and wanted. My experience on The Leading Edge taught me that.  

 



In all the time I know at BYU, all of TLE’s faculty advisors guided with a very light hand—which was 

appropriate, I suppose, for an enterprise that had been started by students and continued purely by 

ground-up effort. Certainly it never occurred to us that he should be the one to choose who filled the 

editorial positions. Whole semesters might pass without Doc Smith showing up to any meetings, though 

he liked to be kept informed about what was going on by the managing editors and executive editors. 

Mostly, he was available for consultation as we felt we needed his help—and to act as our “front” man 

in drafting requests for funding from the English Department, College of Humanities, BYU Student 

Association, et al. I learned the art of the deft written memo from him. One noteworthy example 

requested from the chair of the English Department some funds for the magazine—and ended with the 

hint that a positive response could delay his request for an updated computer for another year. It was a 

masterpiece of carrot-and-stick, done so humorously no one could take offense. We got the money.  
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