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In 1982, members of the Science Fiction Forum left their dark little hideaway in the basement of Hendrix College and came up to the tiny office of the Student Activities Board to speak with me.  They had a problem.  They wanted to organize an SF movie festival but didn't have any money left in their budget, so they came to me to see if the Committee On Cinematic Arts (COCA) would co-sponsor (i.e., pay for) their event.  Thus I-CON was born.

Back then I was "COCA Ralph", president of COCA, TUESDAY FLICKS, AMERICAN CINEMA, SAB CONCERT FILMS and, basically, a clearinghouse for any group that showed movies on campus. As an aficionado of SF, I loved the idea of a film festival.  I plundered the COCA treasury and helped to get some additional funds from Polity, as well. Carson Tang, president of the SAB Speakers committee, got involved and booked Gene Roddenberry, creator of the STAR TREK universe, as a speaker for the film fest. SAB Concert chairman Danny Lupi (a charming Brit, he recently got an Executive Producer credit on CATCH ME IF YOU CAN) offered us his Concert security force (a collection of campus football players and others with similarly bad attitudes). 

After further meetings, the SF Forum worked together with Carson to put together a roster of some writers and artists that they could talk into coming (for free, of course), as well as some of Stony Brook's own prestigious academicians.  Before we knew it, we had put together a full-blown science fiction convention in less than a month.  

All we needed was a name.  Mud-Con was suggested.  In those days, the campus always seemed to be a half-built mud pit and so it seemed appropriate.  Fortunately, it was voted down when we learned that an earlier aborted attempt to produce a campus convention went by that unlucky moniker.  L.I.- CON came up but was rejected because it seemed awkward (and vaguely risqué when pronounced, incorrectly, as “Lick-On”).  I suggested a variation: I-CON.  Short for Island Convention, it also had a quasi-mystical/religioso quality that everybody seemed to like. 

The tag line I came up with for the ads, "Long Island's largest convention of Science Fiction, Fact and Fantasy", conveyed our desire to make I-CON into something unique, taking advantage of SUNYSB's credentials in the scientific community and the presence of legendary physicists and engineers amongst the faculty, and combining them with some of the most famous writers, artists and celebrities in the genres of SF, fantasy and horror.

Now, all we had to do was sell the damn thing.  We didn't do too badly, selling over 500 tickets for the weekend. Some people came to see a few of the more bizarre movies (PLAN 9 FROM OUTER SPACE drew a nice and extremely stoned crowd) and some of the more obscure artists and writers (I never did find out who that old man, Raymond Z. Gallun, was, but he kept coming as an I-CON guest up until his death.  The I-CON committee eventually named an award after him. I assume it goes to the most obscure guest in attendance each year... but I digress). 

Most people, however, came to see Roddenberry. We had taken him out for Chinese food just before the show and this proved to be a mistake.  It may have been an M.S.G. hangover (or maybe it was the three Scotches he threw down), but his show was less than awe-inspiring. People seemed genuinely glad to meet and speak with him anyway. I don't think anyone actually kissed his ring, however.
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Everyone involved with this first I-CON seemed happy with the experience... happy that it was over.  We had thrown it together so quickly that many things were overlooked or poorly done.  We had a big, post-convention dinner meeting at the Beefsteak Charlie’s on Rt. 347 and Stony Brook Road (it's not there any longer) and after the third pitcher of Sangria, everyone stopped pointing fingers and started laughing and planning for the next year.

We had a full year head start for I-CON 2 but, being college students, we again waited for the last minute to get it together.  We had some major problems, both financial and personal (Hi, Cliff Hong!), but managed to get it up and running, and nearly doubling our ticket sales over the previous year.  

Committee-member Dan Hank (another successful film/TV/commercial producing alum) even produced a TV commercial for us (the cheesiest thing I've ever seen) that we ran during a STAR TREK re-run. It cost us about $500, and I don't think anyone saw it, but we sat around the TV at midnight at the GOLDEN BEAR CAFE in the basement of O'NEILL College in G Quad, and we saw what we had wrought ... and it was good.  At least WE thought so. 

About that time, a story appeared in the SB Press, promoting the convention, which I wrote under the bi-line of "Nick Meyer". I used a pseudonym because I didn't want the article to appear as a self-serving puff piece (which, of course, it was). Press editors Paul DeLorenzo and Joe Caponi didn't seem to have any big ethical problem with this, god bless `em.

Our guests of honor were Mr. and Mrs. Isaac Asimov.  The good doctor was not well and had to leave after the first day, but he was very excited and enthusiastic about being there, as was everyone who came in contact with this great and brilliant man.  

George Takei ("Mr. Sulu" of STAR TREK) was a guest as well, and seemed a genuinely decent fellow.  He came to a party in Irving College, on B-2, and got drunk with everybody.  My friend, SAB member Mike D’Andrea, drove him to his hotel afterwards, stopping along the way to pee by the side of the road in front of Mr. Sulu (At least that's how the story goes). . Surprisingly, Mr. Takei was up at dawn the next day and convention-goers had the opportunity to jog through campus with him. I declined the privilege, as the only thing I would jog to is a Haagen-Dazs stand. 

We also had Robert Blalack, a movie f/x wizard who had done the effects on STAR WARS and many other big pictures.  After his rather dull presentation, we showed STAR WARS in the Gymnasium (there was no field house back then) and everyone seemed to enjoy that, especially with the distinct aroma of Northern Californian cannabis permeating the air.  

The films shown at I-CON 2 were paid for by Omni Magazine. Omni gave us free movies, posters and t-shirts (which were all eventually given away or stolen by the end of the weekend) as part of a cross-promotion with Heineken Beer, a beverage that was sold in great quantities throughout the convention.  The writers and artists were happy to have such a quality brew.  Apparently, so were the students, as cases upon cases of it ended up vanishing from the Student Union Cafeteria loading dock only to find their way to the many parties that were held on campus throughout the weekend (I'm sure Mr. Sulu had his share).  

I also recall some activities of a sexual and pharmacological nature surrounding my I-Con days, but those are anecdotes for another time and place. Lets just say that Bacchus, the Greek god of wine and debauchery, would have been proud.
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I finally graduated during the summer of 1983, to the surprise of my friends and the relief of my parents.  Dan Hank ran I-CON the following year most ably, expanding it even further and getting guests like Harlan Ellison, who has been a constant presence ever since… like an unshakeable rash! (I kid his Eminence).  After that, original committee member Ralph Schiano took over for many years. I've been told that his excesses, while driving I-CON to its greatest success, nearly drove the convention into financial ruin. At least that's what I've been told... I make no representations as to that statement's truth or falsity, thus attempting to avoid any libel suit instituted by Mr. Schiano against my person.

Over the years, I would come back to campus to visit occasionally, and I would always come to I-CON.  One year, my roommate and fellow alumni Mike D'Andrea, then an agent with a speaker's bureau (and the fellow who urinated in front of Mr. Sulu), arranged for an appearance at I-CON of TV's Batman, Adam West.  Mike was busy that weekend, so I accompanied Mr. West to I-CON and acted as his agent.  Apparently, I had stepped into a hornet's nest, as Mike had neglected to inform me of some difficulties he was having with Ralph Schiano over the booking of Mr. West. Stuck in the middle, I had to keep Batman from taking wing.

In 1989, I came to the convention (though my reception was always a little frosty after "the Batman incident"), bringing along this really nice girl I had just recently met.  She feigned interest in all the nerdy stuff just to hang out with me for the day.  We were married in 1992 and are currently busy raising our two children and our new puppy. 

I don't know who runs I-CON now. I stopped attending it a few years ago because no one recognizes me there anymore, and I feel like an intruder (also, because they usually expect me to PAY for a ticket). It has become like visiting the house you grew up in, now occupied by strangers.  But that is as it should be.  

I-CON has grown and, despite its peaks and valleys (and near collapse), has become a tradition on the SUSB campus as it approaches its 22nd anniversary.  I'm glad for that, but one must be careful not to let the tradition become a bureaucratic institution, so entrenched in its existence as to be impervious to change.  Students should re-invent it every year for themselves, making mistakes and having fun. I hope you folks ARE still having fun running it, because in the end that's what you'll remember about it, as you one day head home to your suburban existence to rock dreamily away on the porch of your middle age. 
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