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THE AMERICAN ROCKET SOCIETY STORY —

FRANK H. WINTER*

1930-1962

1. INTRODUCTION

Half a century ago, on 4 April 1930, eleven men and one
woman gathered in the third floor apartment of a small
brownstone apartment at 450 West 22nd Street in New York
City and formed the American Interplanetary Society, later
known as the American Rocket Society. The name and
purpose of the organization — to promote interest in and
experimentation “toward interplanetary expeditions and
travel” — was highly incongruous just six months after the
stock market crash and the beginning of a prolonged de-
pression upon the country. These people were indeed naive
to think that the technology, let alone the finances for such
ventures, were matter-of-factly close at hand. Yet these were
idealistic dreamers of the same sort who had started the
German Society for Space Travel three years previously, in
1927, and the same kind who were to begin the British
Interplanetary Society three years later, in 1933.7 Like tlheir
future British counterparts, in fact, the majority of the
founders were science fiction writers or enthusiasts. The
group consisted of Mr.and Mrs. G. Edward Pendray, in
whose apartment the group met, David Lasser, Charles P.
Mason, Charles W. Van Devander, Fletcher Pratt, Nathan
Schachner, Laurence E. Manning, William Lemkin, Warren
Fitzgerald, Adolph L. Fierst and Everett Long. The Pendrays
were both journalists. G. Edward was a reporter and soon the
science editor for the New York Herald Tribune but also
contributed to Hugo Gernsback’s Science Wonder Stories
under the nom de plume of Gawain Edwards. Mrs. Pendray
wrote a widely syndicated series of women’s columns under
several nom de plumes but was known to the Society under
her maiden name of Leatrice or Lee Gregory. David Lasser,
who was actually principal organizer of the Society and
elected its first president, was managing editor of Wonder
Stories. Mason was associate editor of the magazine and

also wrote science fiction. Van Devander was another
journalist who wrote science fiction on the side, under the
name of “Peter Arnold.” Pratt was a prolific author of both
science fiction stories and American history, including a
biography of Thomas Jefferson. Schachner, a lawyer by
profession, was well known to Wonder Stories readers as
“Nat Schachner.” Canadian-born Laurence Manning, was
manager of the Kelsey Nursery but was likewise a popular
contributor to Wonder Stories. Russian-born William
Lemkin was the only Ph. D. present. He taught chemistry

at New York’s High School of Commerce and also

authored both chemistry and science fiction pieces for
Wonder Stories. Fitzgerald was reportedly a light skinned
black man and the only known representative of his race to
actively participate in the then new endeavour of science
fiction fan club or “fandom.” (Fitzgerald was president of
the New York science fiction club known as The Scienceers,
this organization having been mentioned serveral times in
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T For the German Rocket Society story see Spaceflight,
19, Nos. 7-8, July-Aug. 1977, pp. 243-256.
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Ten of the twelve founding members of the American Interplanetary
Society. Not shown are Warren Fitzgerald and Everett Long. David
Lasser was the Society’s first President; G. Edward Pendray the
Vice-President; Charles P. Mason was the Secretary; Fletcher Pratt,
the Librarian and Van Devander, the first editor of the Bulletin of
the American Interplanetary Society. Mrs. Pendray later served as
the Society’s first official photographer.

the correspondence section of Gernback’s Wonder Stories).
Unfortunately, nothing is known about Everett Long
except that he too was an avid fan of both science fiction
and the concept of interplanetary flight, In those years
science fiction and the space travel movement went hand-in-
glove.

Unquestionably, the founders of the American Inter-
planetary Society were inspired by their own and others’
tales of flights to other worlds rather than upon any tech-
nical foundation. In brief, they were romanticists, not
engineers. Although Lasser held a Batchelor of Science
degree from the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of
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