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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Introduction


The Passions of a Polemicist


This book describes a long journey that began with some naive ideas about the future and led me, 30 years later, into the future itself.


I started reading science fiction when I was a solitary teenage misfit who was afraid of girls and got beaten up at school. For several years I read one book or magazine per day, because the novels and stories gave me hope that I could transcend all my problems. Empowered by future science, I would visit nearby planets, extend my maximum lifespan, enhance my brain-power—and not get beaten up anymore.


At the beginning of the 1960s, many science-fiction readers (and some writers) shared this uncritical faith in the future. We just assumed that science was going to make it all happen—and much more quickly than anyone else imagined. My favorite example is an article titled “Science Fiction is Too Conservative” by G. Harry Stine in the May, 1961 issue of Astounding Science Fiction.


Stine believed very seriously in his ability to extrapolate trend curves. “The speed trend curve alone predicts that manned vehicles will be able to achieve near-infinite speeds by 1982,” he wrote, although he added that “It may be sooner.” He went on: “By 1981 … a single man will have available under his control the amount of energy equivalent to that generated by the entire sun.”


Some readers wrote letters to Astounding complaining that Stine was a tad overoptimistic. They didn’t question his preconception that rapid progress would occur; they only quibbled about precisely how rapid it would be. Personally, I felt sure that it would all happen within my lifetime. This was my mindset for at least the next decade.


Limits to Personal Growth


Because I had read so much science fiction, I felt I should be able to write it. In 1964, aged 19, I wrote a novella that was featured on the cover of the British magazine New Worlds. In 1966, while I was still a college student, I received a contract for my first novel. Also I became the designer of New Worlds, and a few years later took over as its editor. In 1970, feeling impatient with British pessimism, I emigrated to the United States, where I became science-fiction editor for Avon Books at age 25.


These early successes gave me the delusional feeling that I could do anything I wanted; yet as the 1970s wore on, I learned otherwise. I was unable to find a publisher for the kinds of books that I wanted to write, and science fiction was changing in ways that I found unexpected and inexplicable. I still believed in the promise of technology, but in the world around me, 1960s radicalism had surrendered to 1970s pessimism.


Doomsayers were now blaming science for everything from environmental pollution to the threat of nuclear winter, and techno-optimists in the old style of G. Harry Stine were becoming as rare as the latest endangered species. Paul Ehrlich predicted that overpopulation would cause global famines and would exhaust vital resources by the year 2000, academics advocated “limits to growth,” and as NASA lost much of its funding, leftover Saturn V rockets that had been built to take men to the moon became “lawn ornaments,” to use Jerry Pournelle’s memorable and accurate phrase.


By 1981, contrary to Stine’s predictions, all the trend curves had flattened out. My brain power was unenhanced, my lifespan was unextended, I did not control the energy of an entire star—and I was pissed about it.


Paperback Philistinism


A new generation of book editors had become dominant in science fiction, catering to the anti-technology philistinism of the times. “Fuck the science,” Victoria Schochet, an editor at Berkley Books, remarked to a writer friend of mine. “What matters is whether the guy gets the girl.”


Heroic fantasy evolved into a category in its own right, depicting whimsical universes where science was unknown, magic ruled, and life forms such as hobbits were the literary equivalent of stuffed toys. But the biggest blow against rationality was struck by Hollywood. After facile directors such as Lucas and Spielberg plundered science fiction for ideas that they dumbed down for the masses, a genre that had been a backwater for intelligent speculation became a big stupid business merchandising trashy wish fulfilment for the masses.


This troubled me, not just because outsiders were corrupting “my” genre but because conscientiously written science fiction can be useful or even important. Unlike any other form of fiction, it promotes the promise of rational transcendence. It shows us futures that are not just internally consistent, but externally consistent with reality and potentially accessible from the world where we live today.


Good science fiction encourages young readers to question the unseen walls that limit their lives. Also, by modeling the consequences of innovation, science fiction can help us to make intelligent choices instead of waiting passively for the future to happen.


By the 1980s, most of the models weren’t anchored in reality anymore. Indeed, only a minority of science-fiction writers still saw this as their obligation.


Intemperate Rants


I felt angry and wanted to do something. I had quit my editing job long ago, but still knew a lot of other editors in New York, and with some hubris, I wondered if I might encourage them (even fractionally) to publish work that was more rationally anchored and optimistic about science. Thus I started writing rants for journals such as Interzone, The Washington Post, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Asimov’s Magazine, Omni, and Science Fiction Eye; and I started my own little journal, The Patchin Review, whose name was derived from my home address on Patchin Place in New York City.


The first issue of The Patchin Review appeared in July of 1981 and sold out its print run of 1,000 copies. Nobody received it for free; even editors had to pay for it. I maintained that net circulation for the next two years, and published seven issues altogether. It sounds trivial, yet this quirky little magazine was read by the majority of editors and attracted contributions from an amazing variety of noteworthy writers, including Brian Aldiss, Piers Anthony, A. A. Attanasio, J. G. Ballard, Neil Barron, Gregory Benford, Alfred Bester, Edward Bryant, Algis Budrys, Arthur Byron Cover, Philip K. Dick, Thomas M. Disch, Harlan Ellison, David Hartwell, Barry Malzberg, Michael Moorcock, Janet Morris, Frederik Pohl, Jerry Pournelle, Christopher Priest, Joel Rosenberg, John Shirley, John Sladek, Norman Spinrad, Ian Watson, Andrew Weiner, F. Paul Wilson, and Donald Wollheim—in addition to material that I wrote myself, and some items that were contributed by well-known writers using pseudonyms.


The 1980s turned out to be a crucial period, not just for science fiction but for book publishing as a whole. Imprints merged or were subsumed, editors were put under increasing pressure to find bestsellers, and The Patchin Review provided an outlet where fans, writers, and occasional editors could express their discontent with a literature that used to honor some core values but was now degenerating into crowd-pleasing.


My little zine also had its lighter side. I’ve always been impatient with the earnestness of lit-crit and was determined that I should never commit the sin of taking myself too seriously. So, I included a gossip column—or, more accurately, a column in self-satirical gossip-column style. I wrote it under the name “Gabby Snitch,” while making no secret that I was the person behind the pseudonym. Nothing quite like this had been done before in science fiction. I offended several friends, some writers stopped speaking to me, and after I moved my column to Science Fiction Chronicle one individual waylaid me at a publishing party and delivered a rather feeble punch to my jaw.


The Patchin Review was criticized for its gossip content, yet this content served a useful purpose: it tempted people to read the magazine. Some editors confessed to me that they did no work on a morning when The Patchin Review arrived.


But when my more serious contributors pounded their fists against the juggernaut of fantasy, or denounced the trivialization of science fiction, did it really make any difference? By 1985, I concluded that the answer was “no.” Changes in science fiction were a function of forces that had become far too powerful to be deflected by discontented writers or editors. Thanks to Tolkien, the later work of Robert Heinlein, the crass commercial mentality of publishers such as Judy-Lynn and Lester del Rey, and the inanity of Hollywood, science-fiction readers now consisted mostly of newcomers who knew nothing about human transcendence and couldn’t care less. In the face of their uncritical purchasing power, a few voices of dissent were inconsequential.


I find no pleasure in tilting at windmills, and The Patchin Review entailed a lot of work, being produced in the earliest days of microcomputers using a daisy wheel printer and word-processing software that I wrote myself. Consequently, I stopped publication.


The Cyberpunk Period


I hated to admit defeat, so I started bringing out a 20-page photocopied pamphlet on an irregular basis to maintain a minimum presence as a lit-crit polemicist. This pamphlet was originally titled REM, a cynical reference to BASIC programming, batch files, and configuration files in MS-DOS, where REM is a REMark which tries to explain what’s going on but is ignored by the system which is running things. As few people picked up on that allusion, I changed the title to Science Fiction Guide. Fourteen issues were published altogether, from 1985 through 1989, which coincided almost exactly with the rise and decline of a new subcategory of fiction calling itself “cyberpunk.” Thus, by accident, I found myself chronicling its fate.


From my perspective, cyberpunk was a welcome innovation that addressed significant near-future trends in science and society. I even wrote a novel of my own during this period (The Silicon Man) which shared some of those goals, although its style was more old-school.


The primary promoter of cyberpunk was Bruce Sterling, who had started putting out his own little broadsheet titled Cheap Truth to fill the void when The Patchin Review ceased publication. Bruce was a much better cheerleader than I had ever been, because he was more assertive and less plagued by self-doubt. Also, instead of merely complaining about the status-quo, he could offer an alternative that boasted impressive credentials, since its most influential work (Neuromancer by William Gibson) had won the Hugo Award, the Nebula Award, and the Campbell Award.


Gibson energized a new subculture of readers who took the Net very seriously. They wanted to live in his vision of “cyberspace” in much the same way that fans of 1950s Robert Heinlein novels had wanted to live on alien worlds. Heinlein prompted some readers to become NASA engineers, while Gibson encouraged people to go into the computer business.


The Writing on the Wall


The Silicon Man was the most ambitious novel that I could imagine writing. It was factually anchored, predictive, and optimistic in the ways that I believed science fiction should be. It received good reviews and was nominated for the Campbell award, and it appeared under the Bantam Spectra Special Editions imprint, which was prestigious at the time. But Bantam allowed it to go out of print within a matter of weeks.


Feeling disappointed and angry, I self-published my own hardcover edition. Subsequently I resold it to Wired Books—but really, the message was clear. The market for the type of near-future, predictive book that I considered important was now marginal at best. This was emphasized quite painfully when my British editor decided not to publish the book, even though they had paid me for it. They felt they would lose less money if they just walked away from it.


Serious science fiction does still exist—but mostly as a niche market. I decided not to try to write it anymore.


Bearing this in mind, you may feel that the essays in this book, collected primarily from the 1980s, are an exercise in futility. However, I don’t see it that way. Any historical account has value, and I was uniquely situated to write reports from near the center of the publishing industry. Between 1981 and 1994, when I still cared deeply about science fiction and was willing to take time arguing for its value and its future, I described what was happening, and I analyzed the reasons for it.


Serious predictive fiction may yet enjoy a renaissance. If it ever does, I like to think that some of the essays in this book will be useful as a guide to what went wrong the last time around.


In addition, I think a lot of the material here is simply fun and interesting to read.


Sense of Wonder Revisited


For anyone who wonders what I did after I left science fiction, the answer is that I tried to live in the future.


In 1993 I cofounded a new cryonics organization, dedicated to the implausible goal of cryopreserving people after death in the hope of future revival at a time when their cause of death could be cured. My friends may have found this as embarrassing as A. E. van Vogt quitting science fiction to run a dianetics franchise, but I felt I had few other options. I lacked formal qualifications, so I couldn’t participate in conventional research. I was deeply upset by the deaths of friends, and wanted to make a gesture of rebellion against mortality, even if other people might regard it as futile.


Cryopreservation is still imperfect, and anyone preserved with today’s technology will require cellular repair before there is any chance of revival. The concept is ahead of its time, but I consider it important, and as Arthur C. Clarke once wrote, no one can prove that it isn’t possible.


During the 1990s I also went into journalism and started writing for Wired magazine, which eventually published more than 30 of my features—more than any other writer during the same period. Wired paid me to visit laboratories and startup companies where people were very serious about making the future happen. Some of these scientists and entrepreneurs turned out to be frustrated former science-fiction readers like me, impatient with the pace of progress and eager to realize their childhood dreams.


All magazines tend to become formulaic and predictable after a while, and Wired was no exception. I stopped writing for it in 1999, ran cryonics cases on a fulltime basis, then moved to Florida where I managed another cryonics organization.


This led me backward into conventional medicine, where I got to know people who were very serious about devising a life-saving system to induce therapeutic rapid cooling in patients who had suffered cardiac arrest. I spent five years designing and building prototypes to put their ideas into practice, and coauthored a patent for the system.


Around 2010 I reassessed my situation. I was still looking for options to accelerate any kind of technological progress, and I decided that writing educational nonfiction for young people might be the best use of my abilities. I wrote and illustrated books titled Make: Electronics, Make: More Electronics, Encyclopedia of Electronic Components (in three volumes), and a book explaining how to use hand tools in a workshop.


As of 2017, Make: Electronics has sold more than 150,000 printed copies in its first and second editions, and remains in first or second place in several categories on amazon.com. Many additional copies have been sold in electronic form, and the book has been translated into French, Spanish, Chinese, Korean, and Hindi.


I know from my own childhood that a great feeling of excitement can be derived from assembling components and seeing them come to life. Thus, I hope that in a small way, my electronics books may induce the same sense of wonder that I enjoyed when I read those old copies of Astounding Science Fiction.


About the Title


For those who may wonder about the title of this book, and why the word “canon” appears to be misspelled—


Years ago, a relatively obscure writer named Lewis Shiner published some fairly vicious lit-crit under the name “Sue Denim” (pseu-donym; get it?). Shiner’s friends knew his secret identity, but his targets didn’t know. They would meet him at science-fiction social events and chat on a friendly basis, never guessing he was the one who had excoriated their work.


Anonymous rants have a long and honorable history. Some of the Federalist papers were written anonymously. Still, Shiner was trying to have it both ways. Since his friends knew what he was up to, he could enjoy praise from a small clique while never having to deal with any heat from the people he attacked.


While I was publishing The Patchin Review, I received a proposal from someone who thought it would be fun to hijack Shiner’s pseudonym. My contributor wrote a piece mocking some of the people in Shiner’s own circle, and I published it with under Sue Denim byline, as if Shiner had written it himself.


He was enraged that someone had stolen “his” secret identity. His close friend, Bruce Sterling, called me while I was in the shower, and I stood there for about 20 minutes listening to him yell at me while the water ran over my head. Bruce said that the prank was “the worst thing I had ever done,” because a writer’s name is his fundamental asset, the very root of his identity. I protested that “Sue Denim” was not the root of anyone’s identity; its owner was unknown to the vast majority of readers. But Bruce was not receptive when I made that point. “You are out of control!” he yelled at me. “You are a loose cannon!”


The anarchist in me has always enjoyed the image of a cannon on an old warship breaking free from its tethers and careening around the deck, firing randomly at its owners. Also, since “canon” (with one n) can mean “a norm, criterion, model, or standard for evaluating, judging, testing, or criticizing” (according to my unabridged A. Merriam Webster), “loose canon” is a perfect description for the informal, polemical opinion pieces that I wrote in the 1980s, evaluating literature with a critical eye.


Consequently, I have appropriated Bruce’s epithet as a title for this collection—and I thank him for suggesting it.


Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2017




Part 1


Looking Back




The Carnival of Angst






Interzone was a British magazine that published borderline science-fiction, often focusing more on human psychology than hardware. Editor David Pringle asked me to explain how this fiction originated in the so-called British New Wave, where I was an active participant. Hence the following uneasy retrospective, defining my roots as a writer. Today, I feel that the New Wave was the first step along a path toward “soft” science fiction which debased and degraded the real thing. But as a callow college student who was given incredible freedom to determine first the look, then the content of a national-circulation monthly magazine, I was high on the pleasure of breaking every conceivable rule that editors had imposed during the 1950s. I never considered the long-term consequences of dismantling a structure that some fairly smart people had taken decades to build.








First, the context. In science fiction of the 1950s, sex was seldom mentioned, few stories showed much understanding of human psychology, and everyone seemed ignorant of contemporary trends and fashions. Stories were unsophisticated, clumsily written, and they never, ever experimented with style. (This of course explains how an idiot-savant such as Ray Bradbury acquired a reputation as a stylist. He was the one-eared man in a country where others were deaf to nuance.)


Basically, science fiction was a formula: you had a hero with a problem, and somewhere along the way, he fixed it. The End.


Today, we have mood pieces, character studies, even speculative fiction that tackles (gasp) political themes. How did this come about? Who released the science-fictionoids from their low-rent genre prison and infected them with literary pretensions?


At the risk of sounding smug about it, we did—a small group (some would say, a clique) centered around Michael Moorcock, who had the hubris to imagine that he could change the direction of an entire category of fiction, and the charisma to persuade other people to take him seriously.


The vehicle which Moorcock used to break down the walls around science fiction hardly seemed fit for the job. It was nothing more than a cheesy little digest-sized monthly magazine—the kind of thing that you had to read fast before the newsprint turned brown and crumbled into fragments. New Worlds, it was called. As a teenager, I used to buy it from news stands on British railway stations, though I was always embarrassed by its low production values, and it seemed a weak imitation of American magazines such as Galaxy or Fantasy and Science Fiction.


New Worlds had been losing sales for years. Its long-time editor, John Carnell, made plans to quit, and the magazine seemed doomed. But at the last moment, a white knight appeared: David Gold of Gold Star Publications.


Gold knew nothing of science fiction. In fact, to be honest, this very charming and decent man did not read fluently. His main business was importing softcore American sex novels which were used literally as ballast in freighters crossing the Atlantic. He wanted New Worlds because he thought it would add a bit of class to his operation, and he planned to relaunch it as a paperback book so that he could distribute it along with the raunchy stuff in “variety packs” that would be thrown into racks in back-street newsagents all over Britain.


Sane men might have felt daunted by the prospect of Doing Art in such circumstances. Moorcock, however, didn’t hesitate. As soon as he was appointed editor, he prophesied a whole new kind of science fiction that would borrow techniques from modern literature. He started publishing stories by J. G. Ballard that few people could understand, he printed his own surreal/symbolic work under pseudonyms such as William Barclay and James Colvin, and he commissioned guest editorials, one of them by Ballard endorsing William Burroughs.


He got away with this noncommercial, intellectual posturing because no one at any point in the distribution chain actually read the book-format magazine. Concealed among the monthly shipments of sex books, it rode into crummy little newsagents like a tarantula hidden in a shipment of bananas.


Subscribers, however, saw things differently. They reacted as if the magazine was a cherished, elderly relative who had just been raped by a slavering pervert. They harangued Moorcock mercilessly at science-fiction events. Some of them even made threats.


Personally, I didn’t share their point of view. I was woefully ignorant of literature in the larger sense of the word, but the idea of experimenting with form as well as content seemed exciting. Why not be speculative in the fullest sense? Why not boldly go where no sci-fi scribe had gone before?


Soon I sold my first story to Moorcock and discovered that he lived just a few blocks from me. We soon got acquainted. “You know, you could use some more interesting typefaces to break up the text a bit,” I suggested to him.


“All right,” he said, “why don’t you give it a try?”


I knew nothing about design, but I wasn’t going to let that stand in my way. After all, I’d produced my own fanzine, and I had some sheets of Letraset (plastic stick-on fonts). What more did I need?


New Worlds managed to sell a steady 20,000 copies a month, which was just enough to keep it in business. My little bits of typographical design started appearing in it, and my first novel was serialized in it. This was heady stuff for a callow lad who was still at college.


That was the public side of the story. The private side was something else again.


I was renting a three-storey tenement in Notting Hill, where I had foolishly taken in a psychopathic bricklayer as a tenant on the ground floor. Every week I would nervously ask him for rent, and he would stare at me in hostile silence until I backed out of the room and closed the door—at which point there would be a crash as he threw a knife into the door panels behind my head. He stole all the money out of the coin-in-the-slot gas meters and warned me that although I might be able to put him in jail for three months, he could put me in hospital for six. He then invited everyone from a notorious local pub to share his pad on a permanent basis—including an escaped convict named Tony, who hid under the stairs when the police arrived one day to raid the place at six AM.


For many months, there were two or three long-haired degenerates for each twin bed, sleeping in shifts. They kept shutters over the windows to blot out the painful stimulus of daylight, and they never replaced burned-out light bulbs, so the ground floor was soon in perpetual darkness. This made it hard for them to perform their ablutions, especially when they were stoned. The man who lived in the basement would come up to complain, and I’d hear him shouting, “There’s piss coming through my ceiling!” At that point a fight would sometimes start, and I would run around trying to hustle everyone into the hall so they wouldn’t get blood on the living-room carpet.


Michael Moorcock was married with two young children, yet sometimes his life seemed almost as unstable as mine. On one occasion, in a fit of anger, he destroyed every piece of furniture in his living room, including a grandfather clock, leaving a dusty heap of wreckage in the center of the floor. Another time, in a rebellious mood, he set fire to some newspapers in an Underground train and left the other passengers to stamp out the leaping flames. Writer Barrington Bayley, who was with us at the time, grabbed Moorcock’s cigarette lighter and threw it out of the train. In retaliation, Moorcock went to Bayley’s house and demolished the bannisters beside the stairs. Eventually visiting American writer Thomas M. Disch persuaded Moorcock to calm down, “for the sake of our friendship,” and led him home.


By this time Moorcock’s house had become a constant hangout for writers, musicians, and radicals. There was a lot of substance abuse, a lot of guitar playing, and a lot of bad behavior in general. It seemed as if a lifetime of frustration was being blown away in a carnival of angst. Looking back, I believe that the outbursts of sociopathic behavior were linked with the outpouring of creativity in our magazine. In life and in print, rebellion was the motivating force.


We were all in our twenties and high on the spirit of the sixties—sex, drugs, and music from pirate radio stations that broke the BBC’s monopoly and replaced Petula Clark with The Who. The Who, of course, embodied that same dynamic of frustration and bad behavior: When I watched them smash their amps at my college dance, it seemed little different from domestic scenes that I witnessed on a routine basis.


None of this was socially acceptable, yet it seemed to be, perhaps because of the general sense of social dislocation. Everything was in flux. I inhabited a world of light shows, psychedelic drugs, six-month fashions, the Arts Laboratory, International Times (Britain’s first “underground newspaper”), huge anti-Vietnam demos, casual sex, communes—a whole list of indulgences that had been inconceivable five years previously.


My favorite pastime was to get wrecked on rum and Coke and Mandrax (ah, Mandrax!) and listen to Zoot Money’s Big Roll Band doing James Brown cover versions at the Flamingo club on Wardour Street from midnight till six AM—where Jamaicans on the dance floor looked wickedly exotic to a repressed white-middle-class science-fictionoid such as myself. In one sense, allniters at The Flamingo were an alien landscape, stranger than anything I had read about in science fiction. Also they were a ritualistic reaffirmation of my new faith that the repressions of my youth truly had been banished, and gloriously, I was free.


I saw no limits at all. In this context, it was perfectly plausible that New Worlds could ride the social shockwave and sell experimental fiction to a national audience on a monthly schedule—even though we had virtually no money, no advertising, and a staff of three.


Our sense of manifest destiny received a short, sharp shock when David Gold’s main distributor went out of business, and stopped publishing our magazine. Small newsagents had been willing to order a dozen assorted titles, of which New Worlds just happened to be one; but they would never bother to place an individual order for a single copy of a weirdo publication that might or might not sell during the subsequent month.


Characteristically, Moorcock not only refused to accept defeat, but enlarged his ambitions. After looking for financial backing elsewhere, he started publishing the magazine himself, subsidizing it by writing more fantasy novels about his sword-wielding hero Elric, whom he openly ridiculed and despised. He insisted that New Worlds now had to have a full-size glossy format, with heady visuals and a commitment to create a new synthesis of fiction, science, and art.


I was still retained as the designer, though my naive, untutored talents were barely equal to the task, and sixty-four large pages imposed a formidable challenge on a monthly basis. I was now living in a different tenement. The roof leaked, there was no heat (I had to thaw my fingers over a kerosene stove before I could use a typewriter), and the bathroom carpet was squishy with mold. Still, the neighbors were much more congenial. John Sladek (a regular contributor) stayed with us for a while, James Sallis (who had become co-editor, with Moorcock) lived opposite, and my girlfriend became the advertising manager. She also wheeled the subscription copies to the local post office in a rusty baby carriage which she bought for ten shillings in Portobello Market, conveniently located outside our front door.


No one ever guessed that the magazine emanated from such primitive conditions. Incredibly, it lived up to Moorcock’s grandiose goals and started attracting serious attention in the world of contemporary art, literature, and even science (as Dr. Christopher Evans of the National Physical Laboratory started contributing articles about his maverick research projects). It also penetrated the American market, where respected sci-fi figures started denouncing it as a threat to the sacred principles that were the very foundation of science fiction. (Oddly enough, they were right.)


One way or another, almost everyone took New Worlds seriously. In truth, though, it was all a matter of bravado—almost a con trick, bearing in mind its background of poverty, discontent, and downright dishonesty. The printer wasn’t being paid, we discovered that our new distributor had been lying to us about our circulation, and when I finally sat down and figured out the production costs (a task which no one had ever attempted before) I was astonished to find that even if we sold every single copy of our print run, we would still make a net loss. So that was why we never had enough money to pay the bills!


Moorcock was a genius at infecting people with enthusiasm, but he generated financial chaos. Every bank account was overdrawn, some contributors were paid twice, some not at all, and when our first printer insisted that we pay our debts, we found another printer. I recall hiding on the floor in Moorcock’s flat with all the lights out while the owner of the previous printing company shouted to us through the mail slot—and we didn’t think much about it. After all, we were involved in a heroic mission, a grand attack on the literary status-quo, which made money seem trivial by comparison. That, at least, was the message we picked up from our mentor.


Eventually, I got control of the finances, halved the number of pages, took over as editor, and put the magazine on a break-even basis, but by this time the spark had gone. Moorcock was exhausted from leading and attempting to bankroll a four-year crusade. My girlfriend and I were at each other’s throats, to such an extent that we had screaming, hair-pulling fights that spilled into the street. I was worn out from typesetting the whole magazine, because the equipment was so primitive, it required me to type each line twice: once to assess its length, and a second time to insert a code to fill out the line to its proper measure. I was also still supervising the design, commissioning art, and earning a living in my spare time by writing dirty jokes for a sex magazine (almost five hundred jokes, altogether). The high point of my career was when I was assigned to write an intercourse positions guide. Thus was the “new wave” in science fiction underwritten over the years: by Elric and porn.


Meanwhile, the sixties were starting to self-destruct. The Beatles discovered transcendental meditation and began burbling about love and peace, and we felt a deep sense of betrayal. This sounds silly, but bear in mind that it had been the Beatles who showed that you could Do Art (as in “Eleanor Rigby” or “I Am the Walrus”) and sell it to millions of everyday record buyers. This was the example that we yearned to follow; yet they abandoned us and went to contemplate their navels in an ashram that seemed to be run by the 1960s equivalent of a snake-oil salesman. The music turned to mush, and so, apparently, did the brains of those who had over-indulged in various psychoactive substances.


I ran off to America in 1970. My girlfriend stayed in London, became a radical socialist, and took a job as a baggage handler at Heathrow to show her solidarity with the workers’ struggle. Moorcock subsided into seclusion, and spent years paying off printing debts for which he was personally liable (he had always refused to make New Worlds a limited-liability company). Thomas M. Disch, who had written some of the most impressive fiction, was recovering from a nervous breakdown. Ballard, the greatest innovator of all, stopped writing “condensed novels” and moved into his “decadent” period, the beginning of which was marked by his brilliant novel Crash. Aldiss set aside his brief fictional flirtation with Ouspenski and psychedelic drugs and returned to more conventional themes.


Other New Worlds contributors dispersed in different directions. Norman Spinrad went back to California. John Sladek got married and, for a while, settled into a seamless imitation of family life. Barrington Bayley and M. John Harrison quietly continued writing their own kinds of science fiction. Michael Butterworth started a new publishing business named Savoy Books with a partner, David Britton, who had been heavily influenced by the “new wave.”


A few people, such as Langdon Jones and James Sallis, stopped writing altogether, probably because their support system had gone. Without Moorcock making everything seem possible, it wasn’t possible—at least for those who lacked the confidence to do it alone. To some extent I suffered that syndrome myself, as I emerged from five years as a component of a very tight-knit support group. It took me a long time to recover from New Worlds.


Looking back, the sixties were a period of half-baked ideas pursued with wide-eyed naivety. Often the results were embarrassing (the whole “flower power” thing, and the Tolkien fad, and astrology). In a few areas, though, there were some substantial achievements.


New Worlds clearly belongs in the latter category. During the five-year period from 1965 to 1970, the magazine published novels in serialized form that today would be considered far too experimental, or cerebral, or difficult for the mass audience. (Disch’s Camp Concentration, for instance.) The magazine broke some moralistic barriers, to the extent that questions about it were asked in the House of Commons. It fused fine art, literary experimentation, and the subject matter of science into an unprecedented, seamless whole. It published truly successful stylistic experiments, including brilliant poetry by D. M. Thomas (long before his book The White Hotel achieved international recognition). New Worlds catalyzed the growing awareness of style and technique in science fiction and interrupted the tradition of clumsy formula writing which had persisted, in various guises, ever since the birth of “scientifiction” in the 1920s.
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