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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

      
      Writers’ careers start, sometimes, in funny ways. Some very well-known books were begun on a bet or a dare. Others were conceived
         in a desperate attempt to while away boredom on a long ocean voyage or a rainy week at some holiday resort. What got me going
         on my first novel was a snotty book review that I wrote when I was the sixteen-year-old editor of a high school newspaper
         nearly forty years ago.
      

      
      I had been reading science fiction—Wells, Verne, Stapledon, first, and then the moderns, Heinlein, Kuttner, Asimov, van Vogt—for
         five or six years, which is a very long time when you’re still in your teens. And I had come to regard myself as something
         of an expert on the field, perhaps with some justice. I also intended to be a science-fiction writer myself some day, and
         was peppering the s-f magazines of the time with a steady barrage of short stories, all of which were rejected almost immediately.
      

      
      When a review copy of a science-fiction novel intended for young readers, published by the then quite distinguished New York
         firm of Thomas Y. Crowell, wandered into the editorial office of our school paper, I grabbed it for review. The book seemed
         clumsy and naive, an amateur job. I did the sort of tough, mean, gimlet-eyed review that only a dogmatic sixteen-year-old
         can do, and sent a copy off to the publisher. I don’t have a copy of the review in my files, but my guess is that it was an exceedingly ungentle one. To my amazement, the review
         produced a letter of thanks from the Crowell editorial director, Elizabeth M. Riley. She seemed impressed with my expertise,
         and some months later she wrote again to ask if I cared to read the manuscript of the same author’s newest novel in advance
         of publication, so that I might provide him with the benefit of my deep knowledge of the genre.
      

      
      I said I would; and in time the manuscript arrived. And on July 23, 1953, I sent Miss Riley a scorcher of a letter, four closely
         typed pages, outlining the myriad faults of the unfortunate writer’s new book.
      

      
      I trashed his style: “These sentences studded with ‘for’ clauses are dull and weighty, especially when not made more intelligible
         with a comma after ‘runaway’ and hyphens in warm-up and old-fashioned.” I demolished his storytelling technique: “The characters
         are taking the end of the world much too calmly; it just seems to be mentioned casually in the background as if it happens
         every week.” I poked fun at his extrapolative vision: “Buttons in the 21st century? Something like magnetic snaps would be
         more likely.” I even trashed his grammar: “Before Mr. _____ starts his next book, send him a Fowler.”
      

      
      It’s a pretty amazing letter—cocky, shrewd, uncompromising. Of course, I wasn’t a high-school kid anymore—I was all of eighteen
         by then and had finished a year of college—but it’s still a very cool, mature performance, most undeferential and unhumble.
         Looking at it some thirty-five years afterward, I’m impressed. Miss Riley must have been impressed, too, because on August
         3, 1953, she wrote to say, “When you get back to town perhaps you would come down to meet us someday. We would like to talk
         to you about science fiction and books in general.” And a few weeks later, in some trepidation, I made my way to the Crowell
         office in downtown Manhattan (in the same building, curiously enough, where my present literary agent has his office).
      

      
      It was an amiable conversation. They thought I had done a fine job analyzing the manuscript they had sent me—in fact, the
         poor guy’s book never did get published—and Miss Riley nonplussed me by saying, in effect, “If you know so much about science
         fiction, why don’t you try a novel for us yourself?”
      

      
      It was a challenge that I was quick to accept.
      

      
      I had attempted a novel once before, at the age of thirteen. It began as two short stories, but I subsequently combined them,
         elaborated, padded most shamefully, and ended up with an inch-thick manuscript that must have been one of the least coherent
         hodge-podges ever committed to paper. The outline of the book I suggested to Crowell in September 1953 was better, but not
         much. Schoolroom in the Stars, I called it. It concerned the trip of four young space cadets to Alpha Centauri on a sort of training cruise. No plot, not
         much action. The cadets are chosen, leave for space, stop at Mars and Pluto, reach Alpha Centauri, become vaguely entangled
         in a revolution going on there, become disentangled, and go home. Some novel. It was easy enough for me to see the flaws in
         the manuscript that had been sent to me for review, but, like all too many arrogant young critics (and a lot of older ones,
         too) I was mysteriously blind to the vast deficiencies in my own.
      

      
      Every weekend that autumn I wrote two or three chapters, working swiftly despite the pressures of my sophomore year at college.
         When eight chapters were done I submitted them and received an encouraging note: “We have read with tremendous interest the
         manuscript you sent us recently. It certainly gives the reader the feeling of living in the year 2400. All of us feel that
         the story, however, is slow to start so far as the suspense is concerned and we would rather that some of the many details
         of future living were omitted so that you could get on more quickly with the action of the story.… Meanwhile our thanks to
         you and our congratulations on the good job you have so far done.”
      

      
      I took that as encouragement, despite the reservations it voiced, and forged onward. By mid-November I had the whole thing
         done: nineteen chapters, 145 pages of typescript. I sent it in, heard nothing for two months, and on a Sunday in January 1954
         received a stunning telephone call from the Crowell editor: they were sending me a contract for my novel. Which duly arrived
         on March 2, along with a check for the initial payment—$100, I think, against a total advance of $250 that they were offering.
      

      
      Of course, I would have to do some revisions before the book could be published. Of course.

      
      “Unlike many present-day science fiction authors, you seem to be completely at home in space terminology and make the language sound true,” Miss Riley wrote me on February 1, 1954.
         “However, two items are necessary for every successful story. They are characters and plot. We don’t mean to say that you
         have no characters and no plot but we feel very strongly that you have to develop the characters and enlarge the plot in order
         to make the story publishable. The characters, as one reader said, are mere names walking around and there is no interplay
         between them at all. Just to give a character a certain name tag, as with O’Hare, is not characterization. You see a story
         to be successful has to introduce its characters very early, set up a conflict between them, and make each chapter further
         the conflict until the whole matter is resolved in the very end. As your story stands now, it is just a string of incidents
         and we don’t have any real conflict set up with the characters. Things go pretty well for our hero, who isn’t a very definite
         person in this story and he doesn’t seem to have too much trouble getting through life.”
      

      
      And she provided me with quotes from an outside reader’s report, no more complimentary than mine had been on the unpublished
         novel she had sent me to read two and a half years earlier: “The book really has no climax of any importance; it just sags
         into anti-climax in the last chapter and the whole thing falls flat. The weakness lies in the fact that there is no real danger
         to anybody on Alpha Etc. There’s nobody we can hate, because the author makes the mistake of trying to be reasonable about
         the whole thing…. There is nothing to hold the reader in suspense or worry him in the least.”
      

      
      Grim stuff. I was beginning to see how much easier it is to shoot holes in somebody else’s manuscript than to produce something
         worthwhile yourself.
      

      
      But Miss Riley hadn’t lost faith in me. “You’ll make a good book of this yet,” she said, telling me that they expected to
         publish in February or March of 1955. And so, although immensely discouraged to have discovered that my own skills did not
         match my estimation of them, I set to work rewriting, trying to build complications and a resolution into my rudimentary story.
         (It was in this draft that a character I called Hal Edwards turned into one named Harl Ellison, which seemed an amusing idea
         at the time. The real-life Harl Ellison was living next door to me in a Manhattan hotel and trying to launch a writing career of his own, which I think he finally did.)
      

      
      I revised the text from end to end, cutting here, expanding there, patching in plot complications where no plot had gone before,
         and sent the new manuscript off. And on June 5 it came back to me again: this time I had allowed my main protagonist to achieve
         his goal by default rather than by positive action, and the publishers wouldn’t let me get away with that. Quickly I fixed
         that, or thought I had. June 21 came the response: no go. “Think the story through some more, and don’t rush it. Now get to
         work!”
      

      
      Work? It seemed to me that I had been writing and rewriting this story eighteen hours a day… while managing a full academic
         load, too. But another revision had to be produced. Did I despair? You bet I did.
      

      
      I revised again. I came up with a completely new plot, turning on my hero’s climactic conversion to the revolutionary party
         on Alpha C. (I had learned, by this time, that climactic changes of character were a good way to end books.) I sent it in,
         figuring that this time I had solved all those nasty little problems of novel construction that had stymied me before.
      

      
      And on October 25, 1954, came total devastation from Miss Riley: “I am afraid that the new ending for your space story is
         not very satisfactory. It didn’t seem to me to solve the problems.” She enclosed a lengthy and vitriolic report on the book
         by another anonymous outside reader, which made the job I had done on that other unpublished book seem like unalloyed praise.
         I can all too vividly remember walking through the lobby of Columbia University’s Butler Library, holding that reader’s report
         in my hand, trying to fend off an ominous sense that the roof was falling in on me.
      

      
      What was wrong with my book, I was told, was that I really didn’t know how to write at all. I had no idea of characterization
         or plotting, my narrative technique was faulty, virtually everything except my typing was badly done. The unknown critic suggested
         that I sign up for a writing course—and recommended one that was given at New York University.
      

      
      It was really a killer of a document. A year earlier, I might have been crushed beyond redemption by that bristling letter
         and given up the whole idea of becoming a writer. The whole future history of science fiction in the 1960’s and afterward would have been changed: no, Dying Inside, no Born with the Dead, no Lord Valentine’s Castle, no At Winter’s End. I might have set myself on some other path entirely, and today I would be an editor, perhaps, or a shoe salesman, or a teacher
         of remedial English in some minor college. But by the autumn of 1954 I had already sold a couple of competent if uninspired
         short stories to science-fiction magazines, I had written five or six more that seemed quite publishable to me (ultimately,
         I sold them all), and I felt that I had a fairly firm technical grasp on the art of fiction, however faulty the execution
         of my novel might be at the moment. Whoever had written that reader’s report, I told myself, must be some pinched nasty little
         gnome full of his own resentments and miseries—or else some hypercritical nobody, much like the nobody I had been a couple
         of years ago when I was writing snotty reader’s reports, who couldn’t write his own way out of a paper bag.
      

      
      So instead of abandoning the project, and my fledgling career with it, I spent three hours considering what I could do to
         save the book. That afternoon I telephoned Miss Riley to tell her that I proposed a total rewrite making the conversion-to-the-revolution
         theme not merely the final sequence but the central concern of the entire story. By this time she must have come to doubt
         her original faith in my promise and talent, but she told me to go ahead.
      

      
      I knew that this was my final chance. The first step was to throw out the first nine chapters, which had survived intact through
         all the earlier drafts. They were good, solid chapters—it was the end of the story that was weak, not the beginning—but they
         had little relevance to my new theme. I compressed them into two pages and got my characters off to the Alpha Centauri system
         as fast as I could. In six weekends of desperate work the new novel, wholly transformed, and retitled now Revolt on Alpha C—nobody had much cared for Schoolroom in the Stars—was done. It seemed to me to fill the bill, but I had written so many drafts by now that I had lost all sense of what I was
         doing.
      

      
      But Miss Riley hadn’t. On January 2, 1955—one year almost to the hour since I had first been notified that a contract would
         be offered me—I received a telegram: CONGRATULATIONS ON A WONDERFUL REVISION JOB ALL SET TO GO.

      
      Well, wonderful it wasn’t, and isn’t, except in comparison with the earlier versions. I’ve just reread it after three and
         a half decades, and I know that. A press release sent out last fall to herald this new edition that you’re holding right now
         proudly declares that the book “won the young author his first Nebula Award,” which is a marvelously silly statement, since
         the Nebula trophies did not yet exist then (the very first ones were handed out a decade later) and poor little REVOLT ON
         ALPHA C would have been a highly unlikely candidate for the award even if Nebulas had been given out back then. It’s an okay
         book, I suppose, for a nineteen-year-old author. There are passages in it where I can hear my unmistakable fictional voice
         already fully formed. There’s a lot that makes me wince, too. But what the hell: I was only nineteen. No doubt Miss Riley
         figured that further rewriting would be useless, that this was the best I could do, and that it was at least minimally publishable
         as it now stood. And I think she suspected that there would be better books in me sooner or later, which Thomas Y. Crowell
         would get.
      

      
      Revolt on Alpha C was published in August, 1955, to generally indifferent reviews. (“Inept and unreal… a series of old-hat adventures,” said
         the New York Times.) I thought then, and perhaps still do, that that was too harsh a verdict: the book is short, innocent, a little foolish, but
         not contemptible. It remained in print, in its Crowell edition, for seventeen years, earning modest but steady royalties until
         the printing was exhausted. A paperback edition published in 1959 enjoyed a healthy life for many years thereafter, going
         through seven or eight printings, and in 1972 the book was reissued on microfiche cards as part of the Xerox Micromedia Classroom
         Libraries series.
      

      
      This strange persistence of a very young author’s very unimportant first novel does not delude me into thinking I must have
         created a classic on my first time out. That Revolt on Alpha C stayed in print for decades is no more than an odd accident of publishing, charming and unexpectedly profitable for me. But
         the book, crude and simplistic as it is, must have given pleasure to a good many readers in its time, or else why all those
         additional printings of the paperback? (There were Italian and Spanish translations, too!)
      

      
      And here it is again, in this souvenir edition marking the thirty-fifth year of my professional career in science fiction. It would be nice to be able to say that I saw it all coming—the
         lifetime spent conjuring up imaginary worlds for the delight and amazement of others, the long shelf of published books, the
         awards and honors, and all the rest of it—when I sat down in the fall of 1953 to show Elizabeth M. Riley of the Crowell company
         that I could write a book at least as good as the klutzy manuscript that she had sent me for review. But I’m not sure that
         I have that much chutzpah in me. All I had hoped for, really, back there thirty-five years ago, was simply to be able to write
         some good stories and get them published, period. I would have been glad, then, to have the assurance that I would manage
         to write a dozen or two decent stories in my life. Instead something much more imposing, and improbable, has been the result
         of my decision to become a science-fiction writer. I have actually gone on from my wobbly beginnings to have a considerable
         career in s-f—to produce books and stories that managed not only to please readers but even sometimes to meet my own grimly
         rigorous standards—and to support myself, generally quite comfortably, by the proceeds of my own writing for my entire adult
         life.
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