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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.







PROLOGUE


AN IMPOSSIBLE TASK




The date (Old Calendar) was 6 June, 2023, and the place, Faraway, New York, again in the Old Geography.


Faraway, a twenty-five-thousand-acre stand of largely virgin timber, lies in the Adirondack Mountains somewhat to the north and west of the familiar Placid-Saranac vacation region. It was owned by Miles Standish Smythe and his sister Nora, and had been in the family since 1854. It had been the hideaway of a group of Eastern millionaires who had constructed a huge central lodge and a number of cottages together with service buildings and homes for guides on the northern shore of the largest of three bodies of water within its fenced boundaries, Lake Enigma. The other two were less than a mile at their widest points: Big Panther and Little Panther ponds.


Originally, the only means of reaching the “camp,” as its owners called it, was by rail, a spur fifteen miles long served by a single small locomotive and a rolling stock of three baggage cars and one very elegant private car. Massive iron gates barred the spur, which was, by intention, seemingly blocked by a hardwood scrub. Behind that barrier and invisible from the main line was a guard’s house, initially occupied by a dull-witted chap named Seth Bartlet and his more capable wife, who had seen to it for more than a decade that none but club members and guests entered the property.


A fire in the winter of 1853 had destroyed the lodge and several cottages, after which the ageing members decided to sell the tract. It was purchased by Daniel Smythe, who built a lodge of modest proportions and new cottages. Faraway then became the summer resort and hunting preserve of Daniel Smythe, his family and their descendants.


Early in the twentieth century that lodge had been replaced by an immense clubhouse of fieldstone, and over the years various members of the family and numerous friends had built elaborate summer places along the shore of Lake Enigma. The property included several mountains, and through the uncut forest ran the Mystery River and several tributary creeks. The Mystery fed Lake Enigma and flowed from it, underground, for some miles, which presumably accounted for the names of both the lake and the small, clear river.


There were, of course, other private holdings as fast in the Adirondacks. But more of them had repeatedly known the ring of axes and later the snarl of power saws. None had maintained through the twentieth century a comparable stand of virgin forest. Not surprisingly, Faraway had been the last northern refuge of the ivory bill and was, still, one of the few places in the Adirondacks populated by otters, fishers and martins. In very cold winters it also became the range of wolves, driven south from Canada by hunger.


The rail spur had long since been replaced by a fifteen-mile gravelled road still guarded by descendants of Seth Bartlet.


When, on Miles Smythe’s twenty-first birthday, it came into his and his sister Nora’s possession, he maintained it in the customary way, security measures included. In his boyhood he had spent his summers and many a winter vacation at Faraway. In the long and the shorter periods one of the resident guides had trained him and his young friend Willard Gulliver in the northwoodsman’s skills. But, though he accepted his heritage with aplomb, he did not visit Faraway for several summers. He had graduated from Princeton magna cum laude, and immediately launched the Foundation which had begun in his precocious teens as a response to anger in the form of a creative dream. The Foundation for Human Conservancy made Miles a world figure but failed in its purpose as Miles had surely expected from the start.


When he could, in the ensuing decades, Miles got up to Faraway from Manhattan or elsewhere. He loved the place. His boyhood chum, Will Gulliver, after finishing his graduate work in ecology and becoming Miles’s right-hand man in the Foundation, usually accompanied him. He had married Miles’s sister Nora. Little by little, as both men perceived the approaching ruin of the civilization they had dedicated their lives to trying to rescue, they began to prepare Faraway as a retreat, a place where, if all else gave way, their families and those of selected friends and colleagues might escape any ultimate horror and, hopefully, survive in that guarded wilderness with the makings—or remakings—of a viable society. By 2010 a miniature, self-sustaining city had been quietly constructed on Lake Enigma and, five years later, wives, children and elderly folk were being quietly assembled there. The others were to come later. Not all of them made it.


Now, on a day which once would have been 6 June, in the year A.D. 2023 by Old Calendar reckoning, this nucleus of forest-bound civilization served a purpose for which it had not been designed. Faraway was the “Central City” of District Two. It lay in Area Six.


That meant it was the capital of what had been the United States and Canada.


District One now Europe, Britain and Soviet Russia.


Area Six was that part of USA which had been New England and New York State along with Canada’s Maritime Provinces and Quebec. The New Calendar described this June day as 6/17/23, since the year had been divided into thirteen months of twenty-eight days and an Added Day, yearly, and two in each fourth year. The extra month followed December and was called Aurora by people who still used the old system. But children of school age were already puzzled by the Old Calendar, which they found absurd and confusing.


A day, then, in late spring.


The time, midmorning.


The sky was quite blue, bluer, many were saying, than it had been since it became grey all over the world.


The population of Faraway had just passed a new total, the four-thousand mark. It was a busy population. The children were in school, the older youths taking accelerated courses at college or on what Miles called the “habitat” or in its two major undertakings.


The first of these involved the recovery and reorganization of human beings in District Two. As of that June date 2,310,065 survivors in the USA and Canada had been registered. Many were aged or ill and many, young children. They were being assembled in suitable towns and in a few cities according to their needs, desires and skills. That number could be said to have at least minimally adequate shelter, enough food, limited communications and basic transportation.


It was estimated that half a million persons in District Two were still “at large”, and an unknown but plainly considerable fraction of them were wilfully so, and in violation of the New Laws. During the years after 2011 when civilized nations faltered and fell, a shocking percentage of once satisfactory (or once criminal) human beings regressed to banditry and barbarism. In mid-2023, such bands were still being located and dealt with in ways as humane as circumstances permitted. Many of these wild folk could, with treatment, be reclaimed as useful citizens and their professional skills thereby recovered—in a time when skills of all sorts were precious. Many of these bands contained numbers of children, all of whom were regarded as salvable.


As rapidly as possible, then, the survivors in District Two were being settled and were both supplying and being supplied with essentials. Similar procedures were taking place in District One and in Three through Seven, though the pace of recovery was slower and the degree less well known for Five (China and India), Six (Africa) and Seven (Latin America). District Eight (Island Communities, Atlantic, Pacific and Other Seas) was still unformed.


The second major activity of the Central City was the integration of District Two with the others for the establishment of a world government. Towards that end the Third World Congress was now in session in Paris, attended by Miles Smythe, who was director for District Two, and a score of his associates.


This endeavour was difficult, owing to the magnitude of physical problems, and it was further hampered by language translation. No lack of will and no national fealty or political dogma appreciably interfered with the work. In three generations genus Homo had been reduced by its own acts, and in spite of every possible warning, to an estimated fifty millions from a peak more than a hundred times as great. One person existed in 2023 for every hundred-plus alive at the century’s turn.


That was a sufficient reduction and it had happened in a sufficiently short period to make mandatory the need for a central government (and a totally different way of life from the recent and most “highly civilized” sort). Even that stubborn breed called mankind got the point. It had taken a ninety per cent extermination, in a series of incalculably grim calamities, to shatter man’s deluded attitude towards his special nation and its political and economic system and, above all, to erase man’s near indelible idea that he existed above and outside nature and could do with and to nature as he pleased.


The First World Congress was called in 2020. Between them the Third, present, Congress (2023) nine out of ten in the residual world population perished and in 2023 there was still no certainty that the efforts of a world government could save humanity. That uncertainty was well understood by all literate people and most others. The past half century had shown that, however fast the scientists exerted their efforts towards anticipating new perils, others of unknown deadliness were overlooked or even not detectable.


The havoc man had wreaked on his planet was so immense and of so many sorts that assurance of safety had become absurd.


All that remained was hope.


If man could reorganize, if he could continue to live with minimal damage to his ruined environment, if no future catastrophe of a sort and scope he could not manage were to occur, then, at some future date not soon expectable, he could say with modest confidence that he had succeeded and could look to a future of open-ended duration. But even hope was exhilarating after the past decades.


The opaque and usually densely clouded sky itself was turning pale blue again. Everywhere else on the depopulated planet, nature showed signs of recoveries of greater or lesser magnitudes. The seas were slowly returning to their pre-inundation levels. The Antarctic ice was building up anew and ice was forming in the northern seas. Pests and plagues were under control or had burned themselves out and so vanished. And, almost anywhere, there could be found evidence that the titanic “vengeance” of nature which had left few people had also allowed tiny samples of uncounted life forms to persist. These were becoming the “seed beds” of regeneration and redistribution. Upland brooks were often as pellucid as those at Faraway. Many rivers were becoming almost as clear. Birds, mammals, insects, reptiles and plants than had been thought extinct, or had vanished from huge regions, were beginning to reappear or return.


Hardly a day passed when the Central City at Faraway did not receive reports, often a number of them, of such welcome surprises. A pair of nesting scarlet tanagers was reported from what had been Pennsylvania. A school of bottle-nosed dolphin was cited off the eastern tip of Long Island. A black bear was photographed in former Wyoming. A man in Texas was bitten by a rattlesnake. After several unusually heavy and unusually uncontaminated rains in the vicinity of Palm Springs, California, six species of desert flowers bloomed and a rare species of desert shrimp hatched in standing pools.


Each such “bulletin” was an excitement for all. The fact that the snake-bitten Texan died was not nearly so cogent as the fact that another and supposedly extinct reptile had lived and could perhaps take its place again in the ecological life chains so hideously interrupted. And man’s powers of recuperation surely are no less than those of other living creatures!


The four-thousand-plus citizens of the Central City, Area Six, were undoubtedly the most nearly optimistic group in District Two. What all but a few young children had experienced was so appalling that, had they not been chosen for their condition and characteristics, all might have been mad: husbands without their wives, wives widowed by disasters, orphaned youths and only a few complete families, most people at Faraway went about their work with a visible if understated joy. Why?


There was hope.


Not long ago and for a long while there had been none.


Life, even at this odd capital, was not luxurious. Working hours were unlimited and the work was never finished. There was no “America” any more, and most of what had been that was still devastated. Less than three hundred remained in hospitals, maimed, ill or still suffering mental collapse. For everybody’s loved ones and friends were lost in their majority … dead by ways known or unknown and ways all too easily envisaged.


Nevertheless they had elected representatives to a government of all humanity and it was in its third session. As New Laws were passed by the Congress they were universally accepted and with only occasional, usually technological debate. The ancestors and even the parents of these survivors would have called the New Laws intolerably confining, even dictatorial. Such was not the case. People in the organizing and differently governed world were free in the fundamental sense and the tasks they performed were executed voluntarily, however stringent and demanding they might be. Their privations—or what would formerly have seemed that, and intolerable in degree—were welcomed.


It was, all over the recovering world of man, “good to be alive” for the one, real and unchanging reason: each individual’s aliveness meant that humanity lived and it meant that humanity had a hope of going on, even of biological immortality, all man ever had the sane right to hope for.


At Faraway, on that morning of 6 June, a man sat in a singular building among the ultra-modern structures on or near the shores of Lake Enigma. This extensive structure was underground and reached by a covered stairway. Over its massive portal chipped letters described its function:


RECORDS BUILDING


The Foundation for Human Conservancy


The heavy, power-swung portal led to a set of business offices, artificially lighted, air-conditioned, luxurious even by the highest-achieved standards. It housed business machines and other equipment developed before the End. There were six offices opening off a wide hallway but only one was occupied by a single man, Willard Page Gulliver, Miles Smythe’s lifelong friend and his second in command while the Foundation was viable.


The structures and technical facilities at Faraway anticipated the world calamity that had taken place. It was Miles’s belief that by using the two immense fortunes he and his sister had inherited it would be possible to unite every individual and every organization with an interest in saving the environment, so as to form a giant body dedicated to the rescue of man from himself, from his environment-despoiling “technology”.


What Miles considered the vital needs, as he rapidly built up his ultimately world-renowned Foundation, consisted of a galaxy of acts and of things. One such effort concerned research. For, as Miles used to state at every opportunity in the early years (the early seventies), “Until we know exactly what threatens us, our planet, its life forms and ecology, we cannot know what priorities to set for escaping doom.” The Foundation backed a research programme in order to find the most imminent threats.


His second effort was to set up a clearinghouse for all relevant scientific data as such data existed and were developed. At one time (1989-95) the Foundation employed more than twenty thousand persons in those two efforts alone. The material thus gathered had been shipped to the Records Building at Faraway and filed in auto-retrieval banks in an atmosphere of inert gas, for its preservation. Thus there was stored here an almost complete history both of the facts relating to the environmental debacle and of what mankind said and did in the increasingly dreadful decades.


This was now Will Gulliver’s “library”, a repository of 3,900,000,000 catalogued items.


Alone in the edifice, he prepared to dictate to a computransor a letter to Miles, or what would have been a letter in his younger years and what he still thought of as such. Actually, his words would be stored electronically on a single “chip” which would be lasogramed in “open” periods to a satellite and thence to a sister copier in Paris at the rate of a hundred and eighty thousand words per second. From the Paris recording Miles could play back Will’s “letter” while noting, as he listened to this “audio,” any portions he wished transcribed for later, careful perusal.


The day before, Miles had requested from Paris that Will forward by computransor all he had thus far done on what Will had, from the first, called “an impossible task”.


This task had occupied him for more than half his working time in the past eighteen months. It was, in so far as the directive went, simple-seeming. Will was to gather and annotate a selection of material from the fabulous stores in the Records Building that would show how the world had come to its present state in the half century just past.


This project was not to be formal history.


On the contrary, it was to serve as a collection of the sorts of calamities that had brought man to his knees and as a varied exhibit of how individuals and groups, eyewitnesses, governments, committees, in effect, people, had reacted to those events at the moment … or soon, or finally.


Such a book, or set of books, the directive observed, would be invaluable in the decades ahead as a general text designed to instil in readers, from high school age on, a wide, emotionally effective sense of how it was possible for a species that considered itself rational, civilized and self-ordered to pass through so many and such diverse catastrophes without taking effective steps to prevent or even diminish the impact of most until too late.


Willard Page Gulliver was, as even he acknowledged, the best possible person in former USA, at least, for that effort. As second in command at the Foundation he had stood on that pinnacle where the overall view was most knowing and broad. He had lived through the period, all of it, and had been in the midst of far more of the events he was to choose from than almost any other man.


But that June morning, as he moved with his long-legged saunter from the White Pine Dining Hall and breakfast to the Recording Building, he had felt ashamed of the results of his long and very arduous efforts. Looking at Faraway and thinking of it as the capital of ex-USA, then looking back at that nation and at others in the 1970s, ’80s, ’90s, it seemed to him that nothing, no collation, not even the billions of documents available, would accomplish what the directive asked.


The differences were too gigantic. The events too many and too diverse, too complex in cause and effect. They would seem alien, in the main, even to the children of this day and so, for the hoped-for future generations, even less credible. On a planet now largely reverting to wilderness, or the equivalent, even the old cities and their throngs would be unimaginable.


Indeed, Will had often observed, as he laboured over the anthology, that he sometimes found it hard to recall exactly how it was, even in Manhattan on Fifth Avenue at Fifty-seventh, where the Smythe Building stood from the late seventies, “evolving” eighties and most of the “triumphant” nineties. The tremendous buildings and dazzling, decked thoroughfares on Fifth Avenue, the sounds and smells of the great towers and the light patterns beneath, and of the weather changes above the plastic roofs over the avenues, or, again, the effects of the plastic domes covering many neopoli (commonly, “newburgs”) were almost unreal to him even as memories.


His back-dreaming mind would recall a period of rainbow-hued street lighting as the usual thing—only to remember, later, that it had been a feature of special occasions. He would think the piny scent of Fifth Avenue had been permanent and suddenly realized it had not. “Scented city air” in Manhattan and elsewhere was a delight (or vexation) to millions until it was suddenly found that the perfumed additives, volatile essences, were slowly breaking up the molecular chains in plastic canopies overhead. That sybaritic gambit was swiftly abandoned when the snow load on the weakened “lid” over Chicago’s Loop crashed down, like an instant avalanche, and buried a noonday multitude on the sidewalks and in the traffic under ten to fifty feet of snow, ice and jagged debris.


No one man and no number of men, he felt, could possibly choose the proper material to reproduce even a partial sense of what those who had lived through the events themselves often recollected incorrectly … often had forgotten, and always looked back upon with reluctance if not in curling horror.


Will Gulliver did his best, knowing the reason for his appointment.


What was it? Who was he?


The poor lad who met Miles Smythe at a special school where only a few students were poor and on scholarships. This boyhood chum of Miles’s became not only second in command at the Foundation but also Miles’s brother-in-law. He became famous as well.


Who’s Who in America gave Will’s birth date (12 May, 1953) and the record of his academic career: Princeton, Cornell and MIT, an M.A. in literature and a doctorate in biology. It stated that he had married Nora Van Dyle Smythe on 12 May in 1974, that they’d had two children (dec.) and set down his present title as assistant director of the Foundation for Human Conservancy. The entry continued with a two-column sketch listing his various intervening posts, honours, etc., club memberships, directorates and publications, both scientific and popular, including his best-selling books on conservation, pollution and other environmental topics. This precis—since Will refused to do so—Nora had compiled and sent to the editors of Who’s Who, after Miles damned Will for his “modesty,” calling it “false” and “sheer hypocrisy”, to Will’s concealed amusement. Miles’s vanity showed, there!


What did Will look like, as he prepared to dictate his “letter” to Miles in distant Paris, at his age of seventy and as one of the beneficiaries of the Lupotte-Carson longevity treatments?


Like, people said, a philosophy professor: tall, thin, angular, loose-jointed, long-faced with recessed eyes under black brows and heavy near-black hair in which two white streaks ran parallel; big-nosed and wide-lipped; a man who spoke in a resonant bass that was, often, a mumble; a shy man, to most, but an eloquent speaker and a man with an eerie sense of humour. He had a poetic feeling for humanity and a transcendent sense of nature—both held to realism by knowledge and by a mind of tremendous force and scope. On his long face were chisel marks of regret and grief that, by sudden and minute shifts, became the crow’s-feet of mirth. Will dressed neatly and well but wore his clothes as if they were old bathrobes. A philosopher-professor type to the casual eye, but also one born for adventure, a spellbound man, and spellbinder, a being intended for learning and understanding, a man whose laughter on a still night carried a mile.


His enemies—most of them Foundation foes—called him an alarmist and said he spent his life “standing on the panic button”. He was called a “scientific scarecrow”, “an erudite wolf-crier”, “counterprogressive” and “anti-productive”. But no one said his data were in error—just his conclusions. And he was never, anywhere, judged to be mean, cruel, stingy, selfish, or even … unkind.


It was his obvious kindness and known generosity which bent the points of most of such efforts at disparagement. For the world knew from the early days of the Foundation most of its spectacular and successful efforts to encourage mankind were promulgated by Willard Page Gulliver. Miles used the cudgel.


In another age he might not have attained so much power, wealth and eminence; but he would certainly have had more fun.


This man, who could not have been adequately characterized in the longest of biographies, was now trying to get across his thoughts and feelings to another, one whom he (and millions agreed) believed to be the greatest of the age.


“Dear Miles,” he began, eyes scanning the pickup box on the desk before him, “as you asked, I’m putting what I’ve chosen for the book on chips, for you. Rather, Ethel is going to do it. The more I ponder the whole thing, the less hope I have of its effectiveness. And you will find you can skip many of my words, which, in the main, merely briefly introduce or invade these miscellaneous chapters. And what a miscellany! Much of it you can skip, to get on with the stuff less familiar to you from experience.


“As an introduction, I have drawn heavily on the opening chapter of G. W. Packett’s 1975: Date of No Return. You may have forgotten that best seller of the late nineties but it remains a fairly adequate and certainly the most outstanding discussion (of many) of the exact time beyond which man was without hope of salvation. Packett put it at 1975. I’d have perhaps set it a little later. No matter. Something is necessary as a lead-off to explain the now nearly incredible fact that there actually was a time, some fifty years ago, or thereabouts, when man might still have been able to prevent his near extermination.”


He switched off the instrument and pondered. Then continued:


“I agreed with the general view that we must henceforward rely on printed words rather than 3D-TV or motion pictures and other graphic forms of education. I agree that no networks of the old sort, no such general systems of audio visual broadcasting, must ever be resumed. Such media ruined the perceptions of the masses, their sensitivity, humanity, and their capacity for the evaluation, application or use of the disjointed information these old networks did scantily provide.


“Even so, as I have gathered this material for, now, a year and a half, I often think, If only I could show the pictures! Say, then, I’ve done what I could with the one medium we agree is basic: the printed word.”


He hesitated and his tone changed as he departed from that subject. Miles would want, as he knew better than any other person, all the news of local interest, trivial, novel, routine, whatever. So he began to supply it, free of the hesitancy he’d previously shown and, instead, genially, often with a wide grin.


“First, about the fusion reactor in the Hudson gorge. I flew down in the electro-chopper last week when we had word here they were ready for a trial run. It has been quite an operation! The reactor, you will recall, was set in ooze at two thousand feet. But your suggestion of trying to use a work-sub was good, and once they got the plant cleared with remote-controlled hydraulic hoses it wasn’t too difficult to engineer a tunnel with that equipment. In three days, Ellison and his people had the plasma flow-swell—at the lowest level, pro tem—and, of course, the underground lines were ready. We expect to have the plasma on ‘regular’ and more juice than we need for everything, very soon.


“We took a short, spendthrift cruise over Manhattan before returning here. Our approach was spotted and signs of life were largely concealed before we were very near. But there are dozens of boats, maybe scores, using gas motors, I’d bet. At night, as many as a thousand lights are said to be visible. There have been more fires. Two or three more of the older skyscrapers, none of more than eighty stories, have fallen. I suppose, winter storms. The water level is down some three centimeters if the Orange Mountain recording gauges in Jersey are correct. And I have reports from the automatic station in Antarctica. New snow and lots of it, which is great news.


“Things are normal here, to strain that adjective.


“But bizarre events are diminishing. The latest of that sort, since it verifies one of your predictions, will fascinate you. The victims of it—and their end—are of interest, especially as it suggests a situation that may be commoner in all uncontrolled areas than even you had hitherto thought.


“Shortly after my return from the Hudson Fusion Plant the chemo-monitors here showed a sudden rise of noxious fumes. After fifteen minutes of high readings on a twenty-one-knot westerly, we felt we should check. Cahill and Blaine went out with the smaller electro-copter, trailing standard sensors. What they found was a private golf course that does not appear on the last geodetic maps of USA. Even more odd was the fact that, as our people came in, they realized the course was in good condition: narrow fairways, not badly weed-grown, and one or two shady greens still nearly in shape for putting.


“Camouflage nets still hung over some stretches and it had evidently been constructed—at what a cost!—to look from the air like patches of pasture and of woods, the netting serving to disguise its actual nature. Also, it had been built, like so many late twentieth-century developments, over massive areas of solid-waste fill, layered with bulldozed earth, as usual. We guessed that it was about twenty years old, that is, from the last fill and cover to the present. Around it were several low residences, tree-hidden in most instances and, where in the open, partly disguised to look like abandoned farmhouses and barns.


“We believe the fill came from the new city, North Iroquois, which you will remember went up on an abandoned military reservation, Fort Drum, I believe, in the late 1980s. Anyway, the road from the hidden residences around the very carefully concealed course led off towards that general area.


“Our crew didn’t land—the area was still toxic as hell. But they got a shift of wind that permitted some low-level reconnaissance. So they can make a guess about what happened and this is why, really, I send the story. Perhaps as many as a dozen families or groups, since there were six large houses and all of them may not have been spotted, had been living there until, probably, the summer before last. With servants, plainly, owing to the kept-up course and several other, familiar indices.


“Forced labour, of course, possibly brainwashed but possibly willing, to some degree, simply for the chance of survival at whatever cost in slaving. The heavy equipment the crew saw was electrically driven, or the hide-out would have been spotted in the 2010s when the federal air checks functioned best, and last, too.


“At any rate, the usual had happened, the summer before last, believe it or not. A golf cart had holed through. It went down about thirty feet, and by using the on-board spot the crew could see the cart on its side and not quite drowned in the usual soup, which was still bubbling. Three more recent cave-ins were found and there may be others. One is about a hundred feet in diameter and boiling hard—the latest one, probably, and so the one which presented us with the high reading.


“The crew took the usual measures, first collecting samples, then bombing in the craters till they were adequately sealed. We have an analysis of the gases and it’s pretty much like many others: CO, CO2, sulphur compounds, methane and nitrogen oxides and various organic compounds of heavy metals.


“Plainly, when the golf cart holed through to the subterranean mess that had been combining and stewing beneath the fairways for years, it started a gas and steam geyser that wiped out the local crowd, probably before they even had time to get clear. A lot of lower trees, shrubs, are dead, many of the taller trees show blighting and some of them are gone. What is left of a few bodies—all ages—can be seen here and there. Bones, and all scattered. Coyotes or timber wolves from Canada.


“All that, as it may interest one of the subcommittees in Paris. So there may well be, even in our area, other such hideaways established covertly by people with plenty of money, well-hidden spots where families survive, still in hiding, of the sort we had imagined extinct. No signs of life, of course. The crew flew around with a bull horn for an hour, calling asking for signals. But since this group was alive, and even playing golf, two summers ago, it seems that we would be wise to keep an eye out, at this late date. With more power available we can get more ‘batteries’ charged, of course, and scout with greater care—world-wide, in the end—but we should consider more power allocation for the aircraft available, to make sure this sort of criminal isolation isn’t commoner than the surveys have suggested, not to say as dangerous, possibly, as the Outsiders were and the Bandits are.”


Will paused, there, pressed a button, dialled an instrument with about fifty holes for the stylus he used, and waited, eyes on his desk. In seconds and almost without sound, a book slid on a transparent, near-invisible chute to the spot where his eyes held. Its dust jacket was perceptibly faded but its title and the design around it still could be discerned clearly. The volume itself, cloth bound in red, seemed almost in mint condition. Around the title: 1975: Date of No Return and the author’s name, G. W. Packett, was a line drawing of a supersonic airplane from which flames seemed to rip forth with a roar the somewhat dimmed colours could not yet quite subdue.


Will picked up the book, replaced it, shrugged and returned to his letter. This he did rapidly and with a faint look of amusement, for he knew Miles would care more for the “domestic” Faraway news than for anything he had said thitherto.


“… we had two girls born since you left to Mrs. Cleveland and Martha Justanson. Great shape, all.


“… one death, poor old Hinckle, just when the medicos were pretty sure his mind was coming back. It probably did—and so was the cause of death. Hinckle, you doubtless recall, was on the last vehicle to get clear of Marie Byrd Land….


“… and we have another geneticist. Oliver Hazard Perry Graves, no less! He made it on foot over the winter to here from North Dakota. Pretty exhausted and tattered, some nasty abrasions and cuts, his starting pack was stripped by Bandits along the way. Beard two feet long and the second thing he wanted was a barber. The first was a triple bourbon, if available. He’s going to be a tremendous asset for us all.


“Now all we need are some more, or some molecular biologists, electron battery engineers, surgeons, theoretical maths teachers, carpenters, masons, metalworkers, steam-fitters, a plumber or two, etc., etc. ad infinitum. For one of any such I’d trade three of our clergymen, the lot, so far, praise God….”


He signed off affectionately, shut down the recording device and immediately switched it on for postscripts:


“Your suggestion about the mass of stuff that’s coming with this—the idea of choosing material as if for precocious teenagers in the nineteenth century—was exceedingly helpful. Thinking how stupefied a young person living in the late 1800s would be to hear what lay ahead for his heirs was a superb trick, or so I felt. However, it often led me to use the old names more than I might have—along with many other terms now gone, renamed or altered, and I haven’t bothered to change those. Any of the secretaries can update them where needed.


“Also, the next (really, first) ‘chapter,’ the excerpts from Packett, may or may not be relevant, a thing I cannot decide. He was a rather stuffy writer, and awkward, but he’s sounder even than some of the ‘Hure’ scholars and less fatuous than other ‘popularisers.’


“I was about to sign off when Ethel buzzed to say I’ll have to transmit this stuff in two parts, owing to official need for the equipment. So, in the time I now have for a first shot, I’m going to sent you, Miles, the final part of the book, along with whatever else can be sent of the beginning, enough, I calculate roughly, to take you into the 1980s, somewhere. This, because I wrote the final section, Part VII, myself. And I cannot wait to know your (anybody’s) judgement. If you or they don’t like it, I must re-do the book from 2015 to now.


“When I get a time opening, I’ll send what I here omit, the ‘middle’ part of the book, from wherever cut off (so as to include my finale) on to the year 2018. After 1980, of course, the material gets grimmer, involves human masses and relates to some horrors science didn’t understand. But from what there is here and the final piece by me, I hope people can get an idea of whether or not I was the man for this ‘impossible’ job. Four thousand people here, and I, send love. Devotedly, if nervously (like any prima donna), yours, Will.”
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Selections from


1975: Date of No Return


NOTE: Part I consists of excerpts from a book published in 1995 by Doubleday and Company, in New York. Its author, George Washington Packett, a scholar with degrees in history and creative journalism, contributed many technical papers to appropriate periodicals but also wrote seventeen “mass audience” books about the “current” state of civilization in the years between 1964 and 1997.


The following excerpts from his most famous (or, to many scholars, most infamous) work are not always in the order in which they appeared. Some are reprinted here only in part. But Packett does convey, in the editor’s opinion, something of the attitudes of individuals, groups, governments and the public, in the years he discusses.


What is important to bear in mind, here, is not so much that Packett’s attitudes and evaluations are his own, but that his facts and his factual descriptions, his quotes and attributions are absolutely correct.


WILLARD P. GULLIVER, Editor


In 1970 the American public was exposed for the first time to an all-media warning of its environmental condition. Television, not then three-dimensional, the press, the mass magazines and the radio almost overnight began to discuss “pollution”, “conservation” and a “clean environment as a right”. These subjects had been more or less in the news and in hazy national consciousness for some years. But, almost with the first day of this special year, public concern was focused on the matter.


Within weeks an anti-pollution crusade became the major emotion of students and diverted their often mutinous attention and activities from such recently leading “causes” as the war in Vietnam, the draft, poverty, the low status of “blacks”, the proper term at that time for negroes, education and its administration, along with such broader matters as the “system” and “establishment” which many activist young people in numerous unruly organizations were then proposing to destroy.


The new and exploding concern soon became a political matter. It was said that all the members of Congress had become “instant ecologists”, a remarkable—rather, a miraculous—achievement. The President, Richard Milhous Nixon, was among the early converts. Previously, he had not been interested in conservation or pollution save as throwaways in campaign speeches—promises of improvements in the American environment which, however, were non-specific and tendered offhandedly.


In early 1970, however, the President changed his mind and suggested five billions be budgeted in 1971 for federal aid in reducing air and water pollution, and similar sums in the years to follow. However, with that abrupt shift of view, he did not show any sign of understanding the actual problem. Congress was as uncomprehending, with a few exceptions.


Not more than one American in ten thousand had, in 1970, or later, for that matter, any true sense of the nature or the certainty of the coming calamities. Not that many, in early 1970, perceived that a tremendous and absolute shift in all dominating cultural concepts would be necessary for the mere hopeful beginning of environmental restoration and salvage. Those who remember the era now found it impossible, or nearly so, to understand why there was so little effective public response to a situation which already seemed crystal clear.


In years just past there had been many, many calamities that were pregnant of ill omen. One London “smog” had caused, in four days, deaths at the rate of more than a thousand a day. Los Angeles had been conducting a long battle against its still often contaminated air after the citizens had reluctantly, and following only unarguable tests, admitted their cars were the agents of their misery. Oil spills at sea and in harbours had occurred and the grounding and breakup of one oil tanker, the Torrey Canyon, had greased long stretches of shore in the English Channel. There had been a very serious spill or, more accurately, leak in the sea from petroleum wells off California with subsequent turgid incursions at and near Santa Barbara.


Every major river in America was grossly polluted, an “open sewer” even in current terms, and the overwhelming contaminants consisted not only of countless industrial wastes and effluents but urban sewage which often reached rivers and lakes untreated, as the same lines that carried human sewage served for “storm” or street waste. Human sewage frequently overtaxed such treatment plants as existed, and so emptied human wastes, faecal and all others, into waters, without prior chlorination or other processing.


That Lake Erie was “dead” had been known for years. That its sister lakes, Michigan, Ontario and Huron, were “dying” was also known. Superior was endangered though in a relatively viable state in 1970.


Americans were producing a daily volume of solid wastes at the per capita rate of between four and five pounds. “Garbage strikes” had already revealed to the citizens of several cities what the scope of that single disposal problem was, when collection stopped for days or a few weeks.
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