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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.


      




I


Bates


(1930–1933)




1 First Contact


Sometime towards the end of 1930, in my thirteenth year, I acquired my first science fiction magazine – and my life was irrevocably changed.


The March 1930 issue of Astounding Stories – or, to give its full title, Astounding Stories of Super-Science – was not, however, the first sf* magazine I had ever seen. My initiation to the genre had been provided two years earlier by the November 1928 Amazing Stories, so I must digress slightly to explain just how amazing that issue really was. I had forgotten it for almost five decades, when the realities of the Space Age caught up with it in a manner so uncanny that it still sends a frisson down my spine.


The magnificent cover of this large-format magazine (25 cents – which is pretty amazing in itself) was by the most famous of all sf artists, Frank R. Paul (1884-1963). It showed Jupiter looming over the improbably tropical landscape of one of its inner moons, and being admired by visitors from Earth as they streamed out of their silo-shaped spaceship.


The disc of the giant planet is dominated by the oval of the Great Red Spot, and by bands of clouds sculpted into loops and swirls by storms the size of Earth. The fine details of these atmospheric disturbances could not possibly have been observed by terrestrial telescopes in 1928 – yet they are precisely the same as those revealed by the Voyager space-probes almost half a century later! Paul’s cover is one of the best – because indisputably documented – examples of precognition I’ve ever encountered: I wish I had thought of including it in my “Strange Powers” TV series. …


This issue of Amazing Stories was the property of the first sf “fan” I ever met, an elderly gentleman (he must have been at least thirty) named Larry Kille, who lived a few doors away from the house where I was born in the West Country seaside town of Minehead. The building – and indeed the whole terrace of which it is a part – is still almost unchanged, and must now be at least a hundred years old.*


I recall nothing of Larry except his magazines, but am happy to pay this belated tribute to his memory. A far greater impression was made on me by his grandmother, always referred to as ‘Old’ Mrs Kille.


She lived in a small room surrounded by some of the most hi-tech machinery of the early ‘20s. There can be no doubt that my own interest in science owes much to the fascinating hardware that Mrs Kille operated with effortless skill, and for which I was sometimes allowed to provide power. Electric motors were not then commonplace, and everything was hand (or foot) driven.


I can still hear the clicking of the hundreds of needles, and the whirr of the well-oiled gearwheels, as Mrs Kille’s knitting machines churned out stockings and sweaters by the yard. They were, I realize now, another branch of the family tree which includes the word-processor on which I am entering this text. Sixty years later I was to win a bottle of champagne from the London Sunday Times for suggesting the alternative name “word-loom” (see Chapter 40); I must use it to drink a toast to Mrs Kille, who so patiently tolerated a small boy’s questions.


She also stimulated my curiosity by lending me such books as Ignatius Donnelly’s 1882 masterpiece of spurious scholarship, Atlantis: The Antediluvian World – the veracity of which I did not doubt for a moment, never imagining at that tender age that printed books could possibly contain anything but the truth.


Donnelly should be the patron saint of the peddlers of UFO/ Parapsychology mind-rot; not only did he claim that all the ancient civilizations were descended from Atlantis, but in his spare time (he was also a Philadelphia lawyer, Lieutenant Governor of Minnesota – and twice a Congressman) he “proved” that Bacon wrote Shakespeare, Marlowe – and Montaigne’s essays!


He also argued (in Ragnarok: The Age of Fire and Gravel) that the Earth had once been hit by a comet – and here he was almost certainly correct. However, he deserves little credit for this “discovery”, since his timing was off by tens of millions of years. Like his successor Velikovsky, he was occasionally right – but for completely wrong reasons.*


The Kille family, as you will have gathered, was a hive of off-beat intellectual activity, and I have warm but fading memories of other members who helped me expand my mental horizons beyond those of a small provincial town. Curiously enough, I do not believe that Larry’s 1928 Amazing Stories made such a great impression on me at the time; after all, I was only 11. But at the ripe age of 13, I was ready for its considerably less sophisticated – believe it or not – rival. For whereas Hugo Gernsback’s† Amazing had some pretension to scientific accuracy (it boasted PhDs on its editorial board), Astounding was the quintessence of pulpdom, pure and unashamed.


The story of its almost accidental birth has been told by its first editor, Harry Bates, writing in Alva Rogers’s A Requiem for Astounding (Advent, Chicago, 1964) – an invaluable reference which I expect to be consulting frequently in the course of this memoir.


The 1920-30 period, just before the Depression, was the heyday of the pulp magazines – the popular fiction of the barely literate masses who have now irrevocably defected to TV. One of the biggest of the pulp empires was that presided over by William Clayton, who deserves to be remembered kindly as a publisher who paid on acceptance (and not, as was all too often the case, on newsstand appearance – or even threat of lawsuit). He also paid one of the highest rates in the field – two cents a word. Very generous, at a time when a sentence of this length could buy a pound of steak.


Now, the pulps depended upon their garish covers for their newsstand sales (their subscription lists, I imagine, were minuscule). At the end of 1929, Clayton owned a stable of 13 magazines, and this was an unlucky number for a very practical reason.


The glossy covers were the most expensive part of the magazine, and they were printed on a single large sheet of paper. One does not have to be a mathematical genius to appreciate the problem that this involved with 13 magazines….


To quote from Harry Bates’s reminiscent “Editorial” in Alva Rogers’s Requiem: “Now, there were blank places on this sheet. The proofs occupied places arranged in four rows of four columns each, only thirteen of the sixteen places being filled. This meant that month after month three of the sixteen places would stare empty at Clayton, in effect reproving him for not having three more magazines so they need not be empty… Clayton on looking at this sheet would often have these particular money-lustful thoughts: ‘If I had sixteen magazines I’d get the three additional covers cheap … the paper now wasted would be free… there would be very little added charge for press time …’ If the sales of an additional magazine reached only break-even point, there would still be a profit from its absorption of the overhead – and there would not be any editorial cost, for he’d just toss it to Bates, who would merely work double.”


So Harry Bates was summoned to the great man’s office, and told to invent a new magazine. He had seen the three-year-old Amazing on the newsstands with “covers chock-full of preposterous machinery and colored rays and monstrous or monstrously dressed creatures doing things. What awful stuff! Cluttered with trivia! Packed with puerilities. Written by unimaginables! But now I wondered if there might be a market for a well-written* magazine on the Amazing themes …”


Clayton accepted the idea instantly – but he never achieved the magic 4X4 total. Because it gives so vividly the flavour of those times, here is the honour roll of the long-since-fallen in the newsstand wars – the companion magazines listed on the first (January 1930) issue of Astounding Stories of Super-Science:


Ace High Magazine


Ranch Romances


Cowboy Stories


Clues


Five Novels Monthly


Wide World Adventures


All Star Detective Stories Flyers


Rangeland Love Story Magazine


Western Novel Magazine


Big Story Magazine


Miss 1930


Forest and Stream


And I cannot resist quoting from Harry Bates’s hopes for his new-born. Here, in full, is the Editorial from issue Number 1.


Introducing


ASTOUNDING STORIES


What are “astounding” stories?


Well, if you lived in Europe in 1490, and someone told you the earth was round and moved around the sun – that would have been an “astounding” story.


Or if you lived in 1840, and were told that some day men a thousand miles apart would be able to talk to each other through a little wire – or without any wire at all – that would have been another.


Or if, in 1900, they predicted ocean-crossing airplanes and submarines, world-girdling Zeppelins, sixty-story buildings, radio, metal that can be made to resist gravity and float in the air – these would have been other “astounding” stories.


To-day, time has gone by, and all these things are commonplace. That is the only real difference between the astounding and the commonplace – Time.


To-morrow, more astounding things are going to happen.


Your children – or their children – are going to take a trip to the moon. They will be able to render themselves invisible – a problem that has already been partly solved. They will be able to disintegrate their bodies in New York, and reintegrate them in China – and in a matter of seconds. Astounding? Indeed, yes.


Impossible? Well – television would have been impossible, almost unthinkable, ten years ago.


Now you will see the kind of magazine that it is our pleasure to offer you beginning with this, the first number of ASTOUNDING STORIES.


It is a magazine whose stories will anticipate the super-scientific achievements of To-morrow (sic) – whose stories will not only be strictly accurate in their science but will be vividly, dramatically and thrillingly told.


Already we have secured stories by some of the finest writers of fantasy in the world – men such as Ray Cummings, Murray Leinster, Captain S. P. Meek, Harl Vincent, R. F. Starzl and Victor Rousseau.


So – order your next month’s copy of ASTOUNDING STORIES in advance!


– The Editor


Optimistic words, which we may now read with a certain amount of cynical amusement, for they expressed aspirations rather than achievements. It’s been a long wait for gravity-defying metal and invisibility – not to mention matter-transmission – but the most important prediction was triumphantly fulfilled. The children of 1930 did indeed walk on the Moon.


When Astounding was launched, to help fill that annoying blank space in the Clayton proof-sheets, there were not enough sf writers in the English-speaking world to fill a monthly magazine with good fiction. So Harry Bates had to train them, and even became one himself. Besides some typical wild-and-woolly space adventures (the “Hawk Carse” series, which I still remember fondly) he wrote two novelettes of distinction. “Alas, All Thinking” (published in June 1935, under the editorship of his successor, F. Orlin Tremaine) must have one of the most enigmatic titles ever to baffle a pulp magazine’s readership.


Much more famous is “Farewell to the Master” (October 1940), because this was the basis of the classic movie The Day the Earth Stood Still. Typically, Hollywood changed the ending – which, as we shall see in due course, was the whole point of the story.


It is indeed sad to report that Harry Bates died almost destitute: a well-known sf writer saw him in his last days standing blankly on a street corner, wearing Salvation Army cast-offs, while passers-by tried not to notice him. Today, the first issue of the 20-cent magazine he founded would, if in mint condition, leave very little change from a thousand dollars.


Now to return to that March 1930 issue, and the manner in which I acquired it….


Two years earlier, at the age of 11 or 12, I had graduated from the elementary school* which still stands virtually unchanged in the centre of Bishop’s Lydeard, the small Somerset village where my father (like many other demobilized officers) had rented a farm after the end of the First World War. Unfortunately, he had little talent for business or agriculture; his previous occupation had been a Post Office engineer, and I have sometimes wondered if his background in telecommunications could have influenced my future career. (Any genetic component could just as well have come from my mother’s side: to the end of her life she could still read the high speed Morse she had learned as a telegraph operator.)


After Father’s death in 1931, Mother continued to run the farm, augmenting its income (or neutralizing its losses) by riding lessons, breeding Cairn terriers, and taking paying guests. By efforts whose heroism I only later appreciated, she managed to bring up the four of us – in order of age after myself, Fred, Mary, and Michael. Though she must always have been short of money, I do not recall any real hardship, and a diet of food that could not possibly have been more organically grown, heavily laced with clotted cream, ensured our physical well-being.


The farm, which bears the odd name “Ballifants” (derived from that of an old English family; “Bullivant” is another version), is still run by my brother Michael and his wife Joyce. A few years ago I was able to use my ill-gotten gains to purchase it for the Clarke family, and I am always happy to inspect the latest improvements on my increasingly rare visits to the UK.


Mike’s innovations are not always successful; his Manure-Spreading Hovercraft never got off the ground and is now an ignominiously rusting pile of junk. But the second-hand church organ he assembled piece by piece in a large back room of the house – bending the longest pipe to avoid going through the roof – works magnificently. Joyce is a first-class musician, between milking cows, and many a poacher has been scared off the Clarke estate by the legend of the Mad Monk and his midnight recitals.


But back in the hard times of 1928, all these embellishments were inconceivable, and it was only with great difficulty that Mother was able to send me to Huish’s Grammar School (now Richard Huish College) in the country town of Taunton, five miles away. Here I received my secondary education until I joined the Civil Service in 1936.


The old Huish’s – of typically Victorian scholastic-cum-ecclesiastic architecture – no longer exists; it was, alas, demolished some years ago to make way for a more important facility – a carpark. Somewhere beneath that expanse of tarmac – though doubtless filled in with rubble, otherwise there will one day be a nasty accident – must lie the room once aptly known as “The Dungeon”.


It was intended as a place of study for senior pupils (and precocious “swots” like Arthur Clarke) but I recall at least one time when it became an arena for conflict. There is still a faint scar on my right wrist, resulting from a tug-of-war that could have turned out fatally. I was at one end of a metre-ruler, my opponent at the other. It was a friendly enough contest – but we were foolish enough to conduct it on opposite sides of a broken window. I was pulled on to the shattered glass, and donated some pints of blood to the Dungeon floor before I was bandaged up.


As might be expected, in addition to our assigned text-books there was a lot of non-curricular reading matter lying around the place, and one day my eyes lit upon an extraordinary magazine. Its garish cover showed something that looked like a cross between a submarine and a glass-domed conservatory, driving towards a pock-marked globe resembling no celestial body familiar to me. (I already knew the Moon better than my native Somerset, thanks to a succession of home-made telescopes.) However, there was no doubt that it was supposed to be our satellite, because the cover bore the legend “Brigands of the Moon – A Thrilling Interplanetary Novel of Intrigue and Adventure – by Ray Cummings.”


In a curious parallel to Frank Paul’s Jupiter illustration, artist “Wesso’s” portrait of the Moon looks very much like the shattered face of Callisto, now revealed by the Voyager mission to be covered with overlapping craters from pole to pole. But Wesso (Hans Waldemar Wessolowski) deserves no credit for this, and his cover takes other liberties with the Solar System. What is clearly Mars has been moved close enough to show considerable surface detail – and the even more unmistakable Saturn flaunts its rings in the lower right-hand corner. Most remarkable, though, is the Sun – enormous, and apparently eclipsed by a hitherto unknown celestial body, so that the streamers of the corona are visible….


But all this is nit-picking. It’s a gorgeous cover, and still sets the back of my neck tingling even today. It epitomizes the “sense of wonder” we sought – and found – in the old pulps.


They don’t make spaceships like that any more.


I read that March 1930 Astounding from cover to cover, doubtless when I should have been doing geometry or algebra or (ugh) Latin, then returned it to the literary debris of the Dungeon. A few days later, I noticed that it was still lying around, and that no-one had claimed ownership. I quickly rectified that deplorable oversight, and so started my collection. Today, that magazine, although not as valuable as the first issue, would nevertheless be worth several hundred dollars. It’s not even listed in the latest dealer’s catalogue I have.


Over the next few years, I acquired many of its brethren by a process which was very much a matter of chance. According to legend – and I have no reason to doubt its accuracy – all these “Yank pulps” invaded the United Kingdom as ballast in returning cargo ships. Presumably it was worth disposing of unsold issues in this way, rather than recycling the paper. (If you can call it paper: such a feat of transmutation might well have been beyond the chemical technology of the time.)


These magazines – the Westerns, the True Confessions, the Thrilling Detectives – eventually ended up in Woolworth’s at three pence apiece. Every day I would sacrifice part of my lunch hour to sift through the piles of non-sf dross in search of the occasional gem. It was what we would now call a “random access” process; there were entire issues that never reached the shores of the United Kingdom (or at any rate the Taunton Woolworth’s), so there were heart-breaking gaps in my collection. Sometimes it took me years to assemble all the instalments of a serial….


To see what I was missing, I started an index, listing all issues and filling in their contents from the “Coming Next Month” box (not always reliable!) and from subsequent readers’ comments. (I also did this for Amazing, Wonder, and their Quarterlies, of which more – perhaps – at some future time.) Later still, when the correspondence columns had put me in touch with other British “fans”, I was able to buy – or swap – missing issues. By the outbreak of war in 1939, I had acquired a complete run.


It was a red-letter-day when a whole box-full of magazines (at a few pennies each) arrived at the local post office, where I was the night telephone operator and so had plenty of time for reading before I bicycled off to school, five miles away. And once I received a complete set of covers only, from a fan who had discarded them when he had his copies bound. I was very glad to have them – they looked marvellous, carpeting the floor in a display that would have put Clayton’s 4X4 array completely to shame – but I could not understand the psychology of anyone who could deprive my precious magazines of their chief glory, through so savage a mutilation. Perhaps he was colourblind.


With the outbreak of war, the supply of surplus magazines quickly dried up; ships bound for the United Kingdom had more valuable cargoes to carry. But by this time I had made many contacts in the US, and one of them was Willy Ley, the science writer and a founder of the German “Society for Space Travel”. All through the war, Willy conscientiously mailed me the (now large format) Astoundings as soon as they rolled off the press. I shall always be grateful to him; like all his many friends I was not only saddened but angry when he died only a few weeks before the Apollo II mission – the event he had spent much of his life promoting. There is now a crater named after him on the new maps of the Moon.


At its peak, my collection of sf magazines must have totalled several hundred issues, and I don’t like to think what it would be worth today. It probably reached its maximum extent at the London flat I shared in 1937-40 with the writer William F. Temple and the late Maurice Hanson – and which, for a while, served as the unofficial headquarters of the British Interplanetary Society. It still stands at 88, Gray’s Inn Road, apparently unchanged, though a Luftwaffe bomb neatly excised the pub at the end of the block where we entertained so many of our friends.


But when we were dispersed during the war, so was most of my library. Today, I have exactly one magazine from the Pulp Era – a 1930’s Amazing Stories, presented to me many years ago after one of my lectures on a US campus. From time to time I tenderly unwrap it, to let the musty odour trigger Remembrance of Times Past.


For a decade or so I used to dream wistfully that I was still rummaging at Woolworth’s, or had discovered a hidden hoard of those magic volumes. In my more lucid moments, however, I realized that Sturgeon’s Law – 90% of everything is trash – was perhaps generous if applied to my favourite adolescent reading.


And there were practical problems. Through the ‘50s and ‘60s I was continually on the move (the Great Barrier Reef, the Indian Ocean, Stanley Kubrick, Apollo …) and a thousand or so magazines would have been a considerable encumbrance. They would also – and this really breaks my heart – have been virtually unreadable, not only for literary reasons, but material ones.


Those old pulp magazine publishers invented biodegradability long before it became popular. Pick up one of their products today, and as often as not it literally disintegrates in your hands. You are also liable to get instant tetanus from the rusty staples.


Sour grapes, perhaps – but this knowledge had quite reconciled me to the fact that I would never again have a complete run of Astounding on my shelves. I had, in fact, ceased to read it (or any of its rivals)* some time in the 1970s. This was partly due to the ever-increasing demands on my time, partly because the best fiction of the year would later be more conveniently encapsulated in book form (The Hugo and Nebula Award collections, the Best of 19 – etc). Unfortunately, I now no longer have time to read even these….


As is so often the case in our all-too-exciting century, the advance of technology suddenly changed the situation. A few years ago, the complete run of Astounding – now renamed Analog – from 1930 through 1984(!) was issued on microfiche (by Micro Information Concepts, of Dallas), each issue taking one six-by-four inch fiche. Though my reading backlog was several yards high, I could not resist the temptation; was it not Freud who once said that “Happiness is a childhood dream achieved in adult life”?


So now, in six small plastic boxes, I have the virtually imperishable equivalent of several book-cases of disintegrating pulp; I can easily carry a ten-year run of the magazine in one hand. The cost works out at a dollar per issue, instead of up to a hundred times as much – at least for the earlier volumes, which to me are still the ones of greatest interest. Perhaps best of all, every decade’s covers are shown in their full polychromatic garishness on a single fiche….


This embarrassment of riches would be almost useless without an index, which is also provided on microfiche (up to 1980). However, the large-format book version on which this is based (The Complete Index to Astounding/Analog, compiled by Mike Ashley – Robert Weinberg Publications, 15145 Oxford Drive, Oak Forest, IL60452, USA) is very much handier to consult, and I have found it absolutely invaluable.


Mike Ashley must have spent years on his far grander version of the project I had started half a century earlier at the other end of England. I had merely listed the stories and authors, in each magazine as it appeared; such a chronological sequence is only the first half of Ashley’s book. The remainder is a real index, in which all stories, articles, authors and artists are listed alphabetically, so that it is possible to see at a glance everything that any given writer had contributed during the entire history of the magazine. There is also a good deal of statistical information – and, as an indispensable bonus, a “Letter Index” listing all the vast correspondence Astounding ever printed from its devoted readership. I was surprised to learn from this that my first “Letter to the Editor” had appeared in May 1938, with ten others in the years up to 1971. (See the Appendix for a complete listing.)


With Ashley’s Index as my road-map to the more than half a thousand fiches, I needed only one thing to complete my happiness – a reader. Micro Information Concepts supplied me with a little slide-projection device (sitting beside my word-processor right now) which throws a bright, sharp image on a small screen. Later, I bought a professional microfiche viewer in Hong Kong and carried it back to Colombo in my cabin on the floating campus, the good ship SS Universe.


So now I can revisit days I had once thought lost beyond recall, when, to quote Tennyson:


Here about the beach I wandered, nourishing a youth sublime With the fairy tales of science, and the long result of Time.


My patient teachers at Huish’s Grammar School might query that “sublime”: but the rest of the poem is right on target.




2 “Phantoms of Reality”


The very first issue of Astounding (January 1930) has a cover which neatly combines all the clichés of pulp science fiction. In the foreground, an intrepid aviator who has crashed near the South Pole is battling with an unusual species of beetle; an entomologist might be more amazed – or should one say astounded – by the fact that it has a fine set of needle-sharp teeth, rather than the minor detail that it is man-sized.


And you will not be surprised to learn that there is a damsel in distress – and a very skimpy fur coat, especially for the Antarctic – cowering behind the hero as he confronts The Beetle Horde.


Such was the title of the two-part serial which opened Volume i, Number i. (Every editor of a new magazine always wonders if there will be a Volume 2 – or even a Number 2.) Let me list the contents of this pioneering issue: The Beetle Horde (Victor Rousseau); “The Cave of Horror” (Captain S. P. Meek); “Phantoms of Reality” (Ray Cummings); “The Stolen Mind” (M. L. Staley); “Compensation” (C. V. Tench); “Tanks” (Murray Leinster); “Invisible Death” (Anthony Pelcher). Though a couple of the titles are non-committal, no-one glancing at this menu would be under the impression that he had picked up Cowboy Stories or All Star Detective.


Who Messrs Staley, Tench, and Pelcher were I have no idea; the first two never appeared again, and the last sounds suspiciously like one of the pseudonyms that abounded in those days – if only to avoid an all-too-prolific writer appearing twice on the same contents list.


The remaining authors, however, are all worthy of at least brief notice. Although “Victor Rousseau” (Victor Rousseau Emanuel, 1879-1960) only contributed four more stories to Astounding (all in its initial year) he achieved a distinction many writers would envy today – lengthy reviews in The Times Literary Supplement. The only novel of his that is now remembered is The Messiah of the Cylinder (1917), an anti-Utopia written in reply to H. G. Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes. (Wells is mentioned many times in the text.) It seems very likely that George Orwell must have read Rousseau/ Emanuel’s novel – the theme would certainly have appealed to him – because it contains several quite striking anticipations of 1984*


You will see from this that there is more to Astounding s opening contributor than one might guess from the synopsis of The Beetle Horde:


Tommy Travers and James Dodd, of the Travers Antarctic Expedition, crash in their plane somewhere near the South Pole. They are seized by a swarm of man-sized beetles† and carried down to Submundia, a world under the Earth’s crust, where the beetles have developed their civilization to an amazing point, using a wretched race of degenerated humans, whom they breed as cattle, for food. The beetles are ruled by a human from the outside world, a drug-doped madman. Dodd recognizes this man as Bram, the archaeologist, who had been lost years before at the Pole and given up for dead by a world he had hated because it refused to accept his radical scientific theories. His fiendish mind now plans a horrible revenge by leading his unconquerable horde of monster insects to ravage the world, destroy the human race, and establish a new era – the era of the insect…


Dr Bram’s reaction to the referees of Nature seems somewhat excessive, but you will not be surprised to learn that his “unconquerable” horde is disposed of rather easily by incendiary bombs. However, he has a terrifying back-up in case the beetles let him down. Was Rousseau having some fun at the expense of his credulous readers? Judge for yourself:




Bram was going, but he pulled himself together with a supreme effort.


“Invasion by – new species of – monotremes,” he croaked. “Deep down in the – Earth. Monotremes – egg-laying platypus as big as an elephant – existing long before the Pleistocene Epoch….”





Well, I suppose anything is scary if it’s big enough; but a giant platypus?


We will meet Victor Rousseau again, you will be glad to hear; meanwhile let me introduce you to Captain S. P. Meek (1894-1972), an Army Ordnance officer who wrote sixteen short stories for Astounding, all but four involving the adventures of his “scientific detective”, Dr Bird.


Captain Meek clearly knew a great deal of science, and it shows in his stories – but after half a century I’ve still not forgiven him for one crime. An sf writer is allowed to invent not-yet-existing technologies, as long as they are plausible, but he must not state as a scientific fact something that is flatly untrue. Of course, many writers do this accidentally; but Capt. Meek deserves a posthumous court-martial for doing it deliberately in “Cold Light” (see Chapter 6).


“The Cave of Horror” is simply ridiculous; it concerns an invisible monster – one of the favourite themes of early sf, of which the first example is perhaps Fitz-James O’Brien’s 1859 short story “What Was It? A Mystery”. Dr Bird meets – and of course routs – something in the Mammoth Cave of Kentucky which should have been protected as a major tourist attraction:




The monster stood about twenty feet tall, and its frame was surmounted by a head resembling an overgrown frog. Enormous jaws were open to seize the sheep … The body was long and snakelike, and was borne on long heavy legs ending in feet with three toes, armed with vicious claws. The crowning horror of the creature was its forelegs; they were of enormous length, thin and attenuated, and ended in huge misshapen hands, knobby and blotched …





If the monster was invisible, how did Dr Bird see it? I’m glad you asked me that….


He argued that though the creature could not be seen by human eyes, it would be visible in ultraviolet. So he used a powerful source of u.v., and a camera with quartz lenses – carefully (and correctly) explaining that ordinary glass would block the shorter light waves.


The scheme worked; but why a creature living in total darkness (though for some reason it did have eyes as large as saucers) should bother to be invisible is rather hard to explain on any evolutionary theory.


We will meet Dr Bird again; now a few words about Ray Cummings (1887–1957).


I can just remember meeting him, in the last year of his life, at the 1956 World Science Fiction Convention in New York. Although he had published little for years, he was still celebrated in sf circles for “The Girl in the Golden Atom” – a story about a size-diminishing drug that permitted submicroscopic adventures. One could write volumes on the truly mind-blowing scientific absurdities this concept involves,* but Cummings used many variations of the theme through his career.


The best thing about “Phantoms of Reality” is its haunting title; the story is a trivial adventure in a “parallel world” occupying the same space as New York City, but imperceptible – and impalpable – because of its different vibration rate. The heroes manage to tune into it, but unfortunately fail to use this marvellous discovery to solve the city’s housing problems.


Far and away the most important writer in this first issue was Murray Leinster, and his story “Tanks” was all too prophetic. It opens with the flat statement: “The deciding battle of the War of 1932 was the first in which the use of infantry was practically discontinued … History of the U.S., 1920-1945.”


Murray Leinster (William Fitzgerald Jenkins, 1896-1975) had an enormous output of fiction – much of it run-of-the mill, but some of excellent quality. He developed many original ideas, and patented at least one of great ingenuity and commercial value. It was the “front-projection” system which enabled Stanley Kubrick to shoot 2001’s “Dawn of Man” sequence in a genuine African location – without leaving London. (The article “Applied Science Fiction” in the November 1967 Analog is Will Jenkins’s own account of his remarkable invention.)


I can still recall my amazement when Stanley first showed me the principle of front-projection in the MGM Studio at Elstree, just north of London. We stood at one end of the set, facing the huge screen of retro-reflective (“cat’s-eye”) material covering the far wall. Stanley lit a match – and its image came straight back at us, its brilliance apparently undiminished after a journey of more than a hundred feet.


Next time you watch Moonwatcher and his friends cavorting in the African dawn, see if you can detect the illusion. You will get a hint of the principle involved, when the feasting leopard turns its head towards you, from the zebra it has just killed.


We will meet Leinster again; for the moment I would like to quote from his entry in Peter Nicholls’s invaluable Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, which I find myself consulting almost as often as Mike Ashley’s Index:


“For nearly half a century Murray Leinster wrote to the heart of magazine sf with craftsmanship and consistency, and will be remembered for that.”


Hear, hear….




3 The Hard Stuff


I would not like anyone to think that my boyhood reading consisted entirely of pulp magazines, so perhaps it’s time to back away a little from Astounding. I devoured “real” books as well; but I must confess that they, too, were almost all science fiction.*


My first encounter with the master, H. G. Wells, was slightly discreditable. Browsing through the shelves of W. H. Smith’s Taunton branch during my lunch hour I discovered The War of the Worlds – but its price of several shillings was beyond me.


No problem; I was (as you may have gathered) a fast reader. Day after day I returned to the shelf, and after a week or so I had finished the now dog-eared volume.


I still recall, with gratitude, the manager of the bookshop, who knew exactly what I was doing. Even if he had to mark down The War of the Worlds as second-hand, it was a good investment for W. H. Smith. They must have sold a fair number of my own books over the last forty years.


My principal source of hard-cover books was the Taunton Public Library; though I now find this almost incredible, I seem to remember borrowing a minimum of a book a day, before I made the five-mile bicycle ride back to Ballifants to do my evening’s homework. No-one will ever be able to do as much reading as my generation did in its youth: TV has put an end to that.


At about the same time, I must have discovered Jules Verne; I still have my sixty-year-old copy of A Journey into the Interior of the Earth – a much more sensible title than the more usual journey to the Centre … ! Oddly enough, I do not remember my first encounter with From the Earth to the Moon or Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, the two books which relate most closely to my own interests.


Rider Haggard (When the World Shook) and Conan Doyle (The Lost World- still my candidate for the perfect specimen of its genre) had also swum into my ken. And occasionally – perhaps once or twice a year! – I ran across other hard-cover sf. The only title which now remains in my memory is a lost civilization/suspended animation novel by an Australian writer, Erie Cox, Out of the Silence (1925). I can still recall how his hero entered the subterranean time-capsule, triggering one lethal death-trap after another – much like Indiana Jones at the opening of Raiders of the Lost Ark.


Soon after it was published in 1930, I discovered W. Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Men; I can still visualize the very shelf on which I found it in the Minehead Public Library. That such an imaginative work would be purchased by a provincial librarian was doubtless due to the reviews it had received. “As original as the solar system,” said Hugh Walpole (how did he know?) while Arnold Bennett praised the author’s “tremendous and beautiful imagination”. Similar compliments came from a failed politician, then living by his wits – one Winston Churchill.


Though its opening chapters have been completely dated by events which make some of their political ideas seem naive, no book before or since has had such an impact on my imagination; the Stapledonian vistas of millions and hundreds of millions of years, the rise and fall of civilizations and entire races of Man, changed my whole outlook on the Universe and has influenced much of my writing ever since. Twenty years later, as Chairman of the British Interplanetary Society, I persuaded Stapledon to give us an address on the social and biological aspects of space exploration, which he entitled “Interplanetary Man?”.* His was one of the noblest and most civilized minds I have ever encountered: I am delighted to see a revival of interest in his life and work.


Ironically, Stapledon had never heard the phrase “science fiction” – or even seen an sf magazine! – when he was writing what he called his “story of the near and far future”. He was ultimately introduced to the transatlantic pulps by the Liverpool author Eric Frank Russell, to whose help and guidance I shall pay tribute later in these memoirs. Stapledon expressed polite amazement, as well he might, when he discovered this flourishing literary culture.


Not until years later did I discover how many so-called “mainstream” writers have tried their hand at science fiction at least once in their career. Kipling (“With the Night Mail” and “As Easy as ABC”) is perhaps the most distinguished British – or should one say Anglo-Indian? – example. And writing on Astounding’s own turf, H. Bruce Franklin goes so far as to claim, “There was no major 19th-century American writer of fiction, and indeed few in the second rank, who did not write some science fiction or at least one Utopian romance” (Future Perfect, Oxford University Press, NY 1966). His examples include Poe, James Fenimore Cooper, Twain, Melville (“one of the first robot stories in English”) – and, most surprising of all, Henry James.


I wish I had known, forty years ago, that James left “in hundreds of pages of manuscript the unfinished The Sense of the Past, a tale of time travel”. It would be most interesting to see how James handled this theme, especially in view of his famous disagreement with the author of The Time Machine. (See H. G. Wells: Desperately Mortal, David C. Smith, Yale University Press, 1986.) At the very least, it could be used to trounce the mandarins who still scoff at the genre, despite the hundreds of university courses and PhD theses it has now generated.


Yet there are times when those of us who were reared on the pulps feel a little uncomfortable with this new respectability, fearing that academic acceptance may be the kiss of death. Sf was more fun when it didn’t take itself so seriously: one of its best practitioners was only half joking when he remarked: “Science fiction should go back to the gutter, where it belongs.”
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