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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.







A Scatological Singularity


Human colonies in the asteroid belt were a common feature of science fiction in the 1950s and 1960s. Yet in all the stories and novels that I ever saw, the writers ignored a fundamental problem. People generate trash. If you’re living on an asteroid, where are you going to put it?


Solar-powered recycling might seem the obvious answer, but not everything can be recycled. A landfill isn’t very practical on a little lump of rock, and if you just toss garbage into the void, it becomes a navigation hazard. So, what to do?


When I contemplated this question in 1966, it seemed to me that the answer would be to designate one asteroid as a garbage dump for all the others. Relatively little energy would be required to move trash to it, as escape velocity on the source asteroids would be negligible.


Low gravity on the dump asteroid would be a problem, as it would allow garbage to jostle around and drift away. Maybe autonomous robots could snare incoming loads with a system of nets—although that didn’t seem a very elegant solution. But then I decided I was worrying unduly about scientific rigor. In the spirit of expedience that has facilitated so many scenarios in science fiction, I could simply invent a gravity generator to keep everything under control.


The generator would also enable people to live among the garbage. Not an attractive environment, but if the location was rent-free, some anarchic deadbeats might be willing to put up with it. They could even salvage enough edible scraps from the trash to become a self-sustaining community.


On the other hand, if all types of human waste could fall out of the sky, the dump would become such a stinking mess, even desperate indigents might be reluctant to tolerate it. Readers, likewise, might have a yuck-response.


I considered writing a sanitized version, like a science-fictional Steptoe and Son (or its American imitation, Sanford and Son). But an interplanetary junk yard sounded boring. So I took a conceptual leap. Instead of downplaying the gross-out factor, why not exploit it? A fetid swamp of noxious filth would be an amusing inversion of the usual outer-space high-tech scenario in which everything is squeaky-clean. As for the people—they could be such defiant social rejects, they would learn to love living there.


During one of many drunken evenings at Michael Moorcock’s London flat, I mentioned that I was contemplating a novel set in a world of garbage. We were taking a break from working on New Worlds magazine, and I was sitting on the floor while he strummed an out-of-tune acoustic guitar. “What are you going to call it?” Mike asked me.


I said I didn’t know.


He suggested Turd From the Sun, as homage to Richard Matheson’s Third From the Sun. We swapped some other scatological variants, all of them entertaining but unusable. I decided, in the end, that I should just keep it simple and use The Garbage World as the title.


“You mean you’re actually going to write this,” Mike said.


I said I thought I might.


The Planning Phase


During the next few days I added more detail. What would the sociopolitical system be? Since the garbage world would be a primitive refuge, I imagined it as a tribal system ruled by a benevolent despot. He could be like the protagonist in Philip Jose Farmer’s novel The Alley God, which I revered.


Every story needs conflict, and this could occur between the garbage world and the upscale asteroid colonies. They would want to clean the place up, to protect their wholesome image. So maybe the story could begin with the arrival of an envoy. I could base his character on my fastidious tutor, Ellis Larkin, at the London College of Printing and Graphic Arts. I saw no need to modify his name.


Larkin would be on a diplomatic mission, but of course he would have an ulterior motive, which would not be revealed until later. Accompanying him could be a young male assistant, who could fall in love with the despot’s beautiful daughter. She would corrupt him by introducing him to the pleasures of wallowing in filth, and then Larkin would reveal his devious plot, creating a climactic conflict, and maybe a battle.


The garbage dwellers would win in the end, because they would be rebels, and in science fiction, the rebels almost always win.


The Anal Phase


From a Freudian perspective, science-fiction collectors are anal-compulsive, as they acquire, store, and catalogue all kinds of literary shit. I liked the idea of the characters in my novel sharing that attribute, as they lived amid dunes of trash. They would be like Forrest Ackerman, the legendary collector whose Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine was filled with photographs of monster masks, model rockets, and other junk that Ackerman salvaged from dumpsters outside movie studios.


I myself was a collector. My many shelves of science-fiction books were meticulously sequenced and catalogued. But I saw nothing wrong with poking a little fun at my own subculture.


Garbage World would also be homage to the stories that I had grown up reading in Astounding Science Fiction magazine—especially my favorite, The Pirates of Ersatz, by Murray Leinster, serialized in the February, March, and April issues in 1959. People tend to forget that although Leinster wrote unpretentious adventure fiction, he also maintained some ironic detachment. In fact, The Pirates of Ersatz gently ridiculed the whole idea of space piracy, as in this short passage:




He’d been a misfit at home on Zan because he was not contented with the humdrum and monotonous life of a member of a space-pirate community. Piracy was a matter of dangerous take-offs in cranky rocketships, to be followed by weeks or months of tedious and uncomfortable boredom in highly unhealthy re-breathed air. …





The wonderful cover that Kelly Freas created for this serial showed a similar sense of humor (see Figure 1). Yet Leinster and Freas obviously had great affection for science fiction. They could love it even while they had fun with it, and that was exactly what I wanted to do.
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Figure 1. Leinster illustrated by Freas—could a science-fiction fan ever ask for more?Note to younger readers: the pirate has a slide rule in his teeth. This is an analog device, predating digital calculators.


Career? What Career?


Moorcock didn’t advise me against writing Garbage World, but he did express a gentle word of caution. “You think you have a lot of time,” he said. “But really, you don’t.” And of course, he was right, although I didn’t quite understand what he meant back then.


I wondered how else he thought I should be spending my time. Previously I had written a serious novella for him titled “Lone Zone,” heavily influenced by J. G. Ballard. (Later it became a section of my fixup novel The City Dwellers.) But did I always have to be serious?


There was an obvious answer, if I had been worldly enough to see it. I was 21 years old. A young writer tends to be defined by his first published novel, and Garbage World would be my first. If I wrote a humorous book that could be viewed as mocking science-fiction and its readers, that might not be a very popular thing to do. Even if people were willing to tolerate it, they would have a hard time taking me seriously afterward.


None of these points occurred to me, because I didn’t think in terms of building a career. I just wanted a modest wage without working at a real job. Writing fiction seemed easy, and Garbage World was too much fun to resist.


Construction


I had established my plot, but I wasn’t sure there was enough of it. Since I had never written a novel before, I couldn’t estimate the ratio between the number of words in an outline and the length of a book. In the 1960s, paperback novels tended to contain maybe 50,000 words. That seemed an intimidating number. I wondered if I would be able to remember what I had written at the beginning by the time I got to the end. How could I make the pacing consistent? How could I have enough things happening?


Today, many resources exist to help a first-time novelist who is wrestling with such concerns. But I was working without that kind of guidance.


I considered writing it as a two-part serial for New Worlds. That would reduce the length to around 30,000 words, which sounded easier. I decided to take that route, although I can’t remember if I told Michael Moorcock my plan. Probably I didn’t. I suffered from a mix of naivety and arrogance, which led me to assume he would buy it. He had enjoyed talking about it, hadn’t he?


I added some detail to the plot, but I still wasn’t sure it was sufficient, so I came up with a contingency plan. Around half-way through the book, my characters would get trapped in a crevasse. I would write as far as that point, then skip ahead to their escape from the crevasse, and continue to the ending. Then I would assess the wordage. If I didn’t have enough, I would go back to the crevasse scene and lengthen it as much as necessary, keeping my characters stuck there and trying to escape until I reached the necessary number of words.


It didn’t occur to me that if I wrote, say, 28,500 words instead of precisely 30,000 words, that might be okay. I was fixated on the target number, and in those days before word processing, adding or subtracting wordage in multiple locations throughout the book would have been a terrible chore. In fact, I didn’t want to do any rewriting at all. In my naivety and arrogance, I felt it should not be necessary.


A Matter of Taste


I wrote the novel in a small ground-floor flat at 70 Ledbury Road, in the Notting Hill area of London. I no longer lived in the decaying tenement full of sociopaths and drug users that had inspired “Lone Zone.” My current accommodation seemed quite civilized, being furnished with wall-to-wall carpet. Actually it was car carpet, which my father had obtained wholesale from Vauxhall Motors, where he was Chief Engineer. The carpet had an industrial look, and I slept on a second-hand mattress on the floor, but by my standards, it was sumptuous.


I woke each morning around 9am, ate a bowl of sugar-frosted flakes at a home-made plywood table in the bay window overlooking the street, then hammered out some more pages of Garbage World. I spent a lot of time imagining how it would look, feel, and smell. At one point I even wondered how it would taste.


I called Moorcock for advice. “Do you know what shit tastes like?” I asked.


“No,” he said. He paused. “Why did you think I would know?” He sounded mildly offended.


Inadvertently, during this period, I discovered what something else tasted like. Every day I used to eat at The Mercury Restaurant, a little Greek place near Notting Hill tube station, where keftedes—Greek meatballs—were the cheapest item on the menu, costing four shillings and sixpence. On one occasion the meatballs tasted odd, and I mentioned this to George, the waiter. “You know, they smell a bit like cat food,” I said.


I was the last person in the restaurant. George leaned closer and lowered his voice confidentially. “Actually, they are cat food,” he said. “Let me get my father to cook them a little more. They usually taste pretty good, don’t they?”


Life imitated art. At least, my life did.


Each afternoon, I hammered out some more pages. In the evening I often went out with my girlfriend, Diane Lambert, to hear a band—such as Eric Clapton playing in a room above a pub, or Zoot Money at the Flamingo Club on Wardour Street. Zoot was the king of British rhythm-and-blues, and you can still buy MP3s of his 1960s club performances online. I thought he sounded better than Eric Clapton, but he lacked charisma.


His guitarist, Andy Summers, became famous years later in The Police.


The Nature of the Work


When I completed Garbage World, I submitted it to Moorcock, who accepted it as a two-part serial, as I had hoped he would. He featured it on the cover with an illustration by Keith Roberts. Keith didn’t have the style of Kelly Freas (and I’m certain he wasn’t paid as much), but the art showed a sense of humor, which I liked. See Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Keith Roberts painted the cover for the serialization that appeared in New Worlds numbers 167 and 168, published in October, 1966. He typeset the title using Letraset.


I think Moorcock saw my story as being “easily accessible,” which was the term he used for fiction that people would not find too challenging. If readers started with the conventional stuff, they might be more willing to try other stories in the magazine that were somewhat unconventional. So I was the lowbrow contributor, which was fine by me. I wanted to write fiction that would be enjoyable to as wide an audience as possible.


Thomas Disch was an American visitor in London at that time. When Garbage World appeared, he said he had read some of it. “What did you think?” I asked.


He gave me a supercilious smile. “Too broad for me,” he said, evidently trying hard to be polite. So, I had to reconcile myself that if I appealed to as wide an audience as possible, that would not include Thomas Disch.


Novelization


A few weeks after the second part of the serial appeared in the magazine, I received an unexpected airmail letter from Damon Knight, who was then the science-fiction editor at Berkley Publications in New York. He subscribed to New Worlds, had read Garbage World, and said he thought it was “delightful.” He asked if I was interested in expanding it into a novel.


Well, that possibility had certainly crossed my mind. He offered me $1,000, I retained the Scott Meredith Literary Agency in New York to represent me, and they were able to increase Damon’s offer to $1,250, which more than paid the 10% agency commission.


In retrospect, it’s easy to see why I labored under the delusion that I could do whatever I wanted. My first novella, written at age 19, had been on the cover of a magazine. Now, at age 21, I had a book editor in New York commissioning me to write my first novel, and I hadn’t even submitted a proposal to him. How much easier could it be? (Later, I learned that selling science fiction could be considerably harder.)


After I signed the Berkley contract, I sold British rights to Panther Books. Now I had two publishers waiting for a novel-length version. Somehow, I had to revisit the original text and make it longer. I can’t remember exactly how I did that. I know I had to retype the whole thing, and I know that the basic story didn’t change at all. I guess I wrote about two pages for each single page in the original.


During this period, another visiting American named Samuel Delany turned up in London. When I met him in Moorcock’s living room, he seemed deeply ambitious and annoyingly serious about almost everything. At one point he picked up Moorcock’s guitar and delivering a heartfelt rendition of “The Times they Are a Changin’”, which I felt was a tiresome and pretentious thing to do. I decided I didn’t like him very much.


When Delany asked me what I was doing, I said I was writing my first novel. “But it’s taking forever,” I complained. “It just goes on and on.”


“How long have you been working on it?” he asked.


I thought back. “At least five weeks,” I said.


Delany gave me a weird look. After he had gone, I asked Moorcock what I had said that seemed odd. “Most people take longer than five weeks to write a book,” he explained.


Oh. How was I supposed to know? Moorcock himself used to require only three weeks to write an Elric novel.


By the time I finished, I had learned that writing a fun book soon stops being fun if you have to create a longer version from a shorter version. However, it did teach me how to calculate the ratio between the length of an outline and the length of a finished novel. This was valuable information.


When the US edition appeared, I liked the cover, with its predominant colors of yellow and brown. See Figure 3. The British edition, which wasn’t published until 1968, had a cover that looked utterly generic. See Figure 4.
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Figure 3. The first US edition, from Berkley. Eventually there would be two more editions from other US publishers.
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Figure 4. The British edition. A lot of Panther books looked like this at the time. I think the publisher bought cover art from a design studio in bulk.


Outside of the United States and the UK, only one edition of Garbage World ever appeared. It was published in Germany as part of the Terra Astra / Perry Rhodan series. When I received my sample copies and saw the cover by Eddie Jones, I just laughed and laughed. A giant slug! It was wonderful! (See Figure 5.)


Maybe I could have sold foreign rights to other countries, but I wasn’t very savvy about that kind of thing in those days, and the Scott Meredith Literary Agency was not highly motivated.
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Figure 5. The German edition, using a painting by British artist Eddie Jones.


Poor Terry


Garbage World was never a widely popular novel. How could it be, with a title like that? Still, it went through three American editions, and one of those copies caught the interest of a producer named Joel Freedman, who owned a company named Cinnamon Productions. Freedman bought a movie option for a modest sum, and later exercised the option, meaning that he paid me for the exclusive right to commission a script and start shooting—in theory, at least.


His office was in New York, and I was now living in the same general neighborhood. I decided to visit him, and found him bustling around with a genial but proprietary manner in an unrenovated industrial loft. He had made one short movie, back in 1970, about a drug-addicted Vietnam vet. I wasn’t sure what else he had done. He said he saw Garbage World as a serious, timely book with an important ecological message. I wondered if he really believed that. Well, I wasn’t going to argue with him.


After chatting with him and a young female assistant who claimed to “love my work,” I noticed a man sitting in a corner of the loft, hunched over a portable typewriter on a small folding table. He looked around sixty, had long greasy hair, and needed a shave. His posture was terrible, his clothes were ragged and worn, and he was attacking the typewriter with an air of melancholy desperation.


Freedman took me over and performed an introduction. “This is Terry,” he said. “Hey, he’s a writer, too!”


“Terry who?” I asked.


“Terry Southern.”


I blinked. “You mean, the screen writer? A lifelong friend of William Burroughs? The guy who wrote the movie, The Magic Christian, and wrote some of the script for Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove?”


“Oh, you’ve heard of him,” said Freedman.


Very reluctantly, Southern stood up and shook my hand. His grasp was limp. He avoided meeting my eyes.


“Terry’s doing a rewrite for us of another project we’re working on,” Freedman said, beaming at Southern in his proprietary manner.


Without a word, Southern slumped back down and resumed hammering his typewriter.


What an object lesson. Southern had slipped from notoriety to obscurity, in—what, ten years? He was doing a rewrite for this tiny production company in an industrial loft, for—what, maybe $100 per day? Perhaps $200, if he was lucky.


I’m sure that Joel Freedman was a well-intentioned man, but I felt as if he had held up a big sign warning me, “Stay away! Stay away!” After that, I never had dealings with any other people in the movie industry. Careers in book publishing can crash just as easily as careers in the movies, but the arc seldom rises so high or plummets so low, and the writer is seldom reduced to the kind of serf status that seems common in Hollywood.


In book publishing, I like to think that even the writer of a slim and unpretentious volume such as Garbage World can retain a small amount of self-respect.


As for Cinnamon Productions, if you search for that business name online now, you find a California bakery. But Joel Freedman is listed on LinkedIn, and for all I know, he may still hold out some hope that he can make a movie of my socially important novel. Too bad Terry Southern isn’t around anymore to do the screenplay.


Critical Overview


All that remains for me now is to offer a quick retrospective assessment.


The book’s science-fictional elements are easily dealt with, as they are so weak, with gadgets often being discovered, adapted, or invented to assist each turn of the plot.


The gravity generator exists without any hint of explanation, and is even (somehow) asymmetrical, exerting a force on one side of the asteroid but not the other. This would violate fundamental laws of physics too numerous to mention.


Rockets belch flames in a very traditional and inefficient style, straight out of the 1960s. (Where does all their fuel come from? And why don’t they power themselves using gravity generators?)


Overall, technology in the book is much the same as in those old Murray Leinster stories that served as my inspiration.


The sun should appear small and dim in the asteroid belt, relative to its intensity when viewed from Earth, but there’s no mention of this. The air on the garbage world is conveniently breathable, but I find no explanation of where it comes from. Clearly the book fails almost every plausibility test, but plausibility was not high on my list of concerns when I wrote it.


The love interest is predictable, the adaptation of an off-worlder to a noxious environment is conveniently complete within three days, the triumph of the protagonist is predictable, and the ending, also, is predictable. This ending seems very similar to the ending of Less than Human, a book that I wrote more than 20 years later. I think by the time I wrote that, I had forgotten the ending of Garbage World, and thus fell victim to a weakness among writers. I repeated myself without realizing it.


The “muddy” terrain of the garbage asteroid is a gross-out joke that recurs maybe a few too many times. The asteroid is named Kopra, just in case anyone didn’t get it. Still, the book maintains some novelty by running variations on the scatological element, including rain that resembles urine and an excavation that vents a giant, shitty fart. Therefore I award some points for imagination and completism, but I’m not sure the off-world fear of dirt, and the polar-opposite Kopran love of filth, really make sense. And Captain Sterril needs a better name.


The conflict between a thin, nervous, pale, nerdy guy who enters a primitive, uncivilized subculture is almost identical to the setup in my serious novella “Lone Zone” and its prequel “The Failures.” I had a deep-rooted fear that semi-literate substance abusers who wallow in filth are somehow more powerful, more sexually potent, and more desirable than a diffident, civilized outsider. It took me years to get rid of this inferiority complex, and I never did lose my desire to live among socially unacceptable people. Even now, while I have many friends in the worlds of book publishing and computer technology, I enjoy hanging out with people who refer to themselves without shame as “rednecks.” I always want them to like me. I will never understand why.


Around the middle of Garbage World, when the characters venture out on a mission into their landscape of filth, the book becomes energized with a spark of picaresque life, and the scenery is treated with a hint of seriousness. It is almost Ballardian at times, as small human figures struggle through a radioactive jungle of mutant plants. I was, after all, reading The Crystal World at the time. But then the slapstick mood kicks back in, and we’re not supposed to think too seriously about anything. A more rigorous writer could have constructed an interestingly complicated ecology on a world that was one big garbage dump, but that would have taken longer than five weeks. This is a carnival ride, not a National Geographic documentary.


Perhaps I sound too negative as I reexamine the novel that I attempted when I was still developing my literary skills. Very well, let me finish by itemizing three very positive aspects.


First, I think the book is saved by its naive charm. You can feel the writer rooting for his bumbling characters as they overcome their problems. He cares.


Second, the affection for Campbellian science fiction adds to the charm. I think my genuine love for conventional storytelling should have been obvious, and I’ll never understand why many readers felt that I was sneering at the field. Perhaps the word “garbage” in the title suggested that I think science fiction is garbage. Perhaps people didn’t like my suggestion that collectors are anal-compulsive. Perhaps many people assumed that I must be hostile to science fiction because I was helping Michael Moorcock to produce the flagship magazine promoting the “new wave.”


Really, my loyalty to the Campbellian form has lasted for my entire life. This seems natural enough, as my father was an engineer and I retain an engineer’s love for the goal of technology-driven human transcendence.


The third element that I would defend in Garbage World is the novelty of its idea. Even now, so far as I can tell, everyone else has skipped over the embarrassing problem of human waste disposal in space (I don’t think the zero-gravity toilet in 2001: A Space Odyssey really counts, as we are never shown how it works). I tackled the issue head-on, with simple but infectious enthusiasm.


The book is thus a singularity, and reading it is one long conceptual surprise. For this reason alone, I think it has lasting value.


Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2017




CHAPTER ONE


First Contact


There was only one village on the whole asteroid, and it had no name. To the people living there, it was just The Village—a rough-and-ready collection of huts and houses half-sunken into the marshy ground.


The population was somewhere between two hundred and three hundred. No one knew, for sure. No one really cared.


When the thunder of retro-rockets sounded from the ship overhead, people came out of their homes into the muddy main street and stared upward, puzzled and confused.


One of them was Isaac Gaylord, a big, dirty man. He had followed in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, and was head man of the village.


At first he couldn’t believe a ship was coming down to land on Kopra. He scratched his head and stared up at the bright speck with its tail of fire.


But there was no doubt about it: Visitors were arriving. Gaylord turned and shambled as fast as he could up the stairs of the old control building that had once served the village’s small landing field. He rummaged around inside and picked up a tattered instruction manual. Dust billowed from the yellow pages as he thumbed through them.


He put the book on the grimy control panel and followed the instructions step by step, cutting the power that sustained a defense umbrella over the village. He considered contacting the visitors by radio. But by the time he’d discovered how to operate the old transmitting equipment, the ship would have landed. And he’d be seeing the off-worlders face to face, soon enough.
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