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Enter the SF Gateway …


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


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


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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.




INTRODUCTION


There have been plenty of stories about supermen but Olaf Stapledon’s superman story is unlike any other. It is, we might say, odd. Unlike other writers, Stapledon sees the idea that an individual might be born with more-than-human powers of mind and body not in terms of simple power fantasies, either power over regular humanity or the power to help regular humanity. For Stapledon, power is much odder than that. Indeed, the oddest thing about his John is not his strange physical appearance, his extraordinary mental powers, his precocity or inventiveness. The oddest thing about this superman novel is that it has remarkably little interest in ordinary mankind at all. Its attention is elsewhere.


That’s not entirely true, of course. In the early stages of the novel Stapledon can’t resist the opportunity to use his superboy satirically to critique the hypocrisies of the ordinary human society. John’s interview with the buffoonish millionaire ‘Mr Magnate’ is a case in point. It’s not that this scene lacks bite, or that it isn’t funny; but it’s hard to shake the sense that Stapledon’s heart isn’t really in this aspect of his project. The novel isn’t fundamentally interested in superhumanity as a lens through which to anatomise our world. Rather, Stapledon is genuinely – spiritually, we might say – fascinated by the concept of superhumanity itself.


It is this that sets the book apart from the clutch of specifically British ‘superman’ fictions written at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries; a body of writings to which Stapledon’s novel is indebted and which it is, simultaneously, critiquing. Indeed, Stapledon makes specific reference to one of these novels: J. D. Beresford’s The Hampdenshire Wonder (1911), a story about a child with superhuman intelligence and his struggle with the various hostilities of conventional humanity’s reactionary inertia. Beresford’s child, Victor Stott is physically unprepossessing but mentally so far in advance of ordinary humanity that he feels himself to be literally alienated (‘he was entirely alone,’ we are told, ‘among aliens who were unable to comprehend him, who could not flatter him, whose opinions were valueless to him’). The Hampdenshire Wonder ends tragically with Stott’s untimely death, although the novel is deliberately unclear as to whether this is the result of an accident, or more sinister forces at work. Stapledon, in an uncharacteristically bold piece of intertextuality, name-checks the book in the first chapter of his own novel – ‘Mr J. D. Beresford’s account of the unhappy Victor Stott’ – and Odd John maps out a rather similar, although expanded, narrative trajectory. But in fact Beresford’s novel was only one of a number of early 20th-century explorations of the theme of the coming of trans-humans.


To mention only a few of the more prominent examples: Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford collaborated on The Inheritors (1901) about a group of emotionally chilly homo superior, ‘the Fourth Dimension’, seeking to supplant ordinary humanity. The novel does not spell out the eventual result of the clash between the old and the new, but the reader is left in little doubt that the ‘fourth dimension’, personified in the figure of an irresistible beautiful and forceful woman, will triumph. George Bernard Shaw’s Back to Methuselah (these five linked plays were first performed in the UK in 1923) posits the spontaneous coming-into-being of a species of superhuman ‘ancients’, who first live amongst and eventually (the last play is set in the year 31,920) supplant ordinary humanity. Like Stapledon, Shaw imagines his homo superior characters as long-lived, and possessing a fundamentally spiritual connection with the cosmos we ordinary people lack. Indeed, in Shaw’s world an ordinary human can die, of ‘discouragement’, simply by looking into the eye of an ‘ancient’. But Shaw’s emphasis is on the limitations of his human characters, rather than the limitless possibilities of superhumanity.


The most direct conceptual source for this interest in homo superior is Nietzsche’s philosophy, and his hymn to the possibilities of superseding mundane humanity, Also Sprach Zarathustra (1883–85). Certainly, the first half of the twentieth-century marked the high-water-point of Nietzsche’s influence upon European and American culture; material and social ideas of ‘progress’ bled into metaphysical speculation, and many took the idea of Nietzsche’s Übermensch literally. Nietzsche’s actual idea is not so clumsily literal. The actual being-in-the-world of his superperson can only be gestured towards, not captured in prose – even in the experimental musical-poetic prose Nietzsche dreamt up for his project.


Stapledon writes much more straightforward and prosaically, but his book is just as insistent that its central theme is, in fact, inexpressible. Like the ‘superior’ music the supernormals enjoy, which sounds merely cacophonous to ordinary ears, the main chords of Odd John are – the central character repeatedly insists – simply beyond our mental capacities. One way the novel articulates this is through the metaphor of flight. We (John says) know less of his view of the universe ‘than an ostrich knows about the upper air.’ In a rather neatly-put phrase, John says that Man ‘is about as clever along his own line as the earliest birds were at flight. He’s a sort of archiopteryx of the spirit.’


This evolutionary theme is discretely, but unmissably, developed. Like Nietzsche, Stapledon sees the coming of a more advanced homo to be natural and inevitable. His John is freakish – odd – but not in the sense of being ontologically eccentric. Evolution works via mutation and freakishness after all; its currency is, in a precise sense, oddity. More to the point, the novel is centrally and perhaps paradoxically interested in the impossibility of its own representation. Odd John can gesture towards what its superman knows and perceives, but by definition that knowledge and perception is beyond our present-day capacity to embody it.


In various ways Stapledon illustrates that his supernormals live (in appropriately Nietzschean phrase) beyond good and evil. They use conventional morality only in order to fit in with ordinary human society. Otherwise they dispense with it; and they are prepared to do anything they judge reasonable – up to and including mass murder – if they deem it in their own interests. This is as true of sex as it is of violence: chapter 8, largely concerned with John’s sexual experimentation, ends with this striking paragraph:


At last John told me something which it is better not to report. I did, indeed, write a careful account of this most disturbing incident in his career; and I confess that at the time I was so deeply under the spell of his personality that I could not feel his behaviour to have been vile … Years later, when I innocently showed my manuscript to others of my species, they pointed out that to publish such a matter would be to shock many sensitive readers, and to incur the charge of sheer licentiousness.


‘I am,’ says the narrator, ‘a respectable member of the English middle class, and wish to remain so.’ I am too, as it happens; although I have fewer qualms about making explicit what the novel intimates (howsoever unmissably) here – that John has sex with his own mother. He needed ‘soothing’, we’re told; ‘delicate and intimate contact with a being whose sensibility and insight were not wholly incomparable with his own’. But he also needed to ‘assert his moral independence of homo sapiens’ by breaking ‘what was one of the most cherished of all the taboos of that species.’ At this point in the book we might wonder whether ‘Odd John’ isn’t short for ‘Oedipal John’.


That incest remains unspeakable when cold-blooded mass murder (for instance) doesn’t says something, perhaps, about the relative values of our society. That Stapledon’s narrator can’t even bring himself to use the i-word says more. And this foregrounding of the perspective through which John’s career is filtered is canny. It is one of the main themes of the work: a narrative that denies its own representational grounds. This is as true of the individual sentences out of which the story is made as it is of its larger philosophical meditations. I’m talking about the sometimes clangingly antiquated idiom of the book (all the ‘Stephen, old man, I’m sorry I made you lose your hair’; ‘I say, Fido old thing’ and ‘what stuff!’) will interfere with our ability to enter imaginatively into Stapledon’s vision. This is a book whose expressive idiom has dated, occasionally even comically so. But it seems to me that this is, as it were, factored into the limitations of the frame. It points up precisely the insufficiency of the mode of telling to the tale itself.


This in turn, I think, relates to the ending of the novel. I can discuss this without spoilers because Stapledon spells it out right at the beginning of the first chapter: John founds a colony of supernormals on an uncharted island in the Pacific, but the governments of the world discover it and, afraid of the potential of these young superbeings, or perhaps simply afraid of what they do not understand, destroy it. Nevertheless, this ending is, to use an appropriate word, odd. By this stage in their development the supernormals have conquered matter, time and space; they are telepathic, spiritually transcendent geniuses, capable of a whole range of what a later generation would call ‘Jedi mind tricks’, and able to fuse atoms and generate nuclear power by thought alone. They have already demonstrated themselves perfectly capable of killing any ordinary humans who interfere with their plans, and the book makes it plain that they would have, according to their own supernormal morality, no qualms at perpetrating specicide upon the whole of humanity. Why, then, do they permit first lone ships and then human flotillas to bother them; and why do they explode their own settlement rather than fight off the invaders? John says something about how resistance ‘would bring the whole force of the inferior species against us, and there would be no peace till we had conquered the world.’ But impatience seems a strange trait in a near-immortal race of superbeings; one nowhere else exhibited by the characters of the novel. More to the point, there is never any doubt that John and his people would defeat homo sapiens, if it came to a fight. Nor do the supernormals ever doubt that their own extinction at the hands of ordinary humankind will follow (since they can see the future, this should not surprise us). The shift from ruthless extermination of humans to a quasi-Gandhi passive resistance even unto death reads very oddly indeed.


But perhaps this is precisely the point. The last weeks of the colony see them hurrying to complete their ‘real work’, an unspecified ‘spiritual’ task. The implication, surely, is that the apparent course of the novel is actually a kind of obfuscation, a final cashing-in of the text’s inability to provide insight into the lives of the supernormals. According to the mundane narrative they all die, and the novel gives us no reason to suspect that anything else happens. But if we read with enough sensitivity to the way the novel repeatedly separates out what middle-class English words can say about the supernormals and what they actually do and are, we may glimpse, out of the corner of the mind’s eye, a very different conclusion: an ending in which the supernormals do not die, but rather translate themselves beyond the limitations of matter, and the threat of homo sapiens, forever. I prefer that reading. It is more open-ended, more satisfying, but above all it is odder.


Adam Roberts




I


John and the Author


When I told John that I intended to write his biography, he laughed. ‘My dear man!’ he said, ‘But of course it was inevitable.’ The word ‘man’ on John’s lips was often equivalent to ‘fool’.


‘Well,’ I protested, ‘a cat may look at a king.’


He replied, ‘Yes, but can it really see the king? Can you, puss, really see me?’


This from a queer child to a full-grown man.


John was right. Though I had known him since he was a baby, and was in a sense intimate with him, I knew almost nothing of the inner, the real John. To this day I know little but the amazing facts of his career. I know that he never walked till he was six, that before he was ten he committed several burglaries and killed a policeman, that at eighteen, when he still looked a young boy, he founded his preposterous colony in the South Seas, and that at twenty-three, in appearance but little altered, he outwitted the six warships that six Great Powers had sent to seize him. I know also how John and all his followers died.


Such facts I know; and even at the risk of destruction by one or other of the six Great Powers, I shall tell the world all that I can remember.


Something else I know, which will be very difficult to explain. In a confused way I know why he founded his colony. I know too that although he gave his whole energy to this task, he never seriously expected to succeed. He was convinced that sooner or later the world would find him out and destroy his work. ‘Our chance,’ he once said, ‘is not as much as one in a million.’ And then he laughed.


John’s laugh was strangely disturbing. It was a low, rapid, crisp chuckle. It reminded me of that whispered crackling prelude which sometimes precedes a really great crash of thunder. But no thunder followed it, only a moment’s silence; and for his hearers an odd tingling of the scalp.


I believe that this inhuman, this ruthless but never malicious laugh of John’s contained the key to all that baffles me in his character. Again and again I asked myself why he laughed just then, what precisely was he laughing at, what did his laughter really mean, was that strange noise really laughter at all, or some emotional reaction incomprehensible to my kind? Why, for instance, did the infant John laugh through his tears when he had upset a kettle and was badly scalded? I was not present at his death, but I feel sure that, when his end came, his last breath spent itself in zestful laughter. Why?


In failing to answer these questions, I fail to understand the essential John. His laughter, I am convinced, sprang from some aspect of his experience entirely beyond my vision. I am therefore, of course as John affirmed, a very incompetent biographer. But if I keep silence, the facts of his unique career will be lost for ever. In spite of my incompetence, I must record all that I can, in the hope that, if these pages fall into the hands of some being of John’s own stature, he may imaginatively see through them to the strange but glorious spirit of John himself.


That others of his kind, or approximately of his kind, are now alive, and that yet others will appear, is at least probable. But as John himself discovered, the great majority of these very rare supernormals, whom John sometimes called ‘wide-awakes’, are either so delicate physically or so unbalanced mentally that they leave no considerable mark on the world. How pathetically one-sided the supernormal development may be is revealed in Mr J. D. Beresford’s account of the unhappy Victor Stott. I hope that the following brief record will at least suggest a mind at once more strikingly ‘superhuman’ and more broadly human.


That the reader may look for something more than an intellectual prodigy I will here at the outset try to give an impression of John’s appearance in his twenty-third and last summer.


He was indeed far more like a boy than a man, though in some moods his youthful face would assume a curious experienced and even patriarchal expression. Slender, long limbed, and with that unfinished coltish look characteristic of puberty, he had also a curiously finished grace all his own. Indeed to those who had come to know him he seemed a creature of ever-novel beauty. But strangers were often revolted by his uncouth proportions. They called him spiderish. His body, they complained, was so insignificant, his legs and arms so long and lithe, his head all eye and brow.


Now that I have set down these characters I cannot conceive how they might make for beauty. But in John they did, at least for those of us who could look at him without preconceptions derived from Greek gods, or film stars. With characteristic lack of false modesty, John once said to me, ‘My looks are a rough test of people. If they don’t begin to see me beautiful when they have had a chance to learn, I know they’re dead inside, and dangerous.’


But let me complete the description. Like his fellow-colonists, John mostly went naked. His maleness, thus revealed, was immature in spite of his twenty-three years. His skin, burnt by the Polynesian sun, was of a grey, almost a green, brown, warming to a ruddier tint in the cheeks. His hands were extremely large and sinewy. Somehow they seemed more mature than the rest of his body. ‘Spiderish’ seemed appropriate in this connection also. His head was certainly large but not out of proportion to his long limbs. Evidently the unique development of his brain depended more on manifold convolutions than on sheer bulk. All the same his was a much larger head than it looked, for its visible bulk was scarcely at all occupied by the hair, which was but a close skull-cap, a mere superficies of negroid but almost white wool. His nose was small but broad, rather Mongolian perhaps. His lips, large but definite, were always active. They expressed a kind of running commentary on his thoughts and feelings. Yet many a time I have seen those lips harden into granitic stubbornness. John’s eyes were indeed, according to ordinary standards, much too big for his face, which acquired thus a strangely cat-like or falcon-like expression. This was emphasized by the low and level eyebrows, but often completely abolished by a thoroughly boyish and even mischievous smile. The whites of John’s eyes were almost invisible. The pupils were immense. The oddly green irises were as a rule mere filaments. But in tropical sunshine the pupils narrowed to mere pin-pricks. Altogether, his eyes were the most obviously ‘queer’ part of him. His glance, however, had none of that weirdly compelling power recorded in the case of Victor Stott. Or rather, to feel their magic, one needed to have already learnt something of the formidable spirit that used them.




II


The First Phase


John’s father, Thomas Wainwright, had reason to believe that Spaniards and Moroccans had long ago contributed to his making. There was indeed something of the Latin, even perhaps of the Arab, in his nature. Everyone admitted that he had a certain brilliance; but he was odd, and was generally regarded as a failure. A medical practice in a North-country suburb gave little scope for his powers, and many opportunities of rubbing people up the wrong way. Several remarkable cures stood to his credit; but he had no bedside manner, and his patients never accorded him the trust which is so necessary for a doctor’s success.


His wife was no less a mongrel than her husband, but one of a very different kind. She was of Swedish extraction. Finns and Lapps were also among her ancestors. Scandinavian in appearance, she was a great sluggish blonde, who even as a matron dazzled the young male eye. It was originally through her attraction that I became the youthful friend of her husband, and later the slave of her more than brilliant son. Some said she was ‘just a magnificent female animal’, and so dull as to be subnormal. Certainly conversation with her was sometimes almost as one-sided as conversation with a cow. Yet she was no fool. Her house was always in good order, though she seemed to spend no thought upon it. With the same absent-minded skill she managed her rather difficult husband. He called her ‘Pax’. ‘So peaceful,’ he would explain. Curiously her children also adopted this name for her. Their father they called invariably ‘Doc’. The two elder, girl and boy, affected to smile at their mother’s ignorance of the world; but they counted on her advice. John, the youngest by four years, once said something which suggested that we had all misjudged her. Some one had remarked on her extraordinary dumbness. Out flashed John’s disconcerting laugh, and then, ‘No one notices the things that interest Pax, and so she just doesn’t talk.’


John’s birth had put the great maternal animal to a severe strain. She carried her burden for eleven months, till the doctors decided that at all costs she must be relieved. Yet when the baby was at last brought to light, it had the grotesque appearance of a seven-month foetus. Only with great difficulty was it kept alive in an incubator. Not till a year after the forced birth was this artificial womb deemed no longer necessary.


I saw John frequently during his first year, for between me and the father, though he was many years my senior, there had by now grown up a curious intimacy based on common intellectual interests, and perhaps partly on a common admiration for Pax.


I can remember my shock of disgust when I first saw the thing they had called John. It seemed impossible that such an inert and pulpy bit of flesh could ever develop into a human being. It was like some obscene fruit, more vegetable than animal, save for an occasional incongruous spasm of activity.


When John was a year old, however, he looked almost like a normal new-born infant, save that his eyes were shut. At eighteen months he opened them; and it was as though a sleeping city had suddenly leapt into life. Formidable eyes they were for a baby, eyes seen under a magnifying glass, each great pupil like the mouth of a cave, the iris a mere rim, an edging of bright emerald. Strange how two black holes can gleam with life! It was shortly after his eyes had opened that Pax began to call her strange son ‘Odd John’. She gave the words a particular and subtle intonation which, though it scarcely varied, seemed to express sometimes merely affectionate apology for the creature’s oddity, but sometimes defiance, and sometimes triumph, and occasionally awe. The adjective stuck to John throughout his life.


Henceforth John was definitely a person and a very wide-awake person, too. Week by week he became more and more active and more and more interested. He was for ever busy with eyes and ears and limbs.


During the next two years John’s body developed precariously, but without disaster. There were always difficulties over feeding, but when he had reached the age of three he was a tolerably healthy child, though odd, and in appearance extremely backward. This backwardness distressed Thomas. Pax, however, insisted that most babies grew too fast. ‘They don’t give their minds a chance to knit themselves properly,’ she declared. The unhappy father shook his head.


When John was in his fifth year I used to see him nearly every morning as I passed the Wainwrights’ house on my way to the railway station. He would be in his pram in the garden rioting with limbs and voice. The din, I thought, had an odd quality. It differed indescribably from the vocalization of any ordinary baby, as the call of one kind of monkey differs from that of another species. It was a rich and subtle shindy, full of quaint modulations and variations. One could scarcely believe that this was a backward child of four. Both behaviour and appearance suggested an extremely bright six-month infant. He was too wide awake to be backward, too backward to be four. It was not only that those prodigious eyes were so alert and penetrating. Even his clumsy efforts to manipulate his toys seemed purposeful beyond his years. Though he could not manage his fingers at all well, his mind seemed to be already setting them very definite and intelligent tasks. Their failure distressed him.


John was certainly intelligent. We were all now agreed on that point. Yet he showed no sign of crawling, and no sign of talking. Then suddenly, long before he had attempted to move about in his world, he became articulate. On a certain Tuesday he was merely babbling as usual. On Wednesday he was exceptionally quiet, and seemed for the first time to understand something of his mother’s baby-talk. On Thursday morning he startled the family by remarking very slowly but very correctly, ‘I – want – milk’. That afternoon he said to a visitor who no longer interested him. ‘Go – away. I – do – not – like – you – much.’


These linguistic achievements were obviously of quite a different type from the first remarks of ordinary children.


Friday and Saturday John spent in careful conversation with his delighted relatives. By the following Tuesday, a week after his first attempt, he was a better linguist than his seven-year-old brother, and speech had already begun to lose its novelty for him. It had ceased to be a new art, and had become merely a useful means of communication, to be extended and refined only as new spheres of experience came within his ken and demanded expression.


Now that John could talk, his parents learned one or two surprising facts about him. For instance, he could remember his birth. And immediately after that painful crisis, when he had been severed from his mother, he actually had to learn to breathe. Before any breathing reflex awoke, he had been kept alive by artificial respiration, and from this experience he had discovered how to control his lungs. With a prolonged and desperate effort of will he had, so to speak, cranked the engine, until at last it ‘fired’ and acted spontaneously. His heart also, it appeared, was largely under voluntary control. Certainly early ‘cardiac troubles’, very alarming to his parents, had in fact been voluntary interferences of a too daring nature. His emotional reflexes also were far more under control than in the rest of us. Thus if, in some anger-provoking situation, he did not wish to feel angry, he could easily inhibit the anger reflexes. And if anger seemed desirable he could produce it. He was indeed ‘Odd John’.


About nine months after John had learnt to speak, someone gave him a child’s abacus. For the rest of that day there was no talking, no hilarity; and meals were dismissed with impatience. John had suddenly discovered the intricate delights of numbers. Hour after hour he performed all manner of operations on the new toy. Then suddenly he flung it away and lay back staring at the ceiling.


His mother thought he was tired. She spoke to him. He took no notice. She gently shook his arm. No response. ‘John!’ she cried in some alarm, and shook more violently. ‘Shut up, Pax,’ he said, ‘I’m busy with numbers.’


Then, after a pause, ‘Pax, what do you call the numbers after twelve?’ She counted up to twenty, then up to thirty. ‘You’re as stupid as that toy, Pax.’ When she asked why, he found he had not words to explain himself; but after be had indicated various operations on the abacus, and she had told him the names of them, he said slowly and triumphantly, ‘You’re stupid, Pax, dear, because you (and the toy there) “count” in tens and not in twelves. And that’s stupid because twelves have “fourths” and “threeths”, I mean “thirds”, and tens have not.’ When she explained that all men counted in tens because when counting began, they used their five fingers, he looked fixedly at her, then laughed his crackling, crowing laugh. Presently he said, ‘Then all men are stupid.’


This, I think, was John’s first realization of the stupidity of Homo sapiens, but not the last.


Thomas was jubilant over John’s mathematical shrewdness, and wanted to report his case to the British Psychological Society. But Pax showed an unexpected determination to ‘keep it all dark for the present’. ‘He shall not be experimented on,’ she insisted. ‘They’d probably hurt him. And anyhow they’d make a silly fuss.’ Thomas and I laughed at her fears, but she won the battle.


John was now nearly five, but still in appearance a mere baby. He could not walk. He could not, or would not, crawl. His legs were still those of an infant. Moreover, his walking was probably seriously delayed by mathematics, for during the next few months he could not be persuaded to give his attention to anything but numbers and the properties of space. He would lie in his pram in the garden by the hour doing ‘mental arithmetic’ and ‘mental geometry’, never moving a muscle, never making a sound. This was most unhealthy for a growing child, and he began to ail. Yet nothing would induce him to live a more normal and active life.


Visitors often refused to believe that he was mentally active out there for all those hours. He looked pale and ‘absent’. They privately thought he was in a state of coma, and developing as an imbecile. But occasionally he would volunteer a few words which would confound them.


John’s attack upon geometry began with an interest in his brother’s box of bricks and in a diaper wallpaper. Then came a phase of cutting up cheese and soap into slabs, cubes, cones, and even into spheres and ovoids. At first John was extremely clumsy with a knife, cutting his fingers and greatly distressing his mother. But in a few days he had become amazingly dextrous. As usual, though he was backward in taking up a new activity, once he had set his mind to it, his progress was fantastically rapid. His next stage was to make use of his sister’s school-set of geometrical instruments. For a week he was enraptured, covering innumerable sheets.


Then suddenly he refused to take any further interest in visual geometry. He preferred to lie back and meditate. One morning he was troubled by some question which he could not formulate. Pax could make nothing of his efforts, but later his father helped him to extend his vocabulary enough to ask, ‘Why are there only three dimensions? When I grow up shall I find more?’


Some weeks later came a much more startling question. ‘If you went in a straight line, on and on and on, how far would you have to go to get right back here?’


We laughed, and Pax exclaimed, ‘Odd John!’ This was early in 1915. Then Thomas remembered some talk about a ‘theory of relativity’ that was upsetting all the old ideas of geometry. In time he became so impressed by this odd question of John’s, and others like it, that he insisted on bringing a mathematician from the university to talk to the child.


Pax protested, but not even she guessed that the result would be disastrous.


The visitor was at first patronizing, then enthusiastic, then bewildered; then, with obvious relief, patronizing again; then badly flustered. When Pax tactfully persuaded him to go (for the child’s sake, of course), he asked if he might come again, with a colleague.


A few days later the two of them turned up and remained in conference with the baby for hours. Thomas was unfortunately going the round of his patients. Pax sat beside John’s high chair, silently knitting, and occasionally trying to help her child to express himself. But the conversation was far beyond her depth. During a pause for a cup of tea, one of the visitors said, ‘It’s the child’s imaginative power that is so amazing. He knows none of the jargon and none of the history, but he has seen it all already for himself. It’s incredible, he seems to visualize what can’t be visualized.’


Later in the afternoon, so Pax reported, the visitors began to grow rather agitated, and even angry; and John’s irritatingly quiet laugh seemed to make matters worse. When at last she insisted on putting a stop to the discussion, as it was John’s bedtime, she noticed that both the guests were definitely ‘out of control’. ‘There was a wild look about them both,’ she said, ‘and when I shooed them out of the garden they were still wrangling; and they never said goodbye.’


But it was a shock to learn, a few days later, that two mathematicians on the university staff had been found sitting under a street lamp together at 2 am drawing diagrams on the pavement and disputing about ‘the curvature of space’.


Thomas regarded his youngest child simply as an exceptionally striking case of the ‘infant prodigy’. His favourite comment was, ‘Of course, it will all fizzle out when he gets older.’ But Pax would say, ‘I wonder.’


John worried mathematics for another month, then suddenly put it all behind him. When father asked him why he had given it up, he said, ‘There’s not much in number really. Of course, it’s marvellously pretty, but when you’ve done it all – well, that’s that. I’ve finished number. I know all there is in that game. I want another. You can’t suck the same piece of sugar for ever.’


During the next twelve months John gave his parents no further surprises. It is true he learned to read and write, and took no more than a week to outstrip his brother and sister. But after his mathematical triumphs this was only a modest achievement. The surprising thing was that the will to read should have developed so late. Pax often read aloud to him out of books belonging to the elder children, and apparently he did not see why she should be relieved of this duty.


But there came a time when Anne, his sister, was ill, and his mother was too occupied to read to him. One day he clamoured for her to start a new book, but she would not. ‘Well, show me how to read before you go,’ he demanded. She smiled, and said, ‘It’s a long job. When Anne’s better I’ll show you.’


In a few days she began the task, in the orthodox manner. But John had no patience with the orthodox manner. He invented a method of his own. He made Pax read aloud to him and pass her finger along the line as she read, so that he could follow, word by word. Pax could not help laughing at the barbarousness of this method, but with John it worked. He simply remembered the ‘look’ of every ‘noise’ that she made, for his power of retention seemed to be infallible. Presently, without stopping her, he began analysing out the sounds of the different letters, and was soon cursing the illogicality of English spelling. By the end of the lesson John could read, though of course his vocabulary was limited. During the following week he devoured all the children’s books in the house, and even a few ‘grown-up’ books. These, of course, meant almost nothing to him, even though the words were mostly familiar. He soon gave them up in disgust. One day he picked up his sister’s school geometry, but tossed it aside in five minutes with the remark, ‘Baby book!’


Henceforth John was able to read anything that interested him; but he showed no sign of becoming a book-worm. Reading was an occupation fit only for times of inaction, when his overtaxed hands demanded repose. For he had now entered a phase of almost passionate manual constructiveness, and was making all manner of ingenious models out of cardboard, wire, wood, plasticine, and any other material that came to hand. Drawing, also, occupied much of his time.




III


Enfant Terrible


At last, at the age of six, John turned his attention to locomotion. In this art he had hitherto been even more backward than the appearance of his body seemed to warrant. Intellectual and constructive interests had led to the neglect of all else.


But now at last he discovered the need of independent travel, and also the fascination of conquering the new art. As usual, his method of learning was original and his progress rapid. He never crawled. He began by standing upright with his hands on a chair, balancing alternately on each foot. An hour of this exhausted him, and for the first time in his life he seemed utterly disheartened. He who had treated mathematicians as dull-witted children now conceived a new and wistful respect for his ten-year-old brother, the most active member of the family. For a week he persistently and reverently watched Tommy walking, running, ‘ragging’ with his sister. Every moment was noted by the anxious John. He also assiduously practised balancing, and even took a few steps, holding his mother’s hand.


By the end of the week, however, he had a sort of nervous breakdown, and for days afterwards he never set foot to ground. With an evident sense of defeat, he reverted to reading, even to mathematics.


When he was sufficiently recovered to take the floor again, he walked unaided right across the room, and burst into hysterical tears of joy – a most un-John-like proceeding. The art was now conquered. It was only necessary to strengthen his muscles by exercise.


But John was not content with mere walking. He had conceived a new aim in life; and with characteristic resolution he set himself to achieve it.


At first he was greatly hampered by his undeveloped body. His legs were still almost foetal, so short and curved they were. But under the influence of constant use, and (seemingly) of his indomitable will, they soon began to grow straight and long and strong. At seven he could run like a rabbit and climb like a cat. In general build he now looked about four; but something wiry and muscular about him suggested an urchin of eight or nine. And though his face was infantile in shape, its expression was sometimes almost that of a man of forty. But the huge eyes and close white wool gave him an ageless, almost an inhuman look.


He had now achieved a very striking control of his muscles. There was no more learning of skilled movements. His limbs, nay the individual muscles themselves, did precisely as he willed. This was shown unmistakably when, in the second month after his first attempt to walk, he learned to swim. He stood in the water for a while watching his sister’s well-practised strokes, then lifted his feet from the bottom and did likewise.


For many months John’s whole energy was given to emulating the other children in various kinds of physical prowess; and in imposing his will upon them. They were at first delighted with his efforts. All except Tommy, who already realized that he was being outclassed by his kid brother. The older children of the street were more generous, because they were at first less affected by John’s successes. But increasingly John put them all in the shade.


It was of course John, looking no more than a rather lanky four-year-old, who, when a precious ball had lodged in one of the roof-gutters, climbed a drain-pipe, crawled along the gutter, threw down the ball; and then for the sheer joy clambered up a channel between two slopes of tiles, and sat astraddle on the crest of the roof. Pax was in town, shopping. The neighbours were of course terrified for the child’s life. Then John, foreseeing amusement, simulated panic and inability to move. Apparently he had quite lost his head. He clung trembling to the tiles. He whimpered abjectly. Tears trickled down his cheeks. A local building contractor was hurriedly called up on the phone. He sent men and ladders. When the rescuer appeared on the roof, John ‘pulled snooks’ at him, and scuttled for his drain-pipe, down which he descended like a monkey, before the eyes of an amazed and outraged crowd.


When Thomas learned of this escapade, he was both horrified and delighted. ‘The prodigy,’ he said, ‘has advanced from mathematics to acrobatics.’ But Pax said only, ‘I wish he wouldn’t draw attention to himself.’


John’s devouring passion was now personal prowess and dominance. The unfortunate Tommy, formerly a masterful little devil, was eclipsed and sick at heart. But his sister Anne adored the brilliant John, and was his slave. Hers was an arduous life. I can sympathize with her very keenly, for at a much later stage I was to occupy her post.


John was now either the hero or the loathed enemy of every child in the neighbourhood. At first he had no intuition of the effect his acts would have on others, and was regarded by most as a ‘beastly cocky little freak’. The trouble was simply that he always knew when others did not, and nearly always could when others could not. Strangely he showed no sign of arrogance; but also he made no effort to assume false modesty.


One example, which marked the turning-point in his policy towards his fellows, will show his initial weakness in this respect, and his incredible suppleness of mind.


The big schoolboy neighbour, Stephen, was in the next garden struggling with a dismembered and rather complicated lawn-mower. John climbed the fence, and watched for a few minutes in silence. Presently he laughed. Stephen took no notice. Then John bent down, snatched a cog-wheel from the lad’s hands, put it in place, assembled the other parts, turned a nut here and a grub-screw there, and the job was finished. Stephen meanwhile stood in sheepish confusion. John moved toward the fence saying, ‘Sorry you’re no good at that sort of thing, but I’ll always help when I’m free.’ To his immense surprise, the other flew at him, knocked him down twice, then pitched him over the fence. John, seated on the grass rubbing various parts of his body, must surely have felt at least a spasm of anger, but curiosity triumphed over rage, and he inquired almost amiably, ‘Why did you want to do that?’ But Stephen left the garden without answering.


John sat meditating. Then he heard his father’s voice indoors, and rushed to find him. ‘Hi! Doc!’ he cried, ‘if there was a patient you couldn’t cure, and one day someone else came and cured him, what would you do?’ Thomas, busy with other matters, replied carelessly, ‘Dunno! Probably knock him down for interfering.’ John gasped, ‘Now just why? Surely that would be very stupid.’ His father, still preoccupied, answered, ‘I suppose so, but one isn’t always sensible. It depends how the other fellow behaved. If he made me feel a fool, I’m sure I’d want to knock him down.’ John gazed at his father for some time, then said, ‘I see!’


‘Doc!’ he suddenly began again, ‘I must get strong, as strong as Stephen. If I read all those books’ (glancing at the medical tomes), ‘shall I learn how to get frightfully strong?’ The father laughed. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he said.


Two ambitions now dominated John’s behaviour for six months, namely to become an invincible fighter, and to understand his fellow human-beings.


The latter was for John the easier task. He set about studying our conduct and our motives, partly by questioning us, partly by observation. He soon discovered two important facts, first that we were often suprisingly ignorant of our own motives, and second that in many respects he differed from the rest of us. In later years he himself told me that this was the time when he first began to realize his uniqueness.


Need I say that within a fortnight, John was apparently a changed character? He had assumed with perfect accuracy that veneer of modesty and generosity which is so characteristic of the English.


In spite of his youth and his even more youthful appearance John now became the unwilling and unassuming leader in many an escapade. The cry was always, ‘John will know what to do,’ or ‘Fetch that little devil John, he’s a marvel at this kind of job.’ In the desultory warfare which was carried on with the children of the Council School (they passed the end of the street four times a day), it was John who planned ambushes; and John who could turn defeat into victory by the miraculous fury of an unexpected onslaught. He was indeed an infant Jove, equipped with thunderbolts instead of fists.


These battles were partly a repercussion of a greater war in Europe, but also, I believe, they were deliberately fostered by John for his own ends. They gave him opportunities both for physical prowess and for a kind of unacknowledged leadership.


No wonder the children of the neighbourhood told one another, ‘John’s a great little sport now,’ while their mothers, impressed more by his manners than his military genius, said to one another, ‘John’s a dear these days. He’s lost all his horrid freakishness and conceit.’


Even Stephen was praiseful. He told his mother, ‘That kid’s all right really. The hiding did him good. He has apologized about the mower, and hoped he hadn’t jiggered it up.’


But fate had a surprise in store for Stephen.


In spite of his father’s discouragement, John had been spending odd moments among the medical and physiological books. The anatomical drawings interested him greatly, and to understand them properly, he had to read. His vocabulary was of course very inadequate, so he proceeded in the manner of Victor Stott, and read through from cover to cover, first a large English dictionary, then a dictionary of physiological terms. Very soon he became so fluent that he had only to run his eye rapidly down the middle of a printed page to be able to understand it and retain it indefinitely.
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