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      On 8 September 1966 a new weekly drama series made its first appearance on American network television. ‘Space, the final frontier,’ the voiceover intoned, as a curiously shaped vessel whooshed past. ‘These are the voyages of the starship Enterprise. Its five-year mission: to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new life and new civilizations, to boldly go where no man has gone before!’ And the theme tune, even then sounding a little creaky and old-fashioned, roared in.

      We can only imagine what it must have been like to watch this for the first time and think, ‘Oh, this might be quite fun.’ What is a ‘trek’ exactly? Is the guy in the mustard shirt the captain? And how about the one with the ears? Can’t he get a better haircut than that?

      Those first viewers, if they didn’t flip channels to watch something else, will have discovered a world, or maybe universe, that had already been imagined in some detail. Transporters, shuttlecraft, phasers on stun, warp engines, dilithium crystals: they are all there right from the beginning. In other, equally important ways, though, the Star Trek universe resembles our own. The captain is a young man, good-looking, charismatic, clever, a strong leader. His second-in-command, the man with the ears, is even cleverer. The ship’s doctor is a crusty old everyman, a sawbones. The engineer is Scottish. All the women wear terrifyingly short skirts. It’s the 1960s, four hundred years on.

      That first episode, ‘The Man Trap’, wasn’t the best or most distinctive episode with which to start. It was the tenth to have been made, but it had a monster in it, and NBC wanted to start with a monster. Other science-fiction shows had monsters. Viewers liked monsters. Network executives liked monsters. Everyone knew where they were with them.

      Science-fiction television was not an advanced form in 1966. Lost in Space, considered a kids’ show in the UK (because essentially it was), was as SF as you could get on US primetime. ‘Danger, Will Robinson!’ said the robot. ‘The pain! The pain!’ said Dr Zachary Smith. And having landed on a new planet, which looked exactly like last week’s planet, the extraordinarily dull Robinson family would immediately be threatened by the latest monster – or as we thought of him, the man in the monster suit.

      (Irwin Allen, creator of this show, had a profitable line in SF concepts that never progressed, ever, by a single nanometre. Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea found what at the bottom of the sea? Monsters usually. In Land of the Giants, an Earth spaceship landed on a mysterious planet where everybody they encountered was twelve times larger than they were, but still spoke English in an American accent. The crew spent two years and fifty-one episodes avoiding giant beetles.)

      Star Trek was designed to be better than this. With its sucker-thumbed shape-changing salt vampire, ‘The Man Trap’ was atypical, and you get the feeling that NBC never forgave or forgot. The three-year history of the series would be one of constant battles with an unsympathetic network, which never began to work out what it had within its grasp. NBC drifted out of the picture in 1969 when it cancelled the show, but Star Trek is still with us, fifty years later. To be celebrating its half-century, possibly with a glass of Romulan ale, seems bizarre. TV shows come and go, and the vast majority of them stay gone. But Star Trek has come and gone and come and gone, and it’s here once again in the form of J. J. Abrams’s rebooted film series. One day, I’m sure, it really will all be over, but we may all be dead by then.

      I myself came to Star Trek both early and late. I saw the first episode to be shown on British television – ‘The Man Trap’ again – and was instantly entranced. This was in September 1969, and I was nine years old. I wasn’t to know that, although I was an early adopter in the UK, the series had already run its course in the US and been cancelled. A new generation of British fans was being nurtured as their American equivalents were writing furious letters to the network and tuning tearfully into the syndicated reruns on local TV stations. But the effect, if delayed, was much the same. At my school it rapidly became clear that you were either a Star Trek fan or a Doctor Who fan – a Trekkie or a Whovian, as we might now say in moments of weakness. I was always a Trekkie. I watched Doctor Who with pleasure, and I still do, but such loyalties are imprinted young, and they neither fade nor falter.

      A quick word on terms here. The word ‘Trekkie’ has long carried a slight tone of flippancy or even disparagement, possibly from the days when to be a signed-up fan of anything was to cash in all your remaining dignity chips and settle for a life of chronic uncoolness. To be a Trekkie was to contemplate buying Star Trek uniforms and wearing them in the privacy of your own home. I never went that far, although I did buy James Blish’s novelisations and read and reread them while waiting for the episodes to be shown again. When I played Star Trek games with my friends, I always wanted to be Captain Kirk and was very disappointed if I ended up being Mr Sulu.*

      Sometime in the 1970s, though, Trekkies became tired of people laughing at them and decided that henceforth they wished to be known as Trekkers. I always thought this was a bad move. The implication was that Trekkies were sad and lonely individuals with no lives, while Trekkers were more outgoing, culturally inclusive types with good jobs and attractive girl/boyfriends, but I’m not sure anyone was fooled. Indeed, it seemed to me that saying, ‘I’m a Trekker, I’m not a Trekkie’ was far more tragic and desperate than actually being a Trekker or a Trekkie. Who cares what anyone else thinks? It’s a great series and I have never seen any problem in acknowledging my love of it. To come out of the Trekkie closet, you need to have been in it in the first place.

      That said, this book isn’t really aimed at the deranged Trek fan, whether Trekkie, Trekker or some other subgroup I haven’t identified. There are already hundreds of books geared towards the specialist market, from detailed histories and photographic records, to fascinating monographs on the science or design of the show, to autobiographies of the participants and, in greatest profusion of all, spin-off novels, of which there are so many you wouldn’t know where to start. What I haven’t seen is a book aimed at the general reader, at the person who has grown up with Star Trek and watched it with enthusiasm, but has never felt the pressing need to wear a prosthetic Klingon forehead over their real head. This is that book.

      So why Star Trek exactly? It’s a question often asked by those who don’t get the show, and answered, sometimes with difficulty, by those who do. Failure, in a TV show or anything, is often too easy to diagnose and deconstruct. Success can be slightly more elusive. But taking it from the start, I think there are three significant factors.

      The first was the show’s palpable seriousness. Gene Roddenberry, Star Trek’s mercurial creator, pitched his series to NBC as ‘Wagon Train to the stars’, which promised simple, solid action-adventure with an outer-space setting. But he had a higher intent. Star Trek was conceived from the beginning as a vehicle for serious dramatic themes, artfully concealed behind standard action-adventure conventions. Roddenberry’s first pilot for the show, ‘The Cage’, was thoughtful, talky and a little slow. NBC said no and asked for a bit more fighting. Roddenberry learned quickly to moderate his preachy tendencies and throw in a few space battles, but the show’s underlying seriousness was never diluted. When he unveiled the second pilot at an SF convention in early September 1966, an audience of three thousand SF aficionados (including Isaac Asimov) applauded wildly, and asked to see more.

      The second factor was the characters. As we shall see, the grand trinity of Kirk, Spock and McCoy took a pilot or two to come together, but once they did, their chemistry was so strong you felt they had been doing this for years. Season one of Star Trek finds its feet astonishingly quickly – you might say miraculously so. From nothing to ‘The City on the Edge of Forever’ in less than a year is some going. It was the strength of the characters, and the absolute suitability of the actors who played them, that made this possible.

      Finally, and crucially, the show’s optimism. Science fiction is a miserable old genre. Almost all of it is telling us how appalling the future is going to be. Its raw material is how appalling the present is: it then stretches and twists it and extrapolates from it, and the result can usually bring the most cheerful soul to the edge of breakdown. The great science-fiction films of the 1950s were almost all warnings of incipient catastrophe. The only previous American SF TV series of note, The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits, were not so much pessimistic as nihilistic, if often playfully so. Star Trek, by contrast, really did boldly go where no man had gone before. It posited a future where, broadly, things worked. Our world had found peace, money had been abolished, poverty had disappeared, humanity had finally become civilised. Now we were venturing into deep space on a mission of peace and exploration, not to conquer but out of sheer curiosity. And every problem we encountered, we felt we had a chance of solving, mostly in less than fifty minutes of screen time. My God, even religion had been abandoned.

      The late 1960s were turbulent times, and Star Trek’s optimism, if they noticed it at all, might well have suited the NBC executives’ innate conservatism and cautiousness. Anything with a more obvious countercultural message would not have crept under their radar. Instead, Star Trek carried all sorts of unobvious countercultural messages, which its audience delighted in. Its bridge crew included a black woman in a position of responsibility. In season two a young Russian ensign was introduced with a slightly unexpected Beatles haircut. In the future, we understood, clever and well-intentioned people would prevail. Those of us growing up who happened to consider ourselves clever and well-intentioned found this very much to our taste.

      And what I think has enabled Star Trek to keep going is that there has never been anything else quite like it. One or two other shows have briefly taken up the baton, but remarkably few have been directly inspired by this most apparently fertile of formats. Maybe Roddenberry’s vision was so particular that other producers did not even try to duplicate it. Later Star Trek producers knew not to mess too much with it. Like a Borg cube, it appears to be resistant to all forms of attack.

      This book, then, is a celebration of a very singular TV show, for all its many and varied incarnations. That’s not to say that it’s moist-eyed with uncritical adoration, for that which we love can also drive us mad with rage and disappointment. Is there in truth no beauty? as one episode title asks. For the world is hollow and I have touched the sky, says another. This was at a point in the series when the episode titles were more enjoyable than anything you might see in the actual show.

      Story, of course, is everything. Star Trek had some of the best stories you could see on TV, but its own story is, in some ways, even better. Cancelled after three years, it stayed alive through the urgent advocacy of a smallish group of dedicated fans, who quite simply wanted more. The wholly unexpected, globe-straddling success of Star Wars gave it a second life in the cinema; the popularity of the films led to Star Trek: The Next Generation; and the popularity of that show gave us a dizzying variety of spin-offs. Finally, when that seam appeared to have been thoroughly worked out, J. J. Abrams went back to the original series and remade it with new young actors as a big, bold, primary-coloured action film. Not everyone, I understand, has maintained contact with the show through its long and tortuous history. For the sake of the general reader, then, I have given much more emphasis in the narrative to the show’s more popular incarnations: the original Star Trek series (1966–9), The Next Generation (1987–94) and the films, both ancient and modern. That’s not to say that Deep Space Nine (1993–9), Voyager (1995–2001) and Enterprise (2001–5) are inferior series, although some would say just that. (I would defend Deep Space Nine to the hilt. It took a while to find its way, but grew into a drama of epic scope and ambition.) But non-aficionados barely know them, and this is not the place to learn more than the basics.

      By curious coincidence, I have been writing this chapter in the week that Leonard Nimoy died. Perhaps ridiculously, given that I came no closer to meeting him than to climbing Everest, I felt bereft at his passing, even though he had clearly lived long and prospered. What did surprise me, though, was that I wasn’t alone in this. There was a sense, in that week, that someone genuinely significant had gone, and with him a slice of our childhoods – or, if we’re going to be honest about this, our lives. On Facebook someone I know juxtaposed two stills from the original series. In the first, Kirk, Spock, Bones and Scotty are in the Enterprise meeting room discussing something of import. In the second, there’s a long shot of the same table and only Kirk is sitting there. Their vision of the future, we now realise, was an awful long time ago.*

      Hooray, then, for DVDs and streaming services, for hard disks and for a culture that has grown to value the ephemeral telly rubbish of the distant past.† While preparing for this book, I took the opportunity to introduce the original series in its remastered glory to my fourteen-year-old daughter, who had developed a taste for science fiction and fantasy that, in my own childhood, would not have been encouraged. She loved it, needless to say. My son, then eleven, was less impressed: it was all a bit too talky and needed more action. He hopes one day to get a job as an NBC executive.
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              WHERE NO MAN HAS GONE BEFORE
            

          

        

      

      In the beginning was the word, and the word was ‘fascinating’.

      In the beginning, Gene Roddenberry was a Los Angeles policeman who wanted to write episodic drama for television. His wife Eileen preferred that he stay with the force – steady job, good prospects – but Gene made the jump, and by the late 1950s was writing for Have Gun, Will Travel and other shows. He was a jobbing writer, in a town full of them. If you wanted power and money, you needed to be producing a series, and preferably one you had also created, which meant an automatic fee for every episode. Roddenberry submitted some pilot scripts. ‘Night Stick’ was about a cop on the beat in Greenwich Village in New York; ‘333 Montgomery Street’ was about a real-life criminal lawyer, played by DeForest Kelley; ‘APO 923’ was about three servicemen stationed on a Polynesian island during the Second World War. All three were filmed; none became a series.

      But he persevered, and in 1963 one of Roddenberry’s pilots led to a full series commission. The Lieutenant introduced the character of William T. Rice, second lieutenant, US Marine Corps, played by Gary Lockwood. He is young, good-looking, ambitious, a recent graduate of the Naval Academy at Annapolis, and newly assigned to Camp Pendleton in California. There was a real Camp Pendleton, on the coast between Los Angeles and San Diego, and in return for the right to film there and use their uniforms and equipment, Roddenberry’s executive producer gave the Defense Department an informal veto over script content. This turned out to be a mistake.

      The problem arose with a script called ‘To Set It Right’, in which a black marine, played by Don Marshall, joins Rice’s platoon and immediately attacks a fellow soldier, Dennis Hopper, without provocation. Lieutenant Rice finds out that they knew each other at school. Hopper’s character used to hang around with the local toughs, and they made the black kids’ lives a misery. Now the pair of them are in the Marines, and they will have to learn to work together. They do so, develop mutual respect, bury the hatchet. Marshall’s wife, by the way, was played by a young black actress called Nichelle Nichols.

      The Department of Defense read the script. They didn’t like it. There were no racial problems in the military, they said.

      ‘We’re going to do it anyway,’ said Roddenberry. He did, and the Pentagon withdrew all support from the series. Camp Pendleton was now out of bounds. Jet fighters couldn’t be filmed. Marines were no longer allowed to work as extras. These are our uniforms: go and make your own.

      By the following February, The Lieutenant was no more, cancelled by NBC despite promising ratings. Roddenberry needed a new idea. He went to a ball game with a friend, fellow writer Christopher Knopf.

      Roddenberry asked him if he wanted to hear an idea for another series.

      Knopf said no, he was watching the game.

      ‘I’ve got another series idea,’ said Roddenberry. ‘I’m going to place it at the end of the nineteenth century. There’s a dirigible, see? And on this dirigible are all these people of mixed races, and they go from place to place each week, places no one has discovered yet.’*

      This idea was quickly rejected by the studio for reasons of expense, if not for being completely ludicrous.

      But how about putting the dirigible in space?

      Roddenberry’s agent, the deliciously named Alden Schwimmer, suggested he devise a science-fiction series. The time was right. The space race was up and running. John F. Kennedy had promised to put a man on the moon within a decade. And what was space if not the final frontier?

      Thus was Star Trek born, or at least conceived. To begin with, Roddenberry worked on the format with Herbert F. Solow, the executive in charge of production at Desilu.† (Among other contributions, Solow suggested the captain’s log voiceover.) Roddenberry then approached his friend Samuel A. Peeples, prolific TV writer and novelist, and an avid collector of SF magazines. ‘I don’t think Gene had ever written science fiction before,’ Peeples told Joel Engel. ‘He came to my house and looked at my collection several times.’ Brains were being picked. Ideas were coalescing. Solow pitched the idea to NBC. The network agreed to finance a pilot script, but wished to be offered three well-developed script ideas, to get a view of what the show would be like. By July 1964, Roddenberry had his three outlines ready.

      ‘The Women’ had this synopsis: ‘Duplicating a page from the “Old West”: hanky-panky aboard [the Enterprise] with a cargo of women destined for a far-off colony.’ In time this unpromising idea would turn into the episode ‘Mudd’s Women’.

      ‘Landru’s Paradise’, which would eventually air as ‘The Return of the Archons’, was about a world in which the inhabitants are repressed by a giant computer with flashing lights. ‘Archon is anything but a paradise. What can be seen on the street, the happy friendliness and tranquility, masks despair, dullness, almost a living death. There are no police, no crime, no jails, because the slightest infraction is stamped out ruthlessly by The Lawgivers.’

      NBC chose the third idea, ‘The Cage’. Captain Robert April of the USS Yorktown is captured by ‘crablike creatures’ on the planet Sirius IV, telepaths who wish to eavesdrop on his innermost thoughts and fantasies. April resists and demands his freedom, but his fellow captive, Vina, tells him to go with the flow. ‘It’s pleasant, isn’t it? Everything looks real, feels real. The pleasure can be equally real.’ Over subsequent drafts, the crablike creatures became Talosians, Robert April became Christopher Pike and the Yorktown became the Enterprise. Budgets were agreed and shooting was scheduled for late November and early December 1964.

      By the standards Star Trek itself would set, ‘The Cage’ now looks creaky and half-formed. But given how quickly it was thrown together, it’s already recognisably Star Trek. The Enterprise, designed by Walter ‘Matt’ Jefferies, resembled no spaceship previously seen on film or television. Unlike Sputnik or the Mercury spacecraft, it was designed to look good. There were no fiddly bits on the outside. All working parts were within the bulkhead. There was no need to go spacewalking to repair anything. Jefferies’s ship was a thing of beauty.

      And while Starfleet was not yet called Starfleet, its craft already had a distinctly naval feel. The Enterprise had decks rather than floors; it had forward and aft, port and starboard; it was commanded by a captain, and had ensigns and yeomen. ‘Aye, sir,’ people would say, although Roddenberry decided early that no one would salute.

      Yet Captain Pike was not a warrior, but an intense, rather thoughtful man, not unlike the man who played him. With thirty-odd films to his credit, including John Ford’s The Searchers, Jeffrey Hunter was a bit of a catch for Roddenberry and his team. Only a few years before, he had played Jesus Christ in King of Kings. Captain of the Enterprise represented only a minor demotion.

      Second in command was the otherwise unnamed Number One, who, in a bold departure from the norm, was played by a woman, a virtually unknown young actress called Majel Barrett. Virtually unknown, that is, to everyone but Gene Roddenberry, with whom she was having an affair. Roddenberry’s marriage was now in its final stages, and Barrett would one day become his wife, but there’s something wonderfully Old Hollywood about giving such a plum role to your main squeeze. Not everyone who needed to know actually knew of the relationship, and those who did know may not have got round to telling those who didn’t. Number One was steely and undemonstrative, the rational counterpoint to the more emotional Captain Pike. In one form or other, everything important was there, right from the beginning.

      According to Herbert Solow and Robert Justman,* DeForest Kelley was at the top of Roddenberry’s list for the role of the crusty old ship’s doctor. But Robert Butler, the experienced director of ‘The Cage’, had seen the older and even crustier John Hoyt in a Shakespeare festival, and recommended him for the role. Watching his performance now, you can only marvel that someone so advanced in years would wish to serve in deep space, so far from home and hearth. He looked ready for retirement, not adventure. One day, much younger audiences would have similar feelings watching Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country.

      The crucial casting decision, though, was that of the Enterprise’s token alien. Dorothy ‘D.C.’ Fontana had worked as a secretary on The Lieutenant, and was Roddenberry’s PA on the new series; in time she would become one of its most important writers. In early 1964, after reading the first Star Trek outline, she said, ‘I have only one question. Who’s going to play Mr Spock?’

      Roddenberry said nothing and pulled an eight-by-ten glossy photo from his desk drawer. It was of a young actor named Leonard Nimoy. Fontana recognised him. She had already had six scripts of her own produced, and in the first of them, for a western series called The Tall Man, Nimoy had had a small role as a deputy sheriff. He had also been in The Lieutenant, playing a flamboyant Hollywood producer who wanted to make a movie about the Marine Corps. As Roddenberry told Gross and Altman,* ‘I looked at him during those days and I thought that if I ever did this science-fiction series, I’d use him because of his Slavic face and his high cheekbones.’ So he rang him up and asked him to come over.

      Nimoy went in thinking he was auditioning. ‘Once I was there I got the feeling that I was really being sold on the idea of doing the job,’ he told Engel. ‘Gene, I guess, had made up his mind and was showing me the various phases of pre-production – what was happening in the wardrobe department and the prop department, for example. We talked about the characters, and I was hired.’

      Did they show him the pointy ears he would have to wear? My guess is not.†

      Main guest star was Susan Oliver, who would play Vina, the girl trapped on the planet with Captain Pike, in a variety of costumes and make-up regimes. One of these was the green-skinned dancing girl that would adorn the end credit sequence for most of the first season. If there was a running theme to Roddenberry’s years in charge of Star Trek, it was that the women, whether human or alien, would never be wearing quite enough clothes.

      ‘The Cage’ is more interesting now for what it promises and signifies than for anything within its rather drawn-out seventy-eight minutes’ running time. Jeffrey Hunter’s Captain Pike is good-looking, heroic and, one has to say, slightly dull. When the pilot was completed, the producers set up a screening for him. He didn’t show up, but his wife did. She watched to the end, and gave her verdict. ‘This is not the kind of show Jeff wants to do, and besides, it wouldn’t be good for his career. Jeff Hunter is a movie star.’ That was the end of him, then. Three years later he was injured in an explosion on a film set, suffered a concussion, came home, had a massive stroke, fell over, fractured his skull and died the following day, aged forty-two.*

      The screening for NBC was rather more successful: Herb Solow says it was the best he ever put on for network executives. They loved the look of it, its ambition, its scope, its feel. They were not so sure about some of the actors, ‘but that’s what pilots are for,’ said Solow, ‘as research and development tools, to see what works and what doesn’t.’ NBC’s head of programming couldn’t have been more enthusiastic. ‘I must tell you something, Herb. I’ve seen many science-fiction, outer-space films. I never believed the crew was a real crew. But you guys gave me the feeling of true belief. I loved it. Grant and I will be in touch.’

      They said no.

      According to popular legend, NBC passed because they thought the show was ‘too cerebral’. Roddenberry had sold them ‘Wagon Train to the stars’ and delivered something nearly as brainy as the Talosians themselves, with their vast, visibly throbbing cerebellums. (The three Talosians, though supposedly male, were played by three diminutive middle-aged women and voiced by male actors. The throbbing veins on their heads were connected to a squeeze bulb that associate producer Bob Justman was holding just out of shot.)

      In reality, there were other problems. According to Solow and Justman, NBC was worried about the ‘eroticism’ of the pilot. They also knew, or had discovered, that Roddenbery had cast his girlfriend as the second-in-command.

      Moreover, the network’s sales arm, which had disliked the idea of the series from the start, was instinctively hostile to the character of Mr Spock. They worried that advertisers and owners of affiliate stations, especially in the Bible Belt, might regard him as ‘demonic’. It would be unfortunate if NBC’s bright new autumn launch were thought to have been personally endorsed by Beelzebub.

      But Star Trek still had its supporters in NBC, and they rallied in its favour. After much internal discussion, the network took the unusual step of commissioning a second pilot. There were just a handful of conditions:

      
        
          
            	
               

              •  

            
            	
               

              More action/adventure next time, please.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Lose the girlfriend.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Lose the guy with the ears.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Absolutely no more erotic dancing by barely clothed green-skinned Orion slave girls.

            
          

        

      

      Numbers one and four were easy to achieve, and Solow told Roddenberry that Majel Barrett had to go too. ‘Gene seemed both upset and relieved at the same time.’ Solow insists that the network had no objection to a woman in such a position of command. They just didn’t think that Barrett was any good.

      But Roddenberry dug his heels in on Spock, and Solow agreed with him. The character was far too good to abandon, and the network’s concerns were daft. Not that Spock was quite Spock yet, precisely. In ‘The Cage’ he had been seen to smile, and had used informal human expressions such as ‘buzzing around down there’. In the event, Leonard Nimoy was the only member of the original cast to be retained for the second pilot. He smiled in that one too.

      This time, NBC asked not just for three outlines, but for three full scripts from which to choose. Roddenberry, whose control-freak tendencies were already becoming apparent, had to be dissuaded from writing all three of them himself. The one he took on was ‘The Omega Glory’, which would eventually be produced towards the end of season two. It’s a truly dismal allegory about two humanoid races called Yangs and Kohms – even aged ten, I worked out about twenty minutes before Captain Kirk did that this stood for ‘Yanks’ and ‘Communists’. It had nothing to do with action or adventure and was swiftly rejected.

      Script number two was Stephen Kandel’s ‘Mudd’s Women’, based on Roddenberry’s previously rejected outline, ‘The Women’. While Kandel had toned down Roddenberry’s drooling lasciviousness, there wasn’t much action or adventure here either, and NBC’s worries about ‘eroticism’ would hardly have been assuaged.

      Which left ‘Where No Man Has Gone Before’, written by the same Samuel A. Peeples whose SF collection Roddenberry had ransacked a year or two before. This one was action/adventure first and science fiction second, with our new captain battling to the death against crew members who had acquired superpowers and, consequently, the inconvenient belief that they were gods. As Joel Engel says, ‘it is an indisputable fact that Peeples played a critically important role in the genesis and development of Star Trek. Without him, NBC most probably would not have picked up the series.’ Not the least of his contributions was the phrase ‘where no man has gone before’.

      In the meantime, Roddenberry had to find a new captain. A memo he wrote in May 1965 shows some of the surnames he was considering for the character: January, Flagg, Drake, Christopher, Thorpe, Richard, Patrick, Raintree. Fourteenth on the list was Kirk. Who would play him? Lloyd Bridges, star of Sea Hunt, said no. For a while Jack Lord, later of Hawaii Five-O, was a candidate, but his demands, which included a whopping percentage of the show’s profits, were too great. ‘Jack takes his name too seriously,’ Roddenberry told Dorothy Fontana.

      The actor they eventually chose was, of course, William Shatner, a rising young star with extensive stage and TV experience, including a memorable turn in The Twilight Zone as the only passenger on a plane who can see a monstrous gremlin lurking outside on the wing. (Shatner saves the plane and the lives of everyone on it, but is assumed to have lost his reason and is whisked away in a straitjacket.) More recently, he had had the lead in Incubus, a horror film entirely shot in Esperanto. According to one Esperanto website, ‘the team did not really master the language, and their pronunciation is atrocious, so in fact it is not appreciated by the true speakers of Esperanto’. The film was thought lost for years, until someone made the mistake of finding a copy in 1996.*

      Like his future second-in-command, Shatner was Jewish, Canadian and born in March 1931.* Star Trek would be his first TV series lead, and Roddenberry altered the captain’s personality to suit him. Jeffrey Hunter’s Pike had been more tortured and introspective: Horatio Hornblower ‘tempered by a touch of doubting Hamlet’, in Bob Justman’s words. Kirk was more outgoing, less fretful. This captain was much more likely to get the girl, having spent much more time chasing the girl.

      As a result, the balance between the characters shifted into patterns with which we would soon become intimately familiar. Now promoted to first officer, Spock took on the rational, unemotional baggage of Majel Barrett’s Number One. Nimoy instantly appreciated Shatner’s acting style. ‘Bill’s Captain Kirk was a swashbuckling Errol Flynn type of hero,’ he wrote in one of his autobiographies.† ‘He played the role with a great deal of energy and élan, and wasn’t afraid to take chances.’ Not for the last time, we would see the incalculable benefit of hiring theatrical actors to play science fiction. Film actors tend to internalise their emotions, and strip everything back to the tiniest nuance. Theatricals can’t help being bigger and bolder, but still play everything with absolute conviction. Shatner possessed charisma and talent that weren’t in Jeff Hunter’s locker.

      Peeples’s script takes us to the edge of our galaxy and beyond. The radiation belts around Earth had recently been discovered, and Peeples’s premise was that there might be something similar surrounding the galaxy. I remember thinking, ‘No there isn’t,’ but still being captivated as the Enterprise battles its way through the energy barrier. They only just make it, but two guest stars on the bridge are zapped by what at first sight look like a substantial number of volts. Lieutenant Commander Gary Mitchell, played by Gary Lockwood (star of The Lieutenant), is an old chum of Kirk’s from the Academy and, by the guess of it, third or fourth in command on the Enterprise. Dr Elizabeth Dehner, played by Sally Kellerman, is a psychologist who has recently joined the ship to study the effects on the crew of deep-space travel. Both have high ESP scores, and now Gary Mitchell has weird silver eyes and swiftly growing telepathic and telekinetic powers. The stronger he becomes, the madder, until he and Dr Dehner, who also acquires silver eyes, start to reimagine themselves as deities. ‘You should have killed me while you could, James,’ says Mitchell. ‘Command and compassion are a fool’s mixture.’

      Absolute power, in other words, corrupts absolutely. Kirk’s dilemma is that he must kill his friend before his friend kills him and everyone else. The science fiction element is well taken care of with all the extrasensory baloney. That said, the episode ends with an extended bare-knuckle fist-fight on a planet’s surface between Kirk and Mitchell. Roddenberry believed it was this that sold the series to NBC.

      In series terms, Lieutenant Commander Mitchell, Dr Dehner and the unfortunate Lieutenant Kelso (strangled by a floating metal cord) were merely ships passing in the night. There was another one-episode doctor, Dr Mark Piper, played by another gnarled old B-movie stalwart, Paul Fix, who gave us nothing that John Hoyt hadn’t given us in ‘The Cage’. But two more durable crew members were also introduced in this episode. George Takei was Physicist Sulu, who would soon abjure the sciences for decades of doughty helmsmanship. And James Doohan, Irish by blood and Canadian by birth and upbringing, came in as Lieutenant Commander Montgomery Scott. Doohan was known in the industry for his facility with accents, and at the audition he read for the part in several different voices. Roddenberry had not decided what nationality the character should be, and asked Doohan what he thought. ‘Well, if he’s going to be an engineer aboard a ship, then he ought to be a Scotsman,’ said Doohan in a broad Aberdonian burr, and was hired on the spot.

      In his highly entertaining autobiography,* George Takei remembers his first sighting of Leonard Nimoy in full Vulcan make-up.

      
         

        The most arresting thing about his appearance was his astonishing ears. They looked normal in all aspects but one. They curved to a point that rose sharply upwards like the ears of an alert cat. As bizarre as they may have looked, however, they were actually quite pleasing. There was grace and a sculptural balance to them. They looked oddly genuine…

        What a sensational entrance, I thought. To step onto the set for the first time and be completely and compellingly in character. And what a fantastic character!

      

      ‘Where No Man Has Gone Before’ would eventually be aired third in the series. It remains a bracing shower of oddness. Spock smiles again while losing to his captain at chess. The costumes look rather wintry for the heat of the studio and the sun of California. Scotty is wearing some sort of beige blouson that’s at least a size too large. Kirk gives weird-sounding instructions, such as ‘Neutralise warp, Mr Mitchell,’ and ‘Address intercraft.’

      ‘Deflectors full intensity!’ shouts Mr Spock.

      ‘Helmsman! Lateral power!’ yells Kirk.

      When Kirk and Mitchell are bashing three shades of hell out of each other on the planet’s surface, Mitchell creates a grave for his old friend, complete with headstone, and on it the legend ‘James R. Kirk’. Later chroniclers, trying to make sense of this anomaly, have come up with every kind of excuse for the incorrect middle initial. Maybe it was a parallel universe, or an in-joke of Gary Mitchell’s. In fact, at this stage of the show’s development, Kirk’s middle initial was R. By the time the series proper came to be made, it had been transformed, as if by magic, into the now familiar T (for Tiberius).*

      Once again NBC executives trooped in to a screening, and on 6 March 1966 they officially gave Roddenberry the thumbs up for thirteen episodes. The first would be broadcast in September. The five-year mission had begun.
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      A week is a long time in politics, a year is a long time in television, and fifty years quite some time in publishing. Almost everyone who ever had anything to do with Star Trek ended up writing a book about it. But Gene Roddenberry didn’t. (He is co-credited on Stephen E. Whitfield’s behind-the-scenes 1968 book The Making of Star Trek, but according to the Memory Alpha website, ‘his contributions were minimal’.) I have often wondered about this. Such a dedicated myth-maker as Roddenberry would surely have wished to record the definitive version, although it’s possible that he was too busy trying to make TV shows to worry about that. Most of the last twenty years of his life were dedicated to getting Star Trek back into production in one form or another. There may not have been time for anything else.

      Fortunately, we have the views of others, many others, to fill in the gaps. Herb Solow’s first impression of Roddenberry was of a ‘tall unkempt person’ who had ‘recently learned how to dress himself but hadn’t yet quite gotten the knack’. Leonard Nimoy remembers ‘a pleasant man, very tall and gangly and loose-limbed – sort of floppy, you could say, but not sloppy, and obviously very bright’.

      As the show went into production, says Solow, Roddenberry ‘became overly protective of his new baby’. When the smallest thing went wrong, Roddenberry would cast around for scapegoats. Everything that wasn’t Desilu’s fault was NBC’s. ‘I cautioned Gene that having good reason at times was no excuse to continually cast blame, especially when dealing with people who had a lot to do with the future of the series and his ultimate survival. He didn’t listen. He didn’t want to.’

      Solow goes on, more in sorrow than in anger. ‘A new side of Gene slowly appeared: ownership of ideas. If a good story or series point came from anyone… Gene Roddenberry appropriated it. This subtle “these are all my ideas” syndrome would eventually affect Gene’s relationships with many who worked on Star Trek: writers, composers, actors, agents, story editors, art directors, producers and me.’ Bob Justman coined a name for him: the Great Bird of the Galaxy. Solow coined another: the Great Blotter of the Galaxy.

      Or as T. S. Eliot put it, ‘Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take, and good poets make it into something better, or at least something different.’ Star Trek isn’t poetry, and television drama is never just the work of one man, however controlling and keen to take all the credit he might be. My feeling is that if you are putting together a science-fiction series, the likes of which no one has ever seen before, and the people around you have good ideas, you would be a fool not to nab them. Roddenberry’s most far-reaching creative act, I believe, was to put everything in place that would make Star Trek great. In the show’s earliest days, he saw himself as the only person (other than possibly Dorothy Fontana) who truly understood what Star Trek was about and the way it was supposed to be. And so, when scripts came in, many of them commissioned from some of the leading SF writers of the day, he rewrote them personally, pretty much line by line.

      This was unusual, even for the time, and caused much ill-feeling. John D. F. Black had been hired by Roddenberry as associate producer and story editor, and it was his job to liaise with the writers. A young man of great probity and integrity, Black treated his writers with huge respect and believed they should be allowed to rewrite their own work. But Roddenberry didn’t have time for that. In Joel Engel’s words, he ‘intended to construct a cohesive universe, but since the raw materials he worked with were other people’s scripts, he was left to mould their creations into shapes that coincided with his own vision… Does it work? Does it make sense? Those were the criteria by which scripts and ideas were judged before becoming elements in the world of Star Trek.’

      The writers, of course, were furious. If you have ever wondered why people like Harlan Ellison (‘The City on the Edge of Forever’) and Richard Matheson (‘The Enemy Within’) only wrote one episode of Star Trek, it’s because the scripts as produced sometimes bore only a fleeting resemblance to the scripts they had written. Ellison, in particular, was so angry he submitted his original script for a Writers Guild award, and won it. But the rewrite, first by Gene L. Coon, then by Fontana and finally by Roddenberry, won a Hugo award and is widely considered the best episode of any Star Trek series. So who is right?

      Most of the principals – Fontana, Justman, Solow and the cast – side with Roddenberry on this, and I think with reason. One of the marvels of early Star Trek is how quickly it became what it was going to be. After the first half-dozen episodes there are remarkably few false notes: the universe is defined, the characters are clear, everything is the way it should be. Roddenberry didn’t have all the ideas himself, although he would later take credit for as many as he could get away with. But his head was where all those ideas were stored. The confidence and cohesion of those early episodes would give the series room to grow and develop in its own way.

      The first episode to be produced was ‘The Corbomite Maneuver’ (1.10),* in which the Enterprise encounters a strange glowing cube in deep, unexplored space. A sparky young navigator, Lieutenant Bailey, has an idea. ‘We’ve got phaser weapons. I vote that we blast it.’

      ‘I’ll keep that in mind, Mr Bailey… when this becomes a democracy,’ says Kirk, who has his shirt off because he has just been undergoing an entirely unnecessary physical examination.

      The cube, though, is merely a probe for an absolutely enormous spherical spaceship, a sort of vast interstellar golfball, commanded by a scary-looking, deep-voiced bald item called Balok. The Enterprise has shown hostile intent, says Balok, so he is going to blast it into smithereens.

      ‘We therefore grant you ten Earth-time periods known as minutes to make preparations,’ he says, careful not to glance at his watch.

      Spock says that if this were a game of chess, they have just been checkmated.

      Which gives Kirk an idea. ‘Not chess, Mr Spock. Poker.’ He tells Balok that the Enterprise is fitted with a substance called corbomite, which is so deadly that if the ship is attacked, it will react with equal force against the attacker. Balok has a think. Maybe he won’t destroy the Enterprise today after all. The Enterprise breaks away from his tractor beam, and in so doing severely damages Balok’s ship, which has now been revealed as something rather smaller and more modest than the mile-wide sphere. Kirk and Co beam over to offer their help, and Balok turns out to be a tiny child-alien thing, who was just testing them out to ascertain their true motives. He’s the only person on board, although he does have some cushions and a drinks cabinet. The scary-looking bald gentleman was a puppet. But this real Balok is lonely.

      ‘I miss company, conversation. Even an alien would be welcome. Perhaps one of your men for some period of time. An exchange of information, cultures.’ Lieutenant Bailey volunteers to stay aboard with him, and we will never hear of either character again. By the next episode, Kirk, Spock and Bones have forgotten all about them. For all we know, Bailey is still stuck on this tiny craft with a tiny dome-headed alien (played by a real-life seven-year-old), wondering when he is going to be picked up. He will have heard all Balok’s stories by now, for sure.

      ‘The Corbomite Maneuver’ was written by Jerry Sohl, but Memory Alpha lists three further drafts and two more sets of revisions after he finished with it. Although its premise is remarkably simple, it’s really all about character and dialogue.

      ‘Beats me what makes it go,’ says Scott about the cube.

      ‘I’ll buy speculation,’ says Kirk.

      ‘I’d sell it if I had any,’ says Scott. ‘How a solid cube can sense us, block us, move when we move – it beats me. That’s my report.’

      Over in sickbay, we encounter our third Chief Medical Officer in three episodes, Dr Leonard ‘Bones’ McCoy, played by DeForest Kelley. In his early forties, Kelley had worked steadily in Hollywood for many years, having become typecast as the sneering bad guy in scores of westerns. Nimoy called him ‘a very calm, gentle soul, a true Southern gentleman’ and noted ‘that special twinkle in his eye’ from his very first scene. The warmth in his character, however, is offset by an irritation that is never far from the surface.

      ‘What am I, a doctor or a… moon-shuttle conductor?’ he says in this episode.*

      Also on debut is Nichelle Nichols as communications officer Lieutenant Uhura. (She was born Grace, but hated the name, and so asked her mother for a new one when she was eighteen and embarking upon a singing career.) In ‘Corbomite’ she gets to say ‘Hailing frequencies open, sir’ for the first time. Then, with minor variations, she gets to say it for the second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh times. Allan Asherman† notes that when Kirk convenes a meeting of senior officers, Uhura doesn’t say anything or contribute in any way. But she is wearing a very short skirt, which in 1966 was the main thing.

      (Yeoman Janice Rand, another new character, has even less to do, although she does bring the captain his coffee. In a scene filmed but mercifully not used, she goes into the captain’s quarters, gets a clean uniform out of the wardrobe and lays it on the bed.)

      There are several clues that this is a very early production. Kirk refers to ‘the United Earth Ship Enterprise’, which he won’t do again. The black collars on the costumes are new, but they are higher and looser than they will subsequently appear, and Sulu’s has a visible shoulder zip. If you are really paying attention, you might hear Uhura’s chair squeak rather loudly during the third act. In subsequent shows, stage noises will be carefully edited out.

      The pivotal moment in the episode, though, comes when the ship first encounters the cube. It is meant to cause great consternation among the bridge crew, rising to panic in the case of Lieutenant Bailey. But what was Spock to do? He only had one word to say: ‘Fascinating.’

      ‘When I first rehearsed it,’ Leonard Nimoy told Joel Engel, ‘I said it in the same heat-of-excitement tone as everyone else. Joe [Sargent, the director] told me, “Be different. Do it cooler. Do it with curiosity. Be detached.” So I said it as he suggested and we shot it that way. It gave me a whole handle that then became the spine of the character.’

      First to be made, ‘The Corbomite Maneuver’ aired tenth because its complex special effects shots took more time to put together than anyone had expected. The shot of the puppet Balok would later come to adorn the end of the final credits sequence, with his eyes peeping menacingly over the legend ‘Herbert F. Solow, Executive in Charge of Production’. Bob Justman did this as a joke.

      We shall skate serenely past ‘Mudd’s Women’ (1.6), the next script to be produced. No episode in the series, other than possibly its sequel ‘I, Mudd’ (2.8), has dated more painfully than this execrable sex comedy, which demonstrated for generations as yet unborn that Roddenberry had no talent for comedy and rather too much interest in sex. (Leonard Nimoy later pointed out that ‘The Cage’ was essentially a collection of sexual fantasies with the sex taken out.)

      Richard Matheson’s ‘The Enemy Within’ (1.5) was more like it, as you might expect from the writer of The Incredible Shrinking Man and I Am Legend, as well as ‘Nightmare at 20,000 Feet’, the Twilight Zone segment with Shatner and the gremlin. In this one, a transporter malfunction splits Captain Kirk into two: good Kirk and evil Kirk. Good Kirk is a gentle soul who finds it hard to make any decision at all. Evil Kirk wears eyeliner, sweats a lot and tries to have his way with Yeoman Janice Rand. On the planet below temperatures are rapidly falling, and Sulu and the landing party are freezing to death, but the transporter can’t be used and as yet there’s no hangar bay or shuttlecraft. (In case you were wondering, which I’ll admit I always was.) For reasons we won’t go into here, they test the transporter on an exotic alien creature, a dog with an enormous unicorn-style horn sticking out of the top of its head. The animal does not survive.

      ‘He’s dead, Jim,’ says Bones.

      Matheson himself didn’t like the landing-party-on-the-cold-planet B-story, which was added in a later draft. But it does no harm. Sulu gets some of the best lines he will ever get, and for the first time we see people warming up by firing a phaser at a boulder, which then glows with heat. Back on the ship, Spock encounters evil Kirk in engineering. The script asked him to knock him out with a chop to the back of the head, but Nimoy didn’t like that, so he improvised the Vulcan neck pinch for director Leo Penn.* As Nimoy was first to acknowledge, it was Shatner who sold it, by passing out so theatrically. Thus another vital bit of Star Trek business came into being.†

      It may have been evil Gene, however, who wrote the last scene of the show, in which Spock says to Yeoman Rand, ‘The impostor had some very interesting qualities, wouldn’t you say, Yeoman?’ In her autobiography Grace Lee Whitney, who played Rand, wrote, ‘I can’t imagine any more cruel and insensitive comment a man (or Vulcan) could make to a woman who has just been through a sexual assault! But then, some men really do think that women want to be raped.’‡

      Fortunately, good Gene came in to work that day as well. There’s a lovely moment when good Kirk is about to take evil Kirk into the transporter for the pair of them to be reconnected. Only Spock and McCoy are present.

      ‘If this doesn’t work…’ says good Kirk.

      ‘Understood, Captain,’ says Spock.

      Already these friendships are strong enough that nothing more need be said. This was only the fifth episode they had made.
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      The transporter was an ingenious solution to a knotty problem. The Enterprise was not a ship that landed on planets, partly because that would have compromised the look of the thing, but mainly because landing it every week would take up too much story time and cost a mint in special effects. So Gene Roddenberry suggested they just ‘dematerialise’ in the transporter room, and then ‘rematerialise’ down there on the planet. It takes seconds and costs little, and there’s something wonderfully exotic about the idea of having all your molecules transformed into pure energy, ‘beamed’ somewhere and then reconstituted at the other end. Whatever Dr McCoy might say.

      Physicists have since observed that the transporter is the only technology in Star Trek that is genuinely impossible. Warp drive is not out of the question, and after Star Trek, the chances are that it will actually be called a ‘warp drive’. Communicators we already have, of course, in the form of mobile phones, although I’d love mine to go CLICK-CLICK-CLICK whenever I flicked back the wire-mesh cover it sadly doesn’t have. Sensors are already part of everyday life, and Dr McCoy’s biobeds, which automatically read the patient’s life signs and display them on a screen above, were developed after consultations with NASA. But the transporter is just so much hooey, even though it looks and sounds wonderful. The effect was achieved, incidentally, by dropping backlit grains of aluminium powder in front of a black backdrop.

      And just as Sherlock Holmes never actually said, ‘Elementary, my dear Watson,’ in any of the stories by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, so James T. Kirk never says, ‘Beam me up, Scotty.’ He says something similar half a dozen times, but never those words in that order. Even so, James Doohan chose the phrase for the title of his autobiography.

      ‘The Man Trap’ (1.1) was originally called ‘The Unreal McCoy’, which is so much better a title you can only scratch your head and wonder why they changed it. The sixth episode to be shot, it went out first because it had a monster and also because it was partly set on a planet. NBC loved the ‘strange new worlds’ part of the premise and they weren’t so keen on shows set on the ship (which they often were to save money, because NBC’s budget was so parsimonious). Kirk, Bones and crewman Darnell beam down to planet M-113 to check up on the only two inhabitants there, Professor Robert Crater and his wife Nancy, replenish their supplies and undertake routine medical examinations. Notice anything about that sentence? First, there’s nothing ever ‘routine’ about anything in Star Trek. Second, no one in the world is called Crater, except irritable old scientists in science-fiction series. And third, crewman Darnell – young, innocent, doomed – has no purpose in the scenario other than to die horribly. Unusually, he gets both dialogue and a name, but neither can save him. Just to be sure, Kirk sends down two more crewmen, Sturgeon and Green. They die horribly too. Remarkably, not one of these three is wearing a red shirt. That’s for later.

      Nancy is a shapeshifting salt vampire, the last of her kind. Soon she is on the Enterprise emptying all available salt cellars and leaving circular sucker marks on all the people she kills. It’s a good, solid episode, although later in the series Kirk would surely have found a way of saving the creature’s life. Respect for all life-forms, however repulsive, would become one of the show’s defining themes. But no: Bones blasts it with a phaser. The creature’s true appearance, revealed in death, has a terrible, inexpressible sadness that stays with you a while. Its huge sucker-mouth was made with an old gas mask.

      Again, though, the sexual politics have not dated well. Everyone killed is male, lured to his death by a seductive temptress, although to Uhura, the creature appears as a hunky black crewman who whispers sweet nothings in Swahili to her. Yeoman Janice Rand has to fight off unwelcome male attention yet again, and crewmen go ‘Phwoar!’ when she walks past. It’s amazing that no one is asked to take dictation.*

      ‘The Naked Time’ (1.4) was John D. F. Black’s only solo screenplay during his tenure as script editor, and a memorable one. The Enterprise crew become infected by a virus that causes them to behave like drunks, without the staggering or the vomiting in taxis. Sulu takes his shirt off and becomes a demon swordsman. (Asked if he could fence, George Takei said ‘Yes!’ and raced off to get lessons.)† Nurse Christine Chapel – Majel Barrett with blonde hair – professes her undying love for Spock. And the First Officer himself has a famous solo scene in the briefing room, weeping and gnashing his teeth, as he is overpowered by waves of unleashed emotion. It wasn’t in the original script: Nimoy asked Black for a last-minute rewrite and did it in a single take because there wasn’t time in the schedule to do a second. ‘My mother… I could never tell her I loved her,’ he tells Kirk. It’s here that we realise that Spock is not someone without emotions, but someone who works hard to repress his emotions: far more dramatically interesting.

      Scotty has to jump-start the engines in eight minutes or they will all die.

      ‘I can’t change the laws of physics,’ he says. ‘I’ve got to have thirty minutes.’

      This is the first episode in which Bones develops a cure in the nick of time after staring for a while at lots of brightly coloured liquids in test tubes.

      Dorothy Fontana’s ‘Charlie X’ (1.2) introduced another human being with superhuman powers, barely five minutes after the last one. Young Charlie Evans, played by Robert Walker Jr with method intensity, was rescued by an alien race as a baby and given exceptional powers to help him survive. The crew realise too slowly that he is impossible to handle: an omnipotent toddler who can kill at will and does so more than once. After falling in love with Yeoman Janice Rand – the poor woman has no sort of life at all – Charlie provides one of the series’ most terrifying single moments when he takes away a girl’s face.* Fortunately the aliens turn up, apologise profusely and take him away. Charlie’s final speech is pitiful and remarkably powerful:

      ‘Oh, please, don’t let them take me. I can’t even touch them! Janice, they can’t feel. Not like you! They don’t love! Please, I want to stay!’

      And he fades out with that last sentence echoing and echoing and echoing.

      Fontana’s script was one of the few that Roddenberry did not rewrite root and branch. One scene that could have happily been cut was the one in which Spock played the lyre and Uhura sang along, interminably. There are distinctly flirtatious undercurrents between the two characters, which would not be explored until J. J. Abrams made them a couple in his 2009 film reboot.

      ‘Balance of Terror’ (1.9) introduces the Romulans. No one has ever seen a Romulan before now, but they are known to be a warlike race, and a neutral zone has been in place between Federation space and the Romulan Empire since the last war between the two ended a century ago. Now the Romulans are back, blasting away at some of our outposts on this side of the neutral zone. Can Paul Schneider have realised, when he wrote this episode, how much fun would be gleaned over the years from this set-up?

      Oddly enough, no one in the episode deigns to mention that Romulus was also one of the two brothers who founded the city of Rome, according to ancient myth. Further coincidence will see the Romulan commander’s second-in-command addressed as ‘Centurion’ and another officer have the uncompromisingly Roman name of Decius. Who would have guessed it? In fact, this is the first manifestation of one of Roddenberry’s wackier ideas, his parallel worlds theory. This suggested that there were many planets in our galaxy that had developed culturally in similar ways to our own Earth, which would allow stories to be told in Earthlike locations and save a few quid. In the episode ‘Miri’, this concept is taken to its illogical extreme when the Enterprise discovers a planet exactly like Earth, down to the shape of its continents, in ‘the distant reaches of our galaxy’. Not only is this never explained – the captain just says, ‘It seems impossible, but there it is’ – but it’s never referred to again, presumably for reasons of silliness. As the show developed, the ‘parallel worlds theory’ would be quietly shelved.*

      As it is, Uhura manages to intercept a Romulan transmission, so we see that they look remarkably like Vulcans. This enrages this week’s guest navigator Lieutenant Stiles, who lost family in the Earth–Romulan war. What, a hundred years ago? That’s like refusing to eat sauerkraut because your great-grandfather was killed on the Somme. Stiles’s sole purpose here is to believe that our dear, beloved Spock is a Romulan spy. Kirk isn’t having any of that.

      ‘Leave any bigotry in your quarters,’ he says. ‘There’s no room for it on the bridge.’

      The episode develops into an intriguing cat-and-mouse game between Kirk and the Romulan commander, played by Mark Lenard. The Romulan ship has a cloaking device that renders it invisible to the Enterprise’s sensors but also vulnerable, as it can’t fire its weapons when cloaked. Although we’re clearly rooting for the Enterprise, we see that the Romulan is an honourable man, an old soldier who sees no need to make war for the sake of it, and knows that he is being politically manipulated. He and Kirk develop a mutual respect.

      ‘I regret that we meet in this way,’ says the Romulan. ‘You and I are of a kind. In a different reality, I could have called you friend.’

      Schneider based his story on the 1957 film The Enemy Below, in which an American destroyer tries to track down a German U-boat. (Other writers have noted resemblances to 1958’s Run Silent, Run Deep.) Mark Lenard would have another run with the pointy ears as Spock’s father Sarek the following year. (Most of the Romulan crew wore helmets to save the expense of making pointy ears for them too.) There’s also one of the best B-stories of all, with Kirk very nearly presiding over the marriage of two crewmates.

      ‘Since the days of the first wooden vessels,’ he announces, ‘all ship masters have had one happy privilege: that of uniting two people in the bonds of matrimony.’

      The wedding is interrupted by the first Romulan attack, and by the end, the prospective groom has been killed.

      ‘It never makes any sense,’ Kirk tells the grieving non-bride. ‘We both have to know that there was a reason.’ But we know that he is not convinced.

      This is my first five-star episode of the run. There aren’t many, and there shouldn’t be. Only the best of the very best qualify. (And you’re allowed to disagree: everyone always does. There’s a full list of my subjective and occasionally unreasonable star ratings at the end of the book.)

      ‘What Are Little Girls Made Of?’ (1.7) was the first script for Star Trek by Robert Bloch, who wrote Psycho. Dr Roger Korby is another eccentric solitary scientist who has been missing for years, and the Enterprise tracks him down on planet Exo III, living underground in a maze of tunnels with some androids. It’s all a little unpromising, but Kirk beams down anyway with Nurse Christine Chapel, who was Roger’s girlfriend years ago and still holds a candle for him. Probably best not to hold the candle too close to him, though, in case he melts, for we discover that he too is an android, and a more than averagely deranged one at that. I remember being genuinely shocked, even horrified, by the reveal when I first saw it in 1969, and enjoying it every bit as much whenever the show was repeated, as it frequently was. Now you can see it coming from a mile off. Ted Cassidy, who played Lurch in The Addams Family, and was never a looker, turns up here as Ruk, a 7ft 2in android with a grey pallor and the strength of several men. He is responsible for the series’ first two genuine redshirt deaths, throwing the first of them down a conveniently placed bottomless well. Actually I was impressed by this at the age of nine as well. ‘AAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrggggghhhhh!’ screams the redshirt as he falls. He may be falling still.

      Dr Korby is meant to have turned himself into an android because he was freezing to death, and yet it’s so comfortable in the caves now that the female androids dolly around in the skimpiest dresses seen this side of Risa the pleasure planet. More bizarre still, though, is the stalactite Kirk uses as a weapon when running away from Ruk. Once you have noticed its uncanny resemblance to the male sexual organ (complete with testicular appendages), you cannot unnotice it, or indeed concentrate on anything else.

      ‘What Are Little Girls Made Of?’ featured a duplicate evil Kirk, barely a couple of weeks after the last one. Roddenberry was already repeating himself. By now he had delegated almost all of his other production duties to Bob Justman and spent long hours redrafting scripts. The shoot for this episode overran by two days, mainly because Roddenberry was still rewriting as they were shooting.

      ‘Dagger of the Mind’ (1.9) took its title from Macbeth, Act II, Scene I: ‘A dagger of the mind, a false creation, proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain’. Yet another mad scientist, this one in charge of a penal colony, has an amazing new machine that empties people’s brains of all the bad things in there. Unfortunately it takes out all the good things as well. There’s a barnstorming performance by Morgan Woodward as one of the victims, who manages to get on the Enterprise by hiding in a gigantic cardboard box. But he’s now a wild, sweating loon. How to make contact with the few marbles he has left? Spock says that there is this old technique he knows, but ‘it’s a hidden, personal thing to the Vulcan people, part of our private lives’. Thus the first Vulcan mind-meld is carried out, at some length, because obviously it’s the first time any of us have seen this, including Kirk and McCoy. In the future, for the sake of narrative compression, Spock will mind-meld with a carrot at a moment’s notice, but here he hums and hahs and stretches it out for as long as humanly, or vulcanly, possible.

      Roddenberry himself was stretched out, and close to snapping. (Justman says that stamina was never his strong point. The first act of one of his rewritten scripts would be fantastic. The second act, not bad. The third act, weak. The fourth act, atrocious.) New eyes were needed. Enter Gene L. Coon, the other Gene, the forgotten Gene, and in the opinion of some, the true gene-genius behind Star Trek.
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