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PREFACE

All Aboard for Ararat is a 1940 allegorical novella by H. G. Wells that tells a modernized version of the story of Noah and the Flood. Wells was 74 when it was published, and it is the last of his utopian writings.

PLOT SUMMARY

GOD ALMIGHTY pays a visit to Noah Lammock, a well-known author whom the outbreak of war has convinced that “madness had taken complete possession of the earth.” At first God is thought to be a mental patient from a nearby asylum, but his dignified air earns him a reception in the writer’s study. God explains that he has been “surprised” and “disappointed” by humanity, and tells Noah Lammock: “What I propose is that you should construct, with my help and under my instruction, an Ark.”

Lammock is intrigued, but first, since God tells him that the Bible is “wonderfully trustworthy” and possesses “substantial truth,” demands an accounting for his decision to destroy the Tower of Babel. God has already explained that the creation of light entailed as well the creation of “a shadow,” and “since I had come into our Universe as a Person, it is evident that my shadow also had to be a Person.” Now God explains that he and Satan panicked at the prospect of “Man keeping together on the plain of Shinar in one world state, working together, building up and up,” and “together . . . acted in such haste that frankly the covenant with Noah and all that was completely overlooked.” God is repentant, however, and tells Lammock that still wants to “bring Adam into free, expanding fellowship with myself–that old original idea.” Lammock takes pity, in part because he notices the deity is “quivering on the very verge of non-existence.”

God returns to Noah Lammock a week later, and, after some literary chit-chat that reveals that God is under the misapprehension that Noah Lammock is the author of The Time Machine, The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind, and World Brain , the two discuss the plan for the Ark. God is enthused about the potential of microphotography , having met Kenneth Mees , but Lammock demands to know: are they to “reinstate or do we start afresh?” Lammock believes it is necessary “to begin over again,” because the “primary danger” to the new world is “that the élite will become a self-conscious, self-protective organisation within the State.” “t is a new religion and a new manner of life I am obliged to stand for.” “The core of the new world must be (listen to the words!) Atheist, Creative, Psycho-synthetic,” he declares, but God can come along as “an inspiring delusion.”

Choosing a crew for the Ark is an enormous problem because no one Lammock knows seems to be equal to the task, but before he has resolved it he awakens to discover that he is already in the cabin of the Ark, which is “thirty days out.” An excerpt from the ship’s log explains that a leak has delayed its landing, and that Jonah , a stowaway, has caused no end of problems. The novella ends inconclusively (“The final pages of this story do not appear to be forthcoming” ) with a further conversation between God and Noah Lammock. They agree that they “will make Ararat,” and God says, “On the whole, I am not sorry I created you.” As for Noah, he declares: “No man is beaten until he knows and admits he is beaten, and that I will never know nor admit.” –Wikipedia




I. A SAD OLD STORY, RETOLD

IT seemed beyond dispute to Mr Noah Lammock that madness had taken complete possession of the earth and that everything he valued in human life was being destroyed. Courage, devotion, generosity, still flamed out amidst the tragedy, but they shone only amidst a universal defeat. They were given no chance. They were caught and smashed flat under tanks; they were machine-gunned from the air. It seemed scarcely to matter whether the old governments which sent natural trustful men into warfare, ill-armed and ill-led, and were ready to sell and betray them for a transitory respite, or these new governments of frantic aggression, which loaded poor devils with drugs and thrust them forward by the million to die, for no rational end at all, arrived presently at some show of victory. Nowhere was there any finality. Either way a vista of wars, oppression and degradation opened before mankind.

It had taken a long time before this conviction of a final catastrophe was beaten into Mr. Lammock’s brain. His was an energetic and enterprising temperament, and he had lived most of his life in the conviction that a greater world order, a vast New Peace of universal opportunity and fulfilment, was unfolding before mankind.

Now it seemed that Brave New World of his was a distressful, dusty, hopeless refugee, pursued by inevitable death.

Intellectual apprehension had preceded conviction. He had said this collapse of humanity was coming long before he realised it was coming. Now he sat stunned at the truth of his own forecast.

“Men,” he said, “have no will whatever beyond the range of their accustomed activities. The idea of a creative world in which man might be master of his fate, has never touched their imaginations. They have had a phase of good fortune and it draws now to its end. They must follow all these other creatures which have rejoiced in the sunshine of the past, the Dinosaurs and the Megatheria and the like, to extinction. Their sun is setting. There is nothing to be done. Only those great beasts did not know, and this time, some of us know. And what is the use of knowing?”

To that he could find no answer. It was no good telling other people, if there was nothing one could tell them to do. Let them live out their little day until the final darkness overtook them. He carried on, with as confident a face as he could contrive, to hide the cold realisation of final defeat that closed about his heart. Maybe the end was coming, but at any rate it had not yet come. There might still be some idea...

But no idea came to him.

He sat at his writing table, writing nothing. He went into his study day by day, and sat there because it seemed to him to be as good a place as anywhere to await the end. He could divert his mind by no minor interest. Sometimes he was in a sort of coma; sometimes he found himself emerging from intricate dreams that evaporated tantalisingly as he awakened.

A visitor was announced, a most unexpected visitor.

“There is a gentleman downstairs,” said Mabel the parlour-maid, “and he says he wants to see you personally. Something very private and important.”

“Did he give a name?”

“I think, Sir, he must have got out of some place...”

“Yes, yes, but the name?”

“Well, Sir, he says He’s God Almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth.”

“Surely he exaggerates.”

“It is what he said, Sir.”

Mr. Lammock reflected. “Got a beard?”

“Quite a long one, Sir.”

“Blue eyes?”

“Sort of glaring.”

“Ah! How far’s the nearest asylum?”

“I can look it up, Sir.”

“Well, do so. Ask them if anyone is missing. And ring up Dr Burchett and explain things, get his advice, and say will he come over here if he isn’t too busy. And tell the poor creature to wait downstairs–. I have trouble enough to keep my own wits without having to deal with anyone else... Oh!”

They became aware that the visitor was in the room. He had entered unobtrusively and seated himself so noiselessly in the comfortable but upright arm-chair which Mr Lammock reserved for visitors that it was almost as if he had appeared there. He was large and elderly, with a careworn but dignified face. His extremely clean white hair was like wool. It was not true that his eyes glared. That was a touch of Mabel’s. He had none of the distraught slovenliness of your common lunatic.

“Noah the son of Lamech, I believe,” he said, in a grave, untroubled voice.

“Practically,” said Mr Lammock, struck for the first time by the scriptural quality of his surname.

The visitor seemed to weigh his words before he spoke again.

“History, Sir, has a way of repeating itself–with variations. Always with variations. I noted your name in the directory. By accident. It struck me. It impressed me. I made enquiries about you. I have been hoping for a serious talk with you for some time. But I have been detained. Yes, Detained.

...What I have to say is–for a time at least–intimate.” He glanced at Mabel. “Confidential.”

“You need not wait,” said Mr Lammock to Mabel.

The girl hesitated. She was a protective, maternal creature and did not care to leave her fragile, kindly employer with anyone who might behave queerly.

“Don’t wait,” said Mr Lammock again, and turned eyes of weary interrogation to his visitor.

Mabel, after a swift but effective scrutiny of the Almighty’s essentially benevolent profile, decided to risk it. The door closed behind her.

For a brief interval Mr Lammock and his visitor looked each other in the eye.

“It is quite natural for you,” said the visitor, “to assume that because I have recently been detained as–as an Incomprehensible, shall we say?–in a private lunatic asylum, I am not God Almighty. Quite natural. It is only gradually that you will realise I am. But you will realise that. I put myself under restraint, I may explain, quite voluntarily. I feel an extreme reluctance to wind up this non-reversible time system altogether, and yet the pass to which things have come again... Sorely tempted...”

He coughed and paused.

“There is a common form of mental disorder,” he resumed; “especially among young men, called ‘Tying Up’. You may have heard of it. They tie themselves up and often they are found hung or throttled or otherwise dead–by their own contrivance. I have done something of the same sort–on a much larger scale. I have tied myself up in this non-reversible universe of ours. I could end it all in an instant. Indeed, I repeat, I have been sorely tempted...”

“To destroy the whole thing?”

“Myself and everything. So far as I exist in time and space I am a part of this process. But I am essential to the process. I am its underlying First Cause. I have been called the ‘Great, First Cause’, but that ‘Great’ is a vulgarity. There is only one First Cause, myself. I’m afraid that brain of yours is not particularly adapted to what I might call supermetaphysics. So I won’t explain. But if I decide to end, then I end, and you and everything end with me.

“Quite painless. It’s gone. So”.

“Then why don’t you end it?” asked Noah.

“I did end it and myself–just then. And now I’ve come back again and brought you all with me where we left off.”

“I noted nothing,” said Noah.

“Naturally.”

“But it’s all going on again. Why don’t you end it for good and all? I would.”

“Because I don’t like being beaten. Because directly one gets going in a time-space system one doesn’t like being beaten. You don’t.”

“I am very nearly beaten,” said Mr Lammock. “I was sitting here, dead at heart already...”

He looked up, surprised at the things he was saying. What was he saying? He stared at the calm intelligence of his visitor’s face.

Suddenly the conviction came to him that beyond all question this refined, white-headed gentleman was God Almighty even as he claimed to be. Exactly as the Bible presented him. Mr Lammock made one last effort against this conviction. He sought some protective difficulties. There must certainly be difficulties. Ah!

“You say I am Noah the Second and that Lammock is just Lamech over again. That is all very well, Sir.

But–. For instance. There is practically no Mrs Noah, she left me years ago, and so far from having three sons, Shem, Ham and Japhet, I am childless.”

“No man who writes with a sincerity as complete as yours, is childless,” God remarked gently, and a trifle evasively, and would have dismissed that difficulty.

“But–“ carped Mr Lammock.

“Writers, like many other organisms, the teleostean fishes, for example, cast their seed upon the waters,” said God, “and it returns to them after many days. You need have no anxiety about that.”

“I have not the remotest desire to see my wife again. If you mean that. To have her back in my present distressed state...”

“I will make it my particular business to see that she comes back changed. A helpmeet. Bringing her sheaves with her...”

“You don’t mean–?”

“Leave these details to me. For the first time for many centuries I have created angels and sent them off upon my business. To make enquiries. I would prefer not to give you details. I move in a mysterious way and I like to do so. There were difficulties of course...”

Mr Lammock’s faith ebbed. This old gentleman was just an escaped lunatic after all, and nothing more. Making angels! For a time Mr Lammock considered he was merely humouring the old fellow until the asylum people arrived. Then by imperceptible degrees his faith returned to him. God took no notice of these fluctuations. He went on with what he had to say.

“When I abandoned myself, when I tied myself up by creating this Universe of ours, I deliberately gave up foresight, that is to say I made an initial proposition, launched it in time, and shut my eyes immediately to its implicit consequences. While I exist I am not omniscient. How can I be? Theologians have been very stupid in declaring I am. Vulgar uncritical glorification! It flies in the face of common sense. Omniscience is a static state. Manifestly when everything is present in your mind, nothing else is left to happen. It is quite incompatible with the idea of a Living God. Life is finite. I wanted response. That is to say I wanted to be surprised. I have been. Surprised and–disappointed.–My original idea was of an immense responsive universe, with a delightful garden at the centre, pervaded by a sort of appreciative exaltation called love. Every creature was to have its reciprocating lover, responding generously. I thought that a particularly charming invention. I created Man. A bachelor at first. The story, I admit, is a little confused. People read their Bibles in such a slovenly fashion. You can hardly call it reading! They bolt the stuff in a state of pious awe. I do so wish they wouldn’t. I hate pious people. I hate their abject prayers. Almost always they are mean demands for preferential miracles. Whenever I get a chance, I do them bad turns. I never, if I can help it, answer their prayers. Then they say I am trying them and they crawl more than ever. Where do they get these ideas about me? When have I countenanced any of these verminous saints? Read me. Read my Book. My Bible is fairly plain about it. If only people would read intelligently. The people I favour are upright men who walk with God. It says so over and over again. Not crawlers at his feet. Men who stand up... Or anyhow men who looked like standing up. But never mind that. About this Adam. Male and female created I him, and also he was alone. That is to say he was a properly equipped bachelor. I wanted him to go about the garden world sharing my surprises. He did for a brief period...”
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