

[image: Image]





[image: Image]





Copyright © 2020 by Elizabeth Howell, PhD

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Daniel Brount

Cover illustration by gettyimages

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-4964-1

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-4965-8

Printed in the United States of America





To my husband, J, whose love transcends time and space; Also, to my students, who show me what the future will really look like.





INTRODUCTION

What would happen if we could travel in time?

Most of us have probably thought about this in our lives. Who wouldn’t want to go back to the past and erase that regret or horrible action, like the protagonist does in the Stephen King novel 11/22/63? Who wouldn’t want to travel to the future, to see how our family turns out like in Back to the Future, or humanity in general like in The Time Machine? This book explores time travel through science fiction, because storytelling is the way that we have explored everything through the ages—from philosophy to history to creating a better world. We transmit information in the hopes that things will improve for our descendants and our society. It is a privilege to write this book, to know that these words I am writing in 2019 will be transmitted to you in some way in the future, so thank you in advance for taking the time to browse.

You can read this book in any order, although you might have better luck starting at the front. There we will be exploring the nascent stories of time travel, which dealt more in dreams than in actual machines. But as the Industrial Age shook our society, we did indeed use literal time machines in stories. All of this is covered in Part I: Old-School Time Travel (page 1), which roughly covers the late eighteenth century to the early twentieth century. Next, there are the franchises and the direct ancestors of today’s stories. I’m talking the classic time-travel paradoxes of Star Trek, and the universe-crossing shenanigans of Doctor Who. I’m talking the butterfly effect and Isaac Asimov. These stories of the 1950s and 1960s take place during an explosion of science fiction interest, although at times there isn’t a lot of science thrown in—at least yet. You can check this all out in Part II: The Golden Age (page 43).

Part III: The Blockbuster Era (page 91), covering roughly the 1980s and the 1990s, explores some of the time-travel stories that you are familiar with, and that indeed still are appearing in theaters today. Terminator was an instant classic in 1984, and has spawned so many sequels that it’s been a joy to see the universe spread out. Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure is expected to generate a second sequel in the near future, giving more adventures of our phone booth–traveling heroes. And here we will also talk about some newer classics of time travel, like the works of Douglas Adams and the ever-quoted Groundhog Day. And then there’s Part IV: Into the Modern Era (page 145), which nabs some of the stories of the 2000s and beyond. One small book can’t cover all the time travel of the past twenty years, let alone the past three centuries, so we know there are some gaps in this list, but here we will show you a few stories of note, including the clever Looper that shows how to deal with paradoxes in time, the dark Deja Vu that previews our struggles with cybersecurity, and the X-Men franchise, which tackled time travel in Days of Future Past.

For each story, I’ve presented a brief summary of the time travel used and (as scientifically as possible) discussed what was going on. I also delved into a related theme that I think might be interesting to younger readers, especially as they try to find their way in life. After all, what’s a good story without trying to apply it to your workplace or family or to improve the world? I hope to give you some points to think about as you ponder these questions. And finally, I delve into the legacies of each work. Sometimes they appear small, sometimes they loom large, but overall, they each have a unique contribution in the time travel literature.

If you really enjoy the stories in this book, I invite you to learn more about the authors and the time periods in which they wrote. The summer I wrote this book (2019), I was lucky enough to have a paid-for business trip in the city of Dallas, the famous scene of the Kennedy assassination in 1963. Parts of the block are preserved just as they were on the day that he died. And people all over the world still flock to see it, overcrowding the famous Sixth Floor Museum that chronicles his life and times. On a weekend morning, I wandered the area and it sure did bring to mind the book 11/22/63. But it also made me think about time travel in general. Some events seem timeless, even though they took place long ago. The thousands of people I saw honoring Kennedy’s legacy reminded me that time-travel stories do have resonance. And to paraphrase T. S. Eliot, it’s only by moving through time—returning to the place where we began—that we can truly understand the journey.

Thanks for sharing your time with me!





PART I

OLD-SCHOOL TIME TRAVEL





ANNO 7603 (1781)

This kicks off a series of older tales about time travel, for which I will warn: the scientific explanation for most of the time travel in this section is not really “scientific” in the sense that we understand it today. That said, Anno 7603 is one of a series of stories I chose because their plots have significance to understand not only today’s time-travel stories, but also today’s culture.

The Science of Time Travel

The premise of this Johan Herman Wessel tale is a fairly simple one, although we have to suspend disbelief in our modern sensibilities and try to read the story with an understanding that things were different a couple of hundred years ago. Julie and Leander are in love with each other and are interested in how it would be to exist as the other’s gender, specifically with the eye of raising children better, so a fairy magically takes them forward in time to the year 7603 to see what would happen. Therefore . . . yeah, there isn’t much science here to be had in terms of discussing the time travel trope. Rather, let’s focus on what this visit reveals.

Without focusing on many of the story’s spoilers, one thing that they discover is only women are allowed to fight in the military. Let’s remember that this story was written long before a time when women were allowed to vote or to run their own households, let alone make decisions that could put themselves in danger. Even today, women face discrimination in military spheres such as jet piloting or submarining, where they are in a very small minority. The romantic pair conclude their journey through time traveling not only deciding that it’s best not to switch genders, but also that they are more prepared to act in their societally mandated roles after looking at the alternatives. It doesn’t sound like a traditional hero of a story, in the sense that they’re not prepared to muster change. So while this story is an interesting look at how the role of gender could influence society, it feels somewhat incomplete in reading it.

Many mythological stories in the centuries and millennia before this one follow a somewhat scripted formula that was later identified by Joseph Campbell as “the hero’s journey.” The main thing to understand here is that the hero is supposed to return from their journey somehow changed. One can argue that this couple did return changed—after all, they no longer want to switch gender roles—but their change didn’t have broader implications for society.

If we think about modern examples of the hero’s journey, we can definitely see character change happening as a result of it. George Lucas (of Star Wars) was greatly influenced by Campbell’s work. If you look at the character of Luke Skywalker in the original trilogy, he starts the series as a somewhat-whiny nephew of his aunt and uncle, complaining about not being able to participate in the war and of having to follow his elders’ orders. Along the way, he meets characters who have been to war and who have lived through some of its terrible implications—people dying, people being captured, people losing their homes forever. By the original trilogy’s end, Skywalker does become a novice warrior, but not a warrior seeking adventure—rather, a warrior seeking to help others. (We’ll let you watch the sequels to find out what happens next.)

The Science of the Scientific Method

I mentioned earlier that the concept of fairies taking people on a journey is not scientific, and I stand by that. That said, fairies are an example of how people used to explain the unexplainable. The scientific method as we understand it is just a few centuries old.

So, what is the scientific method? It’s actually something that you can use in your own life, every day. Do I work on my studies better in the morning or the evening? Is it faster for me to get to school or college by bus, or to bike? A good way to solve these problems is through experimentation. You repeat the process a few times, try changing around the variables, and then observe the results. You may then have to revise your hypotheses (your initial ideas) depending on what the conclusions are. But the point is, you never assume and you always test it.

While the name “scientific method” dates from about the nineteenth century, we can see its roots in the scientists and philosophers of a few centuries beforehand, including Isaac Newton (who helped derive our modern understanding of gravity), Francis Bacon (an early figure of the scientific revolution and “empirical” or evidence-based thinking) and Rene Descartes (who used reason to examine the natural sciences).

A simple way of thinking about the scientific method comes from ScienceBuddies1:


	Ask a question

	Do background research

	Construct a hypothesis

	Test with an experiment, making sure that the procedure works, and adjusting as needed

	Analyze data and draw conclusions; the results either align with the hypothesis, or they do not

	Communicate results



Let’s take a brief look at each of these points, and why they are important:


	
Ask a question: You can’t run an experiment unless you know what you are testing for, so you need to find a question that is testable with the materials you have at hand.

	Do background research: This is to find out who else has been interested in your question, or related questions. Make sure to cite these people carefully as you go through the experiment.

	Construct a hypothesis: Take a position on what the results will be, and why they are important in the realm of science. You will best be able to construct a hypothesis while looking at the literature.

	Test with an experiment, making sure that the procedure works, and adjusting as needed: This sort of skips over how to make a good experiment, but it does emphasize that the way that we do it is important and that we should try different variables to ensure we have the right design.

	Analyze data and draw conclusions; the results either align with the hypothesis, or they do not: Here you not only analyze the result, but also try to figure out why you got it, and the implications for future research.

	Communicate results: Science shouldn’t take place in an intellectual vacuum. Share your experiments and ideas in some way (through a paper, a website, a social media feed) and see how the community responds. Then they can build upon the knowledge for the next thing.



While the high school environment (or even the university environment) makes these steps feel like busywork, they are very important in figuring out all sorts of problems in everyday life. One of my favorite examples in literature of the scientific method in use is a passage in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance where the narrator uses it to explain how to solve sticky motorcycle issues, such as a stuck screw. But if you look carefully, you’ll find the scientific method’s use everywhere.

The Legacy of Wessel

Wessel’s legacy with this particular story, admittedly, is not great. In translation, the premise seems confused and the ideas that he has about society and gender are outdated. The story is not often cited among his works, presumably because it is difficult to understand and the characters don’t undergo much growth during the story (making it perhaps uninteresting to the reader, although it’s hard in modern times to say what somebody in the eighteenth century would have enjoyed). However, it’s notable to realize that in his short forty-three years, he made an impact on those who were defining Norwegian identity in the time, especially through the use of literature. He was a prominent part of the Norwegian Society, who worked in Copenhagen to figure out how to portray Norway in poetry and other literary works.

Modern scholars of Wessel will appreciate that he wasn’t afraid to make fun of society—he was humorous and satirical. One of his most famous tales was Smeden og Bageren (“The Smith and the Baker”). In this story, a case of manslaughter is being considered and it is decided to execute the baker instead of the smith, even though the baker has the stronger alibi. Why? It is said that the smith has the more “important” role in society. Today, that comparison still rings true. How many of us have seen cutbacks in the arts or sciences in the name of making a bit more money?

To move back to the Norwegian Society, this was a group of (mostly) men—a common feature of discussion groups at the time—that had an eclectic mix of philosophers, authors, and poets. Founded in 1772 by government official Ove Gjerløw Meyer, the group wanted to bring more of an awareness of Norwegian patriotism into society. One of their major contributions was influencing the creation of the first Norwegian university. As closed-door as this group is, it is a great idea when people can get together informally or formally and try to figure out how to improve their society to make a greater impact for the good. It’s something that many of us can do quite easily and at low cost, through community improvement groups, libraries, and schools, to name a few. Mind you, not all of us can afford the time or the energy to take part in these conversations and to effect change. But if you can spare a few hours of volunteerism every year or every month, you’d be surprised at just how far a little effort can take you with the right engaged group working with you.






1 ScienceBuddies. (2019). “Steps of the Scientific Method.” Retrieved from https://www.sciencebuddies.org/science-fair-projects/science-fair/steps-of-the-scientific-method





RIP VAN WINKLE (1819)

Man goes into the mountains, man falls asleep, man emerges . . . in the future? This somewhat confusing tale is something that most of us already are aware of in our cultural upbringing (if we come from the United States, in certain groups), but it has a wider discussion embedded about the American Revolution and its meaning for science.

The Science of Time Travel

You’ve probably heard of the premise of Rip Van Winkle, but it turns out this simple children’s tale has a fair amount of history buried beneath it. Essentially, Van Winkle is living in colonial America as a Dutch-American villager. He goes into the mountains one day (in part because he feels henpecked by his wife, which is a gender issue that we’ll note but not dwell upon), falls asleep, and wakes up. What few retellings of the story mention is that he happens to wake up after the American Revolution took place, so obviously there’s a great societal shift that Van Winkle finds himself struggling to cope with.

One of the most obvious manifestations of the change comes when Van Winkle starts telling his villagers (none of whom recognize him) that he is loyal to King George III. That was (to say the least) an unpopular position given that at one point, the leaders of the revolution were declared traitors in Britain, and that George III is sometimes accused of continuing the war even against his ministers’ recommendations. In any case, our friend Van Winkle is finally recognized by somebody else in the village and his potential for getting into trouble quickly diminishes.

How does Van Winkle travel through time? Well, unfortunately, again we don’t have a lot of science to help us. Essentially he drinks something from a keg offered by strangers, which reminds him of his homeland since it had “the flavor of excellent Hollands.” As Washington Irving writes, “He was naturally a thirsty soul, and was soon tempted to repeat the draught. One taste provoked another; and he reiterated his visits to the flagon so often that at length his senses were overpowered, his eyes swam in his head, his head gradually declined, and he fell into a deep sleep.”1 So, what exactly happened on the mountain? Did the keg put him to sleep for twenty years? Again, that’s not very well explained. A local historian is consulted near the end of the story and tells the audience “that the Kaatskill mountains had always been haunted by strange beings.” It turns out that the strangers Van Winkle encountered were the ghosts of the explorer Henry (or Hendrick) Hudson and his crew, who had died at sea. In the tale, they show up in the mountains as ghosts every twenty years, “being permitted in this way to revisit the scenes of his enterprise, and keep a guardian eye upon the river, and the great city called by his name.”

If we’re to try to make any sense of this at all, we can talk about the idea of different people experiencing different frames of time. We’ll talk later in the book about the works of Albert Einstein, the great scientist and mathematician of the twentieth century who revolutionized how we think about the universe and space-time. His works suggest that traveling near the speed of light, people can experience different time frames. Somebody going at that ultra-fast speed would experience time moving more slowly, specifically, than somebody living on Earth. So, it would be possible for a person to go on a journey far into space, travel for a few years, and then return home discovering that the “few years” was actually many centuries or even more on Earth. To paraphrase the 1997 movie Contact (which touches exactly upon this theme when somebody suggests going to visit aliens in a distant galaxy), everyone that you know will have been dead and buried.

Clearly, this story was written before the birth of Einstein, and also as clearly, Van Winkle was not traveling at the speed of light. In fact, he wasn’t traveling at all, but lying asleep in some sheltered area and miraculously remaining undiscovered by the villagers for decades. This idea of somebody going to sleep and waking up again many years later is a common theme of literature, even in the fairy tale Sleeping Beauty. What makes this one stand apart, however, is that Van Winkle wakes up and has traveled through time, at least in the sense that he didn’t experience the last twenty years.

The Science of the American Revolution

The American Revolution is so ingrained in history lessons in the United States that it’s sometimes hard to separate the mythology from the reality. As we all know, its origins came in large part due to dissatisfaction with British rule of the thirteen American colonies, including the famous “no taxation without representation” cry that came because Americans had no position in the British Parliament.

The roots of the revolution not only come from historical events, but also from changing in thinking in the colonies. Specifically, there were a number of people who participated in a field of philosophy known as the American Enlightenment (which, ironically, was influenced by the Enlightenment movement in Britain). This was the idea of applying the scientific method and scientific reasoning outside of the ideas of science—particularly, to politics and religion. This was less a time of believing in a trusted authority, and more a time of trying to follow logical threads and coming to a conclusion. (For more on the scientific method, consult the chapter on Anno 7603 on page 3).

As an example, let’s talk about the brilliant Sir Isaac Newton, who created the laws of motion and the law of universal gravitation, which help us understand how the solar system’s planets orbit the sun and how to send spacecraft between planets. “Seeing this amazing success, the philosophers of Newton’s day asked: If there are natural laws for how planets move, shouldn’t there be natural laws for how people should act as well?” writes the Independent Record.2 “And if so, what are these natural laws? Perhaps the most important philosopher to consider this question was the Englishman John Locke. Locke carefully studied Isaac Newton’s new theories, and the two men became friends, meeting and writing to each other about a variety of issues.” As the publication explains, each of these people had ideas that influenced the American Revolution. Locke, for example, was greatly influenced by natural laws, arguing that because of them, every person should have the ability to determine their own destiny.

The Legacy of Rip Van Winkle

One way in which Rip Van Winkle remains culturally relevant is in the numerous adaptations of the story. We’ve seen it in theater, music, film, television, cartoons, comics—you name it. Perhaps you can think of it as an early science-fiction franchise, in the spirit of today’s Avengers or X-Men. And lest you think that it is a dated franchise, it showed up (in all things) in the 2018 video game Red Dead Redemption 2, when one character makes a sarcastic remark identifying himself as Rip Van Winkle.

When Irving’s birth passed its 200th anniversary in 1983, the New York Times pointed to the amount of influence he had on the Hudson Valley in his lifetime. “Washington Irving, certainly the county’s most famous resident, became one of the nation’s most beloved and respected citizens and is considered by many as this country’s first genuinely American author. The village of Irvington renamed itself in his honor during his lifetime and by the time he died in 1859, both the man and his house in Tarrytown were almost national shrines.”3 It appears that nearly forty years later, at least some residents of the Hudson Valley still feel some affection for Irving despite him having passed away ages ago. But there is an acknowledgment that he might be losing resonance with the passing of time.

“I read more and more of Irving’s works and then on to the biographies of Irving. It became clear that this writer, once the most popular of Americans, who helped to forge a young democracy—its laws, its values, its sense of history, its art and culture—had been forgotten. How does that happen?” asked a writer in The Hudson Independent.4 While the writer didn’t offer any clear answers (instead citing cultural references from New York’s center of gravity status, to the American Romantic movement that Irving influenced), perhaps we can draw some wisdom in knowing that good stories are timeless, but their challenge is finding an audience. And sometimes, the audience simply changes enough over the ages that the cultural influence is not the same as it was before.

I’d like to think that one of the marks of progress of a society is throwing off old-fashioned ideas that are put forward to the detriment of other groups. In recent years, most of us older ones have shed our past misguided thinking about matters such as homosexuality or women’s rights, among other things. And while Irving still has cultural influence in the matter of somebody being behind the times, parts of his story are cringeworthy; not only does Rip Van Winkle not enjoy being around his wife, he actually expresses relief when he finds out (upon his return to the village) that she has died, implying that he felt that his freedom depended in large part on not having her around. Ideas change, times move on, but it’s also important to know where we came from. And for that reason, I do hope that even people outside the Hudson Valley appreciate the importance of Rip Van Winkle.






1 Irving, Washington. (n.d.) Rip Van Winkle, a Posthumous Writing of Diedrich Knickerbocker. Bartleby.com. Retrieved from https://www.bartleby.com/310/2/1.html

2 Cline, Kelly. (2011, May 4). “How Isaac Newton’s science inspired the American Revolution.” The Independent Record. Retrieved from https://helenair.com/lifestyles/health-med-fit/how-isaac-newton-s-science-inspired-the-american-revolution/article_ea6a77b0-760c-11e0-bfc4-001cc4c002e0.html

3 Melvin, Tessa. (1983, April 3.) The Legacy of Washington Irving. New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/1983/04/03/nyregion/the-legacy-of-washington-irving.html

4 Moffat, Lynn. (n.d.) What The Legend Means to Me. The Hudson Independent. Retrieved from https://thehudsonindependent.com/what-the-legend-means-to-me/





THE CLOCK THAT WENT BACKWARD (1881)

Finally, we move to a story where a machine is used for time travel. This isn’t a voyage to the future in the modern sense, but this child’s story shows us one of the earliest uses of mechanical time travel. This shift to machines (over dreams) shows the mark of industrialization starting to make its way on societies around the world.

The Science of Time Travel

This short story by Edward Page Mitchell focuses on the “periodical visits of duty” that two boys, the narrator and his cousin Henry, have while visiting their Aunt Gertrude in Maine. Like in Rip Van Winkle, there’s a lot of discussion in the story about Dutch ancestors and the early colonial days of the United States, although the narrator is clever enough to portray this family history as boring, due to “the constant repetition and the merciless persistency with which the above dates were driven into our young ears that made us skeptics.” The boys also acknowledge that they feel all of these ancestors are “pure myths,” only embodied in the stories of their aging aunt.1

The story then turns to a Dutch clock sitting on the first landing in the mansion, made in the year 1572 by a local craftsperson. But the clock, as can be guessed by its age, appears to be dead. Aunt Gertrude explains it away with a lightning strike (which, as you’ll find out, sounds a little like the premise of Back to the Future, which we’ll explore in Part III on page 109). One night, however, the boys (although they say they had “grown out of boyhood” by this time) hear some noises and leave their beds to investigate. They see their aunt beside the clock, “take a key from behind the face and proceed to wind up the weights.” To their astonishment, the hands of the clock move backward in front of their eyes. Moments later, their aunt collapses in front of the clock; it’s implied in the story that she is struck dead.

We’ll skip forward in the story, ahead a few years to when the boys, now clearly adults, begin to piece together the mystery of what happened. In talking with a learned professor, they begin discussing the nature of time as put forward by the philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. As the story explains: “Time is a condition, not an essential. Viewed from the Absolute, the sequence by which future follows present and present follows past is purely arbitrary. Yesterday, today, tomorrow; there is no reason in the nature of things why the order should not be tomorrow, today, yesterday.” Eventually, the narrator and his cousin find themselves using the clock to go back in time to the Siege of Leiden, an event of the Eighty Years’ War (1568–1648) having to do with the Spanish occupation of Leiden. Without giving too much away in the story, it turns out that these visitors to the past have had an influence on the future. In fact, the professor muses upon cause and effect at the end of the story:

If cause produces effect, does effect never induce cause? Does the law of heredity, unlike all other laws of this universe of mind and matter, operate in one direction only? Does the descendant owe everything to the ancestor, and the ancestor nothing to the descendant? Does destiny, which may seize upon our existence, and for its own purposes bear us far into the future, never carry us back into the past?

As we’ll see in later stories of the book, all this discussion about the interweavings of the past, and how it influences the future, will lead to troubles such as time travel paradoxes (such as the classic about going back in time and accidentally killing one’s parents or grandparents). It’s also true that a lot of time travel stories attempt to make conclusions about the past from our more “modern” sensibilities, although I admire this particular tale for restraining itself in that respect. In fact, the narrator finds himself upon a war field running around in a state of confusion and getting injured in the process. This sounds like a much more realistic feeling for a new visitor to the past than being able to affect the future through a brief encounter, although other stories don’t shy away from this concept.

Unfortunately, it’s never quite explained how the clock puts us back in time, except to say that it is old, it is from a certain heritage, and that it is mechanical. Interestingly, the clock does seem to contain some sort of reference to gunpowder (a novel technology of the day in Europe): “At the same instant a ball of fire, leaving a wake of sulphurous vapor and filling the room with dazzling light, passed over our heads and smote the clock.” But I suppose one could say that the clock opened up a wormhole, or some other such excuse for time travel that we can explore in later stories.

The Science of the Industrial Revolution

In a brief summary, it’s hard to capture the importance of the Industrial Revolution, but there are a couple of aspects that we can touch on here. This period in Europe and North America ran roughly from the mid-1700s and the mid-1800s, and is most classically portrayed as a period where people moved away from using hand production to machines, which led to standardizations in machining that influenced the industry for decades to come.

While most of us remember the mighty machines of the era like the railroad and the telegraph, a lot of what happened occurred in more humble professions such as textiles and farming. The use of machines made food and other goods more widely available and at a lower cost, which slowly began to increase the standard of living in terms of buying goods. However, workers suffered in other senses, with the introduction of dangerous equipment, long hours, and the need to move into overcrowded cities to find work. Another unfortunate side effect was the increase of colonization, where raw goods were stripped from countries in Africa and South America and sent overseas (along with slaves in some cases) to the richer countries. The effects of this era are still echoing around the world today.

One of the greatest effects of the Industrial Revolution was an increase in literacy in many populations. The printing press was further commercialized and made it possible to create books at a mass scale, cheapening the cost and making it easier for people to access information. Around the same time, schools were implemented and children were allowed to learn reading, writing, mathematics, and other basic skills in preparation for the workforce.

For the purposes of time travel, the industrial revolution reduced our use of dreams and the fantastical to explain how people travel to the past and future, and replaced it with more mechanical versions. In some tales of time travel, the fact that somebody uses a machine is “enough” and we don’t find out more about how the machine works. In others, especially in later years, people try to base the machine’s work in more scientific principles. In any case, many of the stories we’ll explore from here on rely less on dreams and fairies and mythology to move through time. One author in TechRadar argues that time travel seemed more possible after the Industrial Revolution, simply because the pace of change appeared to be accelerating. “The industrial revolution changed all of this. For the first time in human history, the pace of technological change was visible within a human lifespan,” wrote James O’Malley. “It is not a coincidence that it was only after science and technological change became a normal part of the human experience, that time travel became something we dreamed of.”2 O’Malley is right that mechanical time travel is something that was best explored during the Industrial Revolution, so you can expect to read a lot more about machines and their various ways of time traveling in other stories explored in this book.

The Legacy of Edward Page Mitchell

While this short story by Mitchell isn’t often cited in the literature, it is notable that it uses a machine to go back through time—and that this happened even before H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine (which we will explore next on page 20). Some people say that Wells was influenced by Mitchell, although perhaps the safest bet is that both people were influenced by the reach of the Industrial Revolution in general, as well as intrigued for what this might mean for the implications of time.

Mitchell’s work was anticipatory of a lot of trends in science fiction, actually, including faster-than-light travel, computers and cyborgs, mutants and teleportation. I think he’d feel at home in most of the Avengers plots of today. (Funny to think how much our understanding of science fiction has advanced in the last one hundred years or so, since audiences only a century ago found these ideas novel and strange, and today they are almost expected.) Mitchell was in fact a poorly known author for much of the twentieth century, as his stories were often published without bylines and were thus poorly indexed. One of the major efforts to track down his work was a 1973 anthology of his stories, compiled by Sam Moskowitz. Who knows, there might be more stories of Mitchell waiting to be found by future scholars. In general, though, we can say that Mitchell was an interesting representation of the promise of the Industrial Revolution, and of all of the time travel and science fiction stories that we enjoy today.






1 Mitchell, Edward Page. (1881). The Clock That Went Backward. Retrieved from http://www.forgottenfutures.com/game/ff9/tachypmp.htm#clock

2 O’Malley, James. (2017, Aug. 2). “A history of time travel: the how, the why and the when of turning back the clock.” TechRadar. Retrieved from https://www.techradar.com/news/a-history-of-time-travel-the-how-the-why-and-the-when-of-turning-back-the-clock





THE TIME MACHINE (1895)

This story is the distant ancestor of most time travel stories today. It’s not only a discussion of how technology can change our lives, but is also a commentary on how our society could evolve in future ages through Darwinian selection, a new idea at the time.

The Science of Time Travel

This H. G. Wells novel follows an adventurer who is referred to simply as the Time Traveler. We know a few things about this fellow: he’s Victorian, he’s English, and he has a relatively independent lifestyle allowing him to tinker around with machinery. Every week, in the style of people with leisure time in the late 1800s, he would regale his dinner guests about how time works.

Here, we follow the adventures of his journey far into the future. The traveler tests his machine and manages to leap forward five hours. Feeling that’s not nearly far enough, he pushes time farther forward and watches his house (over the ages) change into a garden. Finally, he stops the clock at AD 802,701.

It’s here that the narrator meets the two dominant groups of people living in London around that time: the Eloi (who are childlike) and the Morlocks (who are apelike and prefer to live underground, unless it’s nighttime outside). There’s a bit of dated social commentary and science that I’d prefer not to tackle here due to the ethical complexity, but suffice it to say that their states of nature are supposed to be the outcome of thousands of years of human evolution. The narrator finds himself trapped in the past and fighting to find a way back to the future, while working with these two groups of people to accomplish that goal.
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