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      Enter the SF Gateway …

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

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

      

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

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

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

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Introduction

We had exchanged letters, and spoken on the phone, and–because I have that daftest of all phobias, fear of writers whose work impresses me–these brief exchanges had been nerve-racking. It was essential that we met face to face; there was Fantasy to talk about; there were Primitive Heroines to discuss; there was Henley bitter to be tasted at source, (for Keith Roberts lived a sniff away from the Henley brewery, and I have a passion for Real Ale). But because of the phobia, and having, as yet, no inkling of the enormously easy and welcoming man behind the eloquent voice on the phone, the drive to Henley was accompanied by a hundred images of greeting, a thousand impressions of a man who had, for years, kept himself very much to himself. Keith had never been to an SF convention, although he was a man much talked about, not just because of his reputation as a writer but because he had worked in an editorial and artistic capacity on Science Fantasy in the late 60’s and 70’s, when I was beginning my own career in writing.

So I was a tad apprehensive. And I took it as ominous that my car, a great, battered brown Renault 16, a tank of a thing, a powerhouse–usually–was reluctant to start that cold Spring morning in 1984.

Start it did, however, and at length I arrived in Henley, about to meet Keith Roberts for the first time, unaware as yet that the encounter would come damned close to being the last time I met anybody.

We had arranged to meet in the Horse and Groom, a small, smokey pub, full of tiny rooms and curved counters. Keith was sitting at the corner of a bar, a tall, bespectacled man, ciggy in one hand, half consumed pint quietly fermenting by the other, watching me curiously as I approached, perhaps seeking some intangible sign of that commonality of feeling he and I share for the Old Gods and the Long Past. I felt instant recognition and was instantly at ease.

It was a wonderful first encounter. We got the mutual compliments out of the way, discussed Primitive Heroines, Wildwoods, Publishers, Beer and the simple pleasures of living by and from the Imagination. Keith took me on a tour of Henley-on-Thames, and then we drove the Tank out to a hamlet and a pub called The Maltster’s Arms, a stone-flagged hostelry where the sausage I had for lunch would have fed the household cavalry. Next to the Maltsters was a small church, St Nicholas, in which was one of the rarest of treasures: an unadulterated Elizabethan tomb, undamaged by the Cromwellian atrocities of the early 17th Century, the kneeling figures of a Lord of the Manor, his wife and children still perfectly intact, and beautifully coloured. It’s the sort of treasure that is wonderful to discover, and I discovered that Keith is a treasurehouse of information about such wonders.

The day was getting on. There was more to see. We returned to the car and–as if it had been biding its time as a protest at its lack of servicing–the damn thing wouldn’t start. Nothing else to do, announces I. We’ll have to push.

I suppose we will, Keith says resignedly, his voice dropping as we contemplate the monstrous brown machine.

Handbrake off, a slippery, slightly icy road, and the two of us bent to the task, heads down and heaving from behind, trying to get sufficient momentum for a bump start.

For some reason I hadn’t noticed the hill; and it must have slipped Keith’s mind to tell me. Suddenly I realised we were getting up speed. That’s great, cries I. Keep it up, we’re getting there. A little more. A little more.

The next moment we’re staggering and stumbling forward, pushing thin air, watching as the car accelerates away down the hill, towards the Reading-Henley road.

Jesus! we cry, and off I go, the worse for half a gallon of Brakspeare’s Finest and a yard and a half of Cumberland sausage. I got the door of the car open, perched a toe on the narrow running board, was half aware of Keith padding down the hill after me, flung myself into the driver’s seat, half saw the lorry coming down the main road, thought ‘One chance for a bump start’, engaged gear, engaged engine, failed utterly to engage brain, roared out of the side road across the path of the lorry, noticed two fingers being stabbed furiously heavenwards from lorry cab, turned full circle in main road without pause (in case of stalling) and returned for Keith, the pair of us breathless, triumphant, one of us lucky to be alive.

Somehow, later, it all seemed incredibly funny.

In Henley it seemed natural to find a garage and clean the car up. This is when I began to discover just how many people Keith knew. He seemed to be a small institution, a part of the Henley scenery. We found his pal George, who ran a garage. George came out, peered into various distributor caps, plugs and points, scraped some muck away, told wonderfully funny jokes, caught up on Keith’s news, vice versa, and did the trick.

It was a memorable encounter, and I mention it because, whilst not in any way helping me understand Keith’s work–such a thing is unnecessary–it gave me an insight into the writer himself, someone who always has his senses alerted, who is hungry for detail, who observes down to the finest degree: the sound of accent, the fussiness of character, the awkwardness of human contact, the smell and colour of the land. His work is replete with such feeling, and the stories in this collection of hauntings illustrate the point perfectly.

He is also a wonderful conversationalist, and this too is manifest strongly in his stories. I always feel that Keith is describing a world, or a classroom, or a walk through London that is an ingrained piece of his own experience, that somehow he is telling us an anecdote from his own life, matter-of-fact, and highly detailed narrative, around a strange or horrifying event. (See ‘Mrs Cibber’ and ‘Scarlet Lady’, for example). He is a writer who lives his worlds and characters, and whose worlds and characters live vividly because of it.

I mention this first meeting in Henley, too, because in one way it seems a metaphor for my relationship with Keith’s writing itself: a sudden discovery of work that pleased me, an accelerating interest, culminating in the explosive discovery of two novels: The Chalk Giants (linked stories), and The Boat of Fate, juggernauts of writing both (without any concomitant rudeness from the driver) and two pieces of fiction whose absence–as I write–from the popular bookshelves is a disgraceful reflection on a publishing industry too ready to promote trivia, too willing to forget novels that are perhaps perceived (and wrongly so if they are) as not conforming to contemporary commercial tastes. They are marvellous books, full of the Ancient, the Unremembered, and the Power of Land; and The Boat of Fate, in particular, is detailed and textured, its treatment of Roman Britain quite breathtaking, strongly visual, almost cinematic.

Images from many of Keith’s stories haunt me: of two parallel worlds grinding together as they pass, in one of the early Anita stories; of a Roman war galley being drum-beaten into Dover haven, its oars striking the sea almost frantically as it glides past a small, passenger boat from which our hero watches; a ridgeway of tall white towers, signal arms creaking and clacking as they send their semaphore message across England, from coast to coast; a but on the high downs in which a terrified girl watches the green-masked, tattooed figure of The Corn God, in fact the tribe’s shaman, approach her with primordial ritual in mind; a frantic skirmish between dark riders and downland folk on the great outline of the Cerne Abbas Giant; the vertiginous feeling of being swept aloft in a small gondola, slung below rising, wind-cracked sheets of kite-canvas.

The chalk and the Downlands are as much a part of Keith Roberts as he of them; scratch the writer and see virgin chalk, soon to be greened in shades of memory and story.

So here is a collection of hauntings, a Dance Macabre through that greening, windswept writer’s mind. There are no variations on a theme here, though; each haunting is particular to the character, growing as much out of personality as it is imposed from the supernatural exterior.

In ‘Snake Princess’, for example, the boy–Douglas–is haunted by his own imagination; he wanders a fairground which “seemed to stand at the juncture of two worlds”, and is itself an apt and elegant metaphor for the boy growing up, a realm of childish fantasy on the borders of the harder, harsher reality of adulthood. First love and first loss are explored here, and how skilfully Roberts shows us the way life’s experience batters at the fragility of young imagination. In ‘Winterwood’, again imagination is at work, but this time processed through guilt and phobia, as a man becomes obsessed with the hideous face of an inventor, carved in wood in a rambling, tumble-down old house; a man? Or a demon? This is a fate-filled story, playing tragically with the uncertainties of perception and the reality of true evil.

By contrast of mood, ‘The Eastern Windows’ is a hellish portrait of that sort of cocktail party which sends shivers of horror, up the spines of the more unsociable among us; endlessly cycling through the moves and trivia and chitchat and pomposity of such gatherings, gradually a darker notion begins to insinuate itself into the narrative line. We are in no doubt about the strangeness of ‘Susan’. Who are you Susan, asks her teacher, and the answer is left to our imagination, though the story concisely explores the disturbing effect of disturbing behaviour, the haunting power of the unfamiliar in the familiar as people respond to a quiet alienness.

I like stories about trees, I always have, and ‘Everything in the Garden’ was a particular pleasure to read; it’s a skilful story, an expert piece of misdirection, playing with the reader’s perceptions and assumptions. A car is the central haunting factor in ‘The Scarlet Lady’, a dark and very savage story. ‘Mrs Cibber’ haunts our narrator from a portrait, for he falls in love with her, and becomes pre-occupied by thoughts of her life, two hundred years before. It’s a pre-occupation that has unforeseen consequences, a story in which London past and present itself is a character, haunting the storyteller from its streets and alleys and buildings, from its past, from its present.

And it is this presence and acknowledgement of the past which is, for a passionate folklorist like myself, the magical quality in Keith’s writing; he is a folklorist in every sense, adapting themes and stories to his own subjective, everyday world, allowing the power of the past to inform his modern tales, ever aware of, and always passionately involved with, the land and those ghosts and echoes in the land that continue to flow across the green that covers the chalk, where Giants shape memory.

Robert Holdstock,

London,

October 1988.


In the late sixties I was helping edit an sf mag in Oxford. My mentor was Kyril Bonfiglioli; collector, dealer, polymath. He taught me more about writing than anybody else I met. Writing, and a good deal else. His methods, as often as not, were brutal; but time was already running out. That sort of brain tires quickly of the world.

I still type finished drafts with a battered Concise at my elbow; the same one he made me buy. It’s as good a reminder as any.

Sometimes he’d buy my work without a word. Others, he’d pull a face like the Japanese warrior in the corner of the study. All hung with matting armour. I never argued; because it was always possible he’d draw the figure’s sword, and use it. Anything was on the cards, with Bon.

He said he liked the first paragraph of ‘Susan’. Fume cupboards, and the four o’clock blue. I don’t think he gave a damn about the rest. Later, he took me to dinner. And talked about Kipling. The first and only time.

The piece was picked up finally for somebody or other’s ‘Best SF’ collection. It meant very little to me. I was in London by then, trying to keep the mag afloat; and the office phone had just been taken away. Bon, driving his Roller down the High, raising his boater through the sunshine roof, was already in the past. All States are subject to Change, as the Gotama warned.

Kettering Grammar is now the council offices. Last time I went there, I couldn’t enter. A friend held the door; but I couldn’t walk in. Past what had been the lockers, past the Head’s old study. There, if you like, are ghosts.
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