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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

It was September of 1956, I was twenty-one years old, and all the doors of the world were opening for me at once.

That June I had graduated from college; my new career as a professional science-fiction writer was already well under way, with dozens of stories sold in the first year alone; in late August I married my college girlfriend and a week afterward, at the World Science Fiction Convention in New York, I was given a Hugo as the most promising new author of the year.

Then I went off with my bride to the first Milford Science Fiction Conference, where the writers I had begun to think of as my fellow professionals — Theodore Sturgeon, James Blish, Damon Knight, Fritz Leiber, Cyril Kornbluth, Frederik Pohl, Lester del Rey, Algis Budrys, and many others — treated me, the startlingly prolific newcomer, with respect and affection.

And now, with that dizzying rush of events behind me, I found myself established in a sprawling, handsome apartment on one of Manhattan’s finest residential streets, embarking on real adult life — if you will accept the notion that there is anything real or adult about deciding, straight out of college, to earn one’s livelihood by making up stories about the far reaches of space and time and getting publishers to pay for them.

I thought I could make it work.

I had already demonstrated, to myself and everyone else, that I could produce publishable material on a day-in-day-out basis, a steady stream of stories at a level of prolificity that only a few writers (Frederick Faust, George Simenon, Arthur J. Burks, L. Ron Hubbard, John Creasey) had ever matched. Story ideas were available to me at the snap of a finger and I had the youthful stamina needed to turn out twenty, thirty, even forty pages of fiction a day, five days a week, without faltering.

For the past eighteen months, even while I was finishing my senior year at Columbia, I had worked at that pace in the most matter-of-fact way, and I had sold everything I had written — not necessarily to the first magazine where I submitted it, but, sooner or later, someone had been willing to buy it.

Even in my youthful exuberance, though, I knew that it wouldn’t be possible to sustain a full-time career indefinitely by writing short stories alone.

Allowing two or three days per story, sometimes even doing them at a single sitting, rarely if ever revising my first drafts, I could easily turn out somewhere between 100 and 150 stories a year — but where would I sell them all?

There were about a dozen science fiction magazines then, and I was selling regularly to all of them.


But the three highest paying magazines (Astounding, Galaxy, Fantasy & SF) were extremely demanding markets: I would be doing well to sell each of them as many as three stories a year against the competition of everyone else in the field. The lesser magazines, harder pressed to fill their pages, had shown a willingness to publish a story of mine in virtually every issue, sometimes two or even three.

But how long could I keep that up?

A couple of years, perhaps — but not forever.

The answer lay in writing novels. There were three main publishers of s-f novels in those days — Doubleday, Ballantine, and Ace.

Doubleday, the preserve of such top-level writers as Heinlein, Asimov, and Bradbury, was surely beyond my reach at that time.

Ballantine, the home of Sturgeon, Clarke, Pohl, John Wyndham, and Jack Vance, had no great need of my still immature talents either. But then there was Ace, a publishing house that was producing two double volumes a month, each offering a pair of 50,000-word novels bound back to back. I had heard that Ace was paying $1,000 per novel — substantial pay indeed, in an era when $100 a week was a decent wage and my splendid West End Avenue apartment cost me just $150 a month. And Ace, which put out more books a year than the other two houses combined, was always in need of new writers to meet its voracious publishing schedule.


A single 50,000-word book was the equivalent in length of eight or ten short stories, but how much easier it would be, I reasoned, to develop a single idea to book length than to produce eight or ten separate ideas as short stories and sell them all!

The book would bring in more money, too, since I could hope for no more than $50 or $75 a piece for most of those stories, assuming I sold them all right away.

And there would be the hope of translation income for a novel, besides — additional fees from France, Germany, or Italy, perhaps.

Having made all those calculations, I approached Donald A. Wollheim, the shrewd and experienced editor of Ace Books, right after my Hugo victory at the New York convention, and asked him whether he would be interested in adding me to his list of writers, which already included such established figures as Gordon R. Dickson, Poul Anderson, Philip K. Dick, and Leigh Brackett.

Wollheim sized me up quickly, seeing the mix of developing talent, unparalleled productiveness, and raw ambition that I was, and told me he’d be glad to take me on.

“Let me see a couple of chapters and an outline and I’ll give you a contract,” he said.

And so, on a warm September day right after my return from the Milford gathering, I got down to work.

My magnificent new apartment had scarcely any furniture in it, then, and I remember typing my opening chapters on a folding card table set up in the middle of an empty room.

My starting point was a mental image of the prototypical Ace novel as I understood it — a short, fast-moving book set a few hundred years in the future and rich in colorful description and melodramatic conflict.

What was required of me, I believed, was nothing at all like the coolly intellectual work of Isaac Asimov or the crisp, knowing manner of Robert A. Heinlein, or the insight into character of Theodore Sturgeon, or the poetic power of Ray Bradbury — just as well, because there was no way that I could begin to match those writers’ skills at that time.

But I could and would do an Ace novel that would hold its own among other novels of its type, and, very quickly, a sketch for a book I called The Years of the Freeze took shape.

Wollheim liked my proposal and issued a contract immediately. It’s dated October 10, 1956 — scarcely a month from the day I began writing the outline.

I wasted no time getting started on the book. I suspect I wrote it at a pace of 20 to 25 pages a day, which means the job would have taken me eight or nine working days, since the manuscript — I still have a carbon copy of it — runs to 206 pages. My journal shows that I finished it at in mid-November, 1956.

(Also that month I wrote the short stories “Quick Freeze,” “Satellite Peril,” “Sunrise on Mercury,” “Spawn of the Void,” “The Alien Menace,” “Devil’s World,” the novella “Sea Lords of Forgotten Terra,” and eight other items of various sorts.

Not just my head but my fingers start to ache at the thought of producing all that — using a manual typewriter, of course, since computers were still science fiction in 1956 and even electric typewriters were uncommon things.)

Wollheim liked the book, I guess — he immediately gave me a contract for a second novel, which would be called Master of Life and Death — and brought it out in the spring of 1957 as part of a double volume that also contained James Gunn’s This Fortress World. Don was an inveterate title-changer — he was the editor who reprinted Stanley G. Weinbaum’s story “Flight on Titan” as “A Man, a Maid, and Saturn’s Temptation” — and my title Years of the Freeze gave way to Wollheim’s The Thirteenth Immortal, which actually struck me as an improvement.

Here it is again, in print for the first time in forty-five years.

Maybe it isn’t quite up there with such later books of mine as Dying Inside or Lord Valentine’s Castle, but I beg you to remember that I was just twenty-one years old when I wrote it, and Shakespeare didn’t turn out material like Othello or King Lear from the outset, either.

Looking through it now, I find it full of little touches of the kind that one day would be called Silverbergian, little bits of insight and color like the mutant colony in chapter nine — and it’s an interesting literary curiosity besides.

Though the book may not exactly be of Hugo Award-winning caliber, I think it does foreshadow the novelist who was to come, and, at the very least, isn’t it interesting to see how far a writer’s career can go from a start like this?

—Robert Silverberg,

October, 2004
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