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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

by Philip Harbottle

PHILIP EMPSON HIGH was originally born in Norfolk, but moved to the historic town of Canterbury in Kent as a small child. Except for his war service in the Royal Navy, High has lived and worked there ever since. Now retired and a widower, he is the father two beloved daughters, and lives and writes within sight of the historic cathedral.

Whilst all of his published fiction has been in the field of science fiction and fantasy, his favorite author is Nevil Shute, and his own reading has embraced mainstream fiction, poetry, philosophy, science and psychology.

American readers were introduced to his work in 1964 when Ace Books, edited by the astute foreign talent-spotter Donald A. Wollheim, began to publish High’s colorful sf adventure novels, including The Prodigal Sun (1964), No Truce With Terra (1964), The Mad Metropolis (1966), These Savage Futurians (1967) Reality Forbidden (1968). Other novels followed over the next ten years.

But these novels actually represented the second phase of High’s writing career. Prior to the appearance of The Prodigal Sun, High had become well-known in his native England as the author of numerous short stories, published in such science fiction magazines as Authentic Science Fiction, Nebula Science Fiction, New Worlds, and Science Fantasy. Beginning with his first appearance in Authentic Science Fiction in 1956, High published more than 40 stories over the next decade, all of his writing being done in his spare time whilst working full-time as a bus-driver.

I had the privilege of introducing this body of work to American readers when I was invited by Wildside Press to edit THE BEST OF PHILIP E. HIGH for their Cosmos Books imprint. This volume was the first-ever collection of High’s short stories and contained the pick of High’s early work. Published in 2002, it is still in print and has been very well received by fans and readers on both sides of the Atlantic. Several of his best early novels are also available in new Wildside editions.

The editor who had published most of his short stories was the late John Carnell, and when the British sf magazine market began to severely contract in the early ‘sixties, it was Carnell who encouraged his magazine writers to try writing novels for the burgeoning American paperback book market.

Carnell became High’s friend and mentor. As his literary agent, he was successful in selling High’s novels all over the world in translated editions, and by the early 1970s High’s novels were also appearing in his own country in hardcover editions from Robert Hale and Denis Dobson.

Carnell’s early death in 1972 was a massive blow to British sf expression in general, and to High in particular. High continued to write novels until his retirement in 1979. But then, instead of increasing his output as one might have expected, he actually stopped writing altogether!

As a part-time writer, High had always relied on the advice of friends and agents, and now he was told that the popularity of science fiction was well and truly over. He was advised that there was no longer a viable market for science fiction in either novels or magazines—and so he simply stopped writing.

Whilst this advice had been specious and erroneous, it was compounded by the rise of new and younger editors, especially in the UK, who had what can only be described as contempt for the work of older writers, who were regarded as passé. Although numerous UK sf magazines came and went—and stayed—not one editor had the gumption to approach High and invite him to try writing new material. Like several other former Carnell stalwarts, High gradually passed out of print, and was in danger of becoming forgotten.

But, as someone (I think it was Brian Aldiss) once tellingly remarked, in science fiction, no one is ever truly forgotten, and for me, Philip E. High was a fondly remembered name when (with Sean Wallace) I decided to publish a new sf magazine in 1997. I wrote to High and invited him to submit new stories to Fantasy Annual. High enthusiastically responded, and his steady flow of mss was in no small way responsible for Fantasy Annual extending to five issues, before metamorphosing into its currently ongoing incarnation, Fantasy Adventures.

As this is being written, I have just accepted High’s very latest story, “Seeds of Invasion,” for forthcoming publication in Fantasy Adventures #7. It is, as a matter of record, the seventeenth new story by High that I have published in my various Fantasy collections, but it is as fresh and inventive as anything he has yet written. Make a note of it!

Which brings me to this present volume, Step to the Stars, consisting of ten entirely new High stories. Its genesis was quite simple—when I asked High to write new stories for my magazines, he began to deliver acceptable stories faster than I could publish them! On being apprised of this, Wildside publisher John Betancourt promptly commissioned a new book by High, consisting of all-new stories!

Step to the Stars is the result. It has been two years in the making, and is the first new book by High to appear for nearly a quarter of a century. But, I fancy, it will not be the last!

Given a free editorial rein, High has been producing stories that reflect many of his own personal beliefs, hopes and fears—the product of a long and varied life, and a ceaselessly inventive and enquiring mind. And whilst these stories contain all the usual fanciful science fiction tropes that one might expect of a writer who cut his teeth on Astounding Stories in the 1930s—contact with aliens, time travel, parallel worlds, and so on—they are also concerned with the real world, of human nature, of Good and Evil, and the place of humanity in the universe.

Reading for this collection over the last two years, I have noticed a consistent pattern emerging, and something of a change from High’s early dystopian novels. He is an author who believes in the future of man, and that his destiny lies in the stars. In many stories, mankind often needs a helping hand from alien intelligences, with many a cosmic shock or two to jolt him to his senses, but still he endures.

Some of the stories overlapped with each other, and might even have been revised to form a novel, or a thematic anthology. Where this has occurred I have taken some of the stories out of my inventory for this book, and used them as stand-alone stories in Fantasy Annual, Fantasy Quarterly, or Fantasy Adventures, to present greater variety. These ten stories have been winnowed from more than twice that number, and will, I trust, make interesting and varied reading for fans of the author, both old and new.

—Philip Harbottle,

Wallsend,

July, 2003.
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