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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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PART ONE

Wonder
 
The word is Germanic, but the old Greeks understood it. Aristotle saw it in the ‘pity and terror’ of classic tragedy, although even then it had begun to fade as men ceased to dread the old, implacable gods. Sophistication kills it. The author of Ecclesiastes denies any natural wonder in his time. Longinus, exploring its rhetoric in On the Sublime, seems wistful for its return. Closer to our time, Thomas Carlyle declares that ‘the reign of wonder is done.’ Others, down to Sam Moskowitz, have deplored its death.

Yet we’re all born to it. In childhood we find it everywhere, our strange new worlds brightly alluring, brimming with puzzle and peril and hope. Growing older, we commonly let it slide away. We solve some of the puzzles, toughen ourselves to what we can’t escape, lose too much of the hope. Or, too often now, we let it turn into a dull gray dread of worse things waiting.

This book is about my own life, most of all about the times of wonder I’ve treasured and clung to – found here and there in literature, where it lent life to the romantics and the transcendentalists; discovered more often in science and the splendors of our cosmos as science reveals them. Best of all in science fiction, wonder in its purest state.

Science fiction remade my life when I found it long ago in those early pulp magazines where it was being invented. Its name was strange at first to nearly everybody. Not that many cared to know. Not then, because the magazines looked like trash. They were cheaply printed ‘pulps’ with queer machines and horrid monsters on their covers, but for the few of us who dug them, even their names were drenched and dripping with wonder. Amazing Stories, Astounding Stories, Astonishing and Startling and Marvel; even Wonder Stories.

The sophisticates were not impressed. But to me – the green farm kid I was then, hungry for life and ignorant of nearly everything – and to a whole generation of wondering young Americans, those disdained publications came to reflect our awe at the strangeness of the universe, our readiness to challenge all we didn’t understand, our hope of better worlds to come.

Most of those once-beloved beloved magazines are gone now, and all of us have changed. Yet I think we need wonder more than ever now, because we’ve lately come to share so much with those ancient Greeks. Though their dreaded gods have vanished, Zeus with his thunderbolts to hurl, we have our own more dreadful missiles ready. We can all feel terror again, and pity for a world in peril.

The message of Aeschylus and Sophocles and Euripides was never despair. Greek tragedy began as worship, evolved from temple rituals meant to attune us with our cosmos. Its theme was human nobility. In our own bleak-seeming present, those old gods dead and our own new technologies grown more awesome than they ever were, we need the chastening awe the Greeks once knew, and the stout faith in human greatness that was part of it.

This book, then, is mostly my own remembrance of the good times in my own life when wonder was. Recollections of the urge to learn it has kept burning in me, and the heady joy of every new discovery. The exciting places where we camped on our trek in the covered wagon, the year I was seven. The excitement of the sciences, as I’ve seen them unfolding all the mysteries of the atom and language and mankind. The stars at night, and my first telescope, and the volcanoes of Io. The ‘sense of wonder’ – the awe and the promise of new worlds revealed – that I’ve felt in science fiction and tried to write into stories of my own.

If technology is the illustrious son of pure science, science fiction is surely the prodigal sibling. Through most of a lifetime, I’ve watched and shared its slow growth toward what it ought to be.

The book glances, too, at the troubled history of wonder in our recent world. I like to think of wonder as one more rich gift of what Walter Prescott Webb calls the Great Frontier. It lives best on new horizons. With the frontiers closing and old horizons fading like mirages, its living space has sadly narrowed.

I remember when I, and many of us, saw science as the shining new frontier; when we watched technological progress as the magical means to make everything better. I’ve watched that cheerful faith decay. The shift began long before I was born, but we still had heroes in the world where I grew up. Those we most admired were scientists and engineers. Modern magicians, they were building us those better worlds, until a bad thing happened on the way to wonderland. That tragic shadow has chilled science fiction since H. G. Wells, and darkened all our lives since Hiroshima. Even my own.

Within the limits of memory, manners, and a habit of reticence, I’ve tried to make the book as honest as I can. The opening chapters focus briefly on my parents and their roots. What I know of my father’s family comes mostly from a memoir written in 1932 by his younger sister, Hattie French, edited and published by her daughter, Irene French Braswell.

For my mother’s people, there’s nothing quite so formal. Besides my own recollections of talk I used to hear, and my brother’s, I have fragmentary notes she left and her collection of family photographs and correspondence, some of the fading letters written in beautiful copperplate script before the Civil War.

To aid my own uncertain memories of more recent times, there are files of correspondence, magazines and manuscripts, and the diary I kept for a few months in the South Pacific. Perhaps best of all, the names and notes and photos in the book Blanche has been asking guests to sign while the candle burned every Christmas for the past forty years.
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My Father

1868 –1964

Jim Gunn says the Williamsons are a sept of the Gunns. I rather like the notion, especially the hint that perhaps the clan first got to Scotland in dragon-headed Viking longships. The American line begins with a John Williamson who came to New Jersey about 1691 from Fife, which juts into the North Sea between the firths of Forth and Tay. His wife died at sea; he married again and left two sons, Samuel and David.

Aunt Hattie’s memoir is a long look back across the American frontier. She follows generation after generation trekking west into the wilderness. Samuel’s son, Joseph, was born in New Jersey in 1765; he died in Portsmouth, Ohio, in 1830. His descendants were plain, prolific people, devout Methodists by then, always headed farther west.

Joseph’s wife was born Martha de Feurt; her people had come from France in the 1600s. In wilderness Ohio, they raised a family of six sons and two daughters. One of the sons, James, married a former bondservant named Christina Schaffer.

Christina’s life could make a novel. She was born in Württemberg in 1807, the youngest daughter of Adam and Sabina Schaffer. The family, including three sisters and three brothers, migrated to America in 1819, partly because the brothers wanted to escape military conscription.

The leaky ship had to put in to Lisbon for repair, and the voyage to Boston took seven weeks. The brothers had agreed to enter bond service to pay for the family’s passage, but the canny Bostonians were afraid they’d run away. The sisters, instead, had to be sold.

Christina, twelve years old, was bought by a Philadelphia merchant named Mayer. She took care of his twin children and was grief-stricken when measles killed them. She was treated well, allowed to go to school. After her four years were over, she stayed on with the family, working for wages.

She had moved with them to Boston before her brother George came to take her out to Ohio. She found the family scattered, her mother dead and the sisters married, two of them to brothers of James Williamson, who began courting her. She was at first indignant when the sisters urged her to accept ‘that clodhopper,’ but something changed her mind.

Married in 1832, she and James went west again into Indiana, settling on the west fork of White River, 12 miles from Indianapolis. He contracted to pay for 320 acres of land with 19 months of labor. When it was his own, he cut and burned trees to clear the land, built a log house and a brick dwelling later.

A slight city girl, 84 pounds when she married, Christina must have found the Indiana forests an awesome challenge. She cooked in the beginning over an open fire and did the family wash down on Indiana Creek Run. She worked flax into linen.

She sheared sheep, carded wool and spun it, wove and dyed cloth, made garments for her family, and finally pieced scraps from worn clothing into patchwork quilts; I remember the mothball reek of one that came down to my father, the cloth dark and coarse and ugly. She bore James three daughters and nine sons, three of whom died in infancy.

Most of his life, Hattie writes, James wrestled with the Lord. ‘His good wife Christina had accepted Jesus Christ as her Savior, and had joined the Methodist Church, but James took no stock in such things, for he thought himself a better man than the church members … To lie and cheat was beneath him; he paid his debts and looked the world in the face as an upright man.’

His resistance grew stronger when a wily churchman beat him in a horse trade, and he used to leave the house when Christina brought the minister home to dinner. Just in time, he found salvation. ‘Six months after his conversion,’ when he was cutting firewood, ‘a falling limb struck him on the head, killing him at once.’

Peter, his oldest surviving son, became my father’s father. Hardly rugged enough to fit the frontier, he had an early thirst for learning. He hunted coons and sold their skins to pay for his first book, a life of Daniel Boone. At age twenty-one, as if to break the pioneering tradition, he entered a school at Terre Haute, studying German and planning to become a merchant. Instead, for whatever reasons, he married Joanna Harriet Mosley and went on west by oxcart to claim a homestead in Minnesota.

According to Hattie’s family history, the Mosleys had come from England to South Carolina a few generations earlier. Joanna, born in 1836, was the first white child in La Porte, Indiana, then an Indian village. One day while she was still a baby, as the family legend has it, she was kidnapped by an Indian woman grieving for a lost infant of her own. Joanna’s father found her a few days later in the arms of the squaw and brought her back home.

She had a brother and two sisters. The family lived several years near La Porte in an abandoned Jesuit mission, but when the mother died the father had to scatter them into foster homes. She worked as a seamstress in an Indianapolis sweatshop before she met Peter and rode the oxcart west.

Though Hattie says she loved the Minnesota lakes and woods, times stayed hard. Peter’s health was uncertain, though he found vigor enough to keep her pregnant. Once they had to retreat to Indiana for a winter. When the Indians rose against the whites, I imagine with cause enough, she lived in fear of massacre until the U.S. militia drove the survivors into Dakota.

[image: image]

My father’s family, about 1895. Peter and Joanna, seated, Hattie sitting by Peter and Almira by Joanna. In the back row, Jimmie, the oldest son, is bearded. Frank wears the moustache. My father stands by Jimmie, Albert by him. John stands by Frank, and George at the end.

Their Minnesota adventure ended with a fire in May of 1866 that destroyed almost everything, though they saved a Seth Thomas clock I used to see. Left barefoot in the snow, the family walked to a neighbor to beg for help. Looking for a kinder climate, they set out again one September morning in a mule-drawn wagon, bound somehow for Texas instead of Oregon.

Peter was still ailing; in Springfield, Missouri, he had to stop for two weeks under a doctor’s care. It was mid-December before they got across the Indian Territory, now Oklahoma, and struck camp in Bell County, Texas. There, among Texas hostile to such Yankee invaders, they bought land and stayed, living at first in a one-room log cabin.

Peter seems to have found health and prosperity in Texas. He planted gardens and orchards, built a better home and bought more land, kept bees, took his family every summer for ten days to the Methodist camp meetings on Nolan Creek. He sired three daughters and seven sons, my father among them. A white bearded patriarch, he died there in 1914, at age eighty-three.

I never saw him, but I knew Joanna and Frank, the bachelor son who had stayed at home. After Peter’s death, they sold the Texas farm and moved to New Mexico soon after my own parents did. Through most of my childhood and youth, we were sharecroppers on land they owned, a fact I must have resented. I never loved them.

They were still sternly faithful to their primitive Methodism, though there was no church of any denomination near enough for them to attend. In their house, which always had bedbugs, we had to kneel for family prayers, which Frank intoned in the peculiar hollow voice reserved for communication with God. I always felt that devotion to the Lord and themselves left them very little love for anybody else.

Frank was always harshly critical of me and everything I did, though it strikes me now that perhaps I should have felt some compassion for him. His life must have been bleakly empty. Ignorant and prejudiced, he had very narrow interests. None, certainly, in my own science fiction, which he always sniffed at. ‘A pack of lies.’

My father, Asa Lee, was the seventh child, dedicated to the Lord at his birth in 1868 and brought up for the ministry. After his early schooling at home, he attended Thomas Arnold High School at Salado, a nearby village.

A yellowed newspaper clipping from some later date shows the walls of the old building, half hidden in brush, looking as ancient and forlorn as a ruined Norman abbey. The good citizens of Salado had raised fifteen hundred dollars to set up the school after the failure of an earlier ‘college’ had left the building vacant.

My father saved a copy of the first announcement, a document that fascinates me with its contrasts to the modern high school. The superintendent, S. J. Jones, was a Vanderbilt Ph.D. The course of study included four years of Latin and three of Greek. Tuition was fifteen dollars a quarter, board twelve dollars a month.

Working his way as a janitor – cutting wood, building fires, and ringing the bell – my father made good friends of Dr Jones and his wife. He saved photos of her, and long letters filled with affectionate Christian concern and admonition.

From Salado, he went on to take more Latin and Greek at Texas University at Austin, from which he graduated in 1900. Earning his own way there, he worked as manager of a student residence club. He used to talk about a summer job he enjoyed, driving ox teams to haul water for a well-driller on Dry Devils River down near the Rio Grande.

In a newspaper column published in 1953, his college roommate speaks highly of ‘his scholarship, his studious habits and his high moral and ethical standards.’ For his place and time, his background in the classics was unusual. He used to recite Virgil and recall incidents from the perilous march of the ‘ten thousand’ in Xenophon’s Anabasis. He spent a summer in Mexico City he always enjoyed recalling, learning Mexican history and the Spanish language.

All this was too much for the fundamentalism he was born to. The break must have been painful, though he seldom said anything about it. I doubt that it was quite complete. Though we never went to church, I have a fond recollection of the old camp meeting hymn ‘Amazing Grace’ as he used to sing it when he was the first one up in the morning, building a fire in the kitchen stove. In the lucid moments of his last illness, at ninety-six, he seemed to be facing the hereafter with mixed and uneasy expectations. At long last, he was about to know.

He never entirely escaped his Methodist conscience or his pioneer heritage. Never a churchman, he turned to teaching. Even that, however, was never really a career. I don’t quite know why, because he had ability enough. His unorthodoxy was probably a handicap: he was too honest to profess what he no longer believed, too independent for easy conformity. His fundamentalist patrons must have mistrusted his theology.

He used to enjoy taking jobs in problem schools where bullies had run less militant teachers off the job, and once I saw his collection of confiscated clubs and knives, trophies of his confrontations. His love of the open and growing things was always stronger, I think, than his devotion to books.

I see him as a frontiersman at heart, born too late. He met my mother when she came to teach at the small school at Benjamin, Texas, where he was principal. In partnership with his brother Albert, he had bought a farm there. Married, he quit the job and sold his interest in the farm.

Following tradition, he and my mother went west again to join her brother Stewart in a ranching venture in northern Mexico, pioneering against a mountain wilderness no better tamed than Indiana had been a hundred years before.
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My Mother

1874 –1960

Walter Prescott Webb saw modern history shaped by what he called the Great Frontier, his phrase for all the new lands opened to Europe since Vasco da Gama and Columbus. The frontiers were escapeways into freedom. Out of tyranny, out of serfdom, out from under the Roman Church. Escapeways into democracy, private capitalism, and religious liberty. The best things of our civilization, he saw them all in growing danger now since the frontiers were gone.

I once found a novel in that notion, and I like the light it casts into the lives of my parents and their pioneering forebears. The frontier had called my father’s people across the Atlantic and on into the continent. His own life can be seen as a doomed search for its vanishing gifts, south into Mexico and west of the Pecos, finally north again to the arid Llano Estacado, the ‘staked plain’ of Eastern New Mexico where I grew up.

The frontier shaped the lives of my mother’s people too, though they found it farther south and coped in different ways. One way was slavery. I’ve tried to understand how they felt about it. The institution had come with the territory; they rationalized it well, with no sense of guilt.

In the family myths I used to hear, slavery was something benign, emancipation a tragic disaster for black as well as white. A kinsman of my mother’s father, ruined by the war, was taken in by his former slaves and cared for till he died. So the story went.

I’ve marveled at the tough hardihood of my father’s people, eager every generation to leave all they had known to pit themselves against another wilderness farther west. Their sturdiness came partly, of course, from their simple Protestant faith in God. More of it came from their faith in themselves, their axes and plows. Maybe most of all, from greed for all the new wealth of the new lands waiting to be seized.

The Great Frontier made them what they were, new apostles of the old idea of progress, driven by the faith that they could make tomorrow better than today. Living the Puritan ethic, taking private wealth as the surest sign of God’s grace, they made hard work an act of worship.

In my mother’s South, most work was for slaves, but the frontier had shaped everything else. The Southerners were Protestants too, if not Puritans. They were democratic, at least in defense of states’ rights, and willing, when the war came, to die for their own sort of capitalism.

They lost the war, lost their whole social system. Slavery had ingrained them with the same contempt for physical toilers and physical toil that the old Greeks had felt in another slave-based culture. Left penniless and slaveless, they were often ill-prepared for peace, as unfit for change as my father was.

In the war’s aftermath, frontier America slipped into history, with small room left for the sort of self-reliant pioneer my father’s folk had been. While the South lay paralyzed, cities were rising and factories building everywhere else, old lifestyles transformed by new ways of work and thought.

In the old theology, man had been safe in the great chain of being, sure of his own central place between his world and his God, but science had begun to undermine such comforting certainties. Old dogmas were unraveling. Lyell’s geology had challenged Genesis. Darwin found man claiming the image of God and exposed him as only another evolving animal.

New technologies – most of them Yankee technologies – were saving labor and reshaping lifestyles. Before the war, Samuel Colt had invented the revolver and the assembly line to mass-produce it. Charles Goodyear had vulcanized rubber. Elias Howe had invented the sewing machine, Samuel Morse the telegraph, Cyrus McCormick the reaper – except for McCormick, a Virginian, they were all New Englanders. Even the cotton gin was a Yankee invention.

The typewriter and the telephone opened wider lives for women, for Northern women first, ways out of the home and into business. The war over, new railways raced across the continent, carrying millions of settlers into the last American frontiers. The buffalo were exterminated; the last of the Indians were driven into shrinking reservations. In only two or three decades after 1865, the Wild West faded out of history into myth. The horseman gone, the 1890s became the bicycle age; my father used to talk of riding 60 miles a day on unpaved country roads.

That was the world where he grew up, the intellectual climate that turned him away from the ministry. A world, I think, where he never felt quite at home. Born for the Great Frontier, born a generation late, he had nowhere to go.

My mother, Lucy Betty Hunt, was born in 1874. Born Southern and dispossessed. All through my childhood I heard nostalgic talk about her lost world, the wistful recollections of her own mother and various elderly aunts. Later I rediscovered it in William Faulkner’s fiction, amazingly intact: the Old South, longingly recalled by refugees still clinging to it in sad imagination. A world where family and status had been as important as the lonely partnership with a primitive God had been to my father’s people.

After the war, my mother’s people came west again in pursuit of their own retreating frontier. I never heard much about those left behind, but these were pioneers again. Ruined by the war, slaves and fortunes lost, they were more civilized than my father’s family, and better educated. If slavery had been a crippling thing, some of them recovered fast. Stewart Hunt, my mother’s elder brother, lived an epic of his own along that last frontier my father never found.

Hunt is not an uncommon name, and I don’t know when my mother’s first forebears got to America. At least a dozen John Hunts migrated from England to Virginia in the 1600s, and the Census of 1790 lists more than six hundred Hunts as heads of families.

My mother’s mother, Mary Elizabeth Stewart, was born in South Carolina in 1844. If the Williamsons had been Scots, so were the Stewarts. Family legend links them proudly to the royal Stuarts. Part of what I know about them comes from a letter written in 1920 by my mother’s uncle, Phillip Hunt.

Other records seem incomplete and confusing to me. They begin with the Hunts and the Dandridges, the Bedfords and Ruffins and Stewarts, apparently already well established in the old Southern aristocracy. Henry Clay was a connection. One bride is said to have been a cousin of Martha Washington, who was born a Dandridge.

John Thomas Hunt, my mother’s father, was born in Tennessee in 1840. He attended a military school, served in the Civil War as ‘an officer without rank,’ and after the war was graduated in engineering from Washington University while Robert E. Lee was still its president. He married Lizzie Stewart in Como, Mississippi, in 1870. Never an actual engineer, he seems to have been a luckless misfit for postwar life.

The couple lived in Mississippi until the birth of Stewart, their first child. They came west to the Texas farm where my mother was born, returned to Mississippi for a few years on the malarial banks of the Yazoo Pass, and moved back to central Texas while my mother was still a child.

She grew up there. She seems to have loved and admired her father, though Stewart had a low opinion of him. The record is silent about his later life except to say that it ended in 1902, I believe in an asylum.

His widow, my Grandma Hunt, was made of tougher stuff. She survived until 1930. I knew and loved her through my own childhood, when she used to spend the summers with us. Always kind, she brought us small gifts. She talked to us, recalling all those plangent family myths. She helped with the housework; once when I killed a young jackrabbit, throwing a hammer at it, she fried it for me.

I was named for Stewart, as well as for my father’s brother John; and Uncle Stewart was a hero figure in my childhood. His life could have made a whole series of Western novels. Twelve years old – after a quarrel, I imagine, with his father – he left home to stay. Like any Western hero, he went up the trail to Dodge City as horse wrangler with a herd of longhorns. The names and brands of the ranches where he worked and those he later owned echo through Southwestern history.

He learned Spanish. He used to venture deep into Mexico to buy half-wild cattle that he drove across mountains and desert to American markets. He leased ranches, bought them and sold them, on both sides of the border. He made fortunes in good times and survived hopefully through bad ones and became, before he died, a sort of feudal baron surrounded by assorted retainers.

Dave, the younger brother, I never knew so well, but I recall him as a quiet but likable loner, lean and blue-eyed, with a wry sense of humor but little of Stewart’s optimistic enterprise.

I don’t know much about my mother’s girlhood. She grew up wrapped in that close-knit system of family connections I used to hear so much about, the Hunts and Stewarts and Bedfords, another disinherited heir to all their longing legends of a better past.

Preparing to teach, she attended a normal school at Denton, Texas, and a Chautauqua at Boulder, Colorado, where she saw electric lights – and called the maid one night when she caught an odd odor, to report that the electricity was escaping.

‘Humph,’ the maid said, ‘ ’lectricity don’t ’scape!’

She saw her first automobile there, and came away uncertain about whether it had to have tracks. She was a student nurse for a time at a Catholic hospital in El Paso. She went into Mexico to cook for Stewart when he was setting up a stage line, and again with another relative, Clay Bedford, who was building a Mexican railway. She was a teacher with my father for three years at Benjamin, Texas, before their marriage.

Her romantic mythology of the lost South came down from her to me, wistful legends not much different from those Faulkner fictionized. I’ve always known the canebrakes, the faithful and beloved darkies, the plantation mansions, the Yankee invaders and the buried family silver and the bleak survival on corn-pone and pot liquor, the lost fortunes and spoiled lives and all the tragic dramas and disasters of the war, in the same way I know Barsoom. With no basis whatever in actual experience – I don’t recall even seeing a black until after I was grown – that wrecked and beaten world was a fact of my childhood environment.
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