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‘Not only America’s premier writer of speculative fiction, but the greatest writer of such fiction in the world’

Stephen King

‘One of the most influential writers in American literature’

New York Times Book Review

‘The Door Into Summer is one of the most readable books in the world . . . short, fast and deeply enjoyable’

Jo Walton
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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

The Door Into Summer is a sparkling hard-SF adventure featuring corporate shenanigans, cryogenic suspended animation, time travel, and two different future eras shaped by the aftermath of nuclear war. And yet it’s characteristic of Robert Heinlein’s relaxed, fluent and folksy style at this stage of his career that he should open such a story with an anecdote about his hero’s cat.

He would say, in fact, in an interview with Alfred Bester, that it was his own cat that gave him the idea for the novel in the first place. During a Colorado winter the cat would wander around the house from one door to another, peering out glumly. Heinlein was puzzled until his wife Virginia explained that the cat didn’t fancy the snow fields it saw through the various doors, and was looking for a ‘door into summer’. Heinlein wrote the book inspired by the phrase in just thirteen days – and opened it with that very story.

Of course the novel that developed from that seed engaged with the concerns and themes Heinlein had been exploring since his first story was published in 1939. ‘Lifeline’, which appeared in John W Campbell’s genre-shaping magazine Astounding Science Fiction, was the start of a new journey for a man then in his thirties who already had a career in the military behind him (terminated for medical reasons), and who would return to military service during World War II. By 1957, when The Door Into Summer was first published in book form, Robert Heinlein was fifty years old, and as the quality of the novel shows, somewhere near the peak of his storytelling powers.

The narrator, and owner of a door-into-summer cat called Pete, is a typical Heinlein protagonist, a ‘competent man’. A talented and individualistic engineer, Daniel Boone Davis was so named by his father to imbue him with a sense of ‘personal liberty and self-reliance’ (chapter 2). In the year 1970, after a military career during which he survived a limited nuclear exchange called the ‘Six Weeks War’, Davis uses military spin-off technology to devise lines of household robots with names like Hired Girl. Being a Heinlein hero, Davis wants to stick to solo working and to avoid corporate entanglements – but Davis finds himself hustled out of his own business by an ambitious partner and a treacherous fiancée.

Indeed, Davis is removed from the scene altogether by being forced into a ‘Long Sleep’, a period of cryogenic suspended animation, available at a price to the terminally ill dreaming of a future cure, adventurous explorers, and those hopeful of making a killing through compound-interest gains on their investments. Heinlein knew his genre. This plotline is a knowing play on HG Wells’ novel When the Sleeper Wakes (1899) which Heinlein name-checks (chapter 1), and by the fifties SF had developed into a kind of extended conversation in which such ideas were explored and revisited by successive writers. One contemporary book review (by the Yorkshire Evening Post) said that ‘Heinlein tweaks the tail of the suspended animation theory to give it another twist . . .’

Having shown us one future era in 1970, Heinlein now effortlessly sketches another, as Davis wakes in the year 2000. With his technical skills out of date, Davis is somewhat adrift, but no Heinlein competent man is out of control for long. Davis soon ends up working for a descendant of the corporation he helped to found thirty years before – and he begins to finds evidence of patents he himself lodged after his cryo-freezing. Davis tracks down a primitive, experimental time-travel gadget, and determines to go back to 1970 and put things right . . . To say much more would be to give away spoilers, but I can’t resist noting that a top priority for Davis is to rescue his cat.

This middle-period novel is suffused with tropes Heinlein explored throughout his career. His competent men ranged from Delos D Harriman, the crooked space entrepreneur of ‘The Man Who Sold the Moon’ (1950), to the immortal Lazarus Long of Time Enough for Love (1973). Indeed, Lazarus Long was another hero who went back into the past to meddle with his own timeline, an idea Heinlein also explored memorably in the classic stories ‘By His Bootstraps’ (1941) and ‘All You Zombies’ (1959). The idea of a world shaped by war and the spin-offs of war was explored in such works as Starship Troopers (1959). In The Door Into Summer even the cold-sleep technology was originally military, used to stack reserve troops asleep in bunkers to emerge after a nuclear conflict.

But given how typically Heinleinian the book is, it’s remarkable that The Door Into Summer was published before most of the works for which Heinlein is now probably best remembered, including Starship Troopers, the controversial saga of free love and mysticism Stranger in a Strange Land (1961), and The Moon is a Harsh Mistress (1966), a tough and memorable saga of interplanetary war. In such works Heinlein developed a new tone, as his own political views as a ‘rational anarchist’ (a phrase used in The Moon is a Harsh Mistress) came more to the fore: such a thinker, a kind of extreme edition of Daniel Boone Davis, despises government in principle, but accepts a limited form as a pragmatic necessity. Heinlein’s competent-man protagonists somewhat degenerated into mouth-pieces for such views, and his exploration of complicated extended-family structures came to dominate his plotlines.

Indeed there’s a trace of the latter in The Door Into Summer, as Davis pursues a peculiar ‘romance’ with a girl, Ricky – the stepdaughter of his business partner – who’s only twelve years old in 1970, when Davis is a mature man. The love affair is resolved only when the time-hopping reunites the couple with both at respectable ages, but it’s an element that jars for the modern reader. Ricky is, however, one of Heinlein’s many gestures of affection in his writing to his own wife; Ricky’s middle name is Virginia.

Perhaps The Door Into Summer shows some traces of the haste with which it was written. The plot requires the reader to accept not one but two technological leaps of faith, the cold sleep and the time travel – and the latter only turns up when it’s needed to progress the plot. And Heinlein rather skates over the effects of his Six Weeks War; a conflict that included the destruction of Washington DC seems to have inflicted remarkably little long-term harm. But despite such quibbles the novel has remained hugely popular since it was first published.

In his early stories Heinlein developed a highly influential ‘Future History’, showing a progressive expansion out from the then present day, via various wars and revolutions, to a hopeful future and an expansion into space. Such tales electrified young imaginations. In the same way, in The Door Into Summer, it’s impossible not to be swept along by Heinlein’s engaging protagonist and his invigorating sense of the possible: ‘The future is better than the past,’ Daniel Boone Davis says (chapter 12). ‘The world grows steadily better because the human mind, applying itself to environment, makes it better. With hands . . . with tools . . . with horse sense and science and engineering.’

Until his death in 1988, and to some extent even since then, Robert Heinlein dominated the genre he had done so much to shape, even if he ultimately inspired as much argument as emulation. The Door Into Summer, a slab of classic genre SF, is mature Heinlein at his mellow best. Enjoy.

Stephen Baxter
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