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Praise for Arthur C. Clarke

‘Arthur C. Clarke is awesomely informed about physics and astronomy, and blessed with one of the most astounding imaginations ever encountered in print’

New York Times

‘First level science fiction for the intelligent and literate reader’

The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction

‘Mr Clarke skilfully fits his heady fantasies into a human context. First class’

Evening Standard

‘There has been nothing like it’

C. S. Lewis

‘The very personification of SF . . . he . . . has produced some of the most memorable images in SF’

The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

‘Science Fiction of the finest quality: original, imaginative, disturbing’

Kingsley Amis

‘A blend of hard scientific speculation, gripping narrative and cosmic sense of wonder’

The Times

‘His enthusiasm is combined with his considerable literary and myth-making skills . . . the result is something special’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Memorable and at times magical’

Brian W. Aldiss

‘The most popular English SF writer in the world’

David G. Hartwell

‘Packed with suspense and mystery’

Sunday Times
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INTRODUCTION

Arthur Charles Clarke was born in 1917, in Minehead, Somerset, England, the son of a farmer. As a boy he showed promise as a budding engineer, building telescopes, wireless sets and rockets. Clarke’s first exposure to science fiction (SF) was coming across a copy of the US magazine Astounding Science Fiction in 1930. However, his key inspiration was probably a discovery of Olaf Stapledon’s cosmic epic Last and First Men (1931).

In 1936 Clarke moved to London, where he joined the British Interplanetary Society, then a small, congenial group of space enthusiasts. During the Second World War he served in the RAF, working on radar developments, and published occasional technical papers – including ‘Extraterrestrial Relays’, which set out the concept of geosynchronous communication satellites, a field with which he would forever after be associated.

The publication in May 1950 of his first book – a technical work on interplanetary flight – enabled Clarke to become a full-time writer. It is striking that Clarke came to prominence first as a writer of popular science rather than fiction. He made extensive lecture tours from the 1950s to the 1970s, and became familiar to a still wider audience through media work, covering US space missions for CBS from 1957. His gift for a rational, lucid, uplifting analysis of future possibilities earned him a reputation as a prophet of his times.

But meanwhile, however, back in 1946, Clarke had achieved his first professional sales of science fiction.

Clarke’s second novel, The Sands of Mars (1951), had an authenticity deriving from Clarke’s technical understanding, and was designed to be pitched to America, then by far the dominant market for SF. In the post-war period, the SF writers had seized on the exciting possibilities offered by the legacy of German rocketry – the V2s – to write tales of an expansion into space that had come to be seen as inevitable. So, in Clarke’s novel, set around the year 2000, the two-thousand-tonne atom-powered space liner Ares makes its maiden flight to Mars.

Meanwhile, in 1951 Mars was still believed to be an inviting world; in Clarke’s version you could walk around in the open air with nothing but a face-mask. And on this Mars, with one eye on his market, Clarke spins a tale of American-style dreams of the frontier, and of colonial rebellion.

But even in this early work there was a deeper inspiration at work. The Sands of Mars seems to have been the first attempt to depict the terraforming of Mars (though the idea of terraforming in SF goes back to Clarke’s hero Stapledon). Clarke was far too deep a thinker to neglect the ethical implications of such an act, and he always had a long perspective: ‘For it was [the Martians’] world, not Man’s . . . Man himself . . . might well be judged by his behaviour here on Mars’.

If The Sands of Mars was a fable of the space frontier, Earthlight – published in 1955, but developed from a short story first published in 1951 – is a prophecy of space war, unsettling both for the book’s first readers, and for a modern audience.

In the 22nd century a struggle between two great powers, the space-based ‘Triplanetary Federation’ and a heavily populated Earth, threatens war on the Moon. Clarke, always an advocate of the peaceful colonisation of space, was quite capable of imagining the Moon as an arena of war. And his prophecy might have come true. By 1958 the US Air Force and Army were developing rival schemes for nuclear-missile bases on the Moon – schemes that were, happily, canned by President Eisenhower.

Clarke’s readers in the 1950s might have read the book as a metaphor for a terrestrial nuclear war. But today many space visionaries argue, as Clarke did, that we need to establish a peaceful world governance before large-scale space expansion can take place. For a war waged by societies wielding the huge energies required for interplanetary flight could be destructive on an unprecedented scale – just as shown in Clarke’s novel.

In 1971, the astronauts of Apollo 15 named a lunar crater ‘Earthlight’, in tribute to this novel. Scientists, engineers and pilots took Clarke seriously. But there was always a greater depth to Clarke’s fiction than the engineering.


‘They watched in silence, and with them all the thousands in the streets and towers of Diaspar, until the last cloud slowly faded from sight, sucked dry by the hot, parched air of the unending deserts . . .’



Against the Fall of Night, first published in 1948 in a minor American pulp magazine, would ultimately become the seed of what many regard as Clarke’s finest novel, The City and the Stars (1956). Its setting is Earth’s last city, Diaspar, gleaming like a jewel on the desert, closed on itself and tremendously old – its inhabitants hiding from a dangerous universe.

This Stapledonian book of eternity itself had a long conception. That striking opening image, of the world’s very last cloud evaporating over a desert city, came to Clarke ‘out of nowhere’ in 1936 at age nineteen. ‘Because it was my firstborn,’ he wrote in a 1990 introduction, ‘[the book] has always had a special place in my affections, yet I was never completely satisfied with it’. He wrote several drafts before his war service, but a 1946 draft was rejected by Astounding Stories. Clarke produced the final longer form nearly twenty years after that first flash of inspiration, during a long sea voyage.

With his repeated reworking Clarke showed a sound instinct. Clarke’s strongest influence was always Stapledon, and by returning in his thirties to the inspiration of his nineteen-year-old self Clarke was revisiting the wellspring of his own creativity. But Against the Fall of Night is a better piece of fiction, as fiction, than anything Stapledon ever wrote. Stapledon’s marvellous visions are aloof and chilling. Clarke could make us cry.

In 1964 it was this quasi-mystical aspect of Clarke’s work, not his technophilic predictions, that attracted the attention of Stanley Kubrick.

And in 1968, with the release of 2001: A Space Odyssey, Arthur Charles Clarke became the most famous SF writer in the world.

Stephen Baxter,
June 2018


1

The monorail was losing speed as it climbed up out of the shadowed lowlands. At any moment now, thought Sadler, they would overtake the sun. The line of darkness moved so slowly here that, with a little effort, a man could keep abreast of it, could hold the sun balanced on the horizon until he had to pause for rest. Even then it would slip so reluctantly from sight that more than an hour would pass before the last dazzling segment vanished below the edge of the Moon, and the long lunar night began.

He had been racing through that night, across the land that the first pioneers had opened up two centuries ago, at a steady and comfortable 500 kilometres an hour. Apart from a bored conductor, who seemed to have nothing to do but produce cups of coffee on request, the only other occupants of the car were four astronomers from the Observatory. They had nodded affably enough when he came aboard, but had promptly lost themselves in a technical argument, and had ignored Sadler ever since. He felt a little hurt by this neglect, then consoled himself with the thought that perhaps they took him for a seasoned resident, not a newcomer on his first assignment to the Moon.

The lights in the car made it impossible to see much of the darkened land through which they were racing in almost complete silence. “Darkened”, of course, was only a relative term. It was true that the sun had gone, but not far from the zenith the Earth was approaching its first quarter. It would grow steadily until at lunar midnight, a week from now, it would be a blinding disc too bright for the unprotected eye to gaze upon.

Sadler left his seat and went forward, past the still-arguing astronomers, towards the curtained alcove at the front of the car. He was not yet accustomed to possessing only a sixth of his normal weight, and moved with exaggerated caution through the narrow corridor between the toilets and the little control room.

Now he could see properly. The observation windows were not as large as he would have liked; some safety regulation was responsible for that. But there was no internal light to distract his eyes, and at last he could enjoy the cold glory of this ancient, empty land.

Cold – yes, he could well believe that beyond these windows it was already two hundred degrees below zero, though the sun had sunk only a few hours before. Some quality of the light pouring down from the distant seas and clouds of Earth gave the impression. It was a light tinged with blues and greens; an arctic radiance that gave no atom of heat. And that, thought Sadler, was surely a paradox, for it came from a world of light and warmth.

Ahead of the speeding car, the single rail – supported by pillars uncomfortably far apart – arrowed into the east. Another paradox; this world was full of them. Why couldn’t the sun set in the west, as it did on Earth? There must be some simple astronomical explanation, but for the moment Sadler could not decide what it was. Then he realised that, after all, such labels were purely arbitrary, and could easily get misplaced when a new world was mapped.

They were still rising slowly, and there was a cliff on the right which limited vision. On the left – let’s see, that would be south, wouldn’t it? – the broken land fell away in a series of layers as though, a billion years ago, the lava welling up from the Moon’s molten heart had solidified in successive, weakening waves. It was a scene that chilled the soul, yet there were spots on Earth as bleak as this. The Badlands of Arizona were equally as desolate; the upper slopes of Everest were far more hostile, for here at least was no eternal, ravening wind.

And then Sadler almost cried out aloud, for the cliff on the right came to a sudden end, as if a monstrous chisel had sliced it off the surface of the Moon. It no longer barred his view; he could see clear round to the north. The unpremeditated artistry of Nature had produced an effect so breathtaking that it was hard to believe it was merely an accident of time and place.

There, marching across the sky in flaming glory, were the peaks of the Apennines, incandescent in the last rays of the hidden sun. The abrupt explosion of light left Sadler almost blinded; he shielded his eyes from the glare, and waited until he could safely face it again. When he looked once more the transformation was complete. The stars, which until a moment ago had filled the sky, had vanished. His contracted pupils could no longer see them: even the glowing Earth now seemed no more than a feeble patch of greenish luminosity. The glare from the sunlit mountains, still a hundred kilometres away, had eclipsed all other sources of light.

The peaks floated in the sky, fantastic pyramids of flame. They seemed to have no more connection with the ground beneath them than do the clouds that gather above a sunset on Earth. The line of shadow was so sharp, the lower slopes of the mountains so lost in utter darkness, that only the burning summits had any real existence. It would be hours yet before the last of those proud peaks fell back into the shadow of the Moon and surrendered to the night.

The curtains behind Sadler parted; one of his fellow passengers came into the alcove and took up a position by the window. Sadler wondered whether to open the conversation: he still felt a little piqued at being so completely ignored. However, the problem in etiquette was solved for him.

‘Worth coming from Earth to see, isn’t it?’ said a voice from the gloom at his side.

‘It certainly is,’ Sadler replied. Then, trying to be blasé, he added, ‘But I suppose you get used to it in time.’

There was a chuckle from the darkness.

‘I wouldn’t say that. Some things you never get used to, however long you live here. Just got in?’

‘Yes. Landed last night in the Tycho Brahe. Haven’t had time to see much yet.’

In unconscious mimicry Sadler found himself using the clipped sentences of his companion. He wondered if everyone on the Moon talked like this. Perhaps they thought it saved air.

‘Going to work at the Observatory?’

‘In a way, though I won’t be on the permanent staff. I’m an accountant. Doing a cost-analysis of your operations.’

This produced a thoughtful silence, which was finally broken by:

‘Rude of me – should have introduced myself. Robert Molton. Head of Spectroscopy. Nice to have someone around who can tell us how to do our income tax.’

‘I was afraid that would come up,’ said Sadler dryly. ‘My name’s Bertram Sadler; I’m from the Audit Bureau.’

‘Humph. Think we’re wasting money here?’

‘That’s for someone else to decide. I’ve only got to find how you spend it, not why.’

‘Well, you’re going to have some fun. Everyone here can make out a good case for spending twice as much money as they get. And I’d like to know how the devil you’ll put a price-tag on pure scientific research.’

Sadler had been wondering that for some time, but thought it best not to attempt any further explanations. His story had been accepted without question: if he tried to make it more convincing, he would give himself away. He was not a good liar, though he hoped to improve with practice.

In any case, what he had told Molton was perfectly true. Sadler only wished it was the whole truth, and not a mere five per cent of it.

‘I was wondering how we’re going to get through those mountains,’ he remarked, pointing to the burning peaks ahead. ‘Do we go over – or under?’

‘Over,’ said Molton. ‘They look spectacular, but they’re really not so big. Wait till you see the Leibnitz Mountains or the Oberthe Range. They’re twice as high.’

These are quite good enough to start with, thought Sadler. The low-slung monorail car, straddling its single track, bored through the shadows on a slowly rising course. In the darkness around them dimly seen crags and cliffs rushed forwards with explosive swiftness, then vanished astern. Sadler realised that probably nowhere else could one travel at such velocities so close to the ground. No jet liner, far above the clouds of Earth, ever gave such an impression of sheer speed as this.

If it had been day, Sadler could have seen the prodigies of engineering that had flung this track across the foothills of the Apennines. But the darkness veiled the gossamer bridges and the canyon-fringing curves: he saw only the approaching peaks, still magically afloat upon the sea of night that lapped around them.

Then, far to the east, a burning bow peeped above the edge of the Moon. They had risen out of shadow, had joined the mountains in their glory, and overtaken the sun itself. Sadler looked away from the glare which flooded the cabin, and for the first time saw clearly the man standing by his side.

Doctor (or would it be Professor?) Molton was in the early fifties, but his hair was quite black and very abundant. He had one of those strikingly ugly faces that somehow immediately inspire confidence. Here, one felt, was the humorous, worldly wise philosopher; the modern Socrates, sufficiently detached to give unbiased advice to all, yet by no means aloof from human contact. ‘The heart of gold beneath the rugged exterior,’ Sadler thought to himself, and flinched mentally at the triteness of the phrase.

Their eyes met in the silent appraisal of two men who know that their future business will bring them together again. Then Molton smiled, wrinkling a face that was almost as craggy as the surrounding moonscape.

‘Must be your first dawn on the Moon. If you can call this a dawn, of course . . . anyway, it’s a sunrise. Pity it’ll only last ten minutes – we’ll be over the top then and back into night. Then you’ll have to wait two weeks to see the sun again.’

‘Doesn’t it get a trifle – boring – being cooped up for fourteen days?’ asked Sadler. No sooner had he spoken the words than he realised that he had probably made a fool of himself. But Molton let him down lightly.

‘You’ll see,’ he answered. ‘Day or night, it’s much the same underground. Anyway, you can go out whenever you like. Some people prefer the night time; the earthlight makes them feel romantic.’

The monorail had now reached the apex of its trajectory through the mountains. Both travellers fell silent as the peaks on either side reared to their climax, then began to sink astern. They had burst through the barrier, and were dropping down the much steeper slopes overlooking the Mare Imbrium. As they descended, so the sun, which their speed had conjured back from night, shrank from a bow to a thread, from a thread to a single point of fire, and winked out of existence. In the last instant of that false sunset, seconds before they sank again into the shadow of the Moon, there was a moment of magic that Sadler would never forget. They were moving along a ridge that the sun had already left, but the track of the monorail, scarcely a metre above it, still caught the last rays. It seemed as if they were rushing along an unsupported ribbon of light, a filament of flame built by sorcery rather than human engineering. Then final darkness fell, and the magic ended. The stars began to creep back into the sky as Sadler’s eyes readapted themselves to the night.

‘You were lucky,’ said Molton. ‘I’ve ridden this run a hundred times, but I’ve never seen that. Better come back into the car – they’ll be serving a snack in a minute. Nothing more to see now, anyway.’

That, thought Sadler, was hardly true. The blazing earthlight, coming back into its own now that the sun was gone, flooded the great plain that the ancient astronomers had so inaccurately christened the Sea of Rains. Compared with the mountains that lay behind, it was not spectacular, yet it was still something to catch the breath.

‘I’ll wait awhile,’ Sadler answered. ‘Remember, this is all new to me and I don’t want to miss any of it.’

Molton laughed, not unkindly. ‘Can’t say I blame you,’ he said. ‘Afraid we sometimes take things for granted.’

The monorail was now sliding down an absolutely vertiginous incline that would have been suicide on Earth. The cold, green-lit plain lifted to meet them: a range of low hills, dwarfs beside the mountains they had left behind, broke the skyline ahead. Once again the uncannily near horizon of this little world began to close in upon them again. They were back at “sea” level . . .

Sadler followed Molton through the curtains and into the cabin, where the steward was setting out trays for his small company.

‘Do you always have as few passengers as this?’ asked Sadler. ‘I shouldn’t think it was a very economic proposition.’

‘Depends what you mean by economics,’ Molton replied. ‘A lot of the things here will look funny on your balance sheets. But it doesn’t cost much to run this service. Equipment lasts for ever – no rust, no weather. Cars only get serviced every couple of years.’

That was something Sadler certainly hadn’t considered. There were a great many things he had to learn, and some of them he might find out the hard way.

The meal was tasty but unidentifiable. Like all food on the Moon, it would have been grown in the great hydroponic farms that sprawled their square kilometres of pressurised greenhouses along the equator. The meat of course was presumably synthetic: it might have been beef, but Sadler happened to know that the only cow on the Moon lived in luxury at the Hipparchus Zoo. This was the sort of useless information his diabolically retentive mind was always picking up and refusing to disgorge.

Perhaps mealtime had made the other astronomers more affable, for they were friendly enough when Dr Molton introduced them, and managed to avoid talking shop for a few minutes. It was obvious, however, that they regarded his mission with some alarm. Sadler could see them all mentally reviewing their appropriations and wondering what kind of case they could put up if they were challenged. He had no doubt that they would all have highly convincing stories, and would try to blind him with science if he attempted to pin them down. He had been through it all before, though never in quite such circumstances as these.

The car was now on the last lap of its journey, and would be at the Observatory in little more than an hour. The 600 kilometre run across the Mare Imbrium was almost straight and level, apart from a brief detour to the east to avoid the hills around the giant walled plain of Archimedes. Sadler settled himself down comfortably, pulled out his briefing papers, and began to do some study.

The organisation chart he unfolded covered most of the table. It was neatly printed in several colours, according to the various departments of the Observatory, and Sadler looked at it with some distaste. Ancient man, he remembered, had once been defined as a tool-making animal. He often felt that the best description of modern man would be a paper-wasting animal.

Below the headings “Director” and “Deputy Director” the chart split three ways under the captions ADMINISTRATION, TECHNICAL SERVICES, and OBSERVATORY. Sadler looked for Dr Molton; yes, there he was, in the OBSERVATORY section, directly beneath the Chief Scientist and heading the short column of names labelled “Spectroscopy”. He seemed to have six assistants: two of them – Jamieson and Wheeler – were men to whom Sadler had just been introduced. The other traveller in the monocab, he discovered, was not really a scientist at all. He had a little box of his own on the chart, and was responsible to no one but the Director. Sadler suspected that Secretary Wagnall was probably quite a power in the land, and would be well worth cultivating.

He had been studying the chart for half an hour, and had completely lost himself in its ramifications, when someone switched on the radio. Sadler had no objection to the soft music that filled the car; his powers of concentration could deal with worse interference than this. Then the music stopped; there was a brief pause, the six beeps of a time signal, and a suave voice began:

‘This is Earth, Channel Two, Interplanetary Network. The signal you have just heard was twenty-one hundred hours GMT. Here is the news.’

There was no trace of interference. The words were as clear as if they were coming from a local station. Yet Sadler had noticed the skyward-tilting antenna system on the roof of the monocab, and knew that he was listening to a direct transmission. The words he was hearing had left Earth almost one and a half seconds ago: already they would be heading past him to far more distant worlds. There would be men who would not hear them for minutes yet – perhaps for hours, if the ships that the Federation had beyond Saturn were listening in. And that voice from Earth would still go on, expanding and fading, far beyond the uttermost limits of man’s explorations, until somewhere on the way to Alpha Centauri it was at last obliterated by the ceaseless radio whispering of the stars themselves.

‘Here is the news. It has just been announced from the Hague that the conference on planetary resources has broken down. The delegates of the Federation are leaving Earth tomorrow, and the following statement has been issued from the Office of the President . . .’

There was nothing here that Sadler had not expected. But when a fear, however long anticipated, turns into a fact, there is always that same sinking of the heart. He glanced at his companions. Did they realise how serious this was?

They did. Secretary Wagnall had his chin cupped fiercely in his hands; Dr Molton was leaning back in his chair, eyes closed; Jamieson and Wheeler were staring at the table in glum concentration. Yes, they understood. Their work and their remoteness from Earth had not isolated them from the main currents of human affairs.

The impersonal voice, with its catalogue of disagreements and countercharges, of threats barely veiled by the euphemisms of diplomacy, seemed to bring the inhuman cold of the lunar night seeping through the walls. It was hard to face the bitter truth, and millions of men would still be living in a fool’s paradise. They would shrug their shoulders and say with forced cheerfulness, ‘Don’t worry – it will all blow over.’

Sadler did not believe so. As he sat in that little, brightly illuminated cylinder racing north across the Sea of Rains, he knew that for the first time in two hundred years humanity was faced with the threat of war.
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