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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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POST-APOLLO PREFACE

On July 20, 1969, all the countless science-fiction stories of the first landing on the Moon became frozen in time, like flies in amber. We can look back on them now with a new perspective— and indeed with a new interest—for we know how it was really done, and can judge the accuracy of the prediction.

Now—contrary to a general belief—prediction is not the main purpose of science-fiction writers; few, if any, have ever claimed “this is how it will be.” Most of them are concerned with the play of ideas, and the exploration of novel concepts in science s and discovery. “What if …?” is the thought underlying all writing in this field. What if a man could become invisible? What if we could travel into the future? What if there is intelligent life elsewhere in the Universe? These are the initial grains around which the writer secretes his modest pearl. No one is more surprised than he is if it turns out that he has indeed forecast the pattern of future events.

Yet it must be admitted the stories of space travel form an exception to this general, rule. Although the earliest works, such as Cyrano de Bergerac’s Voyages to the Moon and the Sun, were pure fantasy, most of the tales written in the past hundred years were based as far as possible upon accurate science and foreseeable technology. Their writers did believe that they were predicting the future, at least in general terms. More than that, the pioneers of astronautics used fiction in a deliberate attempt to Spread their ideas to the general public. Tsiolkovsky, Oberth and von Braun all wrote space fiction at one time or another. In so doing, they were not merely predicting the future; they were creating it.

I must confess that I had similar propagandists ideas in mind when planning this book. It was written in July, 1947, during my summer vacation as a student at King’s College, London. The actual composition took exactly twenty days, a record I have never since approached. This speed was largely owing to the fact that I had been making notes on the book for more than a year; it was already well organized in my head before I set pen to paper. (“Pen” is correct; the original manuscript, handwritten in a series of school exercise books which were a relic of my Royal Air Force days, is now in the Boston University Library.)

In the twenty-two years between the writing of this book and the actual landing on the. Moon, our world has changed almost beyond recognition. The following pages may serve as a useful reminder of the way in which the public attitude toward space travel has also been transformed, particularly in the United States. In 1947, it seemed quite reasonable to base an Interplanetary Project in London; as one of my English characters remarks, “You Americans have always been a bit conservative about space flight, and didn’t take it seriously until several years after us.” That statement was still true a decade after I had finished the book—when Sputnik I was launched in October, 1957. It is now very hard to realize that right into the late 1950’s many American engineers in the rocket field itself pooh-poohed the idea of space flight. With a few notable exceptions, the banner of astronautics was borne by Europeans—or former Europeans, like Willy Ley, who, alas, died only a few days before Apollo 11 vindicated his dreams of more than forty years.

The modest amounts of money with which I assumed space research could be conducted will now cause some rueful amusement. No one could have imagined, in 1947, that within twenty years not merely millions, but billions, of dollars would be budgeted annually for space flight, and that a lunar landing would be a primary objective of the two most powerful nations on Earth. Back in the 1940’s it seemed most unlikely that governments would put any money into space before private enterprise had shown the way.

A few successes as a minor prophet I can claim: I plated the first lunar impact in 1959, and Luna II hit the Mare Imbrium at 21:01 GMT on September 13, 1959. I was watching hopefully through my Questar telescope in Colombo as the Moon sank into the Indian Ocean, but saw nothing,

Prelude to Space was written just two years after my 1945 paper on synchronous communications satellites, and was therefore the first work of fiction in which the idea of “comsats” was advocated. I have reason to believe that it may have had some influence on the men who turned this dream into reality.

One prediction which gives me much pleasure is that contained in the sentence “Oberth—now an old man of eighty-four—had started the chain reaction which was to lead in his own lifetime to The crossing of space.” A reviewer who discussed Oberth’s proposals in a leading scientific journal of the 1930’s once scoffingly conceded that they might be realized “before the human -race became extinct.” I am happy to report that Hermann Oberth, as a not-so-old man of seventy-five, watched Apollo 11 being launched from Cape Kennedy on July 16, 1969.

While writing this novel, I had the great advantage of access to calculations which my colleagues A. V. Cleaver and L. R. Shepherd (now, respectively, manager of the Rolls-Royce Rocket Division and chief executive of the “Dragon” High Temperature Reactor Project) were making on the subject of nuclear rocket propulsion. These were later published in their classic paper “The Atomic Rocket,” in the Journal of the British Interplanetary Society for September 1948—March 1949, which pioneered this field of studies. Although the atomic rocket has taken longer to arrive than we expected, full-power tests on ground models took place as long ago as 1964. Flyable versions Will be ready when we need them to go to Mars.

In this story I assumed the use of orbital rendezvous techniques, and particularly of reusable boosters which could be flown over and over again. My imagination failed to conceive of multimillion-dollar vehicles like the lunar module and the Saturn V launcher, which would be discarded after a single mission. But the future of space flight lies with such concepts as those described here; politics, and not economics, has shaped our present systems, and history will soon pass them by.

My little jibe at the late Dr. C. S. Lewis subsequently resulted in an amicable correspondence and a meeting at Oxford’s famed Eastgate pub, where Val Cleaver and I tried to demonstrate to Dr. Lewis (and his companion, Professor J. R. R. Tolkien) that all would-be astronauts were not like the malevolent Weston in Out of the Silent Planet Lewis cheerfully compromised with the observation that though we were probably very wicked people, the world would be an awfully dull place if everyone was good.

Although I am well aware that propaganda is the enemy of art, I am still proud of the fact that this novel’s main theme is the absurdity of exporting national rivalries beyond the atmosphere. In 1947, I summed up this concept in the phrase “We will take no frontiers into space.” Exactly twenty years later, the United Nations Space Treaty prohibited territorial claims on any celestial bodies.

That treaty was signed just in time. Only two years later, Neil Armstrong and Edwin Aldrin unveiled the plaque which reads:


Here men from the planet Earth first

set foot upon the Moon, July 1969.

We came in peace for all mankind.



The prelude is over. The main act is about to begin. And so, with a friendly nod at Mars, on to Jupiter. …

ARTHUR C. CLARKE

New York

August 4, 1969


CHAPTER I

DIRK ALEXSON threw down his book and climbed up the short flight of stairs to the observation deck. It was still much too soon to see land, but the journey’s approaching end had made him restless and unable to concentrate. He walked over to the narrow, curving windows set in the leading-edge of the great wing and stared down at the featureless ocean below.

There was absolutely nothing to be seen: from this height the Atlantic’s mightiest storms would have been invisible. He gazed for a while at the blank greyness beneath and then moved across to the passengers’ radar display.

The spinning line of light on the screen had begun to paint the first dim echoes at the limits of its range. Land lay ahead, ten miles below and two hundred miles away—the land that Dirk had never seen though it was sometimes more real to him than the country of his birth. From those hidden shores, over the last four centuries, his ancestors had set out for the New World in search of freedom or fortune. Now he was returning, crossing in less than three hours the wastes over which they had laboured for as many weary weeks. And he was coming on a mission of which they, in their wildest imaginings, could never have dreamed.

The luminous image of Land’s End had moved half-way across the radar screen before Dirk first glimpsed the advancing coastline, a dark stain almost lost in the horizon mist& Though he had sensed no change of direction, he knew that the liner must now be falling down the long slope that led to London Airport, four hundred miles away. In a few minutes he would hear again, faint but infinitely reassuring, the rumbling whisper of the great jets as the air thickened around him and brought their music once more to his ears.

Cornwall was a grey blur, sinking astern too swiftly for any details to be seen. For all that one could tell, King Mark might still be waiting above the cruel rocks for the ship that brought Iseult, while on the hills Merlin might yet be talking with the winds and thinking of his doom. From this height the land would have looked the same when the masons laid the last stone on Tintagel’s walls.

Now the liner was dropping towards a cloudscape so white and dazzling that it hurt the eyes. At first it seemed broken only by a few slight undulations, but presently, as it rose towards him, Dirk realised that the mountains of cloud below were built on a Himalayan scale. A moment later, the peaks were above him and the machine was driving through a great pass flanked on either side by overhanging walls of snow. He flinched involuntarily as the white cliffs came racing towards him, then relaxed as the driving mist was all around and he could see no more.

The cloud layer must have been very thick, for he caught only the briefest glimpse of London and was taken almost unawares by the gentle shock of landing. Then the sounds of the outer world came rushing in upon his mind—the metallic voices of loudspeakers, the clanging of hatches, and above all these, the dying fall of the great turbines as they idled to rest.

The wet concrete, the waiting trucks, and the grey clouds lowering overhead dispelled the last impressions of romance or adventure; It was drizzling slightly, and as the ridiculously tiny tractor hauled the great ship away, her glistening sides made her seem a creature of the deep sea rather than of the open sky. Above the jet housings, little flurries of steam were rising as the water drained down the wing.

Much to his relief, Dirk was met at the Customs barrier. As his name was checked off the passenger list, a stout, middle-aged man came forward with outstretched hand.

“Dr. Alexson? Pleased to meet you. My name’s Matthews. I’m taking you to Headquarters at Southbank and generally looking after you while you’re in London.”

“Glad to hear it,” smiled Dirk. “I suppose I can thank McAndrews for this?”

“That’s right. I’m his assistant in Public Relations. Here—let me have that bag. We’re going by the express tube; it’s the quickest way—and the best, since you get into the city without having to endure the suburbs. There’s one snag, though.”

“What’s that?”

Matthews sighed.

“You’d be surprised at the number of visitors who cross the Atlantic safely, then disappear into the Underground and are never seen again.”

Matthews never even smiled as he imparted this unlikely new. As Dirk was to discover, his impish sense of humour seemed to go with a complete incapacity for laughter. It was a most disconcerting combination.

”There’s one thing I’m not at all clear about,” began Matthews as the long red train began to draw out of the air-port station. “We get a lot of American scientists over to see us, but I understand that science isn’t your line.”

“No: I’m an historian.”

Matthews’s eyebrows asked an almost audible question.

“I suppose it must be rather puzzling,” continued Dirk, “but it’s quite logical. In the past, when history was made, there was seldom anyone around to record it properly. Nowadays of course, we have newspapers and films—but it’s surprising what important features get overlooked simply because everyone takes them for granted at the time. Well, the project you people are working on is one of the biggest in history, and. if it comes off it will change the future as perhaps no other single event has ever done. So my University decided that there should be a professional historian around to fill in the gaps that might be overlooked.”

Matthews nodded.

“Yes, that’s reasonable enough. It will make a pleasant change for us non-scientific people, too. We’re rather tired of conversations in which three words out of four are mathematical symbols. Still, I suppose you have a fairly good technical background?”

Dirk looked slightly uncomfortable.

“To tell the truth,” he confessed, “it’s almost fifteen years since I did any science—and I never took it very seriously then. I'll have to learn what I need as I go along.”

“Don’t worry: we have a high-pressure course for tired businessmen and perplexed politicians which will give you everything you need. And you’ll be surprised to find how much you pick up, simply by listening to the Boffins holding forth.”

“Boffins?”

“Good lord, don’t you know that word? It goes back to the War, and means any long-haired scientific type with a slide rule in his vest-pocket. I’d better warn you right away that we’ve quite a private vocabulary here which you’ll have to learn. There are so many new ideas and conceptions in our work that we’ve had to invent new words. You should have brought along a philologist as well!”

Dirk was silent. There were moments when the sheer immensity of his task almost overwhelmed him. Sometime in the next six months, the work of thousands of men over half a century would reach its culmination. It would be his duty, and his privilege, to be present while history was being made out there in the Australian desert on the other side of the world. He must look upon these events through the eyes of the future, and must record them so that in centuries to come other men could recapture the spirit of this age and time.

They emerged at New Waterloo station, and walked the few hundred yards to the Thames. Matthews had been right in saying that this was the best way to meet London for the first time. The spacious sweep of the fine new Embankment, still only twenty years old, carried Dirk’s gaze down the river until it was caught and held by the dome of St. Paul’s, glistening wetly in an unexpected shaft of sunlight. He followed the river upstream, past the great white buildings before Charing Cross, but the Houses of Parliament were invisible around the curve of the Thames.

“Quite a view, isn’t it?” said Matthews presently. “We’re rather proud of it now, but thirty years ago this part was a horrid mass of wharves and mudbanks. By the way—you see that ship over there?”

“You mean the one tied up against the other bank?”

“Yes: do you know what it is?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“She’s the Discovery, which took Captain Scott into the Antarctic back at the beginning of this century. I often look at her as I come to work and wonder what he’d have thought of the little trip we are planning.”

Dirk stared intently at the graceful wooden hull, the slim masts and the battered smokestack. His mind slipped into the past in the easy way it had, and it seemed that the Embankment was gone and that the old ship was steaming past walls of ice into an unknown land. He could understand Matthews’s feelings, and the sense of historical continuity was suddenly very strong. The line that stretched through Scott back to Drake and Raleigh and yet earlier voyagers was still unbroken: only the scale of things had changed.

“Here we are,” said Matthews in a tone of proud apology. “It’s not as impressive as it might be, but we didn’t have a lot of money when we built it. Not that we have now, for that matter.”

The white, three-storey building that faced the river was unpretentious and had obviously been constructed only a few years before. It was surrounded by large, open lawns scantily covered by dispirited grass. Dirk guessed that they had already been earmarked for future building operations. The grass seemed to have realised this too.

Nevertheless, as administrative buildings went, Headquarters were not unattractive, and the view over the river was certainly very. fine. Along the second storey ran a line of letters, as clean-cut and severely practical as the rest of the building. They formed a single word, but at the sight  of it Dirk felt a curious tingling in his veins. It seemed out of place, somehow, here in the heart of a great city where millions were concerned with the affairs of everyday life. It was as out of place as the Discovery, lying against the far bank at the end of her long journeying—and it spoke of a longer voyage than she or any ship had ever made:
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