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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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FOREWORD

When this series was begun, seven years ago, the exploration of space was regarded by many as a flight of fancy, an extravagant creation by people not quite in their right minds. There was nothing unusual in this. As we pointed out in the Foreword of Book I, Kings of Space, there have always been those ready to scoff at any unusual project.

At the time of the publication of Kings of Space, in 1954, the science of astronautics had not received much publicity, for little of a practical nature had been done towards reaching out to the stars. Men could look, for they had made giant telescopes; but they could not go. What lay beyond the atmosphere of the Earth was largely a matter of surmise.

Today we have a different picture. Never before have so many apparently insoluble problems been answered in so short a space of time. In fact, events have overtaken the most optimistic predictions, with the result that there are fewer scoffers than there were. More eyes are on the stars, and when men decide to go somewhere they will find a way.

Progress is, after all, a matter of step by step development from an original idea. Thus has it been with transportation which, starting with a pack animal, jumped in the ratio of ten to one with the introduction of the first simple wheeled vehicle. From this to steam as a motive power was the next long stride. Again, from steam to the internal combustion engine which, by providing more power for less weight, made the flying machine possible. Jet propulsion came next, to be followed by atomic energy, the ultimate possibilities of which no man can foretell; but it is more likely to take us to the stars than the liquid fuel rockets now being used for space research. So we go on, step by step, towards interplanetary travel.

One of the difficulties that arises when writing a book of this sort, which tries to avoid technicalities, is how to convey to the reader certain peculiar conditions that occur in “space” without recourse to the special words used in astronomy and by those now working on space projects. For example, in the event of a projected trip to another planet the first question a novice might ask is: “How far away is it?” No answer can be given because the distance varies from day to day. Our neighbour Venus, for instance, can be as close to us as forty million miles and as far away as sixty million. To explain how and why this should be would, apart from taking up a lot of space, involve details which the reader might find boring.

In the earlier books of this series certain terms have been defined in the hope of simplifying matters, and at the speed space exploration is advancing the intelligent reader would do well to learn a few more, because they are certain to appear in newspaper reports; and unless they are understood they are likely to sound like so much double-Dutch. Here, then, are a few more words for the vocabulary of the bright boy who would like to keep up to date with events. They will not necessarily be used in this book, so they may, if the reader prefers to ignore them, be skipped.

APOGEE. The maximum distance of a heavenly body from Earth. Thus, the apogee of our moon is 253,000 miles.

PERIGEE. The minimum distance. Again in the case of the moon, 222,000 miles. The reverse of apogee.

OPPOSITION. The position of two bodies when diametrically opposite to each other. Thus, when the moon is full it is in opposition to the sun.

APHELION. That part of the course of a planet which is farthest from the sun.

PERIHELION. That part of the course of a planet which is nearest to the sun. In other words, the reverse of aphelion.

ALBEDO. Deriving from the Spanish word meaning whiteness this means the ratio of the total amount of sunlight reflected (in all directions) from a body, to the amount received by that body. The degree of albedo gives an idea of the substance of which the body is formed, some surfaces reflecting better than others. Venus, by reason of its surrounding clouds of gases, is as high as 59 per cent (the highest in the solar system) while our moon is only 7 per cent, which suggests it is composed largely of dark rocks.
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