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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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Oh, it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, go away”; But it’s “Thank you, Mr. Atkins,” when the band begins to play.

RUDYARD KIPLING, Tommy

It is not enough to understand what we ought to be, unless we know what we are.

T. S. ELIOT, Religion and Literature




AUTHOR’S NOTE

The New Guinea (now Niugini) place-names used in this novel are real, being memories of a real though minor campaign, but the terrain has been reshaped and simplified to suit a storyteller’s purpose.

The make-up of Sergeant Bailey’s “Section” conforms to neither regular Infantry nor Independent Company establishment of the period but is fairly typical of a time when casualties, reinforcement problems and the necessity to improvise made the “manning state” a matter of who and what were available.

Real people, like geography, rarely suit the transmutations of a novelist’s purpose, so the characters in this story are products of the author’s imagination and bear no relation to any actual person, living or dead.


THE BACKGROUND

YESTERDAY’S MEN is the third in a group of novels dealing with the reconstructed world of the twenty-first century. The Collapse of 2012—caused by genetic tampering with staple crops, followed by a wave of mutated-disease epidemics and the Five Days of hysterical, random nuclear bombing—left the world reduced by starvation and disease to a tenth of its former population: communications were totally disrupted; power sources degenerated; nations crumbled into communities struggling for survival.

BELOVED SON told how in forty years a shaky new world was built by cannibalizing the ruins of the old. Psychologically, it was built on a foundation of imprinted fear of the twentieth-century past. The destroyed civilization was thought of as a historical obscenity, a culture that had wrecked itself by greed, selfishness and cruelty. The new world was built on the Ethic of Non-Interference. World Council (a super-UN, but with teeth) dominated, but regional governments pursued their affairs with complete autonomy subject to an overriding proviso: no region might take action which interfered with the rights of other regions. This policy was policed by a paramilitary police force, International Security.

But the new century had to relearn the lessons which destroyed the old, including the major one that no system will be accepted by 100 percent of a population without dissent. The first cracks appeared in 2052, when cult religions reemerged and Security itself was shown to be less than wholly committed to duty or immune to corruption.

Through the disruption and rebuilding an enormous biological laboratory, Gangoil, had remained sealed off and unknown in the heart of a mountain in the Australian Alps. Rediscovery of this huge repository of knowledge turned the ideas of a too-virtuous world in the direction of improvement of the species by biological means. Old problems and new ambitions began to reveal the flaws in the fabric of the self-satisfied Ethical Culture.

The second novel in the group, VANEGLORY, recorded the discovery, in 2057, that mutant humans existed with lifespans of thousands of years. They could not procreate with normal humanity, but it was thought that Gangoil could unravel their genetic variation and find means of implanting the genes in ordinary people. Secrecy, World Council decided, was essential; the world at large must not become aware of quasi-immortality near at hand; general lifespans of millennia would undermine every relationship, every morality, every legal basis of a race geared to three-score and ten. Chaos worse than the Collapse would result. So the Children of Time, except for a handful immured in Gangoil as experimental animals, were rounded up and secretly destroyed. But the lure of immortality had irretrievably corrupted Security itself, and the organization was disbanded. World Council and the world’s nations now ran on philosophic momentum and the unresolved fear of an evil past.

At about the same time the first colony-satellites were placed in Lagrangian orbit; in two generations their inhabitants developed a culture widely divergent from that of Earth. In those same two generations it became apparent that Gangoil could not so easily deliver extended life, and a fifty-year secret was becoming increasingly difficult to keep hidden. At the same time, the psychological and sociological fraternities were beginning to question the moral basis of the Ethical Culture.

At this pivotal point, YESTERDAY’S MEN begins …


Starting with Dunbar

When it was all over and the time came for sorting out the sequence of events for External Affairs (Intelligence) records, Caselli required most of the major actors to dictate spools detailing their personal roles.

Leonard, who caught the dreary chore of listening to their endless jabbering wires and collating them for the master record, pointed out that only Dunbar had displayed the historical sense to include a review of the background factors.

Caselli, who regarded Dunbar and his kind as insults to ephemeral humanity, grunted surly acknowledgment but played the wire and had the grace to admit its usefulness—with the private reservation that he could have done without the man’s insufferable digressions into his own highly specialized point of view.

The Dunbar Wire:

The older Children of Time, all senior to me by millennia, say I’ll outgrow my concern with history, that over the centuries the sense of time will shrink into a simple “now.” They view duration—or say they do—as a subjective abstraction to be used or ignored as suits the moment.

They have the long experience and are probably right, but I still find the flow of events intriguing, though human beings don’t often catch my interest as individuals.

There is an additional interest in this case: I have some claim to having started the chain of events which culminated in Sergeant Bailey’s rain-forest patrol. I suggested, in a moment of exasperation, that the hypocritical gerrymander calling itself the Ethical Culture might learn more by studying its Gone Time ancestors than by studying to disown them.

I hardly expected to be understood, much less taken seriously, and only the New Sociology could have devised the method of study that was chosen.

But start lines are never as easily drawn as that. The real root of uproar lay, as with most twenty-first century crises, in that detested twentieth-century Gone Time from which it can never escape.

That pre-Collapse, Gone Time world was studded with stubbornly primitive cultures which, with the breakdown of communications in the Five Days, became lost to sight until well into the new era. They exist still. South American tribes from the jungles east of the Andes vanished for half a century before rediscovery and now live in resentment of the benefits of taxation, moral re-education and codes of law which they find either maleficent or absurd; Central African tribes with long historical memories are vocal in their rejection of civilization (except television and pre-packaged foods); the Eskimo remain angrily stolid.

World Council can only accept its rejections; the Ethic of Non-Interference—that human attempt at the humanly impossible—ties its meddling hands. Happy, backward societies preserve their happy backwardness on the fringes of twenty-first century culture.

Still, some problem areas test the Ethic severely; predictably, the Ethic bends.

One of these is Niugini—the New Guinea, Papua and West Irian of Gone Time maps. The entry in the Geopolitical Encyclopedia encapsulates the situation bleakly:


… after the Five Days the island, forced into self-sufficiency, reverted to the tribalism which had never been wholly submerged in the forests and mountain valleys. The people survived, as for centuries past, by fishing and tillage. Administrative boundaries were forgotten; the coastal towns decayed; old cultures reestablished themselves; territorial claims were staked and defended.

The educated few relinquished civilized amenities with reluctance, preserving records and artifacts where possible. The cultural embassies reopening Niugini in the fourth decade encountered a division of social requirements. The ruined coastal towns welcomed returning civilization; the villages preferred ancestral forms to the point of actively repelling the embassies. By Ethical decision both parties were accommodated. The towns were rebuilt and brought into the planetary culture; the tribesmen were left virtually alone.

The result could have been foreseen. The towns, accepting the non-aggressive policies of World Council, made easy prey for marauding tribesmen whose historical philosophy dictated wresting by force what they could not themselves produce, and slaughtering the peaceful owners (less than one in twenty of the island’s population) who lacked adequate defenses. Pillage and murder became so rife that the Niugini towns revived old links with the Australian mainland and requested a return of the early twentieth-century Protectorate—a system of quasi-military patrolling by native police under white Australian command.

World Council approved Australian intervention but refused Protectorate status; help must not develop into political leverage. The Australians took advantage of the situation to ally their help with implementation of a bizarre psycho-sociological experiment whose results have not yet been fully evaluated. They did not use “native police” but, with the backing of powerful sociological research interests, created with remarkable fidelity a facsimile infantry fighting unit of the world war of 1939–45. Informed opinion is still sharply divided on the morality of this procedure …



By an accident of geography, you Australians were uniquely situated to supply those legendary monsters, “soldiers.” You had your own group of white “primitives” to draw on.

Plague and the breakdown of planetary communication had isolated vast tracts of cattle country in Western Queensland and the Northern Territory, and small communities there lived through the Collapse in much the fashion of their settler ancestors two centuries before.

They survived mainly because the black aboriginals proved to be, on their own terms, a friendly and forgiving people—people, moreover, who had behind them millennia of experience of fringe existence in one of the world’s least hospitable lands. When, in the thirties, tentative expeditions from the southern cities penetrated the northern outback they found a self-sufficient, proud people living off the land and liking it. They had preserved and polished many of the “mateship” and “a man’s a man” codes of the Gone Time (codes essential among scattered, fringe-subsistence groups) and were given to deciding differences with bare fists or, on occasion, stock-whips. They were genially prepared to accept the new world’s comforts, to visit it for a city holiday (drunkenly indecorous) and to regard it with a combination of acquisitiveness and derision.

Some twenty thousand such people existed in your world of official pacifism, where computer networks preserved the status quo, agreed conventions placed accepted glosses on hypocritical behavior, biological laboratories stood disease and pain at bay—and the Lagrange Orbital Cities traced their unseen patterns in the deep sky.

Even after two generations the Territorians remained uncomfortable curiosities, Gone Timers persisting into the new culture—which made them ideal material for the experiment run in tandem with the “military” task of patrolling the Niugini mountains and turning back tribal raiding parties, often bloodily.

The younger individualists amongst those antiquely macho Territorians welcomed the adventure of fighting and being paid for it. Only when they were firmly contracted for some of the sweetest of their too few years did they discover the sobering facts of forest warfare.

It was sour justice that I should have become so intimately involved with this outcome of my irritable snippet of advice.

Caselli winced under the barrage of barbed accuracies and condescensions. “… your own group of white ‘primitives’ … your world of official pacifism …” They would vanish from the collated account if he personally had to edit them out. The Children of Time (the description itself was a flaunting insult) were armed and armored against any reprisal short of physical obliteration and the human world at large was, in Caselli’s opinion, fortunate in being unaware of their existence.
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