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Welcome to our new co-editor: Janine Stinson.
See her self-introduction on page 3.



Editorial 1:

Unlikely resurrections

I (Bruce Gillespie) thought Steam Engine
Time had died when British co-editors
Maureen Kincaid Speller and Paul Kin-
caid lost interest a year or so ago. Paul, as
production editor, was a hard act to fol-
low, and I was too busy with my other
projects to try emulating his meticulous
publishing style.

Early in 2004, Janine Stinson sent me an
email offering to help revive Steam
Engine Time. I knew little about her ex-
cept that she was the affable editor of the
small, regular fanzine Peregrine Nations. I
wasn’t even sure I was cut out to be a
co-editor. Let Janine tell the story:

‘I’ve been reading SF since seventh
grade, when I found André Norton’s
Moon of Three Rings in my school library.
That was back in the Jurassic, mind. I
graduated from Western Michigan Uni-
versity in 1979 with a Bachelor of Arts
degree in English. I’ve been a newspaper
reporter and editor (arts and copy), a
soldier (signals intelligence analyst), a
thrift-shop item cleaner, a moving and
storage company clerk, and a Baskin &
Robbins ice-cream shop server.

‘I’ve lived in a variety of places, most
recently in the Florida Keys for over a
decade, and had to leave the hard way —
I was widowed in January 2003. My son
and I now live in my heart’s country in
northern Michigan, where I write for
publications such as the New York Review

of Science Fiction, the Internet Review of
Science Fiction, and Strange Horizons. I
approached Bruce Gillespie with the idea
of reviving Steam Engine Time because,
very simply, I missed getting and read-
ing it and felt there weren’t enough
avenues available for the sercon variety
of material I prefer to read.’

This new incarnation of Steam Engine
Time doesn’t look the same as the three
issues assembled by Paul and Maureen.
Paul gained some wonderful layout
effects in Microsoft Publisher; so far I
haven’t worked how to emulate them in
Ventura. Jan and I will find our own
style.

Subscribers and others who receive the
print edition: I had a financial crisis at the
beginning of 2004. I announced my fan-
zines would go ‘all-electronic’: that is, be
published in .PDF format on Bill Burns’
wonderful efanzines.com website.

Readers objected. They wanted the
print versions of SF Commentary and my
other fanzines. They sent money. That
also led to our commitment to publishing
a print edition of Steam Engine Time. The
very first edition, however, will appear
on efanzines.com as a .PDF.

I’ve asked Paul Kincaid five times if
he has any list of Americans, Britons or
Europeans who subscribed to Steam En-
gine Time, and haven’t received an
answer. I have a list of the people who

subscribed through me, and will do my
best to honour those subscriptions. I have
no idea what to do about the subscribers
whose names I don’t have. All I can do is
appeal through the email lists for them to
get in touch. Otherwise, I will have to
guess (from the SET correspondence
lists) the people who took most interest
in the first three issues of SET. Apologies
in advance to interested readers who
miss out.

Reprints: Jan asked me to comment
about the number of reprint articles
we’ve used in this issue of Steam Engine
Time. When I accepted Greg Benford’s
article, he didn’t tell me that it was also
scheduled to appear in Guy Lillian’s
Challenger (No. 16) as well as in Reason.
Darrell Schweitzer’s article was offered
first to SET, then appeared first in New
York Review of SF only because of SET’s
seeming disappearance. Andy’s article
appeared first in an academic journal
(Science Fiction Studies) and Paul’s in a
semiprofessional magazine (Interzone),
so you may not have read them before.

Jan also wondered why I was using a
long review as my editorial. Read it and
see; I think it’s as much about me as about
the book under discussion.

— Bruce Gillespie (on behalf of Janine
Stinson), December 2004

Editorial 2:

The journeys they took

The Best Australian Science Fiction
Writing: A Fifty Year Collection,
edited by Rob Gerrand
(Black Inc ISBN 1- 86395-301-9;
2004; 615 pp.;
$A39.95/$US32.00)

Time is like an ever-expanding bowl. I
stand forever at one edge of the bowl —
the Present. Over the outside edge is The
Dark. Perhaps it is the Future, and the
bowl expands forever, or perhaps all

time ends one moment from now. I look
backwards down the inside slope of the
bowl — at History, a vast, colourful ter-
ritory filled with everything that has hap-
pened. I cannot jump from where I am
and land in any spot in the bowl, but from
the edge I can see clearly sections of it,
especially that small section through
which I lived.

Rob Gerrand’s vantage point on the
bowl of time is very close to my own. No
doubt he also remembers vividly a time
in the 1950s when obtaining enjoyable

science fiction books in Australia was so
difficult a task that it seemed almost un-
imaginable that any of those books
should be written by Australians. Only a
few of them were written by Britons; the
rest, it seemed, by Americans.

Yet in 1959, when I was twelve and
discovered the British magazines New
Worlds, Science Fiction Adventures and Sci-
ence Fantasy, I was amazed to find that
Australian authors were published regu-
larly there. The editor of the three maga-
zines, E. J. (Ted) Carnell, had a feature
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page in each New Worlds showing a pic-
ture of one of his regular authors, plus a
short biography. Two I remember were
those for Wynne N. Whiteford and David
Rome (David Boutland), although I sus-
pect he also did features on Lee Harding,
John Baxter and Frank Bryning.

Frank Bryning and Wynne Whiteford
had each begun a writing career in the
American magazines before World War
II. After the war, these and the other Aus-
tralian authors usually sold their stories
in Britain, although each no doubt
hoped he might score a spot in one of the
better-paying American magazines.
David Rome (TV writer David Boutland)
was unusual, in that his short story
‘Parky’ was picked up from Science Fan-
tasy and included by Judith Merril in one
of her Year’s Best anthologies. There it
was read by Frederik Pohl, who some
years later remembered the quality of the
story, and asked David for more stories
for Galaxy and If.

No doubt, Rob Gerrand also remem-
bers this long period when we could find

stories by Australian writers only in
overseas magazines. He chooses to begin
his own journey through Australian SF in
1955 (with Frank Bryning’s ‘Infant Prod-
igy’), but, as his advisers Graham Stone,
Sean McMullen and Van Ikin would
have reminded him, he might have be-
gun much earlier. The long reach back
into the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries was one of the strengths of
Van Ikin’s 1981 anthology Portable Aus-
tralian Science Fiction, which should be
revised and reissued.

The lack of local markets had an in-
hibiting effect on the range and quality of
local writing of SF, as can be seen from
the first few stories in Rob Gerrand’s new
collection. Frank Bryning’s ‘Infant Prod-
igy’, Norma Hemming’s ‘Debt of Lassor’
(1958) and Wynne N. Whiteford’s ‘The
Doorway’ (1960) are stories that now
seem a little creaky and outdated, al-
though quite readable. They fitted well
among stories by people such as Donald
Malcolm, John Rackham, E. C. Tubb and
Francis G. Rayer.

Much sharper, and with a memorable
twist ending, is A. Bertram Chandler’s
‘The Cage’ (1957), which had sold to one
of the top markets, America’s Fantasy &
Science Fiction. Chandler, a British sea
captain, had chosen to make his home in
Australia after already scoring some
major successes in the American maga-
zines. Until 1982, when he died, he was
regarded here as Australia’s senior SF
writer, but the SF world in general saw
him as one of the major writers of Amer-
ica’s ‘Golden Age’ of SF magazine pub-
lishing.

Chandler, as ‘George Whitley’, also
contributes the much-anthologised ‘All
Laced Up’ (1961, from New Worlds).
Today’s reader might find the theme of
alien visitation all too familiar, but it is
difficult to emphasise how daring Chan-
dler was to set his story in the Sydney he
knew so well — the inner suburbs with
their lace ironwork decorations, which
were just becoming fashionable — and to
have his main characters resemble
closely himself and his wife. Until then,
most Australian short stories had to be
set in a never-never land, or somewhere
in Britain or America.

As I’ve mentioned already, David
Rome’s ‘Parky’ had an international suc-
cess. Years later, David was still debating
with himself whether he should give up
TV writing for what he regarded as more
ambitious work in science fiction. Fortu-
nately for him, he stayed with TV, be-
coming one of Australia’s most
successful script writers. ‘Parky’ has that
extra spark in its dramatic style that is
missing in most of the early stories in this
collection; perhaps David did have in
him a major SF novel that never was
published.

At the launch for this book, Rob Gerrand
said that he read several thousand stories
before choosing its contents; and that he
could have produced several more 600-
page volumes while still telling the same
story about the progress of Australian SF.
One result of this selection dilemma is
that the book itself has some odd gaps in
chronology. Were there really no notable
stories between 1961 and 1967? None
leaps to my mind, I must admit.

In February 1967, Jack Wodhams pub-
lished ‘There Was a Crooked Man’, the
first of a number of stories he sold to John
Campbell at Analog, then the top US SF
magazine, a status it retained until
Campbell’s death in 1971. Campbell had
never published anything like this story
before, and I can’t think of any later
author whose works resemble those of
Wodhams. On the page, ‘Crooked Man’
looked like the dreaded stories emerging
from the new New Worlds in Britain
(Michael Moorcock had taken over in the
mid 1960s). It had no plot; it was told in
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snappy little vignettes of dialogue; and
its feeling was impressionistic rather
than preachy. The manic world depicted
by Wodhams had some resemblance to
those shown by, say, Eric Frank Russell
in the early 1950s, but that’s the only
influence I could ever detect. Wodhams
appeared to be saying that any ‘progress’
in technology will have results that are so
disastrous and unexpected that they will
make the idea of ‘progress’ unthinkable.
I would have thought this is not a mes-
sage much liked by Campbell. But
Campbell did like writers who poked fun
at what he regarded as conventional wis-
dom; he was the only editor apart from
Paul Collins (in the 1970s) to publish
Wodhams regularly.

‘The Case of the Perjured Planet’, by
‘Martin Loran’ (John Baxter and Ron
Smith) (Analog, December 1967), is more
conventional in structure than Wod-
hams’ story, but its oddly jagged imagery
of a planet that seems insane to terrestrial
observers also owes much to the British
New Wave. If Campbell had lived, per-
haps Australian writers might have un-
dermined Campbell’s many prejudices
and led Analog into a 1970s renaissance.
‘Perjured Planet’ leaves out almost all the
comforting paraphernalia of the detec-
tive story, yet it does retain a feeling of
mystery. It also has a manic sense of fun
that reminds me of the work of Eric Frank
Russell, one of the few British authors
who is still counted a part of the Ameri-
can Golden Age of the late 1940s and
early 1950s.

The assumption during the fifties and
sixties was that Australian writers still
needed to kowtow to overseas editors
from either side of the Atlantic. Sydney
publisher Horwitz Books, guided by
American expatriate Ron Smith, pub-
lished a couple of SF novels in the late
sixties, but nobody could see that as the
beginnings of a local industry.

Ron Graham, also from Sydney,
caused great excitement when in 1968 he
announced the forthcoming publication
of a magazine, Vision of Tomorrow, that
would feature half British stories and half
Australian stories. It would be edited in
Britain by Phil Harbottle (unknown to
most SF people in Australia and Britain),
but it would have an Australian advisory
editor, John Bangsund. Stories were
bought, and Lee Harding even went so
far as to quit his job as a photographer to
become a full-time author on the strength
of all the positive feedback he was getting
from Graham and Harbottle.

Vision of Tomorrow was published for
one year. During the early seventies there
were many harsh words said about its
demise, but today we can see that the
problems posed by its combination of
ambition and poor distribution reflect

the problems faced by every Australian
and British magazine since then.
Although Vision looked glossy and sub-
stantial, the cover art on its first issues
was just a bit oldfashioned. It became
clear that Graham had chosen Harbottle
as editor because of their mutual interest
in a now almost forgotten British pulp
era writer named John Russell Fearn.
One of the ambitions of the editors was
to publish a magazine that restored the
style of the pulps. Meanwhile, the Aus-
tralian writers who were trying to sell to
Vision of Tomorrow were influenced most
by Mike Moorcock’s New Worlds, and
wanted to leave the pulp style way be-
hind them. Vision attracted mainly scorn
in Britain, and was dropped by its dis-
tributor there. It was never distributed
properly in Australia. But it did have its
triumphs, including Lee Harding’s
‘Dancing Gerontius’ (much antholo-
gised, and now republished by Rob Ger-
rand) and ‘The Custodian’, which Lee
illustrated with photos.

‘Dancing Gerontius’ is a one-idea
story that is saved from predictability by
Harding’s ambition and a genuine lyri-
cism in its last pages. What shall we do
with the old in society? Most SF writers
have plumped for life extension, but
Harding is hardly the first or last writer
to suggest that we will all be killed off at
a certain age. To judge from statements
from Australian government sources
during the last year or so, this idea has
achieved renewed popularity in Can-
berra. Their idea is to work us to death by
denying us retirement; Harding’s ‘solu-
tion’ is rather different, and quite mov-
ing. Harding has done better work since,
especially in his novels, but ‘Dancing
Gerontius’ stays in the memory as a
genre breakthrough story.

Rather more original, however, is the
next story in the collection, Michael
Wilding’s ‘The Man of Slow Feeling’
(1970). Wilding is one of two non-genre
writers in this collection. (The other is
Peter Carey.) Literary writers in Austra-
lia have tended to stay far away from SF
and fantasy, but Wilding (who became
one half of Wild & Woolley, the pioneer-
ing small press from Sydney that offered
much help to Norstrilia Press) shows a
poised awareness of the balance between
the exposition of the SF idea and explo-
ration of the interpersonal implications
of the idea. The idea of a person who is
slightly out of time with the rest of the
world is not entirely new, but only Brian
Aldiss’s ‘Man in His Time’ can match this
story for subtle horror. The fine quality of
Wilding’s story-telling proved not to be
unique: he pointed the way forward to
the Australian SF of the seventies and
beyond.

I don’t know what to say about
Damien Broderick’s ‘The Final Weapon’

(1969), which I don’t like much. To pub-
lish a ‘Best’ collection without reprinting
one of Broderick’s best stories (especially
‘The Magi’) does a disservice to the most
consistent and productive author and an-
thologist of the whole fifty-year period.

A most important date in Australian SF
was 1969, when John Baxter edited for
Angus & Robertson The Pacific Book of
Australian Science Fiction. The Second
Pacific Book appeared soon after. Until
those collections appeared, nobody had
realised that Australia had a heritage of
SF story-telling. Once we realised it, our
authors, who had seen themselves as iso-
lated lighthouse keepers sending out
occasional flares to the rest of the world,
began to think in terms of local stories to
be told to local audiences. Damien
Broderick edited two more collections of
Australian short SF, each as interesting as
Baxter’s collections. Yet Gerrand skips
eight years between 1970 and 1978, eight
years in which everything, in a sense, had
already happened!

As Rob Gerrand was a partner in Nor-
strilia Press, which began in 1975, it is not
clear why he ignores several of
Norstrilia’s collections, especially The
Altered  I, when compiling The Best Aus-
tralian Science Fiction Writing. In 1976,
Paul Collins and Rowena Cory began
Void magazine, which became Void Pub-
lications, and later Cory & Collins. Both
Norstrilia Press and Cory & Collins were
small presses that had little chance of
making a profit, but both kept going for
ten years, and laid the foundation for
everything that has happened since in
local small press publishing. Enterpris-
ing independent publishers, such as
Hyland House/Quartet Australia and
Wren, were publishing occasional Aus-
tralian SF novels and anthologies during
the same period. Even Penguin Australia
offered a short-lived SF line.

Gerrand takes as his starting point for
the 1970s renaissance Rooms of Paradise,
edited by Lee Harding (Quartet Austra-
lia, 1978) and Transmutations (1979), the
anthology Gerrand edited for Morry
Schwartz (now the publisher at Black
Inc), when Schwartz was publisher at
Outback Press. Each of these landmark
anthologies took advantage of the enor-
mous boost to the quality and quantity of
Australian SF writing that resulted from
the visit of Ursula Le Guin to Australia in
1975 (the Writers’ Workshop associated
with Australia’s first world SF conven-
tion, Aussiecon I), and Christopher Priest
and Vonda McIntyre in 1977 (the second
major SF workshop). David Lake’s ‘Re-
deem the Time’, George Turner’s ‘In a
Petri Dish Upstairs’, Randal Flynn’s ‘The
Paradigm’ and Philippa Maddern’s
‘Inhabiting the Interspaces’ have a swag-
ger of approach and command of the
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English language that one finds rarely in
Australian SF stories before the mid
1970s.

David Lake’s ‘Re-deem the Time’ is
conventional in structure, with an H. G.
Wellsian time traveller finding much
more than he could have expected as he
travels into the future. Its theme, our re-
sponsibility for a livable future, has be-
come more rather than less pertinent
during the last 25 years.

George Turner’s ‘In a Petri Dish Up-
stairs’ is rather conventional, too, and
even a bit creaky. Turner made no secret
of his dislike of the short story/novella
form, and wrote short works only on
commission. He collapses the skeleton of
an entire novel into the 38 pages of ‘Petri
Dish’. Turner did write better short
pieces than this, but it has its memorable
moments.

Randal Flynn’s ‘The Paradigm’ is a
story by a young writer about young
writers in a future that has little time for
creativity of any kind. It’s a faithful por-
trait of the despair that many Australians
felt as Fraserism took over from Whit-
lamism in Australia during the late sev-
enties. It still has some fine sentences and
accurate portraits, but perhaps has not
aged as well as some of the other stories.

Philippa Maddern’s first published
story, ‘The Ins and Outs of the Hadhya
City-State’ (1976, in The Altered I), was
listed as Best Australian SF Short Story in
a poll conducted by Science Fiction maga-
zine fifteen years later. Maddern should
have become the anointed monarch of
Australian SF from the seventies onward,
but she abdicated. ‘Inhabiting the Inter-
spaces’, which reads as grippingly as it
did in 1979, shows her great gifts. The
main character, unemployed in a society
that does not forgive the unemployed,
can survive only by inhabiting the nooks
and crannies of a large office building at
night when its workers depart. This be-
comes a perilous enterprise. I had always
remembered this story is a long, epic tale,
but it proves to be only 14 pages.

Maddern published few stories after
this, and in the last decade has been
Associate Professor of History at the Uni-
versity of Western Australia. If only writ-
ing SF could have offered her a real career
path.

By 1979 the maturation of Australian SF
had already taken place. Again, Gerrand
has an odd elision in his narrative, offer-
ing only two more stories before 1989.

Where is a story by our most success-
ful writer of the period, Leanne Frahm,
who sold stories to several American
anthologies? Where, indeed, is the best
Australian SF story ever, Frahm’s ‘On the
Turn’?

Where is any recognition for Omega
magazine? Omega, an Omni-style science

fact/science fiction magazine, began the
careers of many of the best writers of the
1990s. Perhaps it’s hard to find archival
files of Omega.

Where is any recognition of the vital
importance of Peter McNamara’s Aphe-
lion (magazine and publishing company)
during the 1980s? McNamara’s work is
the link between the books by Norstrilia
and Cory & Collins (both having dis-
banded by the mid eighties) and that of
Eidolon and Aurealis magazines in the
nineties.

The coverage of the 1980s is the weak-
est aspect of this book. I cannot believe
that Gerrand did not have available for
reference a copy of David King’s Dream-
works (Norstrilia Press), which he helped
to publish, or King and Blackford’s Urban
Fantasies (Ebony Books), which included
David Grigg’s best story. However, Ger-
rand does include Paul Collins’ ‘The
Government in Exile’, a dark, amusing
fable about future social breakdown, and
Rosaleen Love’s ‘The Total Devotion
Machine’, hardly her best story, but an
effective demonstration of her insouciant
verbal facility and fine wit.

Rob Gerrand does his best to cover ade-
quately the ‘boom period’ of Australian
SF publishing (1990 onward). With the
sudden development of writers such as
Greg Egan, Sean Williams, Terry
Dowling, Lucy Sussex, Simon Brown and
many others, Australia entered the world
stage. Australian stories began to be
picked up for international ‘Best Of’ col-
lections and feature on the annual Locus
Awards lists. The major Australian pub-
lishers began to take an interest in their
own writers. In the end, this led to the
proliferation of endless fantasy block-
buster trilogies, but it also generated in-
come for writers such as Sean Williams,
who otherwise could never have quit his
day job. The great Australian small press
tradition continued in the form of Eidolon
and Aurealis magazines, and publishers
such as Ticonderonga and MirrorDanse.
Recently, Agog! Press, the Vision Writ-
ers’ Group, the Canberra Writers’ Group,
Mitch, and several other small presses
have published a large number of origi-
nal fiction anthologies.

I won’t look at the later stories in de-
tail, mainly because they are known sign-
posts in the current landscape. I think
that Gerrand could have chosen a better
story of Sean Williams’ than ‘The Soap
Bubble’ and a better Stephen Dedman
story than ‘A Walk-on Part in the War’,
but at least the roles of these authors is
recognised.

As Race Mathews pointed out when
launching the book, Gerrand really
scored the jackpot with his reprint of
Petrina Smith’s ‘Angel Thing’ (from Sus-
sex and Buckrich’s She’s Fantastical! an-

thology, Sybylla Press, 1995). Smith was
a graduate of the first major Writers’
Workshop (the Le Guin Workshop of
1975); she has published little since; and
she works very slowly. The fine writing
and sharp dialogue of this quiet story of
exploitation and the horrors of true belief
makes it one of Australia’s best short sto-
ries of any kind during the last fifty years.

Oddities remain in Gerrand’s book. I
can’t pretend to like Terry Dowling’s
Tom Rynosseros stories, but how could
one represent Dowling’s strange career
(adulation from Australian readers; very
little success overseas) without featuring
a Rynosseros story? ‘He Tried to Catch
the Light’ represents some of Dowling’s
strengths, but it’s hardly his best.

Neither ‘Niagara Falling’ nor ‘The
Diamond Pit’ seem to represent Jack
Dann’s work at its best (and Janeen Webb
has published stories that are much bet-
ter than ‘Niagara Falling’), but again, re-
cognition must be paid to the role played
by Dann and Webb in promoting Austra-
lian SF during the nineties, and these
stories did win awards and impress
people other than me.

The nineties was a good period in
which to be an SF reader in Australia. It
was satisfying to rediscover the subtlety
and power of Lucy Sussex’s ‘Red Ochre’
(it is fourteen years since I had read it).
Re-reading Sussex’s story and Margo
Lanagan’s ‘The Boy Who Didn’t Yearn’
made me feel all gooey and patriotic and
proud that the current best stylists in
Australian fiction are part of the SF/fan-
tasy genre. The division between literary
fiction and science fiction disappears,
much as it did in stories by Michael Wild-
ing and Peter Carey all those years ago.

The last section of Gerrand’s anthol-
ogy includes plenty of my other favour-
ites, some of which I’ve reviewed at
length elsewhere: Greg Egan’s ‘The
Caress’ I’ve just re-read for the fifth time,
with as much pleasure as ever; Russell
Blackford’s ‘The Sword of God’ seems
retains its freshness every time I return to
it; and I enjoyed the only story new to me,
Sean McMullen’s ‘Tower of Wings’.

My fifty-year journey through Austra-
lian SF is slightly different from Rob Ger-
rand’s, but I’m satisfied that we have
been looking back at the same timescape.
For some of these writers, I would have
chosen other stories. I might have chosen
stories from the time gaps I’ve men-
tioned. But whatever its limitations, this
fifty-year collection is an essential record
of the long, rocky journey of Australian
SF writing. Better, for me, it’s the record
of some achievements by people I grew
up knowing and admiring.

— Bruce Gillespie, 28 November 2004
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universe will increase. This explains why
we remember events only in what we call
the past, and not in the future.’

‘Remember what you predicted in
1980 about final theories, like this?’ I
chided him.

‘I suggested we might find a complete
unified theory, by the end of the century.’
Stephen made the transponder laugh
dryly. ‘Okay, I was wrong. At that time,
the best candidate seemed to be N=8
supergravity. Now it appears that this
theory may be an approximation to a
more fundamental theory, of super-
strings. I was a bit optimistic, to hope that
we would have solved the problem by
the end of the century. But I still think
there’s a fifty-fifty chance that we will
find a complete unified theory in the next
twenty years.’

‘I’ve always suspected that the struc-
ture never ends, as we look to smaller and
smaller scales — and neither will the
theories.’

‘It is possible that there is no ultimate
theory of physics at all. Instead, we will
keep on discovering new layers of struc-
ture. But it seems that physics gets sim-
pler, and more unified, the smaller the
scale on which we look. There is an ulti-
mate length scale, the Planck length,
below which spacetime may just not be
defined. So I think there will be a limit to
the number of layers of structure, and
there will be some ultimate theory, which
we will discover if we are smart enough.’

‘Does it seem likely we are smart
enough?’

Another grin. ‘You will have to get
your faith elsewhere.’

‘I can’t keep up with the torrent of
work on superstrings.’

Mathematical physics is like music,
which a young and zesty spirit can best
seize and use, as did Mozart.

‘I try,’ he said modestly.
We began discussing recent work on

‘baby universes’ — bubbles in space
time. To us, space-time is like the sea seen
from an ocean liner, smooth and serene.

Up close, though, it’s waves and bubbles.
At extremely fine scales, pockets and
bubbles of spacetime can form at ran-
dom, sputtering into being, then dissolv-
ing. Arcane details of particle physics
suggest that sometimes — rarely, but
inevitably — these bubbles could grow.

This might have happened a lot at the
instant just immediately after the Big
Bang. Indeed, some properties of our
universe may have been created by the
space-time foam that roiled through
those infinitesimally split seconds.
Studying this possibility uses the ‘worm-
hole calculus’, which samples the myriad
possible frothing bubbles (and their con-
nections, called wormholes).

Averaging over this foam in a mathe-
matical sense, Stephen and others have
tried to find out whether a final, rather
benign universe like ours was an inevita-
ble outcome of that early turbulence. The
jury isn’t in on this point, and may be out
forever — the calculations are tough,
guided by intuition rather than facts.
Deciding whether they really meaning-
fully predict anything is a matter of taste.
This recalls Oscar Wilde’s aphorism, that
in matters of great import, style is always
more important than substance.

If this picture of the first split second
is remotely right, much depends on the
energy content of the foam. The energy
to blow up these bubbles would be com-
pensated by an opposite, negative
energy, which comes from the gravita-
tional attraction of all the matter in the
bubble. If the outward pressure just
balances the inward attraction (a pres-
sure, really) of the mass, then you could
get a universe much like ours — rather
mild, with space-time flat on such rela-
tively tiny scales as our solar system, and
even flat on the size range of our galaxy.

It turns out that such bubbles could
even form right now. An entirely sepa-
rate space-time could pop into existence
in your living room, say. It would start
unimaginably small, then balloon to the
size of a cantaloupe — but not before
your very eyes, because for quite funda-
mental reasons, you can’t see it.

‘They don’t form in space, of course,’
Stephen said. ‘It doesn’t mean anything
to ask where in space these things occur.’

‘They’re cut off from us, after we
made them,’ I said. ‘No relics, no fossil?’

‘I do not think there could be.’
‘Like an ungrateful child who doesn’t

write home.’ When talking about
immensities, I sometimes grasp for some-
thing human.

‘It would not form in our space, but
rather as another space-time.’

We discussed for a while some specu-
lations about this I had put into two
novels, Cosm and Timescape. I had used
Cambridge and the British scientific style
in Timescape, published in 1980, before

these ideas became current. I had arrived
at them in part from some wide-ranging
talks I had enjoyed with Stephen — all
suitably disguised, of course. Such
enclosed space-times I had termed ‘onion
universes’, since in principle they could
have further locked-away space-times
inside them, too, and so on. It is an odd
sensation when a guess turns out to have
some substance — as much as anything
as gossamer as these ideas can be said to
be substantial. Again, the image of
mathematical physics as French impres-
sionism.

‘So they form and go,’ I mused.
‘Vanish. Between us and these other uni-
verses lies absolute nothingness, in the
exact sense — no space or time, no mat-
ter, no energy.’

‘There can be no way to reach them,’
his flat voice said. ‘The gulf between us
and them is unbridgeable. It is beyond
physics because it is truly nothing, not
physical at all.’

The mechanical laugh resounded.
Stephen likes the tug of the philosophi-
cal, and seemed amused by the notion
that universes are simply one of those
things that happen from time to time.

His nurse appeared for a bit of physi-
cal cleanup, and I left him. Inert confine-
ment to a wheelchair exacts a demeaning
toll on dignity, but he showed no reaction
to the daily round of being cared for by
another in the most intimate way.
Perhaps for him, it even helps the mind
to slip free of the world’s rub.

I sat in the common room outside his
office, having tea and talking to some of
his postdoctoral students. They were
working on similarly wild ideas and
were quick, witty, keenly observant as
they sipped their strong, dark Ceylonese
tea. A sharp crew, perhaps a bit jealous
of Stephen’s time. They were no doubt
wondering who this guy was, nobody
they had ever heard of, a Californian
with an accent tainted by southern
nuances, somebody who worked in as-
trophysics and plasma physics — which
was, in our age of remorseless specialisa-
tion, quite a remote province from theirs.
I didn’t explain; after all, I really had no
formal reason to be here, except that we
were friends.

Stephen’s secretary quietly came out
and asked if I would join Stephen for
dinner at Caius College. I had intended
to eat in my favourite Indian restaurant,
where the chicken vindaloo is a purging
experience, and then simply rove the
walks of Cambridge alone, for I love the
atmosphere — but I instantly assented.
Dinner at college high table was one of
the legendary experiences of England. I
could remember keenly each one I had
attended; the repartee is sharper than the
cutlery.

We made our way through through
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the cool, atmospheric turns of the col-
leges, the worn wood and grey stones
reflecting the piping of voices and
squeaks of rusty bicycles. In misty twi-
light, student shouts echoing, his wheel-
chair jouncing over cobbled streets. He
insisted on steering it himself, though his
nurse hovered rather nervously. It had
never occurred to me just how much of a
strain on everyone there can be in round-
the-clock care. A few people drifted
along behind us, just watching him.
‘Take no notice,’ his mechanical voice
said flatly, ‘many of them come here just
to stare at me.’

We wound among the ancient stone
and manicured gardens, into Caius
College. Students entering the dining
hall made an eager rumpus. Stephen took
the elevator and I ascended the creaking
stairs. The faculty entered after the stu-
dents, me following with the nurse.

The high table is literally so. They
carefully placed Stephen with his back to
the long, broad tables of undergraduates.
I soon realised that this is because watch-
ing him eat, with virtually no lip control,
is not appetising. He follows a set diet
that requires no chewing. His nurse must
chop up his food and spoonfeed him.

The dinner was noisy, with the year’s
new undergraduates staring at the
famous Hawking’s back. Stephen carried
on a matter-of-fact, steady flow of con-
versation through his keyboard.

He had concerns about physicists’
Holy Grail, a unified theory of every-
thing. Even if we could thrash our way
through a thicket of mathematics to
glimpse its outlines, it might not be spe-
cific enough — that is, we would still
have a range of choices. Physics could
end up dithering over arcane points, un-
decided, perhaps far from our particular
primate experience. Here is where aes-
thetics might enter.

‘If such a theory is not unique, one
would have to appeal to some outside
principle, which one might call God.’

I frowned. ‘Not as the Creator, but as
a referee?’

‘He would decide which theory was
more than just a set of equations, but
described a universe that actually exists.’

‘This one.’
‘Or maybe all possible theories de-

scribe universes that exist!’ he said with
glee. ‘It is unclear what it means to say
that something exists — in questions like,
does there exist a man with two left feet
in Cambridge. One can answer this by
examining every man in Cambridge. But
there is no way that one can decide if a
universe exists, if one is not inside it.’

‘The space-time Catch-22.’
‘So it is not easy to see what meaning

can be given to the question, why does
the universe exist. But it is a question that
one can’t help asking.’

As usual, the ability to pose a question
simply and clearly in no way implied a
similar answer — or than an answer even
existed.

After the dining hall, high table
moved to the senior common room
upstairs. We relaxed among long,
polished table, comfortable padded
chairs, the traditional crisp walnuts and
ancient aromatic port, Cuban cigars. And
somewhat arch conversation, occasion-
ally skewered by a witty interjection
from Stephen.

Someone mentioned Stephen Wein-
berg’s statement, in The First Three
Minutes, that the more we comprehend
the universe, the more meaningless it
seems. Stephen doesn’t agree, and
neither do I, but he has a better reason. ‘I
think it is not meaningful in the first place
to say that the universe is pointless, or
that it is designed for some purpose.’

I asked, ‘No meaning, then, to the
pursuit of meaning?’

‘To do that would require one to stand
outside the universe, which is not pos-
sible.’

Again the image of the separation be-
tween the observer and the object of
study. The gulf. ‘Still,’ I persisted, ‘there
amazing structure we can see from
inside.’

‘The overwhelming impression is of
order. The more we discover about the
universe, the more we find that it is gov-
erned by rational laws. If one liked, one
could say that this order was the work of
God. Einstein thought so.’

One of the college fellows asked,
‘Rational faith?’

Stephen tapped quickly. ‘We
shouldn’t be surprised that conditions in
the universe are suitable for life, but this
is not evidence that the universe was de-
signed to allow for life. We could call
order by the name of God, but it would
be an impersonal God. There’s not much
personal about the laws of physics.’

Walnuts eaten, port drunk, cigars
smoked, it was time to go. When we left
Stephen guided his wheelchair through
the shadowy reaches of the college, in-
dulging my curiosity about a time-
honoured undergraduate sport: climb-
ing Cambridge.

At night young men sometimes
scrambled among the upper reaches of
the steeply steepled old buildings, scal-
ing the most difficult points. They risked
their necks, for the glory of it. Quite out
of bounds, of course. Part of the thrill is
eluding the proctors who scan the
rooftops late at night, listening for the

scrape of heels. There is even a booklet
about roof-climbing describing the
triumphs and centuries-long history.

Stephen took me to a passageway I
had been through many times, a short cut
toward the Cam river between high,
peaked buildings of undergraduate
rooms. He said that it was one of the
tough events, jumping across that, and
then scaling a steep, often slick roof
beyond.

The passage looked to be about three
metres across. I couldn’t imagine leaping
that abyss from the slate-dark roofs. And
in the dark, too. ‘All that distance?’ I
asked.

‘Yes,’ he said.
‘Anybody ever miss?’
‘Yes.’
‘Injured?’
‘Yes.’
‘Killed?’
His eyes twinkled and he gave us a

broad smile. ‘Yes.’ These Cambridge
sorts had the real stuff, all right.

In the cool night he recalled some of
his favourite science fiction stories. How
much stranger the universe was turning
out than even those writers had imag-
ined. Even when they discussed the next
billion years, they could not guess the
odd theories that would spring up within
the next generation of physicists.

A week after this evening, I got from
Stephen’s secretary a transcript of all his
remarks. I have used it here to reproduce
his style of conversation. Printed out on
his wheelchair–computer, his sole link
with us, the lines seem to come from a
great distance. Across an abyss.

Portraying the flinty faces of science
— daunting complexity twinned with
numbing wonder — demands both craft
and art. Some of us paint with fiction.
Stephen paints with his impressionistic
views of vast, cool mathematical land-
scapes. To knit together our fraying
times, to span the cultural abyss, de-
mands all these approaches — and more,
if we can but invent them.

Stephen had faced daunting physical
constrictions with a renewed attack on
the large issues, on great sweeps of space
and time. Daily he struggled without
much fuss against the narrowing that is
perhaps the worst element of infirmity. I
recalled him rapt with Marilyn, still
deeply engaged with life, holding firmly
against tides of entropy.

I had learned a good deal from these
few days, I realised, and most of it not at
all about cosmology.
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