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"Men like gods; they can build their own heavens and create their own worlds, but in doing so, do they not lose their humanity?" This poignant reflection encapsulates the essence of H. G. Wells' formidable dystopian exploration. At its core, the novel interrogates the delicate balance between progress and morality, contemplating whether humankind can rise to divine heights without undermining the very principles that make us human. It raises pressing questions about technology's impact on society and the nature of existence, urging readers to ponder the implications of unchecked aspirations and desires.

H. G. Wells' "Men Like Gods" is celebrated not merely for its imaginative narrative but for its profound commentary on society and human potential. Considered a classic in the dystopian genre, the novel has captured the imaginations of readers and writers alike since its publication in 1923. Its themes resonate across generations, exploring the duality of human nature, morality, and the pursuit of an ideal society. This enduring relevance has cemented its position in literary history, influencing both contemporary and future authors who grapple with similar societal questions.

Wells, often heralded as the father of science fiction, produced this thought-provoking work during a time of significant change and uncertainty. The novel emerged in the early 20th century, a period marked by technological advancements, sociopolitical upheaval, and the reevaluation of traditional values. Wells crafted "Men Like Gods" amidst the backdrop of World War I, reflecting his concern about humanity's capacity for both creation and destruction. Through this narrative, he offers a cautionary tale that illustrates how progress can lead to moral quandaries.

In his narrative, Wells presents a utopian society where beings resembling gods navigate their environment, illuminating both the triumphs and perils of extraordinary advancements. The story follows a group of individuals who inadvertently stumble upon a parallel world where human desires and ambitions manifest into tangible realities. The novel unfolds as a rich tapestry of philosophical inquiries, challenging the reader to navigate the intersection of ethics, technology, and the essence of human civilization. Wells' deft storytelling drives home his intentions without losing sight of engaging characterization.

Wells deftly employs the tropes of speculative fiction to present a world of possibility tempered by caution. The narrative's protagonists, bewildered and fascinated by their discovery, represent humanity's struggle between aspiration and consequence. This dynamic invites readers to reflect on their own values and the trajectory of their societies. Wells invites us to consider: at what point does ambition overshadow ethical boundaries, and how might humanity's relentless quest for enlightenment lead to its demise?

With a vibrant cast of characters, the narrative intricately explores various philosophies, from the desire for enlightenment to existential resignation. Each character embodies differing responses to the surreal world they encounter, facilitating an engaging dialogue about the human condition. Through these interactions, Wells dismantles the notion that ultimate happiness can be secured purely through technological advancement. Instead, he portrays a nuanced view that acknowledges the complexities of human emotion and the importance of moral grounding.

Themes of power, freedom, and the essence of human identity permeate the text, creating a multifaceted narrative that is both captivating and intellectually stimulating. Wells challenges readers to reassess their understanding of societal constructs and personal agency. As each character grapples with their newfound powers, they are forced to confront the weight of responsibility that accompanies such liberties. This tension between choice and consequence remains a deeply relevant subject, reflecting contemporary societal dilemmas across various domains of existence.

Wells' masterful prose captivates readers, beckoning them into a world that is both familiar and strikingly alien. His vivid descriptions and imaginative landscapes invite a sense of wonder, while simultaneously evoking unease about the implications of such a reality. The balance he strikes between wonder and caution serves as a reminder of the potential that lies within humanity's grasp, underscoring the importance of ethical considerations in the pursuit of progress. Readers are drawn in, compelled to ponder their own standing in a swiftly changing world.

As we navigate the complexities of modern technological advancements and societal transformations, the lessons embedded within "Men Like Gods" remain strikingly pertinent. Wells' exploration of the human experience amid a backdrop of extraordinary possibilities resonates with audiences facing a dilemma that echoes through history: how to employ advancements for the collective good rather than for self-serving interests. The novel thus serves as a timeless reminder that with great power comes intricate responsibilities, both personal and societal.

The enduring themes found within Wells' work open a dialog about the ethical considerations that come with innovation. In a world increasingly influenced by artificial intelligence and bioengineering, readers can reflect on the role technology plays in shaping humanity’s future. The philosophical questions he raises about existence and the moral implications of creation have only gained significance in our contemporary society, illustrating how far-reaching and applicable his ideas truly are.

Moreover, Wells’ introspective examination of human nature invites readers to engage in self-reflection regarding their values, dreams, and the direction of their lives. As the characters navigate their own conflicts, readers may see reflections of their own struggles with ambition and morality. This exploration of the human psyche encourages a deeper understanding of individuality and collective responsibility, making it all the more relevant in our current ideological climate.

Wells’s imaginative prowess enables him to translate complex philosophical undercurrents into an accessible narrative, ensuring that his message transcends time and remains significant for new generations. Engaging both the intellect and the imagination, he crafts a work that stimulates thought and encourages vigilance regarding the trajectory of humanity. His insights about the human condition provide a foundation for meaningful conversations about our ethical obligations to one another and to the world we inhabit.

The book's setting and premise challenge conventional notions of human superiority and the destiny of civilization. By placing ordinary individuals amid god-like figures, Wells prompts the reader to reassess the foundations of power and authority. As the characters confront their circumstances, they navigate the delicate line between freedom and restraint, reflecting the continual struggle inherent in forging a just society. In this space, Wells constructs an arena for critical examination of societal norms.

As the narrative unfolds, Wells encapsulates profound insights into the dual nature of humanity—a blend of creation and destruction. This duality serves as a central tenet throughout the story, leading to provocative discussions about compassion, autonomy, and the potential consequences of unrestrained ambition. As readers journey through the text, they uncover layers of meaning that continue to resonate in the contemporary context, from technological advancements to ethical discourse.

Ultimately, "Men Like Gods" stands as a beacon of critical thought, compelling readers to confront their preconceptions of progress and civilization. By juxtaposing the ideals of a utopian world with the inherent flaws of human nature, Wells invites contemplation on the paradox of aspiration. His exploration serves not only as a call for introspection but also as a warning about the future—a narrative that is evergreen in its implications and significance.

Wells' narrative is enriched by a sense of urgency—a reminder that humanity's trajectory is not predetermined, but contingent upon our choices. The primary questions posed remain relevant, underscoring the necessity for continued discourse around human potential and ethical responsibilities. As the quest for a better world continues, the lessons imparted in Wells’ classic resonate loudly, urging individuals and societies alike to navigate the ever-complex landscape of progress with care and consideration.

In reading “Men Like Gods”, one embarks on a journey that transcends time—a reflection of the past, a commentary on the present, and a meditation on the future. Through his intricate tapestry of characters and dilemmas, Wells offers a canvas on which we might question our own beliefs and aspirations. The enduring allure of this classic serves as an invitation to explore the profound themes woven into its fabric. It is a thought-provoking reminder of the interplay between ambition and humanity—an exploration that remains as compelling today as in Wells' time.
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In 'Men Like Gods', H. G. Wells presents a thought-provoking dystopian narrative that explores the themes of societal structure and human nature. The story begins with a group of people from a repressive society who accidentally stumble into a utopian world known as the World State. This new society is governed by rational principles, embodying ideals of freedom, intellectualism, and harmony. Wells uses this contrast to illustrate the deficiencies and moral shortcomings of contemporary civilization, drawing attention to the potential for human elevation through enlightenment and social progress.

The protagonist, a man named Mr. Barnstaple, serves as a lens to observe the differing societal norms between his original world and the utopia he finds. As he interacts with the utopian inhabitants, he grapples with his preconceived notions of society and his role within it. This journey reflects the broader struggle humans face when confronted with ideas that challenge their existing beliefs and values. Through Barnstaple's experiences, Wells probes the intricacies of human existence and the quest for a better society.

The inhabitants of the World State, referred to as the 'Men Like Gods', embody a lifestyle devoid of greed and competition, prioritizing collaboration and individual expression. They engage in intellectual discussions and enjoy a carefree existence, free from oppression and societal constraints. This idyllic environment invites both admiration and envy from Barnstaple and his companions. However, as they attempt to adapt to this new reality, tensions arise, revealing the complexities of human nature and the difficulty of transcending societal limitations.

As the narrative unfolds, the clash between the old world and the utopian ideals becomes increasingly apparent. Barnstaple finds himself entangled in a web of conflicting emotions as he navigates his desires for both the comforts of his former life and the exhilarating possibilities of the World State. Each character provides insight into the varying responses to the utopian society, illustrating that not everyone can embrace radical change. This internal conflict sets the stage for critical reflections on what it means to live an ideal life.

Throughout their exploration, the group encounters challenges that test their ideals and relationships. Discontent begins to surface as not all members react positively to the World State's ethos; their reactions vary, showcasing the diverse spectrum of human emotions. This friction leads to pivotal moments that force characters to confront their own beliefs about happiness, fulfillment, and the meaning of existence. Wells carefully crafts these moments to serve as catalysts for character development and thematic exploration.

As tensions escalate, the narrative shifts to revealing the potential dangers of an idealized society. Wells emphasizes that while utopias may inspire hope, they can also mask deeper issues and lead to unforeseen consequences. The group's eventual struggle to maintain unity reflects the reality that no society is immune to challenges. This critical examination of utopian aspirations fuels the central tension of the book, prompting readers to ponder the viability and sustainability of any idealized human environment.

Toward the climax, the characters must confront the ultimate dilemma of whether to return to their former lives or to endeavor to integrate into the utopian system. The decisions they face encapsulate the broader human experience of choice and consequence, bringing to light the sacrifices and gains inherent in their pursuits. Wells crafts a narrative that showcases the complexity of personal growth and the challenges posed by transformative experiences.

In the aftermath of their experiences, the returning characters carry the profound impact of their time in the World State, leading them to reevaluate their priorities and aspirations. This new awareness prompts a dialogue about what constitutes a fulfilling life. The narrative invites readers to reflect on their own societal structures and personal beliefs, challenging them to consider the implications of striving for a better world.

Ultimately, 'Men Like Gods' serves as a cautionary tale about the balance between striving for idealism and recognizing human nature's flaws. Wells weaves an intricate narrative that encourages critical thinking about societal norms, the essence of human relationships, and the perennial search for a more enlightened existence. The book’s central message resonates with timeless relevance, suggesting that while the pursuit of utopia is noble, the complexity of human nature must be acknowledged to avoid disillusionment.
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Men Like Gods, published in 1923, unfolds in an alternate reality paralleling early 20th-century England—a time of rapid industrial growth and profound social change. The story follows Mr. Barnstaple, who is unexpectedly transported to a utopian realm isolated from the hardships of post-World War I society. This setting allows the author to examine human potential, scientific innovation, and competing ideologies against a backdrop shaped by recent global conflict and the tensions it left behind.  

The aftermath of World War I (1914–1918) casts a long shadow over the narrative. The unprecedented scale of destruction and loss eroded faith in nationalism and militarism across Europe. In this utopia, the survivors of such turmoil find refuge in principles of cooperation and mutual respect, reflecting contemporary hopes for a more peaceful human community.  

The rise of socialist and communist movements around the turn of the century provides another point of reference. The 1917 Russian Revolution in particular spurred worldwide debate about class, governance, and economic justice. Although the author was associated with progressive reform circles, he voiced concern over authoritarian tendencies in revolutionary regimes. By contrasting the flaws of early 20th-century capitalism with the freedoms enjoyed in his imagined society, he invites readers to consider alternative models of social organization without endorsing any single doctrine.  

The extension of voting rights to women in 1918 marked a milestone in the United Kingdom’s struggle for gender equality. While the novel does not center on this movement, its portrayal of men and women collaborating as equals in scientific pursuits and civic life echoes the era’s evolving attitudes toward women’s roles.  

Technological advances in transportation, communication and industry are woven throughout the narrative. Automobiles, aeroplanes and telecommunications of the period transformed daily life, and in the utopian realm these innovations are harnessed to promote understanding and cultural exchange rather than competition.  

Though written before the economic collapse of 1929, the novel’s critique of unbridled market forces anticipates debates over financial instability and widespread hardship. Its cautionary depiction of social and economic inequality resonates with concerns that would surface during the global downturn of the following decade.  

Early 20th-century interest in improving the human condition through heredity was widespread among intellectuals, including the author himself in earlier essays. In contrast, the utopian society measures individuals by their achievements and character rather than by inherited traits, offering an implicit challenge to reductive notions of superiority.  

At a time when colonial empires still dominated much of the globe, the story’s community stands as a counterpoint to imperial hierarchies. It depicts cooperation among diverse peoples and emphasizes stewardship over exploitation, suggesting a more equitable basis for international relations.  

Contemporary shifts in education and scientific philosophy—promoted by figures who championed experiential learning and critical inquiry—find echoes in the way characters acquire knowledge through dialogue and experimentation rather than rote instruction. This approach underscores the belief that an engaged citizenry is essential to a healthy society.  

Labour unrest and the push for workers’ rights grew increasingly visible in the years before and after the war. Although strikes and demonstrations are not a central subject, the novel’s reflections on fair treatment and the dignity of work mirror the broader drive for economic and social reforms.  

Environmental degradation caused by unchecked industrialization had become apparent by the early 20th century. In the utopian world, harmony with natural surroundings is a guiding principle, underscoring an emerging awareness of humanity’s responsibility to preserve the environment.  

The rapid growth of cities—and the sense of alienation it sometimes brought—also informs the narrative. By imagining a community where technological and social structures overcome isolation, the story proposes remedies for the fragmentation of urban life.  

The emergence of authoritarian governments in the years immediately following publication, notably in Italy, highlights the fragility of democratic ideals. The utopian model presented here stands in deliberate contrast to the suppression of dissent and illustrates the author’s belief in governance rooted in reasoned discussion and personal freedom.  

Although psychoanalytic theory was gaining prominence at the time, the novel does not explicitly invoke its terminology. Instead, it explores themes of self-reflection and moral development in ways that parallel contemporary interest in inner motivation and personal growth.  

Widely shared doubts about the notion of progress—exposed by wartime devastation—lead the author to question whether technological prowess alone can create a just society. By portraying a culture that balances ethical concerns with scientific advancement, he contributes to intellectual debates on the true meaning of civilization.  

Finally, the stark economic disparities of early 20th-century England underpin the contrast between everyday realities and the egalitarian community envisioned here. In highlighting an alternative in which resources and opportunities are shared more evenly, the narrative invites reflection on the social structures needed to foster collective well-being.
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    Introduction
Herbert George Wells (1866–1946) was an English novelist, journalist, and public intellectual whose work helped define modern science fiction while engaging vigorously with social and political questions. His early “scientific romances”—notably The Time Machine, The Island of Doctor Moreau, The Invisible Man, and The War of the Worlds—combined imaginative speculation with sharp critique of contemporary society. He later wrote influential social novels such as Kipps, Tono-Bungay, and The History of Mr Polly, and produced major nonfiction including The Outline of History. A tireless futurist and reformer, Wells examined education, democracy, technology, and world order, becoming one of the most widely read writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Education and Literary Influences
Wells rose from modest circumstances through education, apprenticeships, and scholarships to study science in London in the 1880s. At the Normal School of Science (later part of Imperial College), he studied biology under the eminent biologist T. H. Huxley. This rigorous scientific training gave him a lifelong respect for empirical inquiry and evolutionary thinking. Before establishing himself as a writer, Wells taught and wrote journalism, honing a lucid, explanatory style. His early exposure to laboratory practice and debates about evolution decisively shaped his literary method: he explored speculative premises with logical consistency and used fiction as a vehicle to test social hypotheses grounded in contemporary science.
Among Wells’s most significant influences were Huxley’s advocacy of Darwinism and the broader Victorian discourse on science, progress, and social reform. He read widely in utopian and satirical traditions, drawing on the critical spirit of writers such as Jonathan Swift, while also engaging with contemporaneous scientific writings that framed human society as an evolving organism. In the realm of political ideas, his contact with Fabian socialists—figures including George Bernard Shaw—encouraged his belief in planned, gradual reform. Though often compared with Jules Verne, Wells emphasized conceptual extrapolation and social critique over technical detail, positioning his fiction as thought-experiments about the moral and political implications of scientific change.
Literary Career
Wells’s breakthrough came in the 1890s with a series of “scientific romances.” The Time Machine introduced time travel as a vehicle for social commentary on class and degeneration. The Island of Doctor Moreau probed the ethics of vivisection and the boundaries of humanity; The Invisible Man explored alienation and scientific hubris; and The War of the Worlds imagined imperialism reversed upon Britain via extraterrestrial invasion. These works, often serialized, were immediate commercial successes and established Wells’s reputation for combining swift narrative with provocative ideas. Their brevity, clarity, and disciplined world-building helped set a template for speculative fiction across subsequent generations.
In the early twentieth century, Wells broadened his range with realist and satirical novels that examined class mobility, education, and personal aspiration. Kipps, Tono-Bungay, Love and Mr Lewisham, The History of Mr Polly, and Ann Veronica offered acute portraits of social constraint and the uncertainties of modern life. These works secured Wells a substantial audience beyond scientific romance, revealing his versatility as a social observer. Critics often praised their vitality and topicality, while some objected to their polemical edge. Regardless, the books deepened Wells’s standing as a chronicler of transition in an England challenged by industrialization, urban growth, and shifting moral conventions.
Wells also became a prolific writer of speculative nonfiction and future studies. Anticipations and A Modern Utopia mapped technological and social trajectories, advocating planned development and international coordination. He extended this project in The Outline of History, a sweeping synthesis intended to democratize historical knowledge and promote a global perspective. Fiction and nonfiction intersected in The War in the Air and The World Set Free, which considered aerial warfare and atomic weaponry well before they became realities. The Shape of Things to Come synthesized his futurological thinking and inspired the film Things to Come, underscoring his influence across media and his commitment to public debate.
Public reception of Wells’s work was wide and intense. He became one of the most translated authors of his era, balancing popular appeal with intellectual ambition. Admirers lauded his clarity, inventiveness, and readiness to confront pressing issues; detractors criticized his didactic tone and sweeping prescriptions. Nevertheless, his narratives proved remarkably adaptable, migrating to stage, radio, and film. By the interwar years, Wells had achieved the unusual status of being both a bestselling storyteller and a frequently consulted commentator on social policy, education, and scientific responsibility, with his books serving as touchstones for discussions about modernity’s perils and possibilities.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Wells’s public life was animated by a reformist, internationalist outlook often associated with Fabian socialism. Engaging with Fabian circles, he argued for rational planning, broad education, and social insurance rather than violent revolution. He championed an expanded role for expert knowledge in governance and envisioned a cooperative “world state” capable of managing economic cycles, technological upheavals, and arms control. Works like The Open Conspiracy articulated his program for coordinated global reform. Even when he parted ways with particular organizations, Wells sustained a lifelong commitment to incremental, evidence-based change and to institutions capable of preventing war through collective security.
A secular humanist, Wells believed that scientific literacy and comprehensive education were prerequisites for a just society. The Outline of History sought to replace parochial narratives with a global, evolutionary view, fostering civic responsibility across national boundaries. He criticized dogmatism and emphasized inquiry, while advocating for women’s autonomy and broader social participation; these themes surface in Ann Veronica and elsewhere. Wells’s outlook also encompassed urban planning, public health, and labor conditions, reflecting his conviction that social environments could be designed to enhance human flourishing. His books and lectures aimed to mobilize readers toward practical reform grounded in empirical understanding.
Wells’s political engagement extended to conversations with world leaders and critiques of authoritarian regimes. He met Vladimir Lenin in the early 1920s and later interviewed Joseph Stalin in the 1930s, dialogues that registered both his curiosity and his skepticism about Soviet methods. He warned against fascism, mass aerial bombing, and uncontrolled armaments, anticipating forms of total war. In The World Set Free, he popularized the notion of devastating atomic bombs, decades before their use. During the Second World War he argued for universal rights and effective international institutions, publishing The Rights of Man and urging postwar reconstruction on humane, cooperative foundations.
Final Years & Legacy
In his later years, Wells combined retrospection with renewed urgency. The Shape of Things to Come and World Brain developed his ideas about planning and a global encyclopedia of knowledge, while Experiment in Autobiography offered a candid account of his formation and aims. During the war he published works advocating human rights and international coordination, but his final book, Mind at the End of Its Tether, expressed deep pessimism about humanity’s prospects. Wells died in London in 1946. Obituaries acknowledged his enormous range and influence, recognizing him as both a founder of modern science fiction and a formidable, if controversial, public thinker.
Wells’s legacy is vast. His narrative devices and social inquiry shaped the modern contours of science fiction, influencing writers such as Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, and Ray Bradbury. Adaptations of The War of the Worlds—from the famous 1938 radio broadcast to later films and television—testify to the enduring power of his scenarios. Scholars continue to study his synthesis of speculation and social critique, while debates about technology, inequality, and global governance frequently revisit his warnings and proposals. Today, Wells stands as a central figure in twentieth-century letters: an imaginative pioneer whose work remains a touchstone for cultural reflection on the future.
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Section 1

Mr. Barnstaple found himself in urgent need of a holiday, and he had no one to go with and nowhere to go. He was overworked. And he was tired of home.

He was a man of strong natural affections; he loved his family extremely so that he knew it by heart, and when he was in these jaded moods it bored him acutely. His three sons, who were all growing up, seemed to get leggier and larger every day; they sat down in the chairs he was just going to sit down in; they played him off his own pianola; they filled the house with hoarse, vast laughter at jokes that one couldn’t demand to be told; they cut in on the elderly harmless flirtations that had hitherto been one of his chief consolations in this vale; they beat him at tennis; they fought playfully on the landings, and fell downstairs by twos and threes with an enormous racket. Their hats were everywhere. They were late for breakfast. They went to bed every night in a storm of uproar: “Haw, Haw, Haw — bump!” and their mother seemed to like it. They all cost money, with a cheerful disregard of the fact that everything had gone up except Mr. Barnstaple’s earning power. And when he said a few plain truths about Mr. Lloyd George[1] at meal-times, or made the slightest attempt to raise the tone of the table-talk above the level of the silliest persiflage, their attention wandered ostentatiously. ...

At any rate it seemed ostentatiously.

He wanted badly to get away from his family to some place where he could think of its various members with quiet pride and affection, and otherwise not be disturbed by them. ...

And also he wanted to get away for a time from Mr. Peeve. The very streets were becoming a torment to him, he wanted never to see a newspaper or a newspaper placard again. He was obsessed by apprehensions of some sort of financial and economic smash that would make the Great War seem a mere incidental catastrophe. This was because he was sub-editor and general factotum of the Liberal, that well-known organ of the more depressing aspects of advanced thought, and the unvarying pessimism of Mr. Peeve, his chief, was infecting him more and more. Formerly it had been possible to put up a sort of resistance to Mr. Peeve by joking furtively about his gloom with the other members of the staff, but now there were no other members of the staff: they had all been retrenched by Mr. Peeve in a mood of financial despondency. Practically, now, nobody wrote regularly for the Liberal except Mr. Barnstaple and Mr. Peeve. So Mr. Peeve had it all his own way with Mr. Barnstaple. He would sit hunched up in the editorial chair, with his hands deep in his trouser pockets, taking a gloomy view of everything, sometimes for two hours together. Mr. Barnstaple’s natural tendency was towards a modest hopefulness and a belief in progress, but Mr. Peeve held very strongly that a belief in progress was at least six years out of date, and that the brightest hope that remained to Liberalism was for a good Day of Judgment soon. And having finished the copy of what the staff, when there was a staff, used to call his weekly indigest, Mr. Peeve would depart and leave Mr. Barnstaple to get the rest of the paper together for the next week.

Even in ordinary times Mr. Peeve would have been hard enough to live with; but the times were not ordinary, they were full of disagreeable occurrences that made his melancholy anticipations all too plausible. The great coal lock-out had been going on for a month and seemed to foreshadow the commercial ruin of England; every morning brought intelligence of fresh outrages from Ireland, unforgivable and unforgettable outrages; a prolonged drought threatened the harvests of the world; the League of Nations, of which Mr. Barnstaple had hoped enormous things in the great days of President Wilson, was a melancholy and self-satisfied futility; everywhere there was conflict, everywhere unreason; seven-eighths of the world seemed to be sinking down towards chronic disorder and social dissolution. Even without Mr. Peeve it would have been difficult enough to have made headway against the facts.

Mr. Barnstaple was, indeed, ceasing to secrete hope, and for such types as he, hope is the essential solvent without which there is no digesting life.[1q] His hope had always been in liberalism and generous liberal effort, but he was beginning to think that liberalism would never do anything more for ever than sit hunched up with its hands in its pockets grumbling and peeving at the activities of baser but more energetic men. Whose scrambling activities would inevitably wreck the world.

Night and day now, Mr. Barnstaple was worrying about the world at large. By night even more than by day, for sleep was leaving him. And he was haunted by a dreadful craving to bring out a number of the Liberal of his very own — to alter it all after Mr. Peeve had gone away, to cut out all the dyspeptic stuff, the miserable, empty girding at this wrong and that, the gloating on cruel and unhappy things, the exaggeration of the simple, natural, human misdeeds of Mr. Lloyd George, the appeals to Lord Grey, Lord Robert Cecil, Lord Lansdowne, the Pope, Queen Anne, or the Emperor Frederick Barbarossa (it varied from week to week), to arise and give voice and form to the young aspirations of a world reborn, and, instead, to fill the number with — Utopia! to say to the amazed readers of the Liberal: Here are things that have to be done! Here are the things we are going to do! What a blow it would be for Mr. Peeve at his Sunday breakfast! For once, too astonished to secrete abnormally, he might even digest that meal!

But this was the most foolish of dreaming. There were the three young Barnstaples at home and their need for a decent start in life to consider. And beautiful as the thing was as a dream, Mr. Barnstaple had a very unpleasant conviction that he was not really clever enough to pull such a thing off. He would make a mess of it somehow. ...

One might jump from the frying-pan into the fire. The Liberal was a dreary, discouraging, ungenerous paper, but anyhow it was not a base and wicked paper.

Still, if there was to be no such disastrous outbreak it was imperative that Mr. Barnstaple should rest from Mr. Peeve for a time. Once or twice already he had contradicted him. A row might occur anywhen. And the first step towards resting from Mr. Peeve was evidently to see a doctor. So Mr. Barnstaple went to a doctor.

“My nerves are getting out of control,” said Mr. Barnstaple. “I feel horribly neurasthenic.”

“You are suffering from neurasthenia[2],” said the doctor. “I dread my daily work.”

“You want a holiday.”

“You think I need a change?”

“As complete a change as you can manage.”

“Can you recommend any place where I could go?”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Nowhere definite. I thought you could recommend —”

“Let some place attract you — and go there. Do nothing to force your inclinations at the present time.”

Mr. Barnstaple paid the doctor the sum of one guinea, and armed with these instructions prepared to break the news of his illness and his necessary absence to Mr. Peeve whenever the occasion seemed ripe for doing so.

Section 2

For a time this prospective holiday was merely a fresh addition to Mr. Barnstaple’s already excessive burthen of worries. To decide to get away was to find oneself face to face at once with three apparently insurmountable problems: How to get away? Whither? And since Mr. Barnstaple was one of those people who tire very quickly of their own company: With whom? A sharp gleam of furtive scheming crept into the candid misery that had recently become Mr. Barnstaple’s habitual expression. But then, no one took much notice of Mr. Barnstaple’s expressions.

One thing was very clear in his mind. Not a word of this holiday must be breathed at home. If once Mrs. Barnstaple got wind of it, he knew exactly what would happen. She would, with an air of competent devotion, take charge of the entire business. “You must have a good holiday,” she would say. She would select some rather distant and expensive resort in Cornwall or Scotland or Brittany, she would buy a lot of outfit, she would have afterthoughts to swell the luggage with inconvenient parcels at the last moment, and she would bring the boys. Probably she would arrange for one or two groups of acquaintances to come to the same place to “liven things up.” If they did they were certain to bring the worst sides of their natures with them and to develop into the most indefatigable of bores. There would be no conversation. There would be much unreal laughter, There would be endless games. ... No !

But how is a man to go away for a holiday without his wife getting wind of it? Somehow a bag must be packed and smuggled out of the house. ...

The most hopeful thing about Mr. Barnstaple’s position from Mr. Barnstaple’s point of view was that he owned a small automobile of his very own. It was natural that this car should play a large part in his secret plannings. It seemed to offer the easiest means of getting away; it converted the possible answer to Whither? from a fixed and definite place into what mathematicians call, I believe, a locus; and there was something so companionable about the little beast that it did to a slight but quite perceptible extent answer the question, With whom? It was a two-seater. It was known in the family as the Foot Bath, Colman’s Mustard, and the Yellow Peril. As these names suggest, it was a low, open car of a clear yellow colour. Mr. Barnstaple used it to come up to the office from Sydenham because it did thirty-three miles to the gallon and was ever so much cheaper than a season ticket. It stood up in the court under the office window during the day. At Sydenham it lived in a shed of which Mr. Barnstaple carried the only key. So far he had managed to prevent the boys from either driving it or taking it to pieces. At times Mrs. Barnstaple made him drive her about Sydenham for her shopping, but she did not really like the little car because it exposed her to the elements too much and made her dusty and dishevelled. Both by reason of all that it made possible and by reason of all that it debarred, the little car was clearly indicated as the medium for the needed holiday. And Mr. Barnstaple really liked driving it. He drove very badly, but he drove very carefully; and though it sometimes stopped and refused to proceed, it did not do, or at any rate it had not so far done as most other things did in Mr. Barnstaple’s life, which was to go due east when he turned the steering wheel west. So that it gave him an agreeable sense of mastery.

In the end Mr. Barnstaple made his decisions with great rapidity. Opportunity suddenly opened in front of him. Thursday was his day at the printer’s, and he came home on Thursday evening feeling horribly jaded. The weather kept obstinately hot and dry. It made it none the less distressing that this drought presaged famine and misery for half the world. And London was in full season, smart and grinning: if anything it was a sillier year than 1913, the great tango year, which, in the light of subsequent events, Mr. Barnstaple had hitherto regarded as the silliest year in the world’s history. The Star had the usual batch of bad news along the margin of the sporting and fashionable intelligence that got the displayed space. Fighting was going on between the Russians and Poles, and also in Ireland, Asia Minor, the India frontier, and Eastern Siberia. There had been three new horrible murders. The miners were still out, and a big engineering strike was threatened. There had been only standing room in the down train and it had started twenty minutes late.

He found a note from his wife explaining that her cousins at Wimbledon had telegraphed that there was an unexpected chance of seeing the tennis there with Mademoiselle Lenglen and all the rest of the champions, and that she had gone over with the boys and would not be back until late. It would do their game no end of good, she said, to see some really first-class tennis. Also it was the servants’ social that night. Would he mind being left alone in the house for once? The servants would put him out some cold supper before they went.

Mr. Barnstaple read this note with resignation. While he ate his supper he ran his eye over a pamphlet a Chinese friend had sent him to show how the Japanese were deliberately breaking up what was left of the civilization and education of China.

It was only as he was sitting and smoking a pipe in his little back garden after supper that he realized all that being left alone in the house meant for him.

Then suddenly he became very active. He rang up Mr. Peeve, told him of the doctor’s verdict, explained that the affairs of the Liberal were just then in a particularly leavable state, and got his holiday. Then he went to his bedroom and packed up a hasty selection of things to take with him in an old Gladstone bag that was not likely to be immediately missed, and put this in the dickey of his car. After which he spent some time upon a letter which he addressed to his wife and put away very carefully in his breast pocket.

Then he locked up the car-shed and composed himself in a deck-chair in the garden with his pipe and a nice thoughtful book on the Bankruptcy of Europe, so as to look and feel as innocent as possible before his family came home.

When his wife returned he told her casually that he believed he was suffering from neurasthenia, and that he had arranged to run up to London on the morrow and consult a doctor in the matter.

Mrs. Barnstaple wanted to choose him a doctor, but he got out of that by saying that he had to consider Peeve in the matter and that Peeve was very strongly set on the man he had already in fact consulted. And when Mrs. Barnstaple said that she believed they all wanted a good holiday, he just grunted in a non-committal manner.

In this way Mr. Barnstaple was able to get right away from his house with all the necessary luggage for some weeks’ holiday, without arousing any insurmountable opposition. He started next morning Londonward. The traffic on the way was gay and plentiful, but by no means troublesome, and the Yellow Peril was running so sweetly that she might almost have been named the Golden Hope. In Camberwell he turned into the Camberwell New Road and made his way to the post-office at the top of Vauxhall Bridge Road. There he drew up. He was scared but elated by what he was doing. He went into the post-office and sent his wife a telegram. “Dr. Pagan,” he wrote, “says solitude and rest urgently needed so am going off Lake District recuperate have got bag and things expecting this letter follows.”

Then he came outside and fumbled in his pocket and produced and posted the letter he had written so carefully overnight. It was deliberately scrawled to suggest neurasthenia at an acute phase. Dr. Pagan, it explained, had ordered an immediate holiday and suggested that Mr. Barnstaple should “wander north.” It would be better to cut off all letters for a few days, or even a week or so. He would not trouble to write unless something went wrong. No news would be good news. Rest assured all would be well. As soon as he had a certain address for letters he would wire it, but only very urgent things were to be sent on.

After this he resumed his seat in his car with such a sense of freedom as he had never felt since his first holidays from his first school. He made for the Great North Road, but at the traffic jam at Hyde Park Corner he allowed the policeman to turn him down towards Knightsbridge, and afterwards at the corner where the Bath Road forks away from the Oxford Road an obstructive van put him into the former. But it did not matter very much. Any way led to Elsewhere and he could work northward later.

Section 3

The day was one of those days of gay sunshine that were characteristic of the great drought of 1921. It was not in the least sultry. Indeed there was a freshness about it that blended with Mr. Barnstaple’s mood to convince him that there were quite agreeable adventures before him. Hope had already returned to him. He knew he was on the way out of things, though as yet he had not the slightest suspicion how completely out of things the way was going to take him. It would be quite a little adventure presently to stop at an inn and get some lunch, and if he felt lonely as he went on he would give somebody a lift and talk. It would be quite easy to give people lifts because so long as his back was generally towards Sydenham. and the Liberal office, it did not matter at all now in which direction he went.

A little way out of Slough he was passed by an enormous grey touring car. It made him start and swerve. It came up alongside him without a sound, and though according to his only very slightly inaccurate speedometer, he was doing a good twenty-seven miles an hour, it had passed him in a moment. Its occupants, he noted, were three gentlemen and a lady. They were all sitting up and looking backward as though they were interested in something that was following them. They went by too quickly for him to note more than that the lady was radiantly lovely in an immediate and indisputable way, and that the gentleman nearest to him had a peculiarly elfin yet elderly face.

Before he could recover from the eclat of this passage a car with the voice of a prehistoric saurian warned him that he was again being overtaken. This was how Mr. Barnstaple liked being passed. By negotiation. He slowed down, abandoned any claim to the crown of the road and made encouraging gestures with his hand. A large, smooth, swift Limousine availed itself of his permission to use the thirty odd feet or so of road to the right of him. It was carrying a fair load of luggage, but except for a young gentleman with an eye-glass who was sitting beside the driver, he saw nothing of its passengers. It swept round a corner ahead in the wake of the touring car.

Now even a mechanical foot-bath does not like being passed in this lordly fashion on a bright morning on the open road. Mr. Barnstaple’s accelerator went down and he came round that corner a good ten miles per hour faster than his usual cautious practice. He found the road quite clear ahead of him.

Indeed he found the road much too clear ahead of him. It stretched straight in front of him for perhaps a third of a mile. On the left were a low, well-trimmed hedge, scattered trees, level fields, some small cottages lying back, remote poplars, and a distant view of Windsor Castle. On the right were level fields, a small inn, and a background of low, wooded hills. A conspicuous feature in this tranquil landscape was the board advertisement of a riverside hotel at Maidenhead. Before him was a sort of heat flicker in the air and two or three little dust whirls spinning along the road. And there was not a sign of the grey touring car and not a sign of the Limousine.

It took Mr. Barnstaple the better part of two seconds to realize the full astonishment of this fact. Neither to right nor left was there any possible side road down which either car could have vanished. And if they had already got round the further bend, then they must be travelling at the rate of two or three hundred miles per hour!

It was Mr. Barnstaple’s excellent custom whenever he was in doubt to slow down. He slowed down now. He went on at a pace of perhaps fifteen miles an hour, staring open-mouthed about the empty landscape for some clue to this mysterious disappearance. Curiously enough he had no feeling that he himself was in any sort of danger.

Then his car seemed to strike something and skidded. It skidded round so violently that for a moment or so Mr. Barnstaple lost his head. He could not remember what ought to be done when a car skids. He recalled something vaguely about steering in the direction in which the car is skidding, but he could not make out in the excitement of the moment in what direction the car was skidding.

Afterwards he remembered that at this point he heard a sound. It was exactly the same sound, coming as the climax of an accumulating pressure, sharp like the snapping of a lute string, which one hears at the end — or beginning — of insensibility under anaesthetics.

He had seemed to twist round towards the hedge on the right, but now he found the road ahead of him again. He touched his accelerator and then slowed down and stopped. He stopped in the profoundest astonishment.

This was an entirely different road from the one he had been upon half a minute before. The hedges had changed, the trees had altered, Windsor Castle had vanished, and — a small compensation — the big Limousine was in sight again. It was standing by the roadside about two hundred yards away.


Chapter the Second

  The Wonderful Road
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Section 1

For a time Mr. Barnstaple’s attention was very unequally divided between the Limousine, whose passengers were now descending, and the scenery about him. This latter was indeed so strange and beautiful that it was only as people who must be sharing his admiration and amazement and who therefore might conceivably help to elucidate and relieve his growing and quite overwhelming perplexity, that the little group ahead presently arose to any importance in his consciousness.

The road itself instead of being the packed together pebbles and dirt smeared with tar with a surface of grit, dust, and animal excrement, of a normal English high road, was apparently made of glass, clear in places as still water and in places milky or opalescent, shot with streaks of soft colour or glittering richly with clouds of embedded golden flakes. It was perhaps twelve or fifteen yards wide. On either side was a band of greensward, of a finer grass than Mr. Barnstaple had ever seen before — and he was an expert and observant mower of lawns — and beyond this a wide border of flowers. Where Mr. Barnstaple sat agape in his car and perhaps for thirty yards in either direction this border was a mass of some unfamiliar blossom of forget-me-not blue. Then the colour was broken by an increasing number of tall, pure white spikes that finally ousted the blue altogether from the bed. On the opposite side of the way these same spikes were mingled with masses
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