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THERE ARE TWO STORIES about how this book came about. In the interest of fairness, both will be presented, and you can judge for yourself.

ROXANNE’S (LARGELY FICTIONAL) VERSION

“Hey,” Roxanne Conrad says to P.N. Elrod on the phone one day, about two years ago. “Are you watching this show that’s on the Sci-Fi Channel now, Stargate SG-1? The one that was on Showtime?”

“Never have,” says P.N. (aka Pat).

“It’s pretty good.”

“Yeah? Well, it’s not like I’ve got time for . . . .”

“That Jack’s pretty cute. You’d like him. I’m all about that Daniel guy, but still . . . .”

“That’s great, but I’ve got these deadlines and . . . .”

“It’s Richard Dean Anderson.”

There is a brief, significant pause on the phone, and the sound of a remote being picked up. “What channel was that again?”

And so it begins. At least in the fictional land of Roxanne.

Well, however it happened, two years later, two otherwise sensible professional writers still have the bug. We have the BDUs. We have the patches. We have the DVDs (I even ordered them from Britain, as the American releases weren’t coming fast enough, dammit). We learned the words to the theme song, and sing it on command. We’ll talk Stargate at the drop of a boonie hat.

Personally, I never imagined we’d get the opportunity to put together our dream project . . . finding others who share our fascination, and putting their words in print. BenBella Books has given us the chance to make this a reality, and I’ve been amazed at the people we found lurking out there, willing to contribute a line or two to the book, and quite a few (you’d recognize their names) who’ve just given us encouragement and cheered from the sidelines.

Between these covers you’ll find NASA astronomers and physicists, Air Force officers, highly honored philosophers, special effects wizards, actors, screenwriters, medical doctors and best-selling tale-tellers. In short, it’s a humbling group with which to be associated, and I’m amazed that we managed to somehow take this project from a wistful idea at a convention all the way to the Embarkation Room . . . and beyond.

PAT’S (LARGELY NONFICTIONAL) VERSION

That’s “Gate room,” not “Embarkation room,” Rox. Jeez, get it right, will ya??? Huh, what? I get to tell my side now? Yasureyoubetcha! Gather close, campers. . . .

No, Rox, sorry, you’ve got it ALL wrong on how this started. I never had Showtime and only saw the series when it aired on a local channel—if they bothered to air it. You’re the one who’s got more reception hardware in your TV room than NASA and kept track of things—I’ve been trying to cut back on my viewing! But you wouldn’t take no for an answer, would ya?

I distinctly recall you and another bud writing back and forth about Stargate SG-1 on a board while I was just kibitzing, enjoying the interplay. You guys were so a-flutter about the charms of Daniel, and I couldn’t understand why you two never seemed to notice that O’Neill and Teal’c were also scorch-worthy hotties.

So I put my two cents worth in on the oversight, and in a strangely brief span of time got thoroughly caught up in your shared insanity, but by then I didn’t care. I was having way too much fun.

That’s the truth, gentle readers, of how our paths to the Gate converged. But the wholesale addiction DOES include our going to a military surplus store and acquiring combat boots and olive drab BDUs, locating official SGC patches to put on them, sprinkling our conversations with phrases like “Sweet!”, “Got your six” and “Ya think?”, and ultimately my making camouflage slipcovers for my couch, car seats, work desk . . . IS ALL ROX’S FAULT! IT WILL ALWAYS BE ROX’S FAULT!!!!

THAT’S how it began, and I still have the e-mails to prove it.

How this book began stemmed from our publisher watching our costumed antics at a convention and getting curious as to why this one show turned two cheerfully warped but otherwise totally professional writers with seriously solid track records in the publishing industry into crazed, giggling lunatics.

The turning point was a panel we three were doing on publishing, trying to explain how book deals are made. We were cutting up and laughing at the time, and as an example of the madness I turned to Glenn Yeffeth—who IS BenBella Books—and said, “Hey, ya wanna do a non-fiction collection on the Stargate series like you did for Matrix and Buffy?” He was laughing, but nodded enthusiastically and replied, “Yeah, we can do that!” Then I turned to the audience: “Did you catch it? We just made a book deal!”

Sort of. I wasn’t going to hold Glenn to it, not really. But I did go by the BenBella table to see if he might just perhaps consider doing this collection after all. Much to my breathless shock, he confirmed he was quite serious about making it happen, and we’d talk about it later.

I don’t remember much of the rest of the con, though I know Rox and I—there was no question that this would be a team effort—discussed five thousand “what if” details on the drive home.

Still wearing our BDUs and combat boots.

Glenn watched our progress through the process, offering encouragement, suggestions, applause and occasionally falling in with our madness. When I once answered the phone with “Stargate Operations, Major Elrod’s office,” he fired right back with “This is Stargate Command, General Yeffeth calling.” I dang-near snarfed my coffee. What a guy!

Now the “what ifs” have become a reality far better than anything my imagination could have provided, thanks to Roxanne, Glenn and the contributions of these other outstanding fans of a wonderful, wonderful show. I’m delighted and honored to be a part of it, but most of all grateful to the people who made Stargate SG-1 such a terrific series in the first place. Thank you, all, and please keep it coming.

And now . . . I’m ready to step through the ’gate. . . .

Please join us.

P.N. Elrod & Roxanne Conrad

Stargate SG-1.2 (revised)


Bill Fawcett
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Preliminary Analysis
Alien Technology
Item SGA 8903496 GHL Mark 0001
Usage Name:
This weapon has been referred to as the “Staff Weapon.”

The purpose of this report is to determine the alien artifact’s value for future research and development. This weapon is nearly two meters in length, but weighs no more than if it was made entirely of fiberglass. It has only one moving mechanism, a covering that opens before the weapon can be fired. This delay in going from ready to firing status can be considered a significant defect that could be exploited.

An apparently larger version of the MK0001 has been recorded as being used by a number of System Lords, but SG-1 appears to have, to date, unfortunately destroyed all examples. A suggestion that they preserve the next example was met with less than enthusiasm by all members of the team.

PROVENANCE

This device was one of the first objects retrieved for analysis by an SG team. Technically it was not obtained, but rather brought by an alien (code name: Bald Eagle) who accompanied the team returning for a mission. This alien had defected from the service of one of the System Lords. (For details see the accompanying report titled “The Bald Eagle has Landed.”)

Understanding of the item requires some awareness of the nature and background of Bald Eagle. When encountered, Bald Eagle was acting in a paramilitary position for one of the System Lords. GHL MK0001 was the primary weapon employed by the unit he commanded. The unit’s role appears to have been multi-functional, involving both inter-System Lord combat and enforcement activities. Since this analysis began it has been determined that almost all forces of all System Lords are similarly equipped with the GHL MK0001.

CLOSE COMBAT APPLICATIONS

The GHL MK0001 is generally referred to as a “staff weapon.” Its sturdy construction allows it to be used in a melee or hand-to-hand combat mode, or as a ranged weapon. Detailed re-creation of the fighting techniques determined that its effective use in a close combat situation would require extensive training such as is found in disciples of the oriental martial arts. This leads to the conclusions that either (1) the individuals employing the GHL MK0001 receive years of training (2) some sort of advanced training technique is used or (3) the weapon is automated in a manner not understood. Bald Eagle has described his training as beginning in youth, making (1) the likeliest possibility . . . though the consistently surly and withdrawn attitude manifested by Bald Eagle when questioned makes all such conclusions subject to outside analysis.

The weapon itself compares unfavorably to the use of a bayonet, as used on issue weapons for close combat, since the weapon cannot be fired when used as a striking weapon. This is especially true when taking into account that a bayonet can be employed effectively with a few weeks of training rather than years. It is speculated that the advanced level of System Lord technology has rendered most close combat obsolete and the training referred to in reverent tones by Bald Eagle is primarily anachronistic, ritualized behavior. Such behavior would serve as a bonding factor for the hereditary para-military class in which Bald Eagle claims to be a major figure. It must be remembered that most individuals that defect in any war tend to grossly exaggerate or seriously understate their importance to the opposition; his claimed status needs verification.

RANGED COMBAT APPLICATIONS

The range of the GHL MK0001 staff weapon appears to be severely limited. The weapon in all forms can fire only with line of sight. This is further complicated by the requirement that the weapon be fired instinctively, indicated by the fact that it possesses neither sights nor a range finder. No reason for this lack has been ascertained by questioning Bald Eagle, whose reactions suggest some sort of brainwashing or cultural bias against assisted sighting on the weapon. Extensive study of the effectiveness of the weapon also shows an unusual bias that causes the weapon to almost always miss members of SG-1, with the exception of missions occurring during “sweeps week.” Further, recurring characters also normally share this unexplainable immunity. It proves almost invariably fatal, however, when fired at those still loyal to the System Lords and unfamiliar member of high numbered SG teams, even when fired by SG team members with little training on the weapon.

The reasons this benefits the System Lords whose forces employ these staff weapons are discussed below. In the hands of a human who is trained to use normal weaponry the GHL MK0001 has an effective range of no more than ten meters. Compared to the general issue M16 infantry weapons system, the staff weapon suffers from a number of disadvantages as determined below.

Rate Of Fire

The GHL MK0001 is single shot weapon. This is a disadvantage that is partially compensated for by the rapid rate at which the weapon can be fired and by the push-button firing mechanism which allows for a firing action that is more similar to clicking a computer mouse than pulling a trigger. This is caused by the lack of moving parts, which is apparent in all internal components of the GHL MK0001. Such an arrangement regarding the firing button leaves a concern for accidental firing when the weapon is used in close combat (see above), but no incident of this type has been recorded.

Round Fired

The GHL MK0001 fires neither a solid bullet nor a beam of light. The actual propellant emerging from the end of the GHL MK0001 appears to be some form of superheated plasma. This material has many unusual properties that cannot be explained within the scope of this analysis. It is not only able to kill most targets with a single hit, but is also able to differentiate between a credited SG member and other, more expendable characters, only wounding said credited members even when fired at the closest range.

Power Supply

The Staff Weapon GHL MK0001 seems to have an unlimited power supply. This innovation conflicts with the primitive firing and sighting mechanisms. Dismantling damaged examples of this weapon recovered by other SG teams and intact examples obtained in an undetermined way has determined that there appears to be no internal power-generating source. Since much of the mechanism built into both the staff and head continue to defy metallurgical analysis, the lack of power source cannot be stated definitively. Among the possibilities currently being investigated is that the power source is some form of broadcast energy, though this hypothesis is suggested against by the successful use of such a weapon on the Earth, where no broadcast can be detected. Still it is likely that the power is obtained from the weapon’s environment, the planet’s magnetic field or solar energy being worthy of investigation. A final possibility is that trace elements of naquadah in the casing are sufficient to power the weapon. Since Bald Eagle has apparently used this original GHL MK0001 thousands of times without stopping to reload, there is no record of the maximum, if any, number of times the staff weapon can be fired.

Limited Range

The range of the bolt fired by the GHL MK0001 staff weapon is limited by its very nature. The plasma bolt is neither aerodynamic nor able to maintain its integrity in an atmosphere for any distance. It also appears to move unnaturally slowly, allowing it to be visible when fired. As such there is speculation that the original staff devices were created for combat in a vacuum, where the range would be infinitely increased. Additionally, the effective range of the GHL MK0001 staff weapon is limited by the sighting method and awkward length. This range is far inferior to all but the shortest barreled submachine guns . . . which does not explain why most SG teams are now equipped with exactly that variety of short-ranged weapon. (This combination of equipment does lead to visually and audibly powerful fire fights.) This committee suggests extensive equipping of SG teams with the 50mm sniper rifle and similar weaponry to take advantage of the weapon’s near two-mile range, over twenty times that of the staff weapon.

CONCLUSIONS

There is a definite superiority in thes unlimited ammunition supply of the GHL MK0001. This makes the weapon superior for use by isolated garrisons and on extended missions in hostile territories. It also allows for almost constant firing, resulting in a large number of explosions during any combat, as the moisture in any object expands violently when flash-heated by the plasma ball fired by the GHL MK0001. Duplicating this feature, however, would require an understanding of the technology behind the weapon, which we do not possess.

The staff weapon has been in use in its present form for at least three (and possibly five) millennia. It has also remained apparently unchanged, at least in appearance and function, for this span of time. During the same period human weaponry grew from bronze swords to our present lethal array. The reason for this totally static weapons development is not understood. While the System Lords have been in constant competition and always in search of an edge over the other, there seems to have been no development at all in the primary weapon used by their ground forces.

The pervasive nature of the GHL MK0001 staff opens the door to speculation as to why virtually all of the military forces of all the System Lords are equipped with identical weapons. Several theories are available for investigation, but Bald Eagle was unable to clarify, stating that such considerations were not part of or perhaps were below the station of a warrior.

The first possibility is that the technology for these weapons is universally agreed to in some unknown treaty. This then changes the nature of the System Lord warfare into more of a duel or game, a conclusion that may be consistent with their desire for and apparent obsession with immortality or near-immortality.

Another possibility is that automated factories obtained in the conquest of a now-vanished race produce the weapons, and they are distributed from this neutral source by some agreed upon formula, but this is a behavior more civilized and stylized than that which their treatment of subject races would imply. Still, this, along with the longevity of the individual weapons, would explain the ubiquitous presence of the weapons and their unchanging nature.

A third theory is that to avoid mutual destruction, limits in military technology have been agreed upon and are enforced by the majority of the System Lords or some other unknown agency.

One strongly supported theory is economic in nature. This theory posits that the System Lords operate on very limited budgets. They could be likened to a production company with limited money for special effects: they are using what is on hand if it does the job. The staff weapons are there already and long lasting. Since the weapon never needs ammunition, there is no incentive to replace it. Or perhaps the GHL MK0001 is simply relatively inexpensive to produce. Since the purpose of the System Lord’s warfare, at least until threatened by outside forces, is personal aggrandizement, there is no incentive to spend money on weapons that could otherwise be spent on more mundane and satisfying self-indulgences, such as palaces and eye makeup . . . money may be kept from the military and spent on domestic programs. The idea that the spending priorities of the Democratic Party and the System Lords has any resemblance beyond that of possibly sending troops into combat with aged weapon systems should not be too readily inferred.

A final theory, which is supported by the defection of Bald Eagle, is that the System Lords distrust their own forces sufficiently to limit their soldiers’ weaponry to that which the System Lords personally can easily overcome. The frightening corollary of this is that the System Lords then may have access to weapons far superior to the GHL MK0001, to which they can resort should our forces actually be perceived as a viable threat. (The secondary conclusion is that we have not yet achieved that status, since such weapons have not yet been employed.)

FINAL ANALYSIS

The GHL MK0001 staff weapon is neither an efficient nor combat ready system. It is inferior in four of five categories of combat effectiveness, and while a novelty, employing technologies that are not yet understood, spending the resources and time to duplicate the weapon is not warranted.
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David Gerrold
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STARGATE TREK
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WHEN YOU TALK about science fiction on television, there’s Star Trek—and then there’s everything else.

And that’s unfortunate, because a lot of the “everything else” is pretty damn good—oftentimes even better than Star Trek.

Case in point: Stargate SG-1.

Trek’s essential formula is this: the multi-species crew of a faster-than-light starship travel from planet to planet, seeking out new life and new civilizations, sometimes so they can defeat the sinister alien threat of the Borg.

Stargate’s essential formula is this: a multi-species team of commandos use a faster-than-light wormhole through space to travel from world to world, seeking out new life and new civilizations, sometimes so they can defeat the sinister alien threat of the Goa’uld.

Or let me say it another way. Star Trek is about “the civilization of the week.” Stargate is about “the civilization of the week.” See the difference?

Not clear yet? Star Trek had Spock to explain those strange new worlds. (And later on, Worf.) Stargate has Teal’c to explain those strange new worlds.

Okay, so the two shows are identical—

—but then, so are Star Trek: The Next Generation, Voyager, Enterprise, Andromeda, Farscape, Seaquest, Sliders, Firefly, Battlestar Galactica . . . . (Did I leave anybody out?) Those shows are also cloned from the same vat of television DNA.

Let’s take it point by point.


	1.
	Both shows have a home base.


		The starship Enterprise is the home base for Star Trek’s heroes. This is the starting point, the safe harbor, the standing sets that give us a sense of familiarity and comfort.


		The Cheyenne Mountain Stargate complex is the home base for the SG-1 mission team; their place of familiarity and comfort.


		Both settings provide access to the external story, and both do so through the device of teleportation—Trek uses the transporter beam to get its people down to the surface of a world; Stargate uses the Stargate, of course.


		Strictly from a production point of view, teleportation is the easiest (least expensive) way to move characters around a universe. Early in the planning of the original Star Trek series, Gene Roddenberry and staff realized that it would be prohibitively expensive to show the Enterprise landing on each new planet. It would also use up valuable story time. So Gene postulated the transporter beam to get the heroes down to the planet with a minimum of fuss and budget. In that regard, the transporter beam makes the spaceship redundant.


		Plus, teleportation is always a great visual effect. The twelve-episode 1939 serial of Buck Rogers, starring Buster Crabbe, proved that. Star Trek used a $600-dissolve, overlaid with flickering golden sequins; Stargate uses a computer-generated liquid space effect.


		It’s also worth noting here that during the planning stages of Star Trek: The Next Generation, Gene Roddenberry briefly entertained the idea of eliminating the Enterprise altogether and just having the crew use a long-distance transporter beam to travel about the galaxy. This idea was scotched quickly when it was pointed out that for many viewers the Enterprise itself was the star of the show. You won’t find this information in any of the “official” histories of ST:TNG, but I was there, I was in the room, okay?


	2.
	Both heroes are macho enough for Joe Sixpack at home, but smart enough to know their limits; they hold back while they assess the situation.


		The hero of Star Trek is Capt. James T. Kirk, mid-thirties/early forties, strong-willed, independent, prone to disobeying orders if necessary and not without a visible sense of irony.


		The hero of Stargate is Col. Jack O’Neill, mid-thirties/early forties, strong-willed, independent, prone to disobeying orders if necessary and not without a visible sense of irony.


		Okay, that’s not entirely fair. James T. Kirk couldn’t keep his pants on. He bedded every alien princess between here and the Orion Nebula, and a couple on the far side as well. Colonel O’Neill doesn’t seem to run into all that many princesses, but it doesn’t seem likely that he will ever cut as many notches into his sword as Kirk apparently did.


		Other than that, the two could almost be interchangeable. Kirk doesn’t seem to have any permanent emotional attachments; O’Neill buried a son before the series began, and that chapter of his life is now closed.


	3.
	Both Star Trek and Stargate have “tame aliens.”


		Star Trek had Spock. Star Trek: The Next Generation had Worf. Later iterations introduced a variety of other alien crewmembers. Stargate has Teal’c.


		In the case of all three characters—Spock, Worf and Teal’c—the alien is a person of extremely high repute on his home world, intelligent, strong and possessed of unique abilities, which are often essential to the success of the mission.


		All three characters frequently serve as “Murray the Explainer,” providing necessary exposition about the alien cultures the team has encountered—except when, for story purposes, “it’s life, Jim, but not as we know it.” Then, the answer is, “I dunno. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”


		None of these fellows display much emotion. They are stoic and dispassionate—able to fight, but holding back until necessary. Obviously, they’re all graduates of the Charles Bronson school of acting.


		The “tame alien” can also be used to provide moments of deadpan comedy, based on interstellar culture clash. You can build a whole scene around, “Why do you humans push your faces together like that?” (“It’s fun—don’t you understand fun?” “Fun? Me stupid alien. Me not know this word ‘fun.’”)


	4.
	The female members of the team are always beautiful. They all have marvelous chests and cheekbones. And incidentally, they’re brilliant.


		Star Trek (the original series) had the beautiful and brilliant Lieutenant Uhura. Star Trek: The Next Generation had the beautiful and brilliant Dr. Beverly Crusher.


		Stargate has the beautiful and brilliant Maj. Samantha Carter. And the beautiful and brilliant Dr. Janet Fraiser.


		In the science fiction universe, all women are young, beautiful, brilliant and not available to any man in the world except the hero.


		The hero, of course, always keeps a respectful distance, because . . . well, because the tension of an unrequited love affair is more compelling than dealing with that messy business of actually ending up in bed with someone for the first time, trying to figure out what goes where, when, in what order, and if there’s anything in the fridge for after.


		And also because a love story would pull the entire series off base so badly that the show would stop being about the adventure and start being about the relationship. That’s fine on Melrose Place or Sex and the City. It’s out of place on the bridge of the Enterprise or in the Cheyenne Mountain complex.


		In an alternate universe, however, O’Neill and Carter are engaged. Well . . . were engaged. That alternate Earth got destroyed by an alternate Teal’c. And once upon a time, Kirk actually kissed Uhura—although he had to be forced by god-like aliens to do so.


		Ergo, the hint of nascent sexuality is always present, but never expressed.


	5.
	Additional members of the team are irrelevant, redundant and replaceable—and at least one of them is a geek.


		Star Trek showed that we could have an adventure without Sulu or Chekov or Scotty. Likewise, Stargate can have an adventure without Dr. Daniel Jackson or Dr. Janet Fraiser. These guys are all handsome and brilliant, of course—but they’re sidekicks. They’re second bananas. They’re someone who can walk off screen with a tricorder to go scan that interesting rock formation and get blasted by a sinister alien force, recovering just in time for the last commercial.


		Scotty is a techno-geek, the chief engineer who can cross-fabulate a quantum-defibrillator in four minutes flat, just in time to keep the dilithium resonance from distimilizing the doshes. Dr. Daniel Jackson is an anthropologist/linguist/archaeologist/all-purpose expert. Not having an engine room to putter around in, Dr. Jackson and Major Carter split whatever other geek-duties might crop up during a mission.


		This isn’t to say that the sidekicks don’t occasionally get stories of their own, but in the last act, it’s always Kirk/O’Neill who comes in to solve the big problem. Well, he’s the star, you see . . . .


	6.
	Authority can be disregarded. This is how the hero proves he’s the hero.


		Every time Kirk (or later on, Picard) mentioned the Prime Directive, it was because he was going to disregard it. There was never an episode where the captain of the Enterprise said, “Hmm. Getting involved here would violate the Prime Directive. Mr. Sulu, set a course for home.”


		Likewise, O’Neill has a track record of disregarding the orders of Gen. George Hammond, even arguing outright against them in front of the other team members. Not exactly good military demeanor, but this is a team that has been through a lot together and . . . well, it’s allowed because:


	7.
	The team is family. And everybody else isn’t.


		None of these folks have any other close personal relationships. Their primary loyalty is to the other members of the team. Their commitment to the team outweighs all other loyalties.


		A typical episode of Stargate can often involve violating all orders and all safety precautions so that Carter or Jackson or Teal’c can be rescued. And once in a while, O’Neill. A typical episode of Star Trek can involve Kirk or Spock or Scotty risking the starship’s safety to rescue Spock or Scotty or Kirk. And once in a while, McCoy.


	8.
	Nobody ever gets court-martialed for disobeying orders or going off the reservation.


		Or, if they do, the court always rules that their actions were justified. Being right confers immunity.


	9.
	Alien planets are homogenous.


		They’re either a jungle planet, an ice planet or a desert planet—all the way from the poles to the equator, with no variation in terrain, flora or fauna.


		On Star Trek, alien worlds always look like southern California. On Stargate SG-1, alien worlds always look like British Columbia.


	10.
	Aliens are always human.


		Humans with arched eyebrows and pointy ears, humans with crinkly noses, humans with darker skin and smooshed-up foreheads, humans with Dumbo-ears, humans with blue-skin and white wigs and little blue antennae, humans with funny insignia stamped into their foreheads . . . .


		On Star Trek, most of these human-aliens are capable of breeding with real humans, of course. Otherwise, it’s hard to find alien princesses who want to sleep with Kirk. Stargate SG-1 has, for the most part, avoided this particularly messy question.


	11.
	Alien people all speak English. Stiltedly.


		Only our heroes use contractions. Aliens don’t understand the apostrophe. Except in names. Like Teal’c and T’pau.


	12.
	The shows are almost always about “the civilization of the week.” We go somewhere, we meet some interesting people, we spend half the show trying to figure out the scale of this particular predicament and the other half trying to fix it.


		Okay, that one’s not quite fair—that’s also the format for all those other shows I mentioned. In fact, it’s the basic television formula. The first half-hour is about discovering the problem, the second half is about resolving it.


		But in science fiction the predicament is almost always a gimmick of some kind: Kirk or O’Neill has been replaced by a robot so convincing that it isn’t until the robot’s arm is cut open that we discover it isn’t the real person. Kirk or Jackson stumbles into an alternate reality, a mirror world, where things are different. An entity invades the Enterprise computers—or the Cheyenne Mountain complex computers. An entity takes over the body of Kirk or Carter. And so on.


		But almost every week we are visiting a strange new world, seeking out new life and . . . etc. And every week, we are encountering a different alien environment. And with rare exception, these alien environments are always populated by human-aliens. See above.




Okay, you get the point.

Were I suitably motivated—I’m not—I could probably list another three-dozen equivalencies between the two television series. But perhaps on the Internet some obsessive-compulsive fan has already done an episode-by-episode comparison, pointing out where Star Trek has already boldly gone before Stargate SG-1 got there.

The point is not that the two shows are mining the same shaft, but that despite the fundamental similarities of structure, they’re still very different shows.

Here are a few of the differences:


	1.
	Star Trek takes itself too seriously.


		This goes back to Gene Roddenberry’s 1986 assertion, “We’re the Yankees.” Everything on Trek is so important that characters are never allowed to remove the official Starfleet broomsticks up their asses. Even the occasional jokes are delivered as if they’re important. Everything is portentous. Everything is a speech.


		By contrast, Stargate SG-1 has a sly sense of self-mockery. Col. Jack O’Neill is well aware of his own quirks and idiosyncrasies. He’s equally aware of his teammates’ personalities, and he doesn’t hesitate to speak—and when he does, his remarks are grounded in the kind of casual familiarity that good friends express every day.


		This same sense of irony extends to other characters as well. General Hammond, commenting on the similarities between O’Neill and a robot duplicate, observes that both the original and the copy have the same disregard for orders. Dr. Fraiser, urging Major Carter to take a rest, lists a few of the injuries she’s suffered in the previous season, including having her consciousness transferred into a computer and back again. “That’s got to take a toll.” These people are real. And they’re likable.


	2.
	Star Trek only has to solve a problem once.


		And it’s resolved forever, we never have to go back. Star Trek: The Next Generation usually solved its problems in the last five minutes by recalibrating the counter-phased deconfabulator to allow for wargulated matriculation.


		By contrast, no problem on Stargate SG-1 is ever really finished. More than once, the team has had to return to situations they thought had been resolved. In one particularly startling episode, the team discovers twenty minutes into the episode that they’ve been turned into androids—their conscious minds have been transferred into robot bodies. Twenty minutes later, they discover that’s not the case; they are in fact copies of the originals, but with the same feelings and memories. The tragedy here is that they can’t ever go home. By the end of the episode, the viewer is left feeling more empathy for the android copies than for the originals.


		In a subsequent episode, the SG-1 team arrives at one planet, gets captured by the local Goa’uld “god” and sentenced to execution. When Jackson is beheaded, we discover he’s actually a robot. And so are the others. These are the robots from the previous episode, out on unauthorized missions of their own. The real team has to come in and help resolve the problem; but in the course of it, one by one, the robots die. Once again, the viewer is left with enormous sympathy for their sacrifice.


		Star Trek often held its aliens and robots at arm’s length, generating very little sympathy for anyone involved in the story. Okay, Spock never told his mother he loved her. But he was driving under the influence at the time . . . .


	3.
	Star Trek’s technology is fabulous.


		And completely beyond any rational understanding. It’s all magic beams and glowing lights. It’s energy fields and energy beams and life energy and creatures of pure energy. Energy is such a convenient word. “I’m detecting a strange energy emanating from the creature/planet/device/alien starship/wormhole/nebula, Captain.” What’s strange about energy? It’s either photons or electrons or gravitons. It’s either modulated, coherent or random. If it’s detectable, it’s also measurable—it can be analyzed. What’s the big deal? Every time Spock says, “It’s life, Jim, but not as we know it,” he’s demonstrating that he didn’t do his homework. A little old-fashioned sense-of-wonder is in order here. Remember Jeff Goldblum’s awestruck observation? “Life will find a way.”


		Stargate SG-1’s engineering is understandable, almost mundane; most of the technology in its stories is off-the-shelf, and most of its science is rooted in what we know is possible, not in what somebody makes up because he thinks it sounds good. (Yeah, you know who you are; stop trying to hide behind that dilithium crystal, the jig is up.)


		Okay, to be fair, Stargate is based in the near future, sometime like next week; so it’s not unlikely for our heroes to be running recognizable machinery. Star Trek has to extrapolate. But other movies and shows have extrapolated without falling into the ridiculous. The audience will suspend disbelief; they won’t suspend common sense.




Right, you get the point. Star Trek is in love with itself.

In its subsequent iterations, it has become more than insular, more than incestuous; it has become a cannibal, feeding on its own past. Then, like some bemused jackal looking up from the meal it has made of its ancestors, it wonders why it’s alone. Where has the adoring audience disappeared?

Meanwhile, over at the Cheyenne Mountain complex, Stargate SG-1 is doing something else.

Yes, there’s a common formula, “civilization of the week,” but if a producer understands the formula—and that much of it is derived from the limits and the needs of the medium itself—then he also understands the inherent trap. This is the point at which the talented and skilled producers create the possibility of transcending the trap.

This is true of most great TV shows—what can you do that challenges the formula? What can you do that startles the viewer? What can you do that is the opposite of what’s expected? What story can you tell that the viewers will still be talking about tomorrow morning? Or next week? Or a year from now?

To really challenge a show means to do episodes that disrupt what you’ve already established.

There’s no formula for challenging the formula; however it’s done, it’s always a big dangerous step outside the box. It’s a leap out of the comfort zone. You have to disturb yourself, your characters, and ultimately risk transforming the essential nature of the show. The cautious and conservative producers will recoil from the challenge; the brave ones relish it: “How far can we go today?”

You can tell which is which, just by watching their shows.

That’s the real success of Stargate SG-1—not that it is another inheritor of a well-established formula, but that it has transcended that inheritance and established a unique and very likable identity.
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        David Gerrold is an imaginary companion. Please do not encourage him. He’ll just go off and write another book.


Catherine Asaro & Dr. John K. Cannizzo
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THROUGH THE APPLE
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IN THE STARGATE SG-1 EPISODE “A Matter of Time,” Carter explains to Colonel O’Neill how they travel through time and space: “We burrow our way through the apple like a worm, crossing from one side of the galaxy to the other instead of going around the outside.” The “wormhole” they use is a tunnel that connects two different places and times in the universe. The Stargate transfers matter—such as people—to a new place. It provides a great story mechanism for the travelers to cover immense distances in both space and time.

Could we really make such a gateway to the stars?

JUST AROUND THE BEND

We live in a universe with three spatial dimensions (up, down and across, essentially) and one temporal dimension. Taken together, these four dimensions define something called spacetime. Generally, we think of interstellar space as a great void or a starry sky, but it is actually a great four-dimensional surface that can curve into all sorts of intriguing geometries.

Imagine a tarp pulled taut and flat. Now suppose we put a bowling ball in the center of the tarp. It “sags” under the weight of the ball. If we set a marble on the tarp, it will roll in towards the center. The bowling ball represents a star, planet or other celestial body, perhaps Earth. The curvature of the tarp—of spacetime—is what we know as gravity. In the words of John Wheeler, “Matter tells space how to curve, space tells matter how to move.”1 The marble could be, say, a spaceship pulled toward the planet by gravity.

Spacetime can curve in many ways. It might go around like an apple or sphere, giving it positive curvature. Or we might warp it into a saddle shape, which has negative curvature. Or it could fold back on itself like a sandwich. If we were to punch a hole through the apple, saddle or sandwich—the wormhole of the Stargate—we could jump from one place to another. The “length” of the tunnel doesn’t necessarily have to equal the distance between its two ends in space, so we might reach our destination much faster using the tunnel than if we went through normal spacetime. The tunnel may even be moving through space.2 Depending on how spacetime curves and how fast the wormhole moves, we might even go forward or backward in time.

The question is, is it possible to warp space and create such a tunnel?

HOLES IN THE APPLE

The idea of spacetime tunnels goes back to a paper by Albert Einstein and Nathan Rosen, published in Physical Review in 1935.3 They showed that—in principle—we could connect two distant regions with such a shortcut. They intended to use the tunnels as a means to account for elementary particles such as protons and electrons, but their idea didn’t work. It wasn’t until years later, in 1962, that John Wheeler revisited their theory.4 He was the one who first called the Einstein-Rosen tunnel a “wormhole.”

In our description of the tarp and bowling ball, the ball represents a body massive enough to create a significant curve in spacetime. Consider a star. When it is hot, nuclear reactions inside the star make it burn brightly. They hold the star up, preventing its gravity from making it collapse in on itself. Such a star is large and fluffy. As it cools, gravity causes it to shrink, becoming denser. Imagine our bowling ball decreasing in size but keeping the same mass, so the tarp sags over a smaller area. If the ball becomes small enough, eventually it pulls the tarp down until the top pinches closed over the ball. It creates a pocket. Any marble that rolled into the pocket could no longer get out. Not even light could escape.

We have now created a “black” hole.

Wheeler and his co-workers showed that in theory it is possible to connect two black holes with a tunnel. However, practical considerations would severely restrict anything we could do with that tunnel. For one thing, it would open and close fast, too quickly for us to traverse it. Physically, we would say that the tunnel pinches off into a singularity. Not even a beam of light would be fast enough to reach the other side in time. As a Stargate, such a tunnel would be a disaster and probably wipe out our stalwart team of travelers.

Even if we did keep the tunnel open long enough for the team to reach the other end, they would find themselves trapped by the black hole there. Every black hole has an event horizon, an invisible surface roughly spherical in shape with the black hole at its center. Nothing within that sphere can escape. It is like the marble on the tarp that rolled into the pocket: it can’t get out again. We have reached the point of no return. Anything that goes past the event horizon of a black hole—including an SG team—is trapped. It does our travelers little good if they can go into the gate but never come out again.

It would also be hard to isolate and hold a black hole in a laboratory. Imagine having the mass of a star concentrated in your basement. Nor is that the end of our difficulties. In 1974, Stephen Hawking discovered that black holes emit huge amounts of brutally energetic radiation.5 The power output of a black hole varies inversely as the square of its mass: the smaller the mass, the greater the energy. A small black hole could emit as much energy—every second—as an exploding hydrogen bomb.

And there’s more! The forces within the event horizon are so great they would crush any travelers before they even reached the wormhole. We might circumvent that particular problem by transforming the information needed to reconstruct the team into a series of light flashes. We can transmit this signal into the black hole; after all, no matter how great the tidal forces, they can’t crush pulses of light. However, using such pulses wouldn’t solve our other problems, each a showstopper in itself.

So how do we keep the Stargate travelers alive?

FROTHY PHYSICS

In 1988, Michael Morris and Kip Thorne rekindled interest in using such tunnels with their paper “Wormholes in spacetime and their use for interstellar travel: A tool for teaching general relativity”.6 After summarizing the objections to the tunnels, also called “Schwarzschild wormholes,” they propose ways to circumvent the problems and create artificial wormholes tailored to interstellar travel. Their wish list of desired properties for the tunnels includes many items needed for a Stargate. The wormhole would have to lack an event horizon. Any tidal forces associated with it would have to be small enough that they don’t crush the Stargate team. The tunnel must remain stable long enough for travelers to reach the other side. However, they also must be able to go through it in a reasonable amount of time; if it takes years to traverse the gate, it isn’t practical for transportation.

At first glance, Morris and Thorne’s requirements seem impossible to meet. To get rid of the event horizon and crushing gravity, we would have to use something other than black holes, which were essential to previous theories. We also have two thorny engineering problems: creating an artificial wormhole in the lab, and keeping it stable.

Morris and Thorne come up with an innovative solution: using quantum foam.
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