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Biographical Note

Herbert George Wells was born on 21 September 1866 at Bromley, Kent, a small market town soon to be swallowed up by the suburban growth of outer London. His father, formerly a professional gardener and a county cricketer renowned for his fast bowling, owned a small business in Bromley High Street selling china goods and cricket bats. The house was grandly known as Atlas House, but the centre of family life was a cramped basement kitchen underneath the shop. Soon Joseph Wells’s cricketing days were cut short by a broken leg, and the family fortunes looked bleak.

Young ‘Bertie’ Wells had already shown great academic promise, but when he was thirteen, his family broke up and he was forced to earn his own living. His father was bankrupt, and his mother left home to become resident housekeeper at Uppark, the great Sussex country house where she had worked as a lady’s maid before her marriage. Wells was taken out of school to follow his two elder brothers into the drapery trade. After serving briefly as a pupil-teacher and a pharmacist’s assistant, in 1881 he was apprenticed to a department store in Southsea, working a thirteen-hour day and sleeping in a dormitory with his fellow-apprentices. This was the unhappiest period of his life, though he would later revisit it in comic romances such as Kipps (1905) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). Kipps and Polly both manage to escape from their servitude as drapers, and in 1883, helped by his long-suffering mother, Wells cancelled his indentures and obtained a post as teaching assistant at Midhurst Grammar School near Uppark. His intellectual development, long held back, now progressed astonishingly. He passed a series of examinations in science subjects and, in September 1884, entered the Normal School of Science, South Kensington (later to become part of Imperial College of Science and Technology) on a government scholarship.

Wells was a born teacher, as many of his books would show, and at first he was an enthusiastic student. He had the good fortune to be taught biology and zoology by one of the most influential scientific thinkers of the Victorian age, Darwin’s friend and supporter T. H. Huxley. Wells never forgot Huxley’s teaching, but the other professors were more humdrum, and his interest in their courses rapidly waned. He scraped through second-year physics, but failed his third-year geology exam and left South Kensington in 1887 without taking a degree. He was thrilled by the theoretical framework and imaginative horizons of natural science, but impatient of practical detail and the grinding, routine tasks of laboratory work. He cut his classes and spent his time reading literature and history, satisfying the curiosity he had earlier felt while exploring the long-neglected library at Uppark. He started a college magazine, the Science Schools Journal, and argued for socialism in student debates.

In the summer of 1887 Wells became science master at a small private school in North Wales, but a few weeks later he was knocked down and injured by one of his pupils on the football field. Sickly and undernourished as a result of three years of student poverty, he suffered severe kidney and lung damage. After months of convalescence at Uppark he was able to return to science teaching at Henley House School, Kilburn. In 1890 he passed his University of London B.Sc. (Hons.) with a first class in zoology and obtained a post as a biology tutor for the University Correspondence College. In 1891 he married his cousin Isabel Wells, but they had little in common and soon Wells fell in love with one of his students, Amy Catherine Robbins (usually known as ‘Jane’). They started living together in 1893, and married two years later when his divorce came through.

During his years as a biology tutor Wells slowly began making his way as a writer and journalist. He wrote for the Educational Times, edited the University Correspondent, and in 1891 published a philosophical essay, ‘The Rediscovery of the Unique’, in the prestigious Fortnightly Review. His first book was a Textbook of Biology (1893). But no sooner was it published than his health again collapsed, forcing him to give up teaching and rely entirely on his literary earnings. His future seemed highly precarious, yet soon he was in regular demand as a writer of short stories and humorous essays for the burgeoning newspapers and magazines of the period. He became a fiction reviewer and, for a short period in 1895, a theatre critic.

Ever since his student days Wells had worked intermittently on a story about time-travelling and the possible future of the human race. An early version was published in the Science Schools Journal as ‘The Chronic Argonauts’, but now, after numerous redrafts and much encouragement from the poet and editor W. E. Henley, it finally took shape as The Time Machine (1895). Its success was instantaneous, and while it was running as a magazine serial Wells was already being spoken of as a ‘man of genius’. He was celebrated as the inventor of the ‘scientific romance’, a combination of adventure novel and philosophical tale in which the hero becomes involved in a life-and-death struggle resulting from some unforeseen scientific development. There was now a ready market for his fiction, and The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), The War of the Worlds (1898), When the Sleeper Wakes (1899; later revised as The Sleeper Awakes, 1910), The First Men in the Moon (1901) and several other volumes followed quickly from his pen.

By the turn of the twentieth century Wells was established as a popular author in England and America, and his books were rapidly being translated into French, German, Spanish, Russian and other European languages. Already his fame had begun to eclipse that of his predecessor in scientific romance, the French author Jules Verne, who had dominated the field since the 1860s. But Wells, an increasingly self-conscious artist, had larger ambitions than to go down in history as a boys’ adventure novelist like Jules Verne. Love and Mr Lewisham (1900) was his first attempt at realistic fiction, comic in spirit and manifestly reflecting his own experiences as a student and teacher. By the end of the Edwardian decade, when he wrote his ‘Condition of England’ novels Tono-Bungay (1909) and The New Machiavelli (1911), Wells had become one of the leading novelists of his day, the friend and rival of such literary figures as Arnold Bennett, Joseph Conrad, Ford Madox Ford and Henry James.

But Wells was never a devotee of art for art’s sake; he was a prophetic writer with a social and political message. His first major non-fictional work was Anticipations (1902), a book of futurological essays setting out the possible effects of scientific and technological progress in the twentieth century. Anticipations brought him into contact with the Fabian Society and launched his career as a political journalist and an influential voice of the British left. During his Fabian period Wells wrote A Modern Utopia (1905), but failed in his attempt to challenge the bureaucratic, reformist outlook of the Society’s leaders such as Bernard Shaw (a lifelong friend and rival) and Beatrice Webb. Wells’s Edwardian scientific romances such as The Food of the Gods (1904) and The War in the Air (1908), though full of humorous touches, are propagandist in intent. In other ‘future war’ stories of this period he predicted the tank and the atomic bomb.

Success as an author brought about great changes in his personal life. Ill-health had forced him to leave London for the Kent coast in 1898, but in the long run the only legacy of his footballing injury was the diabetes that affected him in old age. He commissioned a house, Spade House, overlooking the English Channel at Sandgate, from the architect C. F. A. Voysey, and here his and Jane’s two sons were born – George Philip or ‘Gip’, who became a zoology professor and collaborated with his father and Julian Huxley on the biology encyclopedia The Science of Life (1930), and Frank, who worked in the film industry. Wells gave generous support to his parents and to his eldest brother, who was a fellow-fugitive from the drapery trade. Increasingly, however, he looked for emotional fulfilment outside the family, and his sexual affairs became notorious. He had a daughter in 1909 with Amber Reeves, a leading young Fabian economist, and in 1914 the novelist and critic Rebecca West gave birth to his son Anthony West, whose troubled childhood would later be reflected in his own novel Heritage (1955) and in his biography of his father.

As Wells’s personal life became the gossip of literary London, his roles as imaginative writer and political journalist or prophet came increasingly into conflict. Ann Veronica (1909) was an example of topical, controversial fiction, dramatizing and commenting on such issues as women’s rights, sexual equality and contemporary morals. It was the first of Wells’s ‘discussion novels’ in which his personal relationships were often very thinly disguised. His later fiction takes a great variety of forms, but it all belongs to the broad category of the novel of ideas. At one extreme is the realistic reporting of Mr Britling Sees It Through (1916) – still valuable and unique as a portrayal of the English ‘home front’ in the First World War – while at the other extreme are brief fables such as The Undying Fire (1919) and The Croquet Player (1936), political allegories about world events each cast in the form of a prophetic dialogue.

Wells was by no means an experimental novelist like his younger contemporaries James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, but he was often technically innovative, and in some of his books the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction begin to break down. Sometimes he would take a classic from an earlier, pre-modern epoch as his literary model: A Modern Utopia (1905), for example, refers back to Sir Thomas More’s Utopia and Plato’s Republic. His bestselling historical works The Outline of History (1920) and A Short History of the World (1922) break with historical conventions by looking forward to the next stage in history. These works were written in order to draw the lessons of the First World War and to ensure that, if possible, its carnage would never be repeated; Wells saw history as a ‘race between education and catastrophe’. The same concerns led to his future-history novel The Shape of Things to Come (1933), later rewritten for the cinema as Things to Come, an epic science-fiction film produced in 1936 by Alexander Korda. Both novel and film contain dire warnings about the inevitable outbreak and disastrous consequences of the Second World War.

By the 1920s, Wells was not only a famous author but a public figure whose name was rarely out of the newspapers. He briefly worked for the Ministry of Propaganda in 1918, producing a memorandum on war aims which anticipated the setting-up of the League of Nations. In 1922 and 1923 he stood for Parliament as a Labour candidate. He sought to influence world leaders, including two US Presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin D. Roosevelt. His meeting with Lenin in the Kremlin in 1920 and his interview in 1934 with Lenin’s successor Josef Stalin were publicized all over the world. His high-pitched, piping voice was often heard on BBC radio. In 1933 he was elected president of International PEN, the writers’ organization campaigning for intellectual freedom. In the same year his books were publicly burnt by the Nazis in Berlin, and he was banned from visiting Fascist Italy. His ideas strongly influenced the Pan-European Union, the pressure group advocating European unity between the wars.

But Wells became convinced that nothing less than global unity was needed if humanity was not to destroy itself. In The Open Conspiracy (1928) and other books he outlined his theories of world citizenship and world government. As the Second World War drew nearer he felt that his mission had been a failure and his warnings had gone unheeded. His last great campaign, for which he tried to obtain international support, was for human rights. The proposal set out in his Penguin Special The Rights of Man (1940) helped to bring about the United Nations declaration of 1948. He spent the war years at his house in Hanover Terrace, Regent’s Park, and was awarded a D.Litt. by London University in 1943. His last book, Mind at the End of Its Tether (1945), was a despairing, pessimistic work, even bleaker in its prospects for mankind than The Time Machine fifty years earlier. He died at Hanover Terrace on 13 August 1946. He was restless and tireless to the end, a prophet eternally dissatisfied with himself and with humanity. ‘Some day,’ he had written in a whimsical ‘Auto-Obituary’ three years earlier, ‘I shall write a book, a real book.’ He had published over fifty works of fiction and, in total, some 150 books and pamphlets.

Patrick Parrinder



‘But who shall dwell in these Worlds if they be inhabited? … Are we or they Lords of the World? … And how are all things made for man?’

KEPLER (quoted in ‘The Anatomy of Melancholy.’)1




Introduction

In the middle of the seventeenth century, the Dutch son of a basket-maker made an alarming discovery. His name was Antony van Leeuwenhoek. He ground his own lenses and constructed a microscope. Whereas Galileo had been surveying the stars and Isaac Newton was measuring the Moon’s orbit, van Leeuwenhoek looked in the opposite direction, into the very small.

Observing a drop of water from a lake, he found it full of living things, of ‘animalcules’: ‘On these last I saw two little legs near the head, and two little fins at the hindmost end of the body … And the motion of most of these animalcules in the water was so swift, and so various upwards, downwards, and round about, that ’twas wonderful to see …’

At last, someone had discovered alien life!

Long before the seventeenth century, the human mind was amply populated by hobgoblins of all kinds, and indeed still continues to be. Ghosts and vampires abound there. But to discover these minute, hidden, seemingly hostile ‘animalcules’ in a drop of water was a new and disquieting thing. Water! Water, the symbol of purity, infested with unimagined creatures! Peace of mind departs and one more step towards our neurotic modern world is taken.

The young Mr H. G. Wells attended the biological laboratory of what was in 1884 known as the Normal School of Science. An echo of his learning experience sounds in the opening lines of his story ‘The Stolen Bacillus’: ‘“This again,” said the Bacteriologist, slipping a glass slide under the microscope, “is a preparation of the celebrated Bacillus of cholera – the cholera germ.”’

The ubiquity of ‘germs’ as an idea took hold on Wells’s mind.

Herbert George Wells was born in 1866, of lower-middle-class parents. The parents ran a china shop in Bromley, in Kent. At the age of seven, young Bertie broke his leg and was laid up for weeks. Sympathy and books came his way. He said, ‘This fall was one of the luckiest events of my life.’

Although the population of Bromley increased from 20,000 to 50,000 in the decades of the sixties, seventies and eighties, it seems that none of the new inhabitants wanted to buy any china. The shop closed amid an increased urban sprawl which continues today.

Wells’s education included a spell under the great scientist and humanist, Thomas Huxley. Huxley, in his vigorous defence of Darwin’s evolutionary theory, became known as ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’. His grandsons included Julian and Aldous Huxley. Once Wells had won his hard-earned freedom, he moved ever onwards; through over a hundred books, we see him struggling with questions of evolution, over-population, education, and the betterment of mankind.

He became a leading contributor to the Sankey Declaration of the Rights of Man, which later formed part of the charter of the United Nations. When the UN General Assembly held its first session in London in January of 1946, Wells was in his last months of life. He died peacefully on 13 August of that year.

His creative powers had waned as his strength as a polemicist grew. In his early novels, these aspects are in balance: and never more so than in this present novel, The War of the Worlds. The novel’s thrilling and horrific theme aims to puncture mankind’s pretensions. As the 1930s dawn, novels give way to treatises such as The Way to World Peace (1930), The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind (1932), World Brain (1938), and The Fate of Homo Sapiens (1939).

It was a part of Wells’s genius that he could invent things never before imagined. A character in one of Chekhov’s plays says, ‘We should show life neither as it is nor as it ought to be, but as we see it in our dreams.’ It is the Surrealists’ prescription and one at which Wells was good in his early days, until he began desiring to change the world – by force if necessary. We see a foreshadowing of this wish at the conclusion of the present volume, when the narrator tells us that the Martians have done much to ‘promote the conception of the commonweal of mankind’.

But to say this is to begin at the end. To begin at the beginning, and at that magnificent paragraph with which The War of the Worlds opens, here we find mention of ‘a man with a microscope’ who might scrutinize ‘the transient creatures that swarm and multiply in a drop of water’. We shall find that this first reference, hardly cordial, to mankind as a whole is to be followed by many another unflattering description.

I first came upon this novel at a youthful age, when I was not unfamiliar with the more conventional novels to which the term ‘classic’ was applied. Among such novels were Robinson Crusoe, Oliver Twist and Jane Eyre. But I do not recall any sentence which ever had such awesome effect on me as one sentence in that first paragraph of The War of the Worlds: ‘Yet across the gulf of space, minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes, and slowly and surely drew their plans against us.’ Had there ever been such an opening statement, labyrinthine yet pellucid, before? No latinate long words here, designed to impress; the longest word is that readily comprehensible understatement of an adjective, ‘unsympathetic’.

So the curtain comes up on the drama, and already the seeds of Wells’s clever denouement have been planted.

The novel was published in hardcover in 1898, having been serialized in a popular magazine in 1897, the year of a second Victorian jubilee and much British self-congratulation.

The later decades of the nineteenth century had seen the popularity of the sensation novel, ‘read alike in drawing-room and kitchen’. Such novels might concern adultery or bigamy, famous examples of both being Lady Audley’s Secret and East Lynne (wherein the famous line occurs, ‘Dead – and never called me mother!’). Something of the ubiquity of these novels was owed to the 1871 Bill to provide public elementary education for all. The Education Act marks the first time that the state assumed direct responsibility for general education. A new readership developed, open to the wonders of Mr H. G. Wells.

There are sensations more overwhelming than adultery, more terrible than bigamy. The sensations of warfare and societal change in which Wells trafficked also emerge in the late decades of the nineteenth century. The year 1871 alone brought Bulwer Lytton’s The Coming Race, Samuel Butler’s Erewhon and Colonel George Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking. The latter pamphlet describes a German invasion of England. England, unprepared, is defeated by Germany.

Chesney’s story created an immediate effect, popular and political. The device of future war and sudden invasion, which exposes the unprepared nation to inevitable defeat, aroused fears and imitations everywhere. As Professor I. F. Clarke puts it in his invaluable book, Voices Prophesying War 1763–1984, ‘Between 1871 and 1914 it was unusual to find a single year without some tale of future warfare appearing in some European country.’

But it is Wells’s master-stroke to have the invaders arrive from another planet! No communication, no truce, is possible. The appearance on the stage of the hideous Martians, with their bad habits, decidedly raises the stakes and gives the novel an almost mythopoeic strength.

The War of the Worlds opens with portents in the sky above a peaceful England, with people going about their daily business. What some believe to be a meteor lies half-buried in a pit on the sandy common near Woking. Some people have a look. They are mistaken. The supposed meteor is a cylinder, the top of which slowly unscrews.

Onlookers gather. In Chapter 4, something emerges from the cylinder, something which ‘glistened like wet leather’. Wells makes sure we understand how repulsive the Martians are, without going into detail at this juncture.

A delegation waving a white flag approaches the cylinder. The men are determined to communicate with their alien visitors. The Martians turn a heat-ray on the delegation. All are killed. Now we understand how remorseless the Martians are, lacking the qualities of emotion and empathy.

The narrator of the story is at first alarmed; but when he gets home and sits down to a good meal, his mood improves. He believes the Martians are terrified, and says, ‘Perhaps they expected to find no living things – certainly no intelligent living things …’

People talk about the unusual event, but it does not make ‘the sensation that an ultimatum to Germany would have done’. By similar touches, Wells brings verisimilitude to his tale.

A second cylinder arrives.

Soon the peaceful English countryside is burning. The Martians use their heat-ray. Perhaps with a nod towards The Battle of Dorking, the military are slow to get into action. Things go steadily and satisfyingly from bad to worse. Church steeples tumble down. People hide in trenches and cellars. While composing this story, Wells was cycling round the area. ‘I completely wreck and sack Woking – killing my neighbours in painful and eccentric ways,’ says he, with a certain sadistic relish.

It is destructive. However, destruction was modish. The taste of ruination was not in the mouths of the home population. The Edwardians were merely the children of a century in which a hideous adulthood was yet to come. So D. H. Lawrence exclaims, ‘Three cheers for the man who invented poison gas.’ And ‘Let all schools be closed at once,’ while T. S. Eliot regrets the spread of education, which is ‘lowering our standards … destroying our ancient edifices …’

So why did Wells not call his novel, ‘The War of Woking’? Because his intentions were more grandiose than merely the destruction of Woking, desirable though that might be.

The nameless narrator also witnesses the destruction of Weybridge and Shepperton. Always, the machines are contrasted with that essentially English invention, the countryside. ‘The armoured Martians appeared, far away over the little trees, across the flat meadows that stretch towards Chertsey, and striding hurriedly towards the river.’

And these machines take no more notice of the humans than would the humans of ‘a confusion of ants’.

The narrator meets a curate. The curate, like the artilleryman we meet later, is there merely to express a viewpoint; this is not really a characterization. But to my memory, the world of fiction was once populated with chinless wonders of vicars and curates; they were popular Aunt Sally figures – Aunt Sallys being popular recreational dummies in public-house gardens, designed merely to have wooden balls shied at them.

Wells’s curate is there to express the helplessness of organized religion when faced with the invaders. ‘“All the work – all the Sunday-schools – What have we done?”’ … ‘“The end! The great and terrible day of the Lord!” … “Be a man!”, said I.’

We learn that the narrator has a brother in London. The scene is thus enabled to shift to the city. Everything is calm there, a calm giving way gradually to excitement and anxiety. Fugitives begin to pour in from West Surrey. The Martians advance, and by Chapter 16 panic and disorder – how Wells hated disorder! – take over. There is ‘a swift liquidation of the social body’.

We may ask ourselves today if something similar would take place, supposing Al-Qa’ida launched bombs containing anthrax upon the capital. I asked myself a similar question when, visiting the bookstall on Paddington station in the Second World War, I came upon a reprint of Wells’s novel; the jacket showed searchlight beams in the sky and flames arising from the destroyed city. Some fears remain ever topical.

The Martians are as remorseless as was the Luftwaffe.

It is not necessary to relate what happens next; we can safely leave that to Mr Wells. The question arises as to what was going on in the capacious mind of the author when he wrote about this wholesale destruction. The subject of colonialism emerges; the cruel treatment of the Tasmanians is mentioned. Wells was not the only one in reflective mood. Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘Recessional’ was published in 1897. (‘Lo, all our pomp of yesterday / Is one with Nineveh and Tyre …’)

More constantly on Wells’s mind was the question of over-population – long before this became a subject for common discussion. Thomas Malthus’s ‘Essay on the Principle of Population’ was published in the last years of the eighteenth century. Malthus points out that whereas population increases in a geometrical ratio, subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio. An increasing number of people will go hungry. Such is a rule of nature. ‘And the race of man cannot, by any efforts of reason, escape from it. Among plants and animals, its effects are waste of seed, sickness, and premature death. Among mankind, misery and vice.’

Although this stern judgement has been somewhat ameliorated by crop development and improved agricultural methods, Malthus still rules. And, as John Ruskin says in Unto This Last, ‘In all the ranges of human thought, I know none so melancholy as the speculations of political economists on the population question.’

Later, when his amazing creativity was on the wane, Wells in his didactic mode devoted whole books to the question of over-population. In his A Modern Utopia ‘degenerates’ are prevented from breeding. The idiots, drug addicts, drunkards and violent men are exiled on various islands, and carefully policed.

Wells is, of course, one of the most prodigal producers of utopias. In book after book, society is overturned, eventually to develop a better and more orderly world. Perhaps we find such themes less convincing nowadays, after the ghastly regimes established in the early to middle decades of the last century. In 1910, some years after the publication of The War of the Worlds, Wells published the charming History of Mr Polly. While embodying many aspects of Wells’s own earlier life, most notably Mr Polly’s escape from drapery shops, the novel also contains a dream shared by many men of that time: escape from the captivity of shops to becoming a casual worker in a rural inn, owned by a pleasant woman and situated on the banks of an unsullied river. It is a form of one-man utopia, where Mr Polly finds happiness at last.

A pleasant variant on this scenario is played out in Nineteen Eighty-Four, where Orwell’s humble notion of utopia is a private room and a girl to love. Mr Polly’s utopia is of longer duration than that of Winston Smith. The mood had darkened by the 1940s.

This is a convenient place in which to say a word concerning some of the films and radio programmes made from Wells’s book. In October 1938 a radio play based on The War of the Worlds, starring Orson Welles, was broadcast in the United States (and re-broadcast much later on BBC radio). It was produced in documentary form, the setting transposed to the eastern seaboard of the United States. Many people fell into a panic, believing they were actually being invaded by Martians, and headed for the traditional hills. It is difficult to see today how listeners could have been so gullible, but learned universities have written about, and a film studio made a movie about, what happened that night.

The War of the Worlds was filmed by George Pal/Paramount Productions and released in 1953. The opening is impressive. Sir Cedric Hardwicke, eminent member of the British contingent in Hollywood at the time, narrates much of the first paragraph of the novel against a starry background.

England gives way to Southern California. Woking gives way to Los Angeles. A square-jawed actor and a blank-faced actress provide a love affair. While the dialogue is plodding, the boomerang-shaped Martian war machines are attractive. It is a noisy film, full of destruction.

As we have seen, Wells’s cleric is contemptible. Director Byron Haskin transforms him into an heroic figure. Advancing towards the Martian front-line, the heroic vicar chants, ‘Yeah, though I walk through the Valley of Death, I will fear no evil’ – when Pow! – he is wiped out.

An American TV series based on the Wells novel arrived on the small screen in 1988 and ran for forty-two episodes.

These films and others, such as Kipps and The History of Mr Polly, bear witness to a difference in British and American temperaments. The British like – or certainly did like – a pinch of melancholy to their dish, for flavour’s sake. The Americans prefer triumphant individualism, such as was propagated in science fiction by the Robert Heinlein/Isaac Asimov/John Campbell group of writers. This preference was shown even more clearly by the fate of The War of the Worlds in the USA.

The novel was run as a pirated serial in an American newspaper. Americans were not going to take the Martian invasion lying down. A journalist by the name of Garrett P. Serviss wrote a kind of sequel to Wells’s novel, entitled Edison’s Conquest of Mars. Thomas Edison invents anti-gravity and a disintegrating ray, and sets off with a whole fleet of spaceships to pulverize Mars. The evil Martians are wiped out. As is Wells’s lesson in humility.

There were reasons other than Malthus’s essay on population to make a thinking man of Wells’s time somewhat down in the mouth. There was, for example, William Thomson, Lord Kelvin’s remark on entropy: ‘Within a finite period of time past, the earth must have been, and within a finite period to come, the earth must again be, unfit for the habitation of man as at present constituted.’

Wells had already reported on those bleak last days of the human race in The Time Machine. Now he was commenting on other theories, such as the theory of Laplace and his nebular hypothesis, that Mars was an older world than ours.

In an article in a review published in 1896, Wells discusses the possibility of intelligent life on Mars, and states, ‘There is no doubt that Mars is very like the Earth.’ The statement was plausible before various NASA fly-bys had shown Mars to be a barren and inhospitable rock, bereft of life, bereft certainly of anything approaching intelligent bipeds or the umbrella-bearing public of Wells’s day.

Wells was labouring under an illusion shared by many who took an interest in matters astronomical at that period. We now know Mars to be not senile, merely inclement. But Wells’s view of Martian life is cleverly linked with that other great nineteenth-century discovery which preoccupied Wells and others (as it still preoccupies us in our century) – Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution.

Wells reserves a close description of Martian anatomy until Book II, Chapter 2. There we are treated to three pages of exposition, following the opening sentence, ‘They were, I now saw, the most unearthly creatures it is possible to conceive.’ After we have become thoroughly and scientifically disgusted, comes the cool remark, ‘To me it is quite credible that the Martians may be descended from beings not unlike ourselves.’ After all, who knows what we may become? As Wells says, ‘We men … are just in the beginning of the evolution that the Martians have worked out.’

Moreover, another nasty trait of the alien invaders, to be revealed later in the book, has perhaps been developed from Darwin’s statement in The Origin of Species. In the chapter entitled ‘The Struggle for Existence’ Darwin states, ‘The action of climate seems at first sight to be quite independent of the struggle for existence; but in so far as climate chiefly acts in reducing food, it brings on the most severe struggle between the individuals … which subsist on the same kind of food.’ Undoubtedly, the colder climate of the Red Planet would intensify this struggle, as Wells understood.

We can see that The War of the Worlds is a compendium of many nineteenth-century concerns. Of course it is more than that, for those concerns are woven into an extraordinary and fascinating tale. It is the foundation stone for all alien invasion stories, whether in print or in the cinema. Following Wells’s example, many other stories were to come where the world, or England at least, is laid waste. Among these are Conan Doyle’s The Poison Belt, John Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids, John Christopher’s The Death of Grass, J. G. Ballard’s The Wind from Nowhere, Aldous Huxley’s Ape and Essence and my own Greybeard. The danger and interest in writing of such things is that, in defying ‘common sense’, one does not fall into common idiocy. Wells is adroit in such matters.

But of this sub-genre of catastrophe, it is the unsympathetic Martians who wear the laurel crown.

Scientific romances and science fiction are generally considered to be remote from the author’s experience. That can never be the case; what we are fills the fictions we tell, often without our realizing it. What lurks as fugitive in the mind comes out clearly on paper. As Mary Shelley says in her introduction to Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus (1818), ‘Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of the void, but out of chaos; the materials must in the first place be afforded: it can give form to dark, shapeless substances, but cannot bring into being the substance itself.’ This was true in Wells’s case; he had an ample stock of dark, shapeless substances.

We see this clearly in two instances. When the narrator is trapped with the curate in a ruined house, we find theirs is a filthy semi-subterranean entrapment. They are confined to the scullery of the half-destroyed building. We have here, unmistakably, a reconstruction of the scullery of Atlas House in which, when Bertie Wells was a lad, his mother slaved away years of her life. The squalor and discomfort of that room remained with Wells. Wells, like Orwell after him, knew that dirt has political significance. We find that scullery described again in the novel In the Days of the Comet, in Section III, Chapter 4 – described with sorrow.

He depicts it there in part as ‘a damp, unsavoury, mainly subterranean region … rendered more than typically dirty in our case by the fact that into it the coal-cellar, a yawning pit of black uncleanness, opened, and diffused small crunchable particles about the uneven brick floor.’ There his mother works, ‘a soul of unselfishness’. ‘And while she washes up I go out, to sell my overcoat and watch in order that I may desert her.’

This sad place is employed in The War of the Worlds as a symbol, for kitchens are places where things are prepared for eating. As the curate discovers.

The Martians have invaded Earth for a good meal. The narrator/storyteller sits down to a good meal before getting into his tale. Wells had an obsession with food – with both eating and being eaten. You can, to adapt an old saying, take the man out of the kitchen but you cannot take the kitchen out of the man. Peter Kemp wrote an entire book about Wells’s appetites, entitled, H. G. Wells and the Culminating Ape. People in The War of the Worlds are depicted as being part of the food chain. The inhabitants of Woking flee ‘as blindly as a flock of sheep’ from the Martian fire, as from a cooking pot!

The second instance in which Wells’s early experience informs his thinking shines an interesting light on his attitude towards society. Wells the socialist followed a good radical pedigree. Like William Godwin, he regarded humanity as perfectible; like Percy Bysshe Shelley he believed in Free Love. Yet this socialist was never entirely on the side of his fellow men. He had little belief in the immutability of the social order. The artilleryman, an unpleasant character, looks forward to the overturn of society. ‘“There won’t be any more blessed concerts for a million years or so,”’ he says; ‘“there won’t be any Royal Academy of Arts, and no nice little feeds at restaurants.”’

Wells in his youth had experienced a remarkable example of social change which came about peacefully. His mother, Sarah Wells, left his father and went to work as housekeeper at Uppark, ‘the big house’ in Sussex. Lady Fetherstonehaugh was the owner of Uppark. She had started life as a milkmaid in the grounds, under the rather apt name of Mary Ann Bullock. The lord of the manor had taken a fancy to Mary Bullock; he packed her off to Paris to be educated and refined, and then married her. After his death, Lady Fetherstonehaugh ruled Uppark in solitary splendour. She was a striking instance of the social mobility which Wells himself achieved.

Despite frequent illness, Wells was a high-spirited chap. At the least, he put on high spirits. His letters to his mother and his friends are adorned with comic little sketches – the ‘picshuas’, as he calls them. But as to the intellectual aspect of the culture, there was much to depress a thinking Victorian. Lord Kelvin had pronounced that the lump of rock on which everyone lived would last for only another twenty million years. The death of the Sun, in the days before nuclear activity was understood, was also thought to be comparatively and depressingly close.

These were matters dramatized in Wells’s The Time Machine, published in 1895, three years before The War of the Worlds.

Patrick Parrinder, a great Wells critic, has resolved the mystery surrounding the year 802,701 prominent in the former book. ‘What is missing from The Time Machine is the openly prophetic narrative rhetoric exemplified in The War of the Worlds, where … we are given, without benefit of a time machine, an eye witness narrative of events occurring “early in the twentieth century” …’

It had once been the habit of many English novelists to open their novel with the words, ‘It was in w 18— …’, or ‘Early in the reign of King William IV …’, these dates possibly signifying a time when the author was young; things were assumed not greatly to have changed since that date. However, as the nineteenth century progressed, things were greatly changing. Gradually novels crept into the present. Wells, in his impatience, starts his novel in – leaps into – the future.

Could this strange idea of setting novels in future time be a contributory factor for the way in which such novels are ruled out of court by a literary elite? Surely it is not only ‘the masses’ who think of the future as a proper dwelling-place for the imagination … In any case, Wells enjoyed a splendid creativity for the seven years from 1895–1901. The best of his science fiction (though not of his ordinary social fiction) was written then, and most of the stories are of social dissolution, of uncomfortable new worlds opening up, old worlds being bludgeoned down to their knees.

There is an argument which says that much of this mood is attributable to fin de siècle angst; I would rather attribute it, as Wells himself did, to a new way of thinking. In his brilliant discourse, ‘The Discovery of the Future’, delivered to the Royal Institution in 1902, he distinguishes between two divergent mental attitudes. He opens his speech by saying he wishes to ‘contrast and separate two divergent types of mind, types which are to be distinguished chiefly by their attitude towards time’.

The predominant type scarcely thinks of the future. A much less abundant but more modern type ‘thinks constantly and by preference of things to come, and of present things mainly in relation to the results that must arise from them’. Wells sees this type of person as ‘perpetually attacking and altering the established order of things’.

The pungent medicine so artfully infused throughout The War of the Worlds is designed to conscript more minds into the futurist category.

An older mistaken point of view was expressed by C. K. Shorter in 1897: ‘The imagination is everything, the science is nothing; but the end of the century, which shares Mr Wells’s smattering of South Kensington, prefers the two together; and I sympathise with the end of the century.’

Be that as it may, Wells’s vivid imagination won the day. His success was assured, his poverty left behind. The destruction of a world that has become so dingy is perhaps Wells’s way of living down the ugly world, the sordid scullery, from which he had escaped. He remains troubled nevertheless. His friend Arnold Bennett praises Wells for writing for ‘the intelligent masses’, in the days when intellectuals were against newspapers, as later they were against the cinema and then television and, in short, anything popular.

Such problems are well aired in John Carey’s book, The Intellectuals and the Masses. He puts Wells’s time and Wells’s problems into context by quoting briefly from Wells’s Marriage (1912), where Trafford speaks of a dyspeptic socialist in these terms:


It seemed to him that in meeting Dowd he was meeting all that vast new England outside the range of ruling-class dreams, that multitudinous greater England, cheaply treated, rather out of health, angry, energetic, and now becoming intelligent and critical; that England which organised industrialism has created.



Wells’s problem was that he liked to consort with the great; yet he could but remain an Outsider, a steppenwolf, forever discontented. Carey well understands Wells’s dilemma – as with today’s science fiction writers, in general ring-fenced away from ‘Literature’.

In 1902, Wells published his book of essays, Anticipations. He was listened to increasingly as a prophetic voice. He began to talk about the real world – as he saw it – rather than create more ingenious fantasies. The visionary novel In the Days of the Comet was published in 1906, and has never received the attention it deserves. It contains a harsh indictment of the ugliness of the world in which Wells grew up.

Wells, like Charles Dickens before him, became popular and successful in a way no contemporary writer could be, no Salman Rushdie, no Jeffrey Archer. He flew to Moscow to talk to Lenin and Gorki, he flew to Washington to talk to Roosevelt. Yet he was always an astringent writer, as in the present novel. Nowadays, astringency is out of fashion in popular literature, more’s the pity.

How easily the end of The War of the Worlds could have been a happy one, full of rejoicing at the defeat of an alien enemy. Instead, the chapter preceding the Epilogue is called ‘Wreckage’. London seems to have become a city of tramps. Four weeks have gone by since the first cylinders landed. Mankind’s view of a human future has been modified by the Martians: ‘To them, and not to us, perhaps, is the future ordained.’

The comment is justified. Humans are not victors but survivors. In comparison with the Martians, humans are a lesser breed. Unpleasant though the Martians are, they are intellectually our superiors. Unlike the Morlocks in The Time Machine or the Selenites in The First Men in the Moon, both of which groups live subterranean lives, the Martians come from ‘above’, the realm of the super-ego.

In fact, the novel fizzes with metaphors which signify mankind’s low estate. As we see, the very first paragraph of the book shows mankind and their affairs being studied much as a man with a microscope might scrutinize the creatures swarming in a drop of water.

We soon learn that the Martians
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