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A few years ago, I was invited to the Singapore Writers Festival, along with fellow science fiction authors Bruce Sterling and Norman Spinrad. Periodically, when we were out sightseeing in that beautiful city, people would notice our fancy name badges, or overhear us chatting about the festival, and ask who we were. At first we mentioned our books, but, of course, the titles elicited blank stares. And so I started simply pointing to Norman and saying, “This man wrote an episode of Star Trek.”

“Oh, wow!” people always replied. “Which one?”

“‘The Doomsday Machine,’” I said. And the appreciative nods began. A half century on, and all over the planet, people still know and love Star Trek—indeed, they know it so well that they recognize individual episodes by their titles.

And of course, everyone is familiar with the catch phrases from the show: “Beam me up,” “He’s dead, Jim,” “The Prime Directive,” “Warp factor six,” “At the time, it seemed the logical thing to do,” “Phasers on stun,” “Hailing frequencies open,” “Live long and prosper,” and the most famous split infinitive in human history, “To boldly go where no man has gone before.”

Those last words, part of Star Trek’s opening narration, were first heard on September 8, 1966, when the debut episode was broadcast. In a way, that narration was hopelessly optimistic: it promised a five-year mission for the star ship Enterprise, but Star Trek was taken off the air after only three seasons.

But in another way, the words also turned out to be enormously shortsighted. Fifty years later—time enough for ten five-year missions—Star Trek is such a major part of our culture that it’s almost impossible to imagine the world without it. More people today know who Mr. Spock is than Dr. Spock; the prototype of the space shuttle—still the most advanced spacecraft humanity has ever built—was named Enterprise; our smartphones roll Star Trek’s communicator and tricorder into one; and the original eleven-foot model of good old NCC-1701 just got a new home at the Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum in Washington after a careful restoration.

To date, there have been five prime-time television Star Trek series, a Saturday-morning animated Star Trek series, thirteen Star Trek motion pictures, hundreds of Star Trek books, and many astonishingly good fan-made episodes of the classic series, freely available on YouTube. And it all started when a former cop and airline pilot named Eugene Wesley Roddenberry decided that maybe, just maybe, television audiences were ready for some adult science fiction. His “Wagon Train to the stars,” with its irresistible mix of gaudy sets, hammy acting, and sly social commentary, has been warmly embraced now by generations of human beings.

And well it should be: no TV series of any type has ever been so widely loved—or been so important. Yes, important: Star Trek was the only dramatic TV show of its day to talk, even in veiled terms, about the Vietnam conflict, and it also tackled overpopulation, religious intolerance, and race relations. (Who could forget Frank Gorshin—Batman’s Riddler—running about with his face painted half-black and half-white?) As William Marshall, who played cyberneticist Dr. Richard Daystrom in the episode “The Ultimate Computer”(2–24),1 said in an interview shortly before he passed away, it’s impossible to overstate the impact it had in the 1960s when the white Captain Kirk referred to the black Daystrom as “Sir.” Was it any surprise, two decades later, that NASA hired Nichelle Nichols, who played Lieutenant Uhura, to help recruit the first minority astronauts? Star Trek gave us an appealing vision of a tolerant future that included everyone.

And that future is still compelling. We may not be quite sure how to get there from here, but as Edith Keeler said in Harlan Ellison’s episode “The City on the Edge of Forever” (1–28), Star Trek taught us that the days and the years ahead are worth living for. More than anything else, the series was about hope.

To celebrate a half century of exploring strange new worlds, of seeking out new life and new civilizations, we’ve commissioned these commemorative essays. Some are by the people who actually made Star Trek: Norman Spinrad is here, along with D. C. Fontana, Howard Weinstein, and my coeditor, David Gerrold, all of whom penned adventures of Kirk, Spock, and McCoy that actually aired on TV. Other essays are by people like me: the current crop of science fiction writers who were deeply influenced by Star Trek, and at least in part took up our profession because of it. Still others are by academics who have found in those original seventy-nine hour-long episodes much worth pondering. Together, in these pages, we celebrate Star Trek with all the over-the-top gusto of Jim Kirk, we analyze it with the cool logic of Commander Spock, and we explore its fallible human side with the crusty warmth of “Bones” McCoy.

The first-ever book about Star Trek was the phenomenally influential The Making of Star Trek, published in 1968 when the original series was still in production. Written by Stephen E. Whitfield and Gene Roddenberry, it made possible the Star Trek fan following that exists today, providing us with photographs of the props that were only glimpsed on-screen, official biographies of the characters, blueprints of the Enterprise and the Klingon battle cruiser, and the first-ever Star Trek episode checklist. That book ended with these words: “Whither Star Trek? It really doesn’t matter. We have its legacy . . . all we have to do is use it.”

After fifty years, we still don’t know where Star Trek is going. But one thing is sure: it’ll be a wondrous journey. So, come on aboard—we’re about to leave orbit. Mr. Sulu, ahead warp factor one!


Robert J. Sawyer won the Hugo Award for his novel Hominids and the Nebula Award for his novel The Terminal Experiment. In addition, he’s won Canada’s top SF award thirteen times, Japan’s top SF award three times, and Spain’s top SF award three times. The ABC TV series FlashForward was based on his Aurora Award–winning novel of the same name, and he was one of the scriptwriters for that series. His latest novel is Quantum Night. He lives in Toronto, and his website is sfwriter.com.
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1 We’ve used this format to notate episodes referenced throughout the book: (season number-episode number). In other words, the episode titled “The Ultimate Computer” (2-24) was season two, episode twenty-four. See the appendix for a complete episode list.
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It’s fifty years later.

Wow.

I can’t believe I survived this long. (Neither can my family.)

But before I talk about how we got here, let me talk about where we started from.

On December 29, 1967, I had a party.

Now this in itself is of little significance, lots of people have parties in the week between Christmas and New Year’s—but this particular party was to celebrate something else.

In June of 1967, I sold an outline to Star Trek called “A Fuzzy Thing Happened . . .” Over the next six weeks, that outline grew, morphed, and eventually evolved into a script called “The Trouble with Tribbles.” The episode was shot early in August. And finally, on December 29, it aired for the first time.

At the time, I felt it was going to be lost, overlooked by most viewers, because it was being broadcast at eight thirty on a Friday night, in the middle of the holiday season. Everybody was going to be out somewhere, partying.

So I had a party, so that I and my friends could all view the episode together. Even if it turned out to be a weak episode, it was still evidence that I had actually sold a script.

Many of my friends and acquaintances from the theater arts department of the college showed up. Two in particular—Holly Sherman, the namesake of Sherman’s Planet, and Robert Englund, one of the most talented actors in the department. What I remember about Bob was that he was fearless, unafraid to throw himself completely into whatever part he was handed. This proved invaluable when, years later, he was cast as Freddy Krueger in A Nightmare on Elm Street.

Bob and I were never close friends, so it surprised me when, after the broadcast concluded, he started gushing about how much he enjoyed the episode. He went on at some length about the script, praising the story, admitting that he had never realized that I could write so well . . . and so on.

Now, I’m not good at receiving acknowledgment. Honest. It embarrasses me. I’m enthusiastic about the work when I’m doing it, but after it’s finished . . . well, I’m uncomfortable being the center of attention. So, finally, I turned to Bob and said, “Bob, stop! It’s only one episode of one TV show. In twenty years, who’s going to remember it?!”

Oops.

At that moment, some cosmic practical joker must have said, “Challenge accepted.”

Back then, we didn’t have Betamax or VHS. We didn’t have DVRs. We didn’t have DVDs or Blu-rays. And we didn’t even have 500 channels of syndication. An episode was broadcast once during the season and once in rerun, and that was pretty much it.

Okay, yes—I Love Lucy and Dragnet and maybe a couple other shows were being rerun on the local channels, the ones with the higher numbers. (The joke was: the higher the channel number, the fewer viewers.) But an hour-long SF series? Who knew?

Star Trek started showing up as a syndicated series on local stations in the fall of 1969, sometimes as early as four in the afternoon, but usually at 6 or 7 P.M., where it found a whole new audience. It’s been on the air somewhere, ever since.

During its first run, NBC had aired it at 8:30 P.M. for its first two seasons and 10 P.M. for its final season. Its ratings had been respectable—in fact, if you looked at the demographics to see who was watching, its ratings were astonishing. It was the perfect show for the target demographic of young men between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five.

In fact, here’s a piece of information not commonly known. When NBC realized that Star Trek had been exactly the kind of hit they needed, they went to Paramount and said, “We’d like to bring Star Trek back.” Paramount turned them down. Why? Because, “We’re making so much money on the syndicated episodes, we don’t want to compete with ourselves.” (My source for this is Marc Cushman, who wrote the three most detailed books on the production of Star Trek. He went back to the original files, all the memos, all the notes, all the letters, everything—all the documentation he could find.)

Okay, you can forgive the Paramount executives for being stupid about Star Trek. Then. Because at that time nobody realized what Star Trek was or what it meant to its audience.

Today, a half century later, we can look around and see that Star Trek has become an iconic element of our global culture. The Enterprise and her crew have taken on mythic stature. The Vulcan salute is seen as a universal sign of peace and welcome. “Beam me up” is commonly used in conversation. And Delta Air Lines can show tribbles falling out of an overhead compartment in a safety video without having to explain it. Star Trek endures.

Why does it endure?

Well—probably for the same reason that Doctor Who has endured for half a century.

It’s optimistic.

But it’s more than that.

Star Trek says that we will survive, we will learn, we will get better. It says that we will have a future that works for all of us, with no one and nothing left out. It says that whatever problems we are enduring today, we will outlive them—we will solve them, we will become the kind of people we aspire to be.

In that, Star Trek was the right show at the right time. The twentieth century was a unique era in human history. It was the moment that the great mass of humanity began to realize that the future was going to be vastly different than the past. In all the centuries previous, one could assume that the world was an unchanging landscape—but with the invention of the automobile, the airplane, radio broadcasting, and motion pictures; with the spread of literacy and magazines; with the growth of megacities; the spread of refrigeration and electricity—the industrial age began to morph into the technological era.

Science fiction, as a unique cultural phenomenon, began with Jules Verne and H. G. Wells, but by the middle of the twentieth century, writers like Robert Heinlein and Isaac Asimov were beginning to predict the very real possibilities of the future that was rushing down on us like an unavoidable avalanche. Murray Leinster predicted the Internet in “A Logic Named Joe,” a short story first published in Astounding in 1946. Heinlein predicted cell phones in The Star Beast, a young adult novel published in 1954.

In the movies, the early twentieth century gave us films like Metropolis, Just Imagine, Things to Come, Buck Rogers, and Flash Gordon, showing us futuristic cities and technologies. After World War II, we saw Destination Moon, Conquest of Space, Forbidden Planet, and 2001: A Space Odyssey—more films that told us that the future was going to be very different than the past.

But Star Trek was unique in that it took the future for granted and focused instead on the people who would live in that future.

Yes, they were extensions of 1966 idealism, but 1966 idealism wasn’t an accident, it wasn’t a fad. That idealism was born out of the despair of the post-war era. It was as simple as this: men and women who cared looked around at the ruins of Europe and Asia, the disaster that WWII had inflicted on the world, and had slowly, painfully come to the realization: “We have to do better than this. We have to be better than this.”

Star Trek wasn’t the only expression of this idea, there were many (too many to list here, many of them misguided and long forgotten), but Star Trek was the most accessible and the most popular expression of the idea that the future can be a better place.

To the viewers, Star Trek was a unique focus. Yes, the physical universe is an obstinate taskmaster—but when we as human beings can learn to work together, our commitment will take us to the stars. Star Trek has always been about our dreams and our ability to realize them.

Fifty years ago, in my naïveté, I had said, “It’s only one episode of one TV series. In twenty years, no one’s going to remember it.”

I was wrong.

I’m glad I was wrong.

I was wrong because I hadn’t realized something that should have been obvious: Star Trek inspired people. It had inspired me. And it had inspired my friends. But it had also inspired tens of thousands of science fiction fans. It inspired millions of viewers—ultimately billions.

And, based on the evidence, it will continue to do so for a long time to come. Star Trek has become not only a classic expression of our time, it may very well have become one of the most defining expressions of who we are and who we want to be when we finish growing up.


David Gerrold is the author of numerous television episodes, including the legendary “The Trouble with Tribbles” episode of Star Trek. He has also written for Land of the Lost, Babylon 5, The Twilight Zone, Sliders, and other series. He has published more than fifty books, including two on television production. He taught screenwriting at Pepperdine University for two decades. He has won the Hugo, the Nebula, and the Stoker Awards. A movie based on his autobiographical novel, The Martian Child, starring John Cusack and Amanda Peet, was released in 2007.
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Star Trek is considered a classic of SF, but it’s very much of the old school. Ironically, the writers of two of its best-loved episodes were the most influential American authors involved in SF’s new school, the 1960s New Wave, a move toward a literate exploration of inner space: Harlan Ellison wrote “The City on the Edge of Forever” and Norman Spinrad penned “The Doomsday Machine.” Spinrad is one of SF’s most insightful critics, and here he turns an incisive eye onto the series with all the force of an absolutely pure antiproton beam.
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Far too little attention has been paid to Star Trek as the pivotal work in the growth of SF cinema into a dominant force, and the concurrent growth of SF publishing into what it is today. . . .

The creation of the Star Trek concept . . . was a cunning and audacious stroke of genius that changed the relation of SF to popular culture forever. . . .

Star Trek imprinted the imagery of science fiction on mass public consciousness, where it had never been before, opening, thereby, the languages and concerns of science fiction to a mass audience for the very first time . . . so that years and a generation of Trekkies later, George Lucas could confidently begin Star Wars with a full-bore space chase and take the largest film audiences in history with him from the opening shot.

—NORMAN SPINRAD, Science Fiction in the Real World

You must pardon me for beginning this essay by quoting myself, but the above words were written long before I sat down to write this. They appeared, not in a piece on Star Trek itself, but as part of a chapter on cinematic science fiction in a critical book exploring the relationship of science fiction to the wider world around us, and, for purposes of this discussion, that is as important as the words themselves, or who happened to be the author thereof.

In science fiction, and in the real world, there has never been a phenomenon quite like Star Trek. One scarcely knows where to begin. Consider perhaps the most improbable event of all: Star Trek’s third and final season as a network prime-time show was nearly a decade in the past when the first test-bed model of a space shuttle was rolled out of the hanger.

Presiding at the roll-out ceremony of the space shuttle Enterprise was the President of the United States. Gerald Ford and his people had not planned to name the prototype shuttle Enterprise, in fact there was no little derision when the notion was first broached.

That was before the letters came pouring in.

And even when the inevitable decision was finally made, the Powers-That-Be insisted that, in the time-honored military tradition, this first true space ship had been named in honor of a previous vessel, the aircraft carrier Enterprise of World War II fame.

Sure it was.

Nevertheless, when the space shuttle Enterprise was rolled out, there beside the President of the United States was the captain of what the whole nation knew as the real Enterprise, along with representatives of his bridge crew, and the music they played was the theme from Star Trek.

Trekkies made him do it.

Just as they had kept the show on the air in prime time for two and a half seasons after NBC had tried to cancel it after the first thirteen weeks.

By the network numbers, Star Trek was a flop. It never rose much above twentieth place in the weekly Nielsens. NBC decided to pull the plug and told Paramount and Gene Roddenberry that no new episodes would be ordered. After the thirteenth week, Star Trek, like hundreds of failed series before it, would be dead.

But Roddenberry did something utterly unprecedented. He refused to take no for an answer. He decided to fight the network, to save his show using tactics that Hollywood had never seen.

He contacted a number of well-known science fiction writers, myself among them, and asked us to join a committee to save Star Trek. All Gene really wanted was our permission to use our names on a letterhead, and so most of us readily agreed.

Armed with this letterhead, he hired Bjo and John Trimble, well-connected science fiction fans, to use the “writers’ committee” to put together a campaign to convince science fiction fans to write letters to NBC and Paramount demanding that the show be allowed to continue.

He succeeded beyond what must have been even his own wildest expectations.

In those days, when a network received a couple of thousand letters in praise of a TV show, they sat up and took notice. If they got five thousand, they were mightily impressed.

Science fiction fans dumped upwards of 75,000 letters on Paramount and NBC in a few short weeks. Fans picketed the studio and the network. It became a TV news item. Dumbfounded by this totally unprecedented outpouring of public opinion, NBC capitulated.

They literally didn’t know what had hit them.

Particularly since the ratings never really improved.

What did Gene Roddenberry know that the network and studio mavens didn’t?

It had taken Roddenberry years to get Star Trek on the air. He himself had written a ninety-minute pilot that didn’t sell. He didn’t give up. He hired Samuel A. Peeples to write another script, changed Spock’s makeup a bit, changed the ship’s captain and the actor who played him, and shot another pilot that finally sold.

During this whole process, Roddenberry did what no other producer had ever done. He made the rounds of the science fiction conventions, made speeches, sat on panels, socialized with the writers and fans, treated the science fiction community to early screenings of both pilot films. He took the fans and the writers inside. He campaigned for support within the science fiction community, and he got it.

What Roddenberry knew that NBC and Paramount didn’t was that while there were perhaps no more than ten or fifteen thousand committed science fiction fans in the United States, they were highly organized, literate and voluble in print. Scores of science fiction conventions were held every year. Fans published hundreds of amateur “fanzines” filled with articles and letters from readers.

By tapping into this existing network, he was able to generate far more letters than there were fans. What NBC and Paramount didn’t know was that those 75,000 letters were written, for the most part, by a comparatively small universe of committed people.

But, contrary to popular belief, network and studio heads are not complete idiots. When the first season ratings didn’t improve, they tried to cancel the show again, and when they were bombarded by another blizzard of letters, even they began to realize that something, in the immortal words of Mr. Spock, did not compute—especially when the second-season ratings were no better.

Roddenberry, however, had boxed them into a corner. The numbers said “cancel this show.” But the continued letter-writing campaigns and the attendant, well-managed publicity would have made them seem like high-handed, anti-democratic monsters if they did.

They were royally pissed off. They set out to assassinate Star Trek at the beginning of the third season, to make sure that the ratings would be so bad that no reasonable person could blame them for finally canceling it.

Their demographic studies told them that Star Trek’s main audiences were children, teenagers and young adults in their twenties. So they slotted the show at 10:00 P.M. on Friday night, when most of the kiddies had been put to bed, and most of the teenagers and young adults were out on weekend dates. As a bit of insurance, they hired a new producer whose lack of understanding of what science fiction was all about would later be proven by his work as the producer of Space: 1999’s disastrous final season.

This time, the Powers-That-Be finally had their way. The third season’s ratings were so bad that no amount of letter writing could save the show again. Star Trek was canceled and no doubt, they thought that was the end of it.

How wrong they were.

Network and studio heads may not be idiots, but they’re not exactly Einsteins either. In the case of Star Trek, they failed to understand the true implications of their own numbers.

True, Star Trek had always been a ratings failure by network prime-time standards. But in those days, before the advent of cable channels fragmented the prime-time audience, those ratings meant that this “failure” was still watched by twenty million people a week for three years.

Ironically enough, the fact that Roddenberry was able to beat the system for three full seasons ended up enriching Paramount enormously. Three seasons’ worth of programs is what you need to sell a viable syndication package, and from the time of its cancellation as a prime-time show until the present day, Star Trek reruns have been a staple of local syndication markets.

A show that flopped in prime time became the greatest syndication success in television history. Star Trek wouldn’t die. It was so successful in syndication that it finally spawned a series of high-budget motion pictures. Successful films had from time to time spawned TV series, but Star Trek was the first to have reversed the process.

Indeed, Star Trek now exists in multiple incarnations. Feature films, spin-off series, scores of novelizations, comic books and, with a little button-pushing on your remote, you can probably still tune in reruns of the original TV show too!

How could this possibly happen? After all, hundreds of TV series have run three seasons or more and gone into syndication, but none have taken on a life after prime-time death like Star Trek’s. Perhaps the Hollywood Powers-That-Be should be pardoned for failing to anticipate the incredible.

How could they have known?

The conditions that created this phenomenon didn’t exist when it began. Before Star Trek, there was no mass audience for science fiction.

Star Trek created it.

At the time that Gene Roddenberry began putting together the Star Trek project, science fiction had long languished in cultural obscurity.

The genre had been born as an offshoot of the pulp adventure magazines in the 1920s, and in the middle of the 1960s there were a handful of science fiction magazines—none of them with a circulation much above 100,000, and less than two hundred science fiction books published annually. Five thousand copies was quite a nice sale for an SF hardcover, and 100,000 sales made a paperback a big winner.

There had been a few successful major SF films like Metropolis, The War of the Worlds and The Day the Earth Stood Still, and some artistically successful B-movies like Forbidden Planet, This Island Earth and The Power, but generally speaking, SF films, or “sci-fi flicks,” as they were more generally known, were B-movies featuring tacky monsters from outer space or other venues, typified by The Creature from the Black Lagoon and The Thing, in which John W. Campbell’s subtle masterpiece, Who Goes There?, was turned into a monster movie featuring James Arness as a savage, carnivorous carrot.

When it came to TV, The Twilight Zone had been a long-running success, though most of the episodes were only borderline SF, and The Outer Limits, while it had done some serious SF, had relied heavily on monsters.

True, the devoted core of regular readers knew that inside the sleazy covers of those magazines and paperbacks there existed a universe of literally infinite literary possibility, that some of the finest American writers had done their best work therein for decades, and that what passed for “sci-fi movies” was only a pale shadow of the real stuff.

But the general public, when it thought of science fiction at all, thought of mad scientists, crazed robots and bug-eyed monsters, and the Hollywood Powers-That-Be viewed SF as low-budget monster movies aimed at a modest-sized cult audience.

How this situation evolved could be, and has been, the subject of whole books, Science Fiction in the Real World being one of them, and is far too complex a story to go into here, but for present purposes the point is that, by the 1960s, science fiction had evolved into something largely impenetrable to anyone who was not a regular science fiction reader.

The real stuff dealt with alien civilizations, faster-than-light space travel, mutated consciousness, time travel, alternate universes, relativity theory, synthetic religions, outre biology, the frontiers of psychology, speculative science, political theory and cybernetics. And because it had been written for a limited, educated, in-group audience for so long, it had long since come to be written without compromise, without any real attempt to make it transparent to anyone unfamiliar with the conventions, imagery and secret language.

This, in a way, was a literary strength. Most science fiction writers felt they had no chance of reaching a general audience, so they felt free to write for a theoretical ideal audience—the fans and regular readers, who understood the conventions and the special language, for whom the recondite imagery held meaning, who were, generally speaking, scientifically literate, who did not have to be persuaded that space travel lay in the realm of the realistically possible, who were already convinced that there must be other intelligent beings out there somewhere. This enabled science fiction writers at their best to produce work without intellectual compromise.

But this literary strength was a commercial weakness. It made much of even the best SF largely incomprehensible to a general audience. And when writers did try to reach a wider audience, they usually did it by watering the stuff down, by simplifying it, by bringing it closer to the here and now; in a way, by patronizing the general public.

These were the conditions that Gene Roddenberry faced when he set out to do a science fiction TV series. And two further problems as well, which were interrelated.

The first problem was that the anthology series was a dead form as far as prime-time TV was concerned; that is, the series in which each episode was, was a self-contained story with its own cast of characters. Since science fiction is inherently a literature built around surprise, novelty and the attendant sense of wonder, the anthology series was the ideal form for televised SF, and indeed, the only two successful SF TV series, Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits, had been anthologies.

But what the networks wanted were series that used familiarity to retain and build audience share, episodic series in which the same main characters appeared each week in a familiar format and setting, characters who could not really be changed by the events of each week’s episode, a requirement that would seem to be the esthetic antithesis of the central appeal of science fiction.

Then too, science fiction was expensive to film. Space ships. Other worlds. Alien civilizations. No problem when you’re writing short stories and novels, but when you have to build the sets, create the costumes and the makeup and do the special effects processing, the budget becomes prohibitive when you’re talking about a time when $200,000 was about the top for an hour-long show. Not to mention the problem of doing it all on a timetable that enables you to do twenty-six episodes a season on a six-day shooting schedule for each.

The genius of Gene Roddenberry was that he was able to look at these problems, these creative restrictions, and, by making one big leap of faith, let them determine a series format that turned them into strengths.

It would be futile to attempt a science fiction anthology series. The networks weren’t buying anthologies, and besides, you simply couldn’t create sets, makeup and special effects for a new science fiction setting every week at $200,000 an episode without descending to tacky sleaze. No, it had to be an episodic series, and it had to use mostly reusable standing sets. But then how could you create the sense of novelty and sense of wonder each week that was the core esthetic effect of science fiction?

The answer to that one was the solution to all the problems via the required leap of faith.

Set the whole thing aboard a single spaceship. You could then do most of your shooting on standing sets. Irwin Allen had done much the same thing with a futuristic submarine in the series Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea. Network executives love one-line descriptions of a new concept told in terms of old shows when it’s time to pitch: “Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea—in outer space!”

Or better yet: “Captain Cooke in outer space.” A starship on a long voyage of exploration, completely out of touch with the Earth to save you the trouble of showing the complex civilization of the far future, so that each week the same cast of characters can confront almost anything that the writers can dream up. You can set many of the stories entirely within the standing spaceship sets. You can use the same spaceship models over and over again, even a library of standard space shots and effects.

In retrospect, it all seems quite obvious, but to conceive it at all required one big leap of faith—namely that you could persuade a mass general audience to accept an interstellar space ship as the setting for a TV series.

Roddenberry approached this problem from two directions, one dramatic, the other purely cinematic.

Give a general audience familiar character types and well-worn traditional character relationships they can readily understand, and they’ll swallow your setting, no matter how outre, for it is character relationships that draw an audience into a story, not the physical backdrop.

So . . . . The Heroic Captain—call him . . . Kirk. His sidekick, the Crusty Old Sea Doctor Bones—call him . . . McCoy. The Pragmatic Grumbling Engineer—call him . . . what else? Scotty.

Any audience would accept such
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