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Tales of Tomorrow: The Television Series

Tales of Tomorrow, premiering August 3, 1951 on ABC, was an anthology that introduced viewers to tales of strange and surreal happenings using both contemporary and period stories. George F. Foley, Jr. and Mort Abrahams produced the series. Tales of Tomorrow presented a variety of science fiction and other speculative fiction stories similar to the later anthologies - The Outer Limits and Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone.

This book chronicles all the television episodes of the series and, where applicable, details the short stories that inspired them. It also describes the episodes for the short-lived radio version of the television series. In addition, there is a section about stories that were considered but never produced for the TV series, including one authored by Rod Serling. An appendix describes Out There, a science fiction show that CBS introduced as that network’s answer to Tales of Tomorrow.

Science fiction is one type of speculative fiction that deals with scenarios that do not currently exist such as advanced robots, outer space aliens, time travel, mutants, and other manifestations of science run amok. Other types of speculative fiction include fantasy, horror, dystopian tales that take place in a highly problematic society, and apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic stories about the end of the world or the survivors of a worldwide cataclysm. While Tales of Tomorrow mainly presented science fiction stories, sometimes it aired horror, apocalyptic, and post-apocalyptic yarns.

Tales of Tomorrow was originally called Tomorrow Is Yours. In an interview with Jay Allen Sanford in May 1990, Mort Abrahams recalled that he put together a coalition of top science fiction writers like Ray Bradbury and Theodore Sturgeon to form the Science Fiction League of America.1 The coalition gave him access to thousands of stories. The producers relied on such stories more for episodes from the first season and less for second season shows. In the second season, the series used many original scripts from writers like Mann Rubin and Frank De Felitta.

Mort Abrahams came to Tales of Tomorrow after producing the series Tom Corbett, Space Cadet. He would later help produce the anthology General Electric Theater as well as the spy series The Man from U.N.C.L.E. He was an associate producer for the film Planet of the Apes and the sequel, Beneath the Planet of the Apes.

Producer George F. Foley started his career as a lawyer before joining the Coast Guard as a combat correspondent. After being discharged, he tried advertising and helped to develop such shows as Danger, Suspense, and Mr. I Magination. He then became a package producer for television.

In speaking to The New York Times about the series, Foley opined that “The technique of our show is plain old suspense melodrama. Basically the story concerns both people and emotions in conflict. Our major problem is staging the scientific elements so they don’t interfere with the basic human elements of the story. The science fiction part is the gimmick which makes it interesting to the audience.”2

Tales of Tomorrow aired live on ABC each Friday at 9:30 pm from the network’s New York City studio. Originally the series aired every other week alternating with ABC’s Versatile Varieties. Several episodes of the series still exist because of the kinescope process which involved pointing a recording camera at a television set as the show aired, filming it for later broadcast to West Coast viewers. This book presents summaries of those episodes still available on kinescope. In cases, where the episode no longer exists, scripts or newspaper descriptions are used to describe the story line and cast of characters. Where a Tales of Tomorrow episode was based on a science fiction short story, that story is also summarized so readers can ascertain the differences between the TV installment and the story which inspired it.


Tales of Tomorrow was sponsored for most of its run by Jacques Kreisler Manufacturing Corporation, a maker of watch bands, and by Masland Carpets on alternating weeks. Robert F. Lewine, radio and television director of the Hirshon-Garfield Agency, an advertising agency, indicated four main reasons the series was broadcast live instead of being filmed:3

1.Film would deprive us of name appeal. Evidently, it was easier for top performers to be scheduled for a live show than for one on film. Related to this, stars would have to receive residuals for reruns of filmed episodes. Apparently, no one thought that the kinescopes of live presentations would ever be rerun.

2.Commercials would be frozen. The advertisers wanted live commercials, not ones on film. Lewine indicated that the seasonal nature of the products made it necessary to retain live commercials.

3.Time clearances would not be improved. The thinking was that if the series was on film, a network advertiser would pre-empt the advertising agency commercials in major television markets with multiple stations.

4.Sense of immediacy would be lost. The advertising agency was convinced that film would give the viewers less psychological immediacy.

Ironically, after Tales of Tomorrow was canceled by ABC, George Foley sought to make twenty-six half hour episodes filmed in color. The episodes would apparently have emphasized drama over outer space stories.4

Tales of Tomorrow was the first science fiction series aimed primarily at adults. Most previous science fiction shows on early TV were for youngsters. They included Buck Rogers in the 25th Century which ran on ABC from 1950 to 1951; Captain Video and His Video Rangers which appeared on the DuMont Television network beginning in 1949; and Space Patrol that aired from 1950 to 1955.

However, prior to Tales of Tomorrow, there were some episodes of regular prime-time anthology series that fell into the category of science fiction stories aimed at adults.



An illustration of Joe McSween’s Atomic Machine from Collier’s Weekly.

The anthology, The Actors Studio, presented several fantasy and horror tales. The closest the series got to science fiction was an episode titled, “Joe McSween’s Atomic Machine.” The original story was written by Richard P. Gehman. Initially published in Collier’s Weekly in December 1946, the tale focused on Joe McSween (Conrad Janis) and his buddy, Al Niles (James Stephens), who both live in Parkview U.S.A. and who, after military service, both got jobs at Turnball Fabrications – a plastic manufacturer. Joe is assigned to the X department, a top-secret project, where he works with a machine that is seven stories high. He works in front of an instrument panel, pressing a few buttons, turning some dials, and pulling a lever. He goes through the same motions every hour from 8:00 am to 5:00 pm. During his lunch hour, Al, who works in the shipping department, talks with Joe, who is frustrated with his job having no idea what the machine he runs actually does. Al tells him the machine is a fabricator but doesn’t know what it fabricates. Joe would like to work at his old job where he could see the end product of his work. Al advises his friend not to quit since he is making more money at his job, enough so that he can marry his girlfriend Aggie (Nancy Franklin) someday.

To take his mind off the job, he starts to invent something telling his girlfriend that he will have to see her only two times a week instead of six times. Joe won’t explain to anyone exactly what he is doing in his basement, but he does show his work to Al. Joe turns the machine on, and it begins to run with a great clanking of gears. The machine makes nothing; it just runs. Aggie, crouching by the cellar window, believes that her boyfriend has created a secret invention.

Joe wanted to construct a machine that he could control, instead of, like at work, a machine controlling him. Word spreads around town about Joe’s invention. Not satisfied with Joe’s answers about his creation, the local newspaper does an article about Joe’s “atomic machine” as being the key to the universe.

The town council appropriates money for a statue of Joe’s father holding Joe as an infant with the baby clutching a full-sized atom in his fist. The governor orders an investigation into Joe’s creation and calls out the national guard to go to Joe’s house and protect the top-secret machine. A National Guard lieutenant asks Joe for his documentation on his creation. Joe says he has none, it is all in his head. Joe attempts to explain what he created but instead just turns it on and lets it run. He then tries to smash the machine with a wrench, but the soldiers stop him.

Joe tries to convince Aggie that there is no atomic machine. He asks Al to explain to everyone that the machine was built only for his amusement and doesn’t do anything. Nonetheless, Al now believes the machine has a secret purpose. He tells Joe that Turnball Fabrications says that he can stay at home and work on his invention and still be paid his regular salary. When Joe responds that he doesn’t know how to make an atomic anything, Al replies that Joe will learn. Aggie says that the entire nation will wait years if necessary.

The episode, adapted by Michael Zeamer from the short story titled “The Machine,” initially aired March 6, 1949. The short story was later published in 13 Great Stories of Science Fiction edited by Groff Conklin in 1960.

Lights Out, based on the radio series created by Wyllis Cooper, aired psychological dramas as well as episodes of speculative fiction. Some episodes presented science fiction stories.

The March 6, 1950 installment of Lights Out was based on a story, “The Strange Case of John Kingman,” by Murray Leinster (Will Jenkins) which first appeared in Astounding Science Fiction in May 1948.

John Kingman has been institutionalized at Meadville Mental Hospital in Pennsylvania for several years. He has been diagnosed as paranoid and does not speak English. He also has six fingers on each hand. Dr. Braden takes over his care and inquires as to when Kingman was first admitted to the hospital. He eventually discovers that Kingman was first admitted in 1786 and so has been at the facility for 162 years.

The doctor wants to give Kingman a complete physical examination. While undergoing the examination, Kingman presents the X-ray technician with a drawing for an advanced X-ray machine. The doctor finds that his patient has two hearts and three extra ribs on each side.

Later, Kingman gives Braden a diagram showing a process to produce atomic energy. Braden concludes that his patient is not a human but an alien from outer space. Given Braden’s findings and Kingman’s knowledge of atomic energy, scores of scientists and psychiatrists descend on the hospital to study Kingman.


Braden tells the group that they cannot really trust what Kingman depicts for them since he is paranoid and regards humans as a lower life form. The doctor wants to give John Kingman experimental drug treatment. When Braden injects the drugs, Kingman begins having convulsions and is unconscious for three weeks. When he regains consciousness, he begins to talk and to learn English. He does not remember who he was and no longer has a superior attitude toward others. Also, he no longer recalls the secrets to atomic energy. He begins working in the hospital’s records department and is perfectly happy.

Based on a story by science fiction writer Henry Kuttner titled “Don’t Look Now,” Lights Out aired “Martian Eyes” on October 30, 1950. Kuttner, born in Los Angeles in 1915, authored many stories in the 1940s and 1950s with his wife, C. L. Moore. Most of these stories were published under pseudonyms Lewis Padgett and Lawrence O’Donnell. In addition to this Lights Out episode, Kuttner stories were the basis for two episodes of Tales of Tomorrow.

“Martian Eyes” starred Burgess Meredith as Professor Lyman, researching Mars, who believes that a man in a bar is a Martian. He talks with a photographer at the bar named Sorrel (David Lewis) telling him that Martians hypnotize earthlings, want war on this planet, and have a third eye in the middle of their foreheads. The third eye can only be seen with infrared lighting. Sorrel is intrigued with Lyman’s description of the third eye saying that, after developing a photo he took with an infrared camera, he saw such an eye on a person.

Sorrel invites the professor to his studio to view the photograph. Lyman phones Sorrel telling him that the man he claimed to be a Martian is following him but he thinks he shook him off. Nonetheless, the man shows up at Sorrel’s studio. The man advises Sorrel that he wants Lyman committed to an institution for the mentally insane. While Sorrel is in his darkroom retrieving the photo he took, Lyman comes in and kills the man. Sorrel wants to make certain that the man was a Martian. Using infrared, he takes a photo of the dead man. When developed, there is no third eye. Sorrel tells Lyman that he made a mistake about the man. In the basement of the studio, Lyman has dug two graves – one for the dead man and one for Sorrel. The final scene shows Lyman with a third eye on his forehead.

The aforementioned Wyllis Cooper produced TV series presenting speculative fiction tales in the late 1940s and early 1950s including some science fiction stories. All the series were short-lived. They included Volume One (ABC, June 16, 1949 to July 21, 1949), Escape (CBS, January 5, 1950 to March 30, 1950), and Stage 13 (CBS, April 19, 1950 to June 28, 1950).

From the man who created the radio anthology, Lights Out, came the provocative drama Volume One – a six-part series of psychological thrillers and science fiction tales. Originally the title was Quiet, Please! named after Wyllis Cooper’s radio series of the same name. Volume One premiered on ABC, Thursdays at 9:30 pm. Cooper not only wrote and produced the series but also introduced each episode.

While details about most of the episodes are unavailable, episode number four fell into the category of science fiction. “Number Four” of the series starred Nancy Sheridan as a female senator and James Monks as an astronomer in a strange tale about relationships. The senator whose first name is Ruth and the astronomer whose name is Reed were previously married. Under the pretense of touring the astronomical observatory, 8000 feet above the ground, Ruth admits that she misses her ex-husband and wants him to return with her to Washington D.C. The senator, in a position of power in Washington, makes it clear that if he doesn’t return, he will lose his current job. He refuses to leave.

Reed rotates the observatory dome and turns off the lights to highlight a nebula that is seventy light years away. He encourages Ruth to go out on the catwalk to have a better view of the stars. She wants him to turn off the telescope now that she realizes how insignificant earth is compared to the rest of the universe. Reed says he cannot be taken away from his job because he has “friends” in the cosmos. Reed goes on to announce that he has a new love – a jealous one. Ruth replies saying that Reed is a “fool” and that she will ruin him. A woman’s large face appears on the observatory’s deck. Ruth screams. Reed disappears leaving behind only his scarf.

Escape presented “The Diamond Lens,” broadcast on January 19, 1950, which was based on a science fiction story by nineteenth-century writer, Fitz-James O’Brien. The original story focused on a young man who is obsessed with microscopes and the exploration of the tiny world that they reveal. The story later served as the basis for a March 14, 1952 episode of Tales of Tomorrow.

Cooper also created a series for CBS titled Stage 13 which included science fiction stories like a May 10, 1950 entry called “Never Murder Your Grandfather.” Two young men played by Leslie Nielsen and Robert Gallagher invent a time machine. Traveling backward in time, one of the men decides to eradicate the other by killing his grandfather before the grandfather has any children. His motive for the killing is to make the time machine all his own.

“Permission to Kill” (May 17, 1950) on Stage 13 focused on a future society which permits each of its citizens to receive a license to murder one person a year. In 1994, a mutually distrustful couple, played by Alice Reinhart and Daniel Morgan, have a murder license to kill one person. Guess who each plan to kill? The husband ends up murdering his wife but is put on trial. The reason for the trial is not the murder but the fact that he drowned himself after the homicide. Where the trial took place was never clarified for the viewer.

Finally, the anthology produced by MCA, Stars Over Hollywood, presented adaptations of several stories by Nelson Bond. For example, the January 3, 1951 entry for the anthology, “My Nephew Norvell,” was adapted by Sidney Field from a Nelson Bond story. Joe Grady, about thirty-five, comes back to his apartment building to learn from his landlady, Mrs. McGill, that his nephew is in his apartment. The problem is that Joe doesn’t have a nephew. When he goes to his place, he finds a note reading: “Sorry. I can’t wait. Power running low. Must refill stellium cartridge. Will return later.”5

Joe shows Mrs. McGill that there is no one in his apartment. His landlady insists that, after the nephew arrived, no one left the building.

Subsequently, Joe meets his fiancée, Winifred, in the park. They discuss Joe leaving his employer, General Engineers, to work on his own. Winnie doesn’t think that it is a good idea and threatens to call off their engagement.

When Joe returns to his apartment, Mrs. McGill says that his nephew is still there. This time Joe sees Norvell, a young man of about twenty-two. Norvell wonders why his uncle is living in an apartment building instead of one of his mansions. Joe is confused. To make sure that his uncle is really Joe Grady, Norvell goes down a list of events in Joe’s life including the fact that Joe married in 1956 in Sandusky, Ohio. Norvell states that he is from the year 2003 and that he is really Joe’s great grand-nephew. He goes on to say that he is working on Joe’s biography and that his family owes its fame and fortune to Joe. Apparently, in the 1960s, Joe created the Hertzian modifier, a counter-gravitational tube, and the hypatomic motor – all of which made space flight possible.

Joe is perplexed to say the least. Norvell begins diagramming the various inventions that he just described. Joe responds that he is no genius – just a normal mechanical engineer, but with the diagrams that Norvell made, Joe thinks he could start to create the various instruments. He asks his nephew to go back to the future to obtain detailed blueprints of the items to help him build them. Norvell promises to return soon.

The following day at work, Joe tells his secretary Doris that he is going to quit and go out on his own. Later, that day, he returns home and sees a note from Norvell that his nephew is having trouble finding the blueprints. Norvell has left him $12,000 to use until he returns.

Joe informs Winnie about quitting his job which she thinks is a big mistake. He also shows her the money that Norvell left him. Winnie returns his engagement ring. Joe leaves her sitting on the park bench.

The next day, Joe receives a panicked phone call from Doris, telling him to come into the office as soon as possible because he has been charged with theft from the company. When he arrives, he finds a police detective there with his former fiancée. Mr. Squeer, the boss, says that Joe broke into the company the previous night and stole plans selling them to an outside interest in return for the cash he showed Winnie. The detective indicates that the money is counterfeit since the serial numbers on it show that it will not be issued for another decade.

A week later, Joe and Doris are strolling through the park. He has been released from custody since Squeer had located the supposedly stolen plans and since there is no proof that he counterfeited the money. Doris mentions that she and her family are from Sandusky, Ohio and that she and Joe should move there. Her father has a tool shed in the back yard that can be converted into a laboratory for Joe. Joe says he can use the diagrams that Norvell originally made to develop the mechanisms for which he is credited in the future as having invented.



Season One of Tales of Tomorrow

“Verdict from Space” – August 3, 1951

Cast: Lon McCallister as Gordon Kent

Writer: Theodore Sturgeon

Director: Leonard Valenta

“Verdict from Space” was the premiere episode of the series set in Morgan County, Maine where Gordon Kent is on trial for murdering Professor Sykes, a scientist. No one believes Kent’s story about how the death of the professor came about.

Flashbacks reveal what happened. Sykes came to Kent’s workshop to ask him to open a metal door in a cave in order to reveal secrets from the past. Inside the cave is a machine that has recorded every physical disturbance to the earth such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and atomic bomb explosions for the past million years. The professor gives Kent $5000 for his work. Initially, the professor had found the machine when the door was open but now it is closed.

When the two find the cave with the door, Kent opens it by applying heat. Kent discovers that part of the machine inside is a transmitter. As the machine records an atomic bomb test, Kent is able to escape from the cavern, but the professor is injured and dies from a cave in. Flashing forward, the jury finds Kent guilty of murder. He makes an impassioned speech that some beings in space are going to arrive on earth since earthlings have invented the atomic bomb which is seen by the extraterrestrials as a threat to them. As he speaks, overhead there is the sound of thousands of space ships entering earth’s atmosphere.


The invention of the atomic bomb and its consequences is a prevalent theme in many episodes of the series as well as in other anthologies at the time.

This episode was based on “The Sky Was Full of Ships” by Theodore Sturgeon published in the June 1947 issue of Thrilling Wonder Stories. The TV presentation generally follows the short story with some exceptions. The main character’s last name is spelled “Kemp” in the story itself but the introductory blurb for the story reads “Kent” like the TV episode. Kemp or Kent is facing a coroner’s jury about the death of Alessandro Sykes who had hired Kent to use his concentrated atomic torch to drill through a metal door covering the entrance to a cave found near Switchpath, Arizona. Sykes is an archeologist who had been exploring for Indian artifacts in the desert when he came across a hidden cave housing a transmitter and a recorder. The last time the transmitter worked was after an atom bomb test on earth. When Kent finally cuts through the door, Sykes finds that the recording tape has been replaced with a new tape. Sykes and Kent have to escape the cave when the machines begin to melt and the cave fills up with lava. Sykes postulates that whoever placed the machines in the cave now know that humans have reached the atomic age and the only way to stop further uses of atomic energy on earth is to kill all humans. The experience of seeing the cave fill up with lava is so traumatizing to Sykes that he dies. The building where the coroner’s inquiry is being held catches on fire and “the sky is full of ships.”

“Blunder” – August 10, 1951

Cast: Robert Allen as Carl

Anne Loring as Jane

Story: Philip Wylie

Adapter: Charles O’Neill

Director: Leonard Valenta


The second episode of Tales of Tomorrow, “Blunder,” concerned a scientist in the Arctic, Carl Everson, who plans to set off an experiment – a low controlled nuclear reaction, to create a natural furnace to provide power to all of Scandinavia. His wife, Jane is concerned that the experiment may be more dangerous than her husband is saying because it could cut off all the oxygen on earth.

In London, a scientist believes Mrs. Everson is correct about the danger. Also, a scientist in Princeton, New Jersey shares the same concern. He contacts the president to try to stop the nuclear reaction. Carl Everson has cut off all communication with the outside world so as not to be disturbed. Right before the scheduled time for the experiment, Jane Everson tries to turn on the radio, but her husband stops her. Meanwhile, the scientists from England take a plane to the Arctic hoping to stop Everson. The experiment goes off as scheduled with a large nuclear explosion as the screen fades to black.

The short story, “Blunder: A Story of the End of the World,” was published in the January 12, 1946 issue of Collier’s. The story had several differences from the television play. It is set in late May, early June in 1974 where two scientists – Carl Everson, Chairman of Physics at the Oslo Institute, and Hugh Dunn, Dean of Engineering at Glasgow and a Nobel Laureate, are in the Arctic region near the North Pole. They plan to produce cheap electric power for Scandinavia based on two assumptions: volcanic phenomenon is radioactive and certain types of volcanic rock can produce steam. They intend to disintegrate a bismuth band in a mine in such a way to start a slow hot atomic chain reaction. The process would burn for centuries and, since the mine is near the sea, steam from the volcanic rocks could be harnessed as a cheap power source.

Nevertheless, bismuth fusion is relatively new and, research is still ongoing with many governments around the world keeping the subject a secret. The two scientists have rigged a detonator and cable into a mine shaft. They set off the explosion and go to lunch.


Chandra Lalunal, a physicist in India, reads an article titled, “Inquiries into the Binding Fractions of Bismuth” written by Everson and Dunn. Having studied the subject himself, he identifies a mathematical error made by the two scientists. Lalunal seeks to tell the world about the mistake but cannot get anyone’s attention for a radio broadcast on physics. Another scientist, Jeffrey Stackpole in the United States also sees the error in Everson
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