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Introduction

 

LIFE



H. G. Wells would likely be disappointed to know that he is remembered primarily as a science-fiction author on the basis of four novels that came out at the beginning of his career, all of which are included in this book. Much of this fame is predicated on film adaptations that are seldom faithful to his novels. In his lifetime, Wells’s fame as a political activist and a scholar rivaled his fame as a science-fiction author.

Herbert George Wells was born in Bromley, county Kent, on September 21, 1866. His father, Joseph, was a shopkeeper and professional cricket player, and his mother, Sarah Neal, was a housekeeper. They were members of the struggling middle class, a group often depicted in Wells’s stories. Wells attended school until his parents’ financial hardships forced him to leave. To help out, he worked first as an apprentice draper and later as a chemist’s assistant. He was miserable and failed at both, and in 1883 he returned to Midhurst Grammar School as a pupil-teacher. The following year he earned a scholarship to the Normal School of Science, where he studied biology. Wells lost his scholarship when he failed his geology exams, but he eventually earned a degree from the University of London External. The Normal School is where his politics and his literary career began to flourish. Wells joined the debating society and founded two literary journals. He began to think of the future, and to imagine new literary and political paradigms. Wells supported pacifist movements and joined the Fabian Society, which espoused democratic socialism via nonrevolutionary means. He argued that, as technology made war increasingly catastrophic, eventually war would have to be eliminated. As his political views developed, Wells adopted ever more controversial positions. He came out in support of eugenics, the idea that less-intelligent people should be sterilized.

Wells was not a Marxist, but he was a socialist. He supported Lenin’s revolution in Russia. Although he thought Stalin was too rigid, Wells refused to condemn him as a tyrant, portraying him instead as the victim of character assassination. His primary political belief was his support of a one-world government, a socialist utopia where war and conflict had been eliminated, and the world was ruled by scientists, engineers, and philosophers. In the middle of his life Wells was a powerful voice on the international stage. He even helped to draft the charter of the League of Nations with the hope that it would help advance his utopian state. Wells had several affairs—with his second wife’s assent—mostly with prominent female authors and political activists, and he fathered a son and a daughter out of wedlock. He came to represent the worst excesses of “free thinking” to conservative Britain. His views were eventually too extreme for most people and, as time went on, Wells became more and more politically marginalized.

His literary career began about the same time as his debating career. A story he had published in one of his journals, “The Chronic Argonauts,” became The Time Machine and was serialized as a novel in 1895 in the journal The New Review. Later that year it came out as a book. Several more novels followed. Most of them were not science fiction. They dealt with social issues, particularly the struggles of the working classes. Wells wrote fifty novels and seventy works of nonfiction, plus dozens more short stories, articles, essays, and lectures. His most famous nonfiction work was his three-volume The Outline of History. He was dissatisfied with the quality of the textbooks in Britain at the end of World War I, as he found them to be inaccurate and overly nationalistic. The Outline of History was one of Wells’s biggest literary successes; it sold one million copies in its first year and made Wells more famous as a scholar than as a science-fiction writer. It also made him wealthy, which gave him a platform for his political activism. The Outline of History is what Casper Gutman in The Maltese Falcon has in mind when he says to Sam Spade, “This is history—not Mr. Wells’s history, but history nonetheless.” The Outline of History is still in print today.

THE SIX NOVELS



The six novels in this collection were all published between 1895 and 1904, early in Wells’s career, when his political ideas and his literary skills were still being formed. Yet it is four of these novels—The Time Machine, The Island of Dr. Moreau, The Invisible Man, and The War of the Worlds—upon which Wells’s fame rests. The other two, The First Men in the Moon and The Food of the Gods, are less well known but match his early work both in terms of style and political philosophy.

Three concepts link these six novels. The first is Wells’s political activism, centered around his socialist ideals and his yearning for a utopian single-world state. The second is Wells’s career as a futurist, a writer not only of science fiction but also of speculative nonfiction. The final, and most important, way to look at these six novels is as the works of a master storyteller.

UTOPIA AND DYSTOPIA



Wells cannot be easily pigeonholed stylistically or even thematically. E. M. Forster thought his predictions for the future and technology were far too optimistic. Forster said he wrote his science-fiction short story “The Machine Stops,” in which he saw advances in technology as isolating us further from one another, as a rebuttal to what he saw as Wells’s sunny view of technology and the future. (Forster was almost as prescient a writer as Wells: in this story, written in 1909, he predicts the invention of television, tablet computers, video conferencing, and to a certain  extent the Internet itself.) However, much scholarly work devoted to Wells has been focused on his position as an early writer of dystopian science fiction.

These contradictions exist in Wells’s writings. His science-fiction books seem, on the whole, depressing. They often predict a harsh and cruel future for humankind. But he was at heart, at least in his early career, a utopian. He believed early on that the history of the world was an inexorable march toward a socialist paradise, where war and inequality would be eliminated forever. It was toward the end of his career, long after these six books were written, that he became a pessimist and suggested that it might be better if people were wiped off the face of the earth to be replaced by another, more worthy species. At the time he wrote the books in this collection, both his politics and his philosophy gave him hope for the future.

Each of these six novels reveal a bit of Wells’s politics: his yearning for a socialist utopia or, at the very least, his disgust with his current world. Sometimes, as with The First Men in the Moon or The Food of the Gods, Wells gives us brief glimpses of what that utopia might look like. In The Invisible Man and The Island of Dr. Moreau, Wells shows us a degenerate society and one in which (far worse) science is debased. The War of the Worlds shows us how quickly humans could degenerate in the face of crisis, and suggests that we would be as insects, or at best cattle, to a more technologically advanced species. The most frightening world Wells creates, however, is in The Time Machine, when he shows us a split earth in which, on the surface, the decadence of a utopia with no hardships has, over generations, created a race of humans who have devolved into puny creatures, both mentally and physically, while below the surface generations of toil has created a second race of humans that are animalistic cannibals.

Wells envisioned a utopia run by scientists, philosophers, and engineers. He was fiercely antidemocratic, because he believed that the average citizen was too foolish to be entrusted with governance. This appears in his novels in a number of ways. For instance, The Invisible Man is as much as anything the story of Ipping, a small town in rural England. The “stranger,” as he is known through the first part of the book, is insignificant. The superstition and ignorance of the country folk is the story. In The Invisible Man, Wells also shows his disdain for democracy. When the stranger begins to show himself to be a threat, the people of Ipping are unable to do anything at first because they have to do it democratically: “The Anglo-Saxon genius for parliamentary government asserted itself; there was a great deal of talk and no decisive action.” Nonscientists were too stupid to figure out what to do; however, once stirred to action, the country bumpkins acted without question and were effective.

In Wells’s books, scientists are a race above everyone else. They are strange, eccentric, sometimes absentminded, and socially inept—but they are always superior to everyone around them. They are the only people capable of seeing the world rationally. They are the only people who see the unvarnished truth behind what Wells perceived as the petty delusions of contemporary people. The Food of the Gods is the best example of this. It is a tragicomedy that is almost Jacobean in its scope, a story of unintended consequences in which a pair of scientists discover a formula that makes things grow bigger than normal. Naively, one of them suggests that it might make a good addition to infant formula for underweight newborns. The result is a series of outbreaks of bigness—of giant wasps, giant rats, and, most alarming of all, giant babies. The Food of the Gods is peopled, as are other Wells novels, with country bumpkins who have no appreciation for science. These people always get in the way of science and muck up things that they are too simple to grasp. But in The Food of the Gods they are also comical. Wells gives them thick accents, ridicules their passions, and makes them comic drivers of the action. The rustics of Cheasing Eyebright are typical of Wells’s disdain for common people. The narrator expresses fondness for the vicar, confused and unprepared as he was for the giant child he was forced to minister to. The vicar bemoans “the Horrors of the Age . . . Democracy and Secular Education and Sky Scrapers, and the American Invasion, the Scrappy Reading of the Public, and the disappearance of any taste at all.” The fat, traditional vicar with his dog Latin and his library of ancient books finds a warm place in Wells’s heart, but everyone else in the village is small in every way—small-minded, small-bodied, small-souled.

One of the more interesting aspects of The Food of the Gods is not the future it imagines but the past that it exposes. The cottagers of this part of the story, living at the end of the nineteenth century, are still living a feudal existence. They rely upon the lady of the manor, Lady Wondershoot (whom Wells calls “the local tyrant”) for everything—shelter, food, clothing, and (through her agent, the vicar) the thoughts in their heads. When the giant baby Albert becomes known to her, her primary concern is how to dispatch her feudal obligation to provide for the child. She is particularly concerned about how much the baby eats and how to supply a giant with the clothes she is duty-bound to provide. The symbol of a corrupt and vanishing class, Lady Wondershoot is a socialist’s comic example of the tyranny of privilege.

The Food of the Gods also gives Wells an opportunity to poke fun at scientists. Redwood and Bensington, who discover the Food of the Gods, are described by the nameless narrator as:


Quite Ordinary Persons you perceive, both of them, outside their science. And that you will find is the case with most “scientists” as a class the world over. What there is great of them is an annoyance to their fellow scientists and a mystery to the general public, and what is not evident.

There is no doubt about what is not great, no race of men have such obvious littleness. They live in a narrow world so far as their human intercourse goes; their researches involve infinite attention and almost monastic seclusion; and what is left over is not very much. To witness some queer, shy, misshapen, greyheaded, self-important, little discoverer of great discoveries, ridiculously adorned with the wide ribbon of some order of chivalry . . . such things force one to realize the unfaltering littleness of me.



Later he says of them: “Nothing destroys the powers of general observation quite so much as a life of experimental science.” They are comic pedants whose type stems from at least Renaissance satire.

Professor Cavor from The First Men in the Moon, with his frumpy dress, breeches, and cricket cap, and his complete obliviousness to the goings-on beyond the walls of his lab, is another of Wells’s great eccentrics. However, it is not all comical eccentrics in Wells’s scientific world. The Invisible Man cuts a menacing figure when alive, all wrapped up in bandages and a heavy coat with an upturned collar. He is physically strong and resolute. His wrath is fearsome because his invisibility makes him unassailable. Dr. Moreau has a terrible visage and appears as an angry god to his creations. The villainy of these scientists depends on their superiority. Of all of Wells’s scientists, the Time Traveller from The Time Machine is the most attractive. He is portrayed as an adventuresome, charming, clever, and forthright Victorian gentleman.

Littleness is a recurring theme in The Food of the Gods—littleness contrasted against the coming bigness. It took them by surprise: “No one saw the coming of Bigness in the world, as no one in all the world till centuries had passed saw, as one happening, the decline and fall of Rome.” After an initial period of amusement, nearly all the “normal” people, when faced with the new race of giants, end up fearful. At first it is the giants’ strangeness that scares them, then later it is the potential harm that they can cause, and finally it is the realization that the new giants will inevitably replace humans as the dominant species on earth that spreads panic and prompts them to begin their program of ethnic cleansing. “Change had not died out. It was only change that had changed: The new was coming in its own fashion and beyond the common understanding of man.” Eventually, however, as the giant babies became adults, the “normal” people realize that they and all their once-mighty monuments are but ants and children’s building blocks to the new race, and that unless they are stopped all that was once great will be rendered insignificant.

Wells’s god seems to be progress. For all of its scope, The Food of the Gods is probably the most hopeful story in this volume. Typical of Wells, the giants promise a new utopia once the littleness of the old world is swept away. In the final speech one of the giants says, “It’s not that we would oust the little people from the world . . . in order that we, who are no more than one step upwards from their littleness, may hold their world forever . . . We fight not for ourselves but for growth—growth that goes on forever.” Progress will not be stopped, and a better world will come of it.

Wells provides a possible vision of his ideal world in The First Men in the Moon. Through the use of an odd device, the scientist of the story, Professor Cavor, is abandoned on the moon and yet is able to radio back descriptions of lunar society to earth (though he never actually knows if his messages are being received). The moon people are insectoid, and their society resembles an ant colony. Although Wells gives Cavor a bit of human empathy and even human pride, Cavor subsumes it. He professes that the moon people are socially superior to humans. Their society is well-ordered and efficient. Theirs is a socialist paradise, and Wells makes it clear how superior this collective is to the individualist democracies of Europe and America.

Every lunar subject is trained physically into a specialization. This is not schooling but maiming, like the binding of a girl’s feet in some cultures or the operation once used to create a single-horned goat that resembled a unicorn. In the same way that Dr. Moreau maims animals to make them human, the moon dwellers maim their children to train them like bonsai trees into the perfect form for their position in society. By the time they reach adulthood, the happy workers care for nothing but their special function. In describing the sketch artist sent to help Cavor, Cavor’s interpreter says, “M’m—M’m—he—if I may say—draw. Eat little—drink little—draw. Love draw. No other thing. Hate all who not draw like him. Angry. Hate all who draw like him better. Hate most people. Hate all people who not think all world for to draw.” (Wells does not seem fond of the artistic temperament.) Unemployment in this perfectly ordered society is nonexistent. When they are out of work, moon people are simply drugged. They lay about in a blissful stupor until there was need of them again. Likely most important to Wells, the scientists and scholars are revered in this socialist paradise. They are carried around on divans and afforded entourages worthy of princes. It is a nerd’s vision of the perfect world.

By contrast, the odd world presented in The Island of Dr. Moreau is truly frightening. The disgraced vivisectionist Moreau has peopled it with creatures that he has turned into pseudo-men. By surgically altering them to walk upright, he has affected not only their physical structure but their minds as well until, eventually, they learn to talk like men. Indeed, when the narrator, Prendick, first encounters them he thinks they are men, and doesn’t quite recognize the animal characteristics they possess. The great difference between man and monkey is a larynx, Moreau says. Give an animal a larynx and teach him to walk upright and you’ve created a man. They are bound by Moreau’s laws—no eating meat, no going on all fours—which they are forced to recite over and over.

Moreau has no compunction about what he is doing, neither the painful torture he puts the animals through nor over the pathetic things he has created. Much like Dr. Frankenstein, Moreau’s immense ego will not allow him to question the morality of his actions. He is advancing science, and only fools and moralists would think him wrong for doing so. The pain he causes is inconsequential: “A mind truly open to what science has to teach must see that it is a little thing,” he says. Later he admits without shame, “I wanted—it was the only thing I wanted—to find out the extreme limit of plasticity in a living shape . . . To this day I have never troubled about the ethics of the matter.”

The Invisible Man and Dr. Moreau are the dark doppelgangers to Wells’s comic scientists such as Cavor and Redwood, but they are all removed from common society, and are strangely superior. They hold themselves above the common man, both intellectually and morally. They believe that the purity of their research is the only thing that matters, and take little heed for either the practical or moral consequences of their deeds. At times Wells seems to approve of this. He was trained as a scientist and seems to suggest that science should not be restricted by the fears and morals of common people. This is certainly a major theme in The Food of the Gods. However, The Island of Dr. Moreau and The Invisible Man warn of a science unshackled from morality, and serve as a bleak lesson in an age of great discovery. People at the end of the nineteenth century were frightened by the rapid pace of technology. Wells gives voice to this in The First Men in the Moon:


“It’s this cursed science,” I cried. “It’s the very Devil. The medieval priests and persecutors were right and the moderns are all wrong. You tamper with it—and it offers you gifts. And directly you take them it knocks you to pieces in some unexpected way.”



Wells, the socialist who warned of the fascist uprising and predicted World War II years in advance, anticipates some of the horrors of the Holocaust and the banal evil of the Nazis.

The War of the Worlds seems dystopian at first. The horrible destruction unleashed by the Martians can only be compared to the aftermaths of Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and Dresden, apocalyptic acts far in the future for Wells. However, it is really not so. The ending delivers the hopeful hint that the world has become more unified in the face of the Martian threat (a theme repeated often in science fiction, notably in the 1996 film Independence Day).

The most dystopian of Wells’s books in this collection is certainly his first. In The Time Machine, Wells postulates not what the world will look like in a hundred years or a thousand years but what it will look like in 800,000 years. The Time Traveller (he is never named) first encounters what he thinks is a communist utopia populated by a small, delicate race of humans called the Eloi. They have no knowledge beyond their immediate environment and appear to live lives of pure leisure. Neither they nor the plant life around them appear to be affected by any diseases, and they eat nothing but the fruit that grows naturally around them. The Time Traveller surmises that this is the ultimate development of the human race. With war, disease, and famine conquered there is no need for learning or, for that matter, any kind of action. In conquering all hardships, humans have condemned themselves to devolve into what is essentially a childlike state. But they are also weak and somewhat asexual. He realizes that this is a result of their lack of turmoil. Their lives are soft: “The strength of a man and the softness of a woman, the institution of the family and the differentiation of occupations are mere militant necessities of an age of physical force.” But he doesn’t think that is a bad thing. “We are kept keen on the grindstone of pain and necessity and, it seemed to me, that here was that hateful grindstone broken at last!”

Later the Time Traveller encounters and is almost killed by troglodytes called the Morlocks. Exploring their caverns, he discovers that the Morlocks are a race of human descendants who live belowground and run the machinery that keeps the upper world of the Eloi functioning. The Morlocks keep the Eloi alive only to feed off them. Every night they come up to hunt Eloi, their only source of food. The Time Traveller realizes that humans have devolved into not one race but two. The privileged classes became the Eloi, never having to work for anything and living lives of leisure, while the working classes became the Morlocks, living underground and toiling incessantly, but feeding off the Eloi who had enslaved them.

It is here in his first book that Wells is willing to subjugate rationality to morality. When the Time Traveller realizes that the Morlocks breed the Eloi for food, he tries to look at it scientifically. But he finds it too horrible:


“I tried to preserve myself from the horror that was coming upon me, by regarding it as a rigorous punishment of human selfishness. Man had been content to live in ease and delight upon the labours of his fellow man, had taken Necessity as his watchword and excuse, and in the fullness of time Necessity had come to him.”



But it doesn’t work. The Eloi are still too human, and he sympathizes with them if for no other reason than the Morlocks are hunting him too.

SPECULATION



Wells was a futurist in the sense of someone who predicts the future. Fiction has always been the primary place where visions of the future have been expressed to the broad public, and this comes primarily from Wells. He is called “the father of science fiction” precisely because he established so many of the standard science-fiction tropes. As he said in his 1901 nonfiction best-seller Anticipations of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scientific Progress on Human Life and Thought: An Experiment in Prophesy (usually just referred to as Anticipations): “Hitherto such forecasts have been presented almost invariably in the form of fiction . . . the narrative form becomes more and more a nuisance as the speculative inductions become sincerer.” Wells was far off on many of his predictions. He did not think he would see air travel in his lifetime, and he predicted that no one would ever invent a successful submarine. But Anticipations correctly envisions many of the changes to come with the invention of the motorcar, including the highway system and the disappearance of horse-drawn conveyances. His vision of the dispersed city of the future predicts the development of Los Angeles and American suburbs of the twentieth century. In 1933 he predicted the coming of World War II, and was only a year off as to when it would start. Perhaps most amazingly, Wells was the first to propose the invention of atomic weapons in his books Tono Bungay and The World Set Free. Leo Szilard, the physicist who first conceived of the nuclear reaction and patented the idea of an atomic reactor, said he got the idea from reading The World Set Free.

The War of the Worlds was the most prescient of these early books. It predicted much of modern warfare—tanks, aerial bombardment, and poisonous gas attacks. Much of what Wells predicted in this book would appear just a few years later in World War I. He also predicted cyborgs (or perhaps drones): the Martians are all brain. They use different machines as interchangeable bodies with which to do physical labor or perform certain tasks.

Most of the other predictions in his early novels have never come to pass. There is no antigravity Cavorite. Nobody has invented a time machine, made himself invisible, or turned animals into men. We have not been invaded by Martians, and giant babies have yet to roam the earth. It is probably for this reason that Wells’s stories are still popular—they are still fantastic. Science fiction often gets overtaken by the future. Jules Verne’s submarine was fantastic at the time of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, but it ceased being so by the time the German U-boat U-20 sank the Lusitania. But Wells’s scientific romances (an old term for the genre) are still amazing, still creative, still otherworldly, and still immensely entertaining.

What Wells did prefigure in his science fiction was science fiction. While there were earlier science-fiction novels, his works laid the conceptual foundation for what was to come. He created the genre that now dominates comic books, movies, and video games. The alien invasion trope was his invention. Likewise invisibility and time travel. He certainly did not invent the idea of space travel, but his works added a great deal to the genre. In this he was prescient.

Among the most important elements of science fiction that Wells created was its use as philosophy. All the great science fiction of the twentieth century, from Star Trek to Blade Runner to the works of Heinlein, Bradbury, and Asimov, used science fiction as a way not just to tell adventure stories but as a way to speculate about the nature of humankind. While adventurous science fiction such as John Carter, Flash Gordon, and Star Wars are basically adolescent male fantasies, great science fiction in the tradition of Wells is profound and contemplative. Moral questions about the effects of technology on society, on humanity’s place in the universe, and on possible futures, both bright and terrifying, are what separate great science fiction from most other genres, which, being rooted in the reality of now, are less equipped to ask “What if?”

This is where Wells surpasses all of his contemporaries and most of his successors. In The Invisible Man, he shows us the corrupting power of invisibility, when a man who already believes he is above society’s morals finds a way to escape its laws. He contemplates both the perfectly ordered society and the violent nature of humankind in The First Men in the Moon. The Island of Dr. Moreau shows us the dangers of hubris and prompts us to ask whether the human race is truly advanced or merely a collection of fancily dressed animals. The Time Machine provides an opportunity to contemplate the place of strife in the development of humans: “Intellectual versatility is a compensation for change, danger, and trouble.” The Food of the Gods provides an opportunity to comment on class inequality, xenophobia, tyranny, and the shackling of science to what Wells saw as outdated morality.

The Time Machine, The Food of the Gods, and The War of the Worlds make a strong argument for humanity’s ultimate insignificance. In each of these stories our preeminence on earth is shown to be nothing more than an ephemeral occurrence in the march of galactic time. The men of Victorian England believed that they were the ultimate end of evolution, the most perfect and complete beings in the universe. Wells instead suggested that we are insignificant. In the end it is ambition—vanity—that Wells takes aim at most consistently. Moreau, the Invisible Man, and even Professor Cavor are overthrown by their overreaching pride. In The Time Machine, The War of the Worlds, and The Food of the Gods, it is the species that is overthrown or, at the least, knocked from its pedestal. The inevitability of death, not individual but societal and planetary, is Wells’s overarching theme in these six books. In The Time Machine (Wells loved self-referential commentary), the Time Traveller says it bluntly: “Had I been a literary man I might, perhaps, have moralized on the futility of all ambition.” Wells is a literary man, and he does this constantly in these books.

A LITERARY MAN



At the core of all the ideas is the great writer that H. G. Wells was. His ideas were beyond imaginative. They were unique—and always delivered with maximum ease of absorption for the reader. One is never lost in Wells’s far-flung narratives. They read as well today as they did in 1895. He was a great storyteller.

Wells clearly writes in the Victorian style. As with most novels of the era, the action requires a witness. In The Time Machine the narrator is relaying the story as the Time Traveller told it to him. Much of it is written in first person, but always in quotes. The First Men in the Moon, The War of the Worlds, and The Island of Dr. Moreau are all told in the first person, though with some variation. The Island of Dr. Moreau is a journal account that has been edited by the protagonist’s nephew. The famous “Thunderchild” sequence from The War of the Worlds is part of an extended section in which the narrator tells the story of his brother’s escape from London as it had been told to him. The Food of the Gods is written in the third person as a journalistic account—indeed, the narrator talks directly at one point about having interviewed some of the people he was writing about. The Invisible Man presents a puzzle. It is dry and matter-of-fact and reads like the report of a coroner’s inquest. It only describes action that was witnessed and, when the Invisible Man has disrobed and is lost from sight, then kills a man with no witnesses, the narrator makes it clear that he must speculate on how these events actually occurred. The ending, however, is incongruous. It turns out that only one person could have written the account in the end, but that person is the least likely to have written it as it reads.

Above all, these stories are beautifully told. Wells had the ability to evoke place, texture, and smell with precision. He turned a masterful phrase. He could, on occasion, be allegorical. In describing the nosy Mrs. Skinner from The Food of the Gods, he said:


“Mrs. Skinner was a very old woman, capless, with dirty white hair drawn back very, very tightly from a face that had begun by being chiefly, and was now, through the loss of teeth and chin, and the wrinkling up of everything else, ending by being almost exclusively—nose.”



Describing the strangeness of the world around his own hillside, 800,000 years in the future, the Time Traveller in The Time Machine says:


“The Great Buildings about me stood out clear and distinct, shining with the wet of the thunderstorm, and picked out in white by the unmelted hailstones piled along their courses. I felt naked in a strange world. I felt as perhaps a bird might feel in the clear air, knowing the hawk wings above and will swoop.”



Contemplating the beauty of earth from space, which would not be confirmed for another sixty years, Wells writes in The First Men in the Moon:


“We were still very near—Cavor told me the distance was perhaps eight hundred miles and the huge terrestrial disc filled all the heaven. But already it was plain to see that the world was a globe. The land below us was in twilight and vague, but westward the vast grey stretches of the Atlantic shone like molten silver under the receding day.”



Today Wells is best known for his influence on the movies. Wells was alive to see the first films based on his books, notably the darkly depressing Things to Come and Claude Rains’s turn as the Invisible Man. In the 1950s, at the height of the cold war, science fiction was used as an allegory for the coming destruction. The spaceinvasion movies in America and Japanese monster films became emblematic of a Russian invasion of America and of nuclear destruction. Wells’s novels fit this bleak and frightening world view, but the themes of the works were lost, and Wells the socialist polemicist came to be used in anticommunist propaganda.

Wells was alive for the most famous incident involving his work, Orson Welles’s 1939 Halloween radio broadcast of The War of the Worlds, during which people panicked because they thought the invasion was real. In a fascinating radio interview the two men gave a few years later when they finally met, Wells said he didn’t believe people had been as panicked as the press made out. He said Americans like to act afraid on Halloween. Speaking of Wells’s dystopian vision and of the war raging in Europe, Orson Welles said that “Mr. Wells’s future, which we’ve always adored but never really understood, is suddenly upon us. We are living right now in that famous H. G. Wells future, which we all knew about.”

Michael A. Cramer, PhD
April 17, 2012
Brooklyn, New York


The Time Machine

 

CHAPTER I



The Time Traveller (for so it will be convenient to speak of him) was expounding a recondite matter to us. His grey eyes shone and twinkled, and his usually pale face was flushed and animated. The fire burned brightly, and the soft radiance of the incandescent lights in the lilies of silver caught the bubbles that flashed and passed in our glasses. Our chairs, being his patents, embraced and caressed us rather than submitted to be sat upon, and there was that luxurious after-dinner atmosphere when thought roams gracefully free of the trammels of precision. And he put it to us in this way—marking the points with a lean forefinger—as we sat and lazily admired his earnestness over this new paradox (as we thought it) and his fecundity.

“You must follow me carefully. I shall have to controvert one or two ideas that are almost universally accepted. The geometry, for instance, they taught you at school is founded on a misconception.”

“Is not that rather a large thing to expect us to begin upon?” said Filby, an argumentative person with red hair.

“I do not mean to ask you to accept anything without reasonable ground for it. You will soon admit as much as I need from you. You know of course that a mathematical line, a line of thickness nil, has no real existence. They taught you that? Neither has a mathematical plane. These things are mere abstractions.”

“That is all right,” said the Psychologist.

“Nor, having only length, breadth, and thickness, can a cube have a real existence.”

“There I object,” said Filby. “Of course a solid body may exist. All real things—”

“So most people think. But wait a moment. Can an instantaneous cube exist?”

“Don’t follow you,” said Filby.

“Can a cube that does not last for any time at all, have a real existence?”

Filby became pensive. “Clearly,” the Time Traveller proceeded, “any real body must have extension in four directions: it must have Length, Breadth, Thickness, and—Duration. But through a natural infirmity of the flesh, which I will explain to you in a moment, we incline to overlook this fact. There are really four dimensions, three which we call the three planes of Space, and a fourth, Time. There is, however, a tendency to draw an unreal distinction between the former three dimensions and the latter, because it happens that our consciousness moves intermittently in one direction along the latter from the beginning to the end of our lives.”

“That,” said a very young man, making spasmodic efforts to relight his cigar over the lamp; “that . . . very clear indeed.”

“Now, it is very remarkable that this is so extensively overlooked,” continued the Time Traveller, with a slight accession of cheerfulness. “Really this is what is meant by the Fourth Dimension, though some people who talk about the Fourth Dimension do not know they mean it. It is only another way of looking at Time. There is no difference between Time and any of the three dimensions of Space except that our consciousness moves along it. But some foolish people have got hold of the wrong side of that idea. You have all heard what they have to say about this Fourth Dimension?”

“I have not,” said the Provincial Mayor.

“It is simply this. That Space, as our mathematicians have it, is spoken of as having three dimensions, which one may call Length, Breadth, and Thickness, and is always definable by reference to three planes, each at right angles to the others. But some philosophical people have been asking why three dimensions particularly—why not another direction at right angles to the other three?—and have even tried to construct a Four-Dimension geometry. Professor Simon Newcomb was expounding this to the New York Mathematical Society only a month or so ago. You know how on a flat surface, which has only two dimensions, we can represent a figure of a three-dimensional solid, and similarly they think that by models of three dimensions they could represent one of four—if they could master the perspective of the thing. See?”

“I think so,” murmured the Provincial Mayor; and, knitting his brows, he lapsed into an introspective state, his lips moving as one who repeats mystic words. “Yes, I think I see it now,” he said after some time, brightening in a quite transitory manner.

“Well, I do not mind telling you I have been at work upon this geometry of Four Dimensions for some time. Some of my results are curious. For instance, here is a portrait of a man at eight years old, another at fifteen, another at seventeen, another at twenty-three, and so on. All these are evidently sections, as it were, Three-Dimensional representations of his Four-Dimensioned being, which is a fixed and unalterable thing.

“Scientific people,” proceeded the Time Traveller, after the pause required for the proper assimilation of this, “know very well that Time is only a kind of Space. Here is a popular scientific diagram, a weather record. This line I trace with my finger shows the movement of the barometer. Yesterday it was so high, yesterday night it fell, then this morning it rose again, and so gently upward to here. Surely the mercury did not trace this line in any of the dimensions of Space generally recognized? But certainly it traced such a line, and that line, therefore, we must conclude was along the Time-Dimension.”

“But,” said the Medical Man, staring hard at a coal in the fire, “if Time is really only a fourth dimension of Space, why is it, and why has it always been, regarded as something different? And why cannot we move in Time as we move about in the other dimensions of Space?”

The Time Traveller smiled. “Are you sure we can move freely in Space? Right and left we can go, backward and forward freely enough, and men always have done so. I admit we move freely in two dimensions. But how about up and down? Gravitation limits us there.”

“Not exactly,” said the Medical Man. “There are balloons.”

“But before the balloons, save for spasmodic jumping and the inequalities of the surface, man had no freedom of vertical movement.”

“Still they could move a little up and down,” said the Medical Man.

“Easier, far easier down than up.”

“And you cannot move at all in Time, you cannot get away from the present moment.”

“My dear sir, that is just where you are wrong. That is just where the whole world has gone wrong. We are always getting away from the present moment. Our mental existences, which are immaterial and have no dimensions, are passing along the Time-Dimension with a uniform velocity from the cradle to the grave. Just as we should travel down if we began our existence fifty miles above the earth’s surface.”

“But the great difficulty is this,” interrupted the Psychologist. “You can move about in all directions of Space, but you cannot move about in Time.”

“That is the germ of my great discovery. But you are wrong to say that we cannot move about in Time. For instance, if I am recalling an incident very vividly I go back to the instant of its occurrence: I become absent-minded, as you say. I jump back for a moment. Of course we have no means of staying back for any length of Time, any more than a savage or an animal has of staying six feet above the ground. But a civilized man is better off than the savage in this respect. He can go up against gravitation in a balloon, and why should he not hope that ultimately he may be able to stop or accelerate his drift along the Time-Dimension, or even turn about and travel the other way?”

“Oh, this,” began Filby, “is all—”

“Why not?” said the Time Traveller.

“It’s against reason,” said Filby.

“What reason?” said the Time Traveller.

“You can show black is white by argument,” said Filby, “but you will never convince me.”

“Possibly not,” said the Time Traveller. “But now you begin to see the object of my investigations into the geometry of Four Dimensions. Long ago I had a vague inkling of a machine—”

“To travel through Time!” exclaimed the Very Young Man.

“That shall travel indifferently in any direction of Space and Time, as the driver determines.”

Filby contented himself with laughter.

“But I have experimental verification,” said the Time Traveller.

“It would be remarkably convenient for the historian,” the Psychologist suggested. “One might travel back and verify the accepted account of the Battle of Hastings, for instance!”

“Don’t you think you would attract attention?” said the Medical Man. “Our ancestors had no great tolerance for anachronisms.”

“One might get one’s Greek from the very lips of Homer and Plato,” the Very Young Man thought.

“In which case they would certainly plough you for the Little-go. The German scholars have improved Greek so much.”

“Then there is the future,” said the Very Young Man. “Just think! One might invest all one’s money, leave it to accumulate at interest, and hurry on ahead!”

“To discover a society,” said I, “erected on a strictly communistic basis.”

“Of all the wild extravagant theories!” began the Psychologist.

“Yes, so it seemed to me, and so I never talked of it until—”

“Experimental verification!” cried I. “You are going to verify that?”

“The experiment!” cried Filby, who was getting brain-weary.

“Let’s see your experiment anyhow,” said the Psychologist, “though it’s all humbug, you know.”

The Time Traveller smiled round at us. Then, still smiling faintly, and with his hands deep in his trousers pockets, he walked slowly out of the room, and we heard his slippers shuffling down the long passage to his laboratory.

The Psychologist looked at us. “I wonder what he’s got?”

“Some sleight-of-hand trick or other,” said the Medical Man, and Filby tried to tell us about a conjurer he had seen at Burslem; but before he had finished his preface the Time Traveller came back, and Filby’s anecdote collapsed.

The thing the Time Traveller held in his hand was a glittering metallic framework, scarcely larger than a small clock, and very delicately made. There was ivory in it, and some transparent crystalline substance. And now I must be explicit, for this that follows—unless his explanation is to be accepted—is an absolutely unaccountable thing. He took one of the small octagonal tables that were scattered about the room, and set it in front of the fire, with two legs on the hearthrug. On this table he placed the mechanism. Then he drew up a chair, and sat down. The only other object on the table was a small shaded lamp, the bright light of which fell upon the model. There were also perhaps a dozen candles about, two in brass candlesticks upon the mantel and several in sconces, so that the room was brilliantly illuminated. I sat in a low arm-chair nearest the fire, and I drew this forward so as to be almost between the Time Traveller and the fireplace. Filby sat behind him, looking over his shoulder. The Medical Man and the Provincial Mayor watched him in profile from the right, the Psychologist from the left. The Very Young Man stood behind the Psychologist. We were all on the alert. It appears incredible to me that any kind of trick, however subtly conceived and however adroitly done, could have been played upon us under these conditions.

The Time Traveller looked at us, and then at the mechanism. “Well?” said the Psychologist.

“This little affair,” said the Time Traveller, resting his elbows upon the table and pressing his hands together above the apparatus, “is only a model. It is my plan for a machine to travel through time. You will notice that it looks singularly askew, and that there is an odd twinkling appearance about this bar, as though it was in some way unreal.” He pointed to the part with his finger. “Also, here is one little white lever, and here is another.”

The Medical Man got up out of his chair and peered into the thing. “It’s beautifully made,” he said.

“It took two years to make,” retorted the Time Traveller. Then, when we had all imitated the action of the Medical Man, he said: “Now I want you clearly to understand that this lever, being pressed over, sends the machine gliding into the future, and this other reverses the motion. This saddle represents the seat of a time traveller. Presently I am going to press the lever, and off the machine will go. It will vanish, pass into future Time, and disappear. Have a good look at the thing. Look at the table too, and satisfy yourselves there is no trickery. I don’t want to waste this model, and then be told I’m a quack.”

There was a minute’s pause perhaps. The Psychologist seemed about to speak to me, but changed his mind. Then the Time Traveller put forth his finger towards the lever. “No,” he said suddenly. “Lend me your hand.” And turning to the Psychologist, he took that individual’s hand in his own and told him to put out his forefinger. So that it was the Psychologist himself who sent forth the model Time Machine on its interminable voyage. We all saw the lever turn. I am absolutely certain there was no trickery. There was a breath of wind, and the lamp flame jumped. One of the candles on the mantel was blown out, and the little machine suddenly swung round, became indistinct, was seen as a ghost for a second perhaps, as an eddy of faintly glittering brass and ivory; and it was gone—vanished! Save for the lamp the table was bare.

Everyone was silent for a minute. Then Filby said he was damned.

The Psychologist recovered from his stupor, and suddenly looked under the table. At that the Time Traveller laughed cheerfully. “Well?” he said, with a reminiscence of the Psychologist. Then, getting up, he went to the tobacco jar on the mantel, and with his back to us began to fill his pipe.

We stared at each other. “Look here,” said the Medical Man, “are you in earnest about this? Do you seriously believe that that machine has travelled into time?”

“Certainly,” said the Time Traveller, stooping to light a spill at the fire. Then he turned, lighting his pipe, to look at the Psychologist’s face. (The Psychologist, to show that he was not unhinged, helped himself to a cigar and tried to light it uncut.) “What is more, I have a big machine nearly finished in there”—he indicated the laboratory—“and when that is put together I mean to have a journey on my own account.”

“You mean to say that that machine has travelled into the future?” said Filby.

“Into the future or the past—I don’t, for certain, know which.”

After an interval the Psychologist had an inspiration. “It must have gone into the past if it has gone anywhere,” he said.

“Why?” said the Time Traveller.

“Because I presume that it has not moved in space, and if it travelled into the future it would still be here all this time, since it must have travelled through this time.”

“But,” I said, “if it travelled into the past it would have been visible when we came first into this room; and last Thursday when we were here; and the Thursday before that; and so forth!”

“Serious objections,” remarked the Provincial Mayor, with an air of impartiality, turning towards the Time Traveller.

“Not a bit,” said the Time Traveller, and, to the Psychologist: “You think. You can explain that. It’s presentation below the threshold, you know, diluted presentation.”

“Of course,” said the Psychologist, and reassured us. “That’s a simple point of psychology. I should have thought of it. It’s plain enough, and helps the paradox delightfully. We cannot see it, nor can we appreciate this machine, any more than we can the spoke of a wheel spinning, or a bullet flying through the air. If it is travelling through time fifty times or a hundred times faster than we are, if it gets through a minute while we get through a second, the impression it creates will of course be only one-fiftieth or one-hundredth of what it would make if it were not travelling in time. That’s plain enough.” He passed his hand through the space in which the machine had been. “You see?” he said, laughing.

We sat and stared at the vacant table for a minute or so. Then the Time Traveller asked us what we thought of it all.

“It sounds plausible enough tonight,” said the Medical Man; “but wait until tomorrow. Wait for the common sense of the morning.”

“Would you like to see the Time Machine itself?” asked the Time Traveller. And therewith, taking the lamp in his hand, he led the way down the long, draughty corridor to his laboratory. I remember vividly the flickering light, his queer, broad head in silhouette, the dance of the shadows, how we all followed him, puzzled but incredulous, and how there in the laboratory we beheld a larger edition of the little mechanism which we had seen vanish from before our eyes. Parts were of nickel, parts of ivory, parts had certainly been filed or sawn out of rock crystal. The thing was generally complete, but the twisted crystalline bars lay unfinished upon the bench beside some sheets of drawings, and I took one up for a better look at it. Quartz it seemed to be.

“Look here,” said the Medical Man, “are you perfectly serious? Or is this a trick—like that ghost you showed us last Christmas?”

“Upon that machine,” said the Time Traveller, holding the lamp aloft, “I intend to explore time. Is that plain? I was never more serious in my life.”

None of us quite knew how to take it.

I caught Filby’s eye over the shoulder of the Medical Man, and he winked at me solemnly.


CHAPTER II



I think that at that time none of us quite believed in the Time Machine. The fact is, the Time Traveller was one of those men who are too clever to be believed: you never felt that you saw all round him; you always suspected some subtle reserve, some ingenuity in ambush, behind his lucid frankness. Had Filby shown the model and explained the matter in the Time Traveller’s words, we should have shown him far less scepticism. For we should have perceived his motives; a pork butcher could understand Filby. But the Time Traveller had more than a touch of whim among his elements, and we distrusted him. Things that would have made the frame of a less clever man seemed tricks in his hands. It is a mistake to do things too easily. The serious people who took him seriously never felt quite sure of his deportment; they were somehow aware that trusting their reputations for judgment with him was like furnishing a nursery with egg-shell china. So I don’t think any of us said very much about time travelling in the interval between that Thursday and the next, though its odd potentialities ran, no doubt, in most of our minds: its plausibility, that is, its practical incredibleness, the curious possibilities of anachronism and of utter confusion it suggested. For my own part, I was particularly preoccupied with the trick of the model. That I remember discussing with the Medical Man, whom I met on Friday at the Linnaean. He said he had seen a similar thing at Tubingen, and laid considerable stress on the blowing out of the candle. But how the trick was done he could not explain.

The next Thursday I went again to Richmond—I suppose I was one of the Time Traveller’s most constant guests—and, arriving late, found four or five men already assembled in his drawing-room. The Medical Man was standing before the fire with a sheet of paper in one hand and his watch in the other. I looked round for the Time Traveller, and—“It’s half-past seven now,” said the Medical Man. “I suppose we’d better have dinner?”

“Where’s ——?” said I, naming our host.

“You’ve just come? It’s rather odd. He’s unavoidably detained. He asks me in this note to lead off with dinner at seven if he’s not back. Says he’ll explain when he comes.”

“It seems a pity to let the dinner spoil,” said the Editor of a well-known daily paper; and thereupon the Doctor rang the bell.

The Psychologist was the only person besides the Doctor and myself who had attended the previous dinner. The other men were Blank, the Editor aforementioned, a certain journalist, and another—a quiet, shy man with a beard—whom I didn’t know, and who, as far as my observation went, never opened his mouth all the evening. There was some speculation at the dinner-table about the Time Traveller’s absence, and I suggested time travelling, in a half-jocular spirit. The Editor wanted that explained to him, and the Psychologist volunteered a wooden account of the “ingenious paradox and trick” we had witnessed that day week. He was in the midst of his exposition when the door from the corridor opened slowly and without noise. I was facing the door, and saw it first. “Hallo!” I said. “At last!” And the door opened wider, and the Time Traveller stood before us. I gave a cry of surprise. “Good heavens! Man, what’s the matter?” cried the Medical Man, who saw him next. And the whole tableful turned towards the door.

He was in an amazing plight. His coat was dusty and dirty, and smeared with green down the sleeves; his hair disordered, and as it seemed to me greyer—either with dust and dirt or because its colour had actually faded. His face was ghastly pale; his chin had a brown cut on it—a cut half healed; his expression was haggard and drawn, as by intense suffering. For a moment he hesitated in the doorway, as if he had been dazzled by the light. Then he came into the room. He walked with just such a limp as I have seen in footsore tramps. We stared at him in silence, expecting him to speak.

He said not a word, but came painfully to the table, and made a motion towards the wine. The Editor filled a glass of champagne, and pushed it towards him. He drained it, and it seemed to do him good: for he looked round the table, and the ghost of his old smile flickered across his face. “What on earth have you been up to, man?” said the Doctor. The Time Traveller did not seem to hear. “Don’t let me disturb you,” he said, with a certain faltering articulation. “I’m all right.” He stopped, held out his glass for more, and took it off at a draught. “That’s good,” he said. His eyes grew brighter, and a faint colour came into his cheeks. His glance flickered over our faces with a certain dull approval, and then went round the warm and comfortable room. Then he spoke again, still as it were feeling his way among his words. “I’m going to wash and dress, and then I’ll come down and explain things . . . Save me some of that mutton. I’m starving for a bit of meat.”

He looked across at the Editor, who was a rare visitor, and hoped he was all right. The Editor began a question. “Tell you presently,” said the Time Traveller. “I’m—funny! Be all right in a minute.”

He put down his glass, and walked towards the staircase door. Again I remarked his lameness and the soft padding sound of his footfall, and standing up in my place, I saw his feet as he went out. He had nothing on them but a pair of tattered, bloodstained socks. Then the door closed upon him. I had half a mind to follow, till I remembered how he detested any fuss about himself. For a minute, perhaps, my mind was wool-gathering. Then, “Remarkable Behaviour of an Eminent Scientist,” I heard the Editor say, thinking (after his wont) in headlines. And this brought my attention back to the bright dinner-table.

“What’s the game?” said the Journalist. “Has he been doing the Amateur Cadger? I don’t follow.” I met the eye of the Psychologist, and read my own interpretation in his face. I thought of the Time Traveller limping painfully upstairs. I don’t think any one else had noticed his lameness.

The first to recover completely from this surprise was the Medical Man, who rang the bell—the Time Traveller hated to have servants waiting at dinner—for a hot plate. At that the Editor turned to his knife and fork with a grunt, and the Silent Man followed suit. The dinner was resumed. Conversation was exclamatory for a little while, with gaps of wonderment; and then the Editor got fervent in his curiosity. “Does our friend eke out his modest income with a crossing? Or has he his Nebuchadnezzar phases?” he inquired. “I feel assured it’s this business of the Time Machine,” I said, and took up the Psychologist’s account of our previous meeting. The new guests were frankly incredulous. The Editor raised objections. “What was this time travelling? A man couldn’t cover himself with dust by rolling in a paradox, could he?” And then, as the idea came home to him, he resorted to caricature. Hadn’t they any clothes-brushes in the Future? The Journalist too, would not believe at any price, and joined the Editor in the easy work of heaping ridicule on the whole thing. They were both the new kind of journalist—very joyous, irreverent young men. “Our Special Correspondent in the Day after Tomorrow reports,” the Journalist was saying—or rather shouting—when the Time Traveller came back. He was dressed in ordinary evening clothes, and nothing save his haggard look remained of the change that had startled me.

“I say,” said the Editor hilariously, “These chaps here say you have been travelling into the middle of next week! Tell us all about little Rosebery, will you? What will you take for the lot?”

The Time Traveller came to the place reserved for him without a word. He smiled quietly, in his old way. “Where’s my mutton?” he said. “What a treat it is to stick a fork into meat again!”

“Story!” cried the Editor.

“Story be damned!” said the Time Traveller. “I want something to eat. I won’t say a word until I get some peptone into my arteries. Thanks. And the salt.”

“One word,” said I. “Have you been time travelling?”

“Yes,” said the Time Traveller, with his mouth full, nodding his head.

“I’d give a shilling a line for a verbatim note,” said the Editor. The Time Traveller pushed his glass towards the Silent Man and rang it with his fingernail; at which the Silent Man, who had been staring at his face, started convulsively, and poured him wine. The rest of the dinner was uncomfortable. For my own part, sudden questions kept on rising to my lips, and I dare say it was the same with the others. The Journalist tried to relieve the tension by telling anecdotes of Hettie Potter. The Time Traveller devoted his attention to his dinner, and displayed the appetite of a tramp. The Medical Man smoked a cigarette, and watched the Time Traveller through his eyelashes. The Silent Man seemed even more clumsy than usual, and drank champagne with regularity and determination out of sheer nervousness. At last the Time Traveller pushed his plate away, and looked round us. “I suppose I must apologize,” he said. “I was simply starving. I’ve had a most amazing time.” He reached out his hand for a cigar, and cut the end. “But come into the smoking-room. It’s too long a story to tell over greasy plates.” And ringing the bell in passing, he led the way into the adjoining room.

“You have told Blank, and Dash, and Chose about the machine?” he said to me, leaning back in his easy-chair and naming the three new guests.

“But the thing’s a mere paradox,” said the Editor.

“I can’t argue tonight. I don’t mind telling you the story, but I can’t argue. I will,” he went on, “tell you the story of what has happened to me, if you like, but you must refrain from interruptions. I want to tell it. Badly. Most of it will sound like lying. So be it! It’s true—every word of it, all the same. I was in my laboratory at four o’clock, and since then . . . I’ve lived eight days . . . such days as no human being ever lived before! I’m nearly worn out, but I shan’t sleep till I’ve told this thing over to you. Then I shall go to bed. But no interruptions! Is it agreed?”

“Agreed,” said the Editor, and the rest of us echoed “Agreed.” And with that the Time Traveller began his story as I have set it forth. He sat back in his chair at first, and spoke like a weary man. Afterwards he got more animated. In writing it down I feel with only too much keenness the inadequacy of pen and ink—and, above all, my own inadequacy—to express its quality. You read, I will suppose, attentively enough; but you cannot see the speaker’s white, sincere face in the bright circle of the little lamp, nor hear the intonation of his voice. You cannot know how his expression followed the turns of his story! Most of us hearers were in shadow, for the candles in the smoking-room had not been lighted, and only the face of the Journalist and the legs of the Silent Man from the knees downward were illuminated. At first we glanced now and again at each other. After a time we ceased to do that, and looked only at the Time Traveller’s face.


CHAPTER III


“I told some of you last Thursday of the principles of the Time Machine, and showed you the actual thing itself, incomplete in the workshop. There it is now, a little travel-worn, truly; and one of the ivory bars is cracked, and a brass rail bent; but the rest of it’s sound enough. I expected to finish it on Friday, but on Friday, when the putting together was nearly done, I found that one of the nickel bars was exactly one inch too short, and this I had to get remade; so that the thing was not complete until this morning. It was at ten o’clock today that the first of all Time Machines began its career. I gave it a last tap, tried all the screws again, put one more drop of oil on the quartz rod, and sat myself in the saddle. I suppose a suicide who holds a pistol to his skull feels much the same wonder at what will come next as I felt then. I took the starting lever in one hand and the stopping one in the other, pressed the first, and almost immediately the second. I seemed to reel; I felt a nightmare sensation of falling; and, looking round, I saw the laboratory exactly as before. Had anything happened? For a moment I suspected that my intellect had tricked me. Then I noted the clock. A moment before, as it seemed, it had stood at a minute or so past ten
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