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    What happens when a mind appears that seems to belong not to the present human world but to a possible future beyond it is the central pressure that gives Odd John its disturbing power.

Olaf Stapledon’s Odd John is a work of speculative fiction first published in the early twentieth century, written at a moment when modern ideas about evolution, psychology, and social order were reshaping literary imagination. The novel moves through recognizably modern settings while opening onto questions far larger than any single place. Rather than building its interest through machinery or adventure alone, Stapledon uses the genre to test the limits of the human as a category. The result is a novel that stands within early science fiction yet also reads as philosophical fiction, moral inquiry, and social thought experiment.

The premise is established quickly and with memorable economy. John Wainwright is presented as an extraordinary child whose abilities, temperament, and outlook set him apart from ordinary people from the beginning. The book follows the consequences of that difference as observed by a narrator who knows John personally and attempts to record, interpret, and judge a life that strains ordinary language. That framing keeps the narrative grounded even as its central figure grows increasingly difficult to comprehend. Readers are invited less into a simple plot of marvels than into a sustained encounter with radical otherness.

One of the novel’s most distinctive features is its voice. Stapledon adopts the measured, reflective manner of a retrospective account, and that choice shapes the entire reading experience. The narrator is neither a neutral reporter nor a wholly reliable authority; he is a witness trying to understand someone who exceeds his assumptions. This creates a controlled tension between intimacy and distance, sympathy and alarm. The prose is generally clear and deliberate, often more interested in ideas than in lush description, yet it carries an undercurrent of unease. The tone moves between curiosity, admiration, irony, and moral seriousness.

At the heart of Odd John lies a cluster of themes that remain strikingly alive: the meaning of human exceptionalism, the ethics of superiority, the burden of isolation, and the conflict between individual development and collective responsibility. Stapledon asks what obligations, if any, connect beings who differ profoundly in power or consciousness. He also examines how societies respond to those who cannot be easily classified, assimilated, or controlled. In doing so, the novel turns the familiar fantasy of the gifted outsider into something much less comforting. Its speculative premise becomes a way of probing pride, fear, dependence, and the instability of moral standards.

The book still matters because its questions have only become sharper. Contemporary readers may recognize in it an early and unsettling meditation on enhancement, intelligence, exclusion, and the temptation to divide humanity into higher and lower kinds. Without relying on present-day terminology, Stapledon explores anxieties that now surface in debates about technology, education, biology, governance, and belonging. The novel is also valuable as a reminder that visions of progress are never morally neutral. It presses readers to ask whether greater capacity necessarily brings greater wisdom, and whether admiration for brilliance can coexist with democratic or humane commitments.

To approach Odd John well is to accept a novel that seeks not merely to entertain but to challenge the reader’s instinctive loyalties. Its speculative design is compact, but its implications are large; its action can be vivid, yet its deepest effects are intellectual and ethical. Stapledon does not offer easy reassurance about the relation between the ordinary and the extraordinary. Instead, he creates a narrative in which fascination and disquiet continually reinforce one another. That balance helps explain the novel’s durability: it remains a serious, provocative exploration of what humanity might become, and of what such becoming could cost.
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    Olaf Stapledon’s 1935 novel Odd John is presented as a memoir-like account by a conventional human narrator who recalls his long association with John Wainwright, an extraordinarily gifted child. From the outset, John appears profoundly unlike those around him: intellectually precocious, emotionally detached, and unnervingly self-possessed. The book frames him not simply as a prodigy but as a possible representative of a new stage in human evolution. This premise gives the narrative its central tension, as the narrator tries to understand a being whose capacities and values seem to exceed familiar moral and social categories while still emerging within ordinary human society.

John’s early life establishes both his brilliance and his isolation. He learns with startling speed, displays unusual powers of analysis, and regards many customary beliefs with cool skepticism. Yet his difference is not merely academic. Stapledon emphasizes the widening gulf between John’s inner life and the expectations of family, school, and nation. His encounters with other people reveal how easily admiration turns to fear, resentment, or misunderstanding when exceptional ability defies accepted norms. The novel steadily asks whether a radically superior intelligence could coexist with ordinary humanity without exploitation, dependence, or conflict shaping the relationship.

As John matures, the narrative broadens from childhood portrait to philosophical inquiry. He tests the limits of knowledge, reflects on religion and ethics, and increasingly treats human institutions as provisional arrangements suited to a less developed species. The narrator, both fascinated and troubled, becomes a witness to arguments about duty, freedom, and the value of individual lives measured against larger evolutionary possibilities. Stapledon uses John’s conversations and choices to examine the costs of superiority: detachment, loneliness, and a tendency to judge the world by standards few others can even perceive, much less share or accept.

The novel then follows John through periods of travel, experiment, and self-discovery as he seeks a way of living adequate to his uncommon nature. These episodes place him in varied social and political settings, showing how his gifts can unsettle personal loyalties and public authority alike. The wider world of the interwar period remains present in the background, lending urgency to the book’s concern with mass society, violence, and collective irrationality. John’s life becomes a lens through which Stapledon considers whether civilization can recognize genuine excellence without either crushing it or turning it toward domination.

A pivotal development occurs when John begins to suspect that he may not be unique. His search for others like himself shifts the novel from the drama of one exceptional individual to the possibility of a distinct community with its own standards and destiny. This movement introduces new questions about belonging, secrecy, and the formation of a social order beyond ordinary human assumptions. Stapledon remains less interested in adventure for its own sake than in the ethical and psychological implications of such a group: what obligations it would owe to humanity, and what claims humanity could reasonably make upon it.

As these supernormal figures attempt to define their relation to the larger human world, the story’s conflicts sharpen. Practical concerns of safety and concealment intersect with deeper disagreements about power, sympathy, and long-term purpose. The narrator’s perspective remains important here, because his partial understanding underscores the limits of ordinary human insight when confronted with minds operating on another level. Without revealing the book’s final turns, it is enough to say that Stapledon develops these tensions toward an outcome that tests the prospects for coexistence between species-like forms of consciousness sharing the same historical moment and physical world.

Odd John endures as both speculative fiction and philosophical provocation. Its narrative of an evolutionary outsider allows Stapledon to explore themes that later science fiction would revisit repeatedly: posthuman possibility, the burden of exceptional intelligence, and the instability of moral systems when new forms of being appear. At the same time, the novel remains rooted in the anxieties of its publication era, especially questions about civilization’s fragility and the uses of power. Its lasting resonance lies in the way it invites readers to weigh admiration against unease, and aspiration against human solidarity, without offering easy reassurance.
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    Olaf Stapledon published "Odd John" in 1935, between the First and Second World Wars, when British writers and intellectuals were reassessing ideas of progress, civilization, and human nature. Stapledon had served with the Friends’ Ambulance Unit during the First World War, an experience that informed his lifelong pacifism and ethical internationalism. The novel emerged in a Britain still marked by wartime losses, class tension, and debate over national decline. It was written within a literary culture that included utopian and dystopian speculation, and in a publishing environment where science fiction was becoming a vehicle for philosophical and social argument as well as adventure.

The interwar period in Britain was shaped by economic instability and political uncertainty. The Great Depression, beginning in 1929, contributed to unemployment and social strain across industrial regions, while parliamentary politics faced pressure from both socialist reform movements and the example of authoritarian regimes on the continent. In this setting, questions about social organization, elite leadership, and the future of democracy were widely discussed in journalism, universities, and public debate. Stapledon, who lectured for the Workers’ Educational Association and studied philosophy and psychology, wrote from within these institutional and intellectual networks, which encouraged broad reflection on modern society rather than narrow genre entertainment.

Scientific and pseudo-scientific theories of heredity strongly influenced public thought when "Odd John" appeared. In Britain, eugenics had substantial institutional presence through bodies such as the Eugenics Society, founded in 1907, and it attracted support from some reformers, scientists, and public intellectuals across the political spectrum. At the same time, genetics, evolutionary theory, and psychology were rapidly reshaping ideas about mind, development, and human difference. Stapledon’s novel draws on these contemporary discussions of biological possibility and exceptional individuals. Its historical context therefore includes both legitimate scientific inquiry and the troubling social prestige of hierarchies justified by heredity or claims of superior fitness.

The book also belongs to a period of intense debate about the relationship between science and ethics. During the 1920s and 1930s, discoveries in biology, physics, and psychology expanded the cultural authority of science, while the memory of mechanized warfare reminded many Europeans that technical progress did not guarantee moral improvement. British intellectual life included popular lectures, essays, and societies devoted to discussing whether humanity could govern its own inventions responsibly. Stapledon, trained in philosophy and attentive to psychology, used speculative fiction to test moral consequences rather than simply celebrate discovery. That method reflects a broader interwar effort to understand whether modern knowledge enlarged human wisdom or merely increased human power.

International politics in the 1930s made questions of violence and collective identity especially urgent. Benito Mussolini had consolidated fascist rule in Italy, Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933, and aggressive nationalism was becoming a central force in Europe. These developments were observed closely in Britain, where pacifism, rearmament, imperial responsibility, and the future of international order were hotly contested. Stapledon’s public commitments were anti-war and internationalist, and his fiction often measures national loyalties against wider human obligations. The climate of authoritarian politics helps explain why "Odd John" examines the tension between exceptional individuals or groups and the claims of ordinary society, law, and moral community.

Stapledon wrote against the backdrop of a still-extensive British Empire, whose institutions shaped assumptions about race, governance, and civilizational hierarchy. In the early twentieth century, imperial administration, missionary activity, and global trade placed Britain in constant contact with other societies, while anti-colonial movements increasingly challenged imperial legitimacy. Intellectual life at home often mixed universal moral language with inherited imperial attitudes. "Odd John" belongs to this world of unequal global power and comparative anthropology, where writers frequently imagined humanity on a planetary scale. Understanding that context clarifies how the novel addresses difference, superiority, and belonging while reflecting the era’s uneven and often exclusionary frameworks of thought.

Literarily, "Odd John" follows Stapledon’s "Last and First Men" (1930), a work that had already established him as a major voice in philosophical science fiction. Interwar speculative writing often used imagined futures, altered humans, and social experiments to explore contemporary anxieties more freely than realist fiction could. British and European readers had encountered earlier models in H. G. Wells and in postwar dystopian and utopian traditions. Stapledon’s style is less concerned with technological gadgetry than with long-range moral and intellectual questions. That emphasis places "Odd John" within a historical moment when science fiction was becoming a serious medium for examining evolution, society, and the limits of liberal humanism.

Seen in its historical setting, "Odd John" reflects and critiques several currents of its age at once. It draws on interwar fascination with evolution, intelligence, and human improvement, yet it also exposes how ideals of superiority can unsettle accepted morality and social bonds. The novel engages a Britain shaped by war memory, democratic debate, imperial reach, and the rise of authoritarian ideologies abroad. Its formal seriousness and philosophical narration show how speculative fiction could serve as social criticism in the 1930s. Without relying on prophecy, the book captures an era asking whether modern humanity could survive its own ambitions, powers, and divisions.
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When I told John that I intended to write his biography,
he laughed. “My dear man!” he said. “But of course it was
inevitable.” The word “man” on John’s lips was often equivalent
to “fool.”

“Well,” I protested, “a cat may look at a king.”

He replied, “Yes, but can it really see the king? Can you,
puss, really see me?”

This from a queer child to a full-grown man.

John was right. Though I had known him since he was
a baby, and was in a sense intimate with him, I knew almost
nothing of the inner, the real John. To this day I know little
but the amazing facts of his career. I know that he never
walked till he was six, that before he was ten he committed
several burglaries and killed a policeman, that at eighteen,
when he still looked a young boy, he founded his preposterous
colony in the South Seas, and that at twenty-three, in appearance
but little altered, he outwitted the six warships that six
Great Powers had sent to seize him. I know also how John
and all his followers died.

Such facts I know; and even at the risk of destruction by one
or other of the six Great Powers[1], I shall tell the world all
that I can remember.

Something else I know, which will be very difficult to
explain. In a confused way I know why he founded his colony.
I know too that although he gave his whole energy to this
task, he never seriously expected to succeed. He was convinced
that sooner or later the world would find him out and destroy
his work. “Our chance,” he once said, “is not as much as
one in a million.” And then he laughed.

John’s laugh was strangely disturbing. It was a low, rapid,
crisp chuckle. It reminded me of that whispered crackling
prelude which sometimes precedes a really great crash of
thunder. But no thunder followed it, only a moment’s silence;
and for his hearers an odd tingling of the scalp.

I believe that this inhuman, this ruthless but never malicious
laugh of John’s contained the key to all that baffles me in
his character. Again and again I asked myself why he laughed
just then, what precisely was he laughing at, what did his
laughter really mean, was that strange noise really laughter
at all, or some emotional reaction incomprehensible to my
kind? Why, for instance, did the infant John laugh through
his tears when he had upset a kettle and was badly scalded?
I was not present at his death, but I feel sure that, when his
end came, his last breath spent itself in zestful laughter. Why?

In failing to answer these questions, I fail to understand
the essential John. His laughter, I am convinced, sprang from
some aspect of his experience entirely beyond my vision.
I am therefore, of course, as John affirmed, a very incompetent
biographer. But if I keep silence, the facts of his
unique career will be lost for ever. In spite of my incompetence,
I must record all that I can, in the hope that, if these pages
fall into the hands of some being of John’s own stature, he
may imaginatively see through them to the strange but glorious
spirit of John himself.

That others of his kind, or approximately of his kind, are
now alive, and that yet others will appear, is at least probable.
But as John himself discovered, the great majority of these
very rare supernormals, whom John sometimes called “wide-awakes,”
are either so delicate physically or so unbalanced
mentally that they leave no considerable mark on the world.
How pathetically one-sided the supernormal development may
be is revealed in Mr. J. D. Beresford’s account of the unhappy
Victor Stott. I hope that the following brief record will at
least suggest a mind at once more strikingly “superhuman”
and more broadly human.

That the reader may look for something more than an
intellectual prodigy I will here at the outset try to give an
impression of John’s appearance in his twenty-third and last
summer.

He was indeed far more like a boy than a man, though in
some moods his youthful face would assume a curiously experienced
and even patriarchal expression. Slender, long limbed,
and with that unfinished coltish look characteristic of puberty,
he had also a curiously finished grace all his own. Indeed to
those who had come to know him he seemed a creature of
ever-novel beauty. But strangers were often revolted by his
uncouth proportions. They called him spiderish. His body,
they complained, was so insignificant, his legs and arms so
long and lithe, his head all eye and brow.

Now that I have set down these characters I cannot conceive
how they might make for beauty. But in John they did, at
least for those of us who could look at him without preconceptions
derived from Greek gods, or film stars. With characteristic
lack of false modesty, John once said to me, “My looks
are a rough test of people. If they don’t begin to see me beautiful
when they have had a chance to learn, I know they’re dead
inside, and dangerous.”

But let me complete the description. Like his fellow-colonists,
John mostly went naked. His maleness, thus revealed,
was immature in spite of his twenty-three years. His skin,
burnt by the Polynesian sun, was of a grey, almost a green
brown, warming to a ruddier tint in the cheeks. His hands
were extremely large and sinewy. Somehow they seemed
more mature than the rest of his body. “Spiderish” seemed
appropriate in this connexion also. His head was certainly
large but not out of proportion to his long limbs. Evidently
the unique development of his brain depended more on manifold
convolutions than on sheer bulk. All the same his was
a much larger head than it looked, for its visible bulk was
scarcely at all occupied by the hair, which was but a close
skull-cap, a mere superficies of Negroid but almost white wool.
His nose was small but broad, rather Mongolian perhaps.
His lips, large but definite, were always active. They expressed
a kind of running commentary on his thoughts and feelings.
Yet many a time I have seen those lips harden into granitic
stubbornness. John’s eyes were indeed, according to ordinary
standards, much too big for his face, which acquired thus
a strangely cat-like or falcon-like expression. This was emphasized
by the low and level eyebrows, but often completely
abolished by a thoroughly boyish and even mischievous smile.
The whites of John’s eyes were almost invisible. The pupils
were immense. The oddly green irises were as a rule mere
filaments. But in tropical sunshine the pupils narrowed to
mere pin-pricks. Altogether, his eyes were the most obviously
“queer” part of him. His glance, however, had none of that
weirdly compelling power recorded in the case of Victor Stott.
Or rather, to feel their magic, one needed to have already
learnt something of the formidable spirit that used them.
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John’s father, Thomas Wainwright, had reason to believe that
Spaniards and Moroccans had long ago contributed to his making.
There was indeed something of the Latin, even perhaps
of the Arab, in his nature. Every one admitted that he
had a certain brilliance; but he was odd, and was generally
regarded as a failure. A medical practice in a North-country
suburb[2] gave little scope for his powers, and many opportunities
of rubbing people up the wrong way. Several remarkable
cures stood to his credit; but he had no bedside manner,
and his patients never accorded him the trust which is so
necessary for a doctor’s success.

His wife was no less a mongrel than her husband, but
one of a very different kind. She was of Swedish extraction.
Finns and Lapps were also among her ancestors. Scandinavian
in appearance, she was a great sluggish blonde, who even
as a matron dazzled the young male eye. It was originally
through her attraction that I became the youthful friend of
her husband, and later the slave of her more than brilliant
son. Some said she was “just a magnificent female animal,”
and so dull as to be subnormal. Certainly conversation with
her was sometimes almost as one-sided as conversation with
a cow. Yet she was no fool. Her house was always in good
order, though she seemed to spend no thought upon it. With
the same absent-minded skill she managed her rather difficult
husband. He called her “Pax.” “So peaceful,” he would explain.
Curiously her children also adopted this name for her. Their
father they called invariably “Doc.” The two elder, girl and
boy, affected to smile at their mother’s ignorance of the world;
but they counted on her advice. John, the youngest by four
years, once said something which suggested that we had all
misjudged her. Some one had remarked on her extraordinary
dumbness. Out flashed John’s disconcerting laugh, and then,
“No one notices the things that interest Pax, and so she
just doesn’t talk[1q].”

John’s birth had put the great maternal animal to a severe
strain. She carried her burden for eleven months, till the
doctors decided that at all costs she must be relieved. Yet
when the baby was at last brought to light, it had the grotesque
appearance of a seven-months fetus. Only with great difficulty
was it kept alive in an incubator. Not till a year after the
forced birth was this artificial womb deemed no longer necessary.

I saw John frequently during his first year, for between
me and the father, though he was many years my senior,
there had by now grown up a curious intimacy based on
common intellectual interests, and perhaps partly on a common
admiration for Pax.

I can remember my shock of disgust when I first saw
the thing they had called John. It seemed impossible that
such an inert and pulpy bit of flesh could ever develop into
a human being. It was like some obscene fruit, more vegetable
than animal, save for an occasional incongruous spasm of
activity.

When John was a year old, however, he looked almost
like a normal new-born infant, save that his eyes were shut.
At eighteen months he opened them; and it was as though
a sleeping city had suddenly leapt into life. Formidable eyes
they were for a baby, eyes seen under a magnifying glass,
each great pupil like the mouth of a cave, the iris a mere
rim, an edging of bright emerald. Strange how two black
holes can gleam with life! It was shortly after his eyes had
opened that Pax began to call her strange son “Odd John.”
She gave the words a particular and subtle intonation which,
though it scarcely varied, seemed to express sometimes merely
affectionate apology for the creature’s oddity, but sometimes
defiance, and sometimes triumph, and occasionally awe. The
adjective stuck to John throughout his life.

Henceforth John was definitely a person and a very wide-awake
person, too. Week by week he became more and more
active and more and more interested. He was for ever busy
with eyes and ears and limbs.

During the next two years John’s body developed precariously,
but without disaster. There were always difficulties
over feeding, but when he had reached the age of three
he was a tolerably healthy child, though odd, and in appearance
extremely backward. This backwardness distressed Thomas,
Pax, however, insisted that most babies grew too fast. “They
don’t give their minds a chance to knit themselves properly,”
she declared. The unhappy father shook his head.

When John was in his fifth year I used to see him nearly
every morning as I passed the Wainwrights’ house on my
way to the railway station. He would be in his pram in
the garden rioting with limbs and voice. The din, I thought,
had an odd quality. It differed indescribably from the vocalization
of any ordinary baby, as the call of one kind of monkey
differs from that of another species. It was a rich and subtle
shindy, full of quaint modulations and variations. One could
scarcely believe that this was a backward child of four.
Both behaviour and appearance suggested an extremely bright
six-months infant. He was too wide awake to be backward,
too backward to be four. It was not only that those prodigious
eyes were so alert and penetrating. Even his clumsy efforts
to manipulate his toys seemed purposeful beyond his years.
Though he could not manage his fingers at all well, his mind
seemed to be already setting them very definite and intelligent
tasks. Their failure distressed him.

John was certainly intelligent. We were all now agreed
on that point. Yet he showed no sign of crawling, and no
sign of talking. Then suddenly, long before he had attempted
to move about in his world, he became articulate. On a
certain Tuesday he was merely babbling as usual. On Wednesday
he was exceptionally quiet, and seemed for the first time
to understand something of his mother’s baby-talk. On Thursday
morning he startled the family by remarking very slowly
but very correctly, “I—want—milk.” That afternoon he said
to a visitor who no longer interested him, “Go—away. I—do—not—like—you—much.”

These linguistic achievements were obviously of quite a
different type from the first remarks of ordinary children.

Friday and Saturday John spent in careful conversation
with his delighted relatives. By the following Tuesday, a
week after his first attempt, he was a better linguist than his
seven-year-old brother, and speech had already begun to
lose its novelty for him. It had ceased to be a new art, and
had become merely a useful means of communication, to
be extended and refined only as new spheres of experience
came within his ken and demanded expression.

Now that John could talk, his parents learned one or two
surprising facts about him. For instance, he could remember
his birth. And immediately after that painful crisis, when
he had been severed from his mother, he actually had to learn
to breathe. Before any breathing reflex awoke, he had been
kept alive by artificial respiration, and from this experience
he had discovered how to control his lungs. With a prolonged
and desperate effort of will he had, so to speak, cranked the
engine, until at last it “fired” and acted spontaneously. His
heart also, it appeared, was largely under voluntary control.
Certain early “cardiac troubles,” very alarming to his parents,
had in fact been voluntary interferences of a too daring nature.
His emotional reflexes also were far more under control than
in the rest of us. Thus if, in some anger-provoking situation,
he did not wish to feel angry, he could easily inhibit the anger
reflexes. And if anger seemed desirable he could produce it.
He was indeed “Odd John.”

About nine months after John had learnt to speak, some
one gave him a child’s abacus. For the rest of that day there
was no talking, no hilarity; and meals were dismissed with
impatience. John had suddenly discovered the intricate delights
of number. Hour after hour he performed all manner of
operations on the new toy. Then suddenly he flung it away
and lay back staring at the ceiling.

His mother thought he was tired. She spoke to him. He
took no notice. She gently shook his arm. No response. “John!”
she cried in some alarm, and shook more violently. “Shut
up, Pax,” he said, “I’m busy with numbers.”

Then, after a pause, “Pax, what do you call the numbers
after twelve?” She counted up to twenty, then up to thirty.
“You’re as stupid as that toy, Pax.” When she asked why,
he found he had not words to explain himself; but after he
had indicated various operations on the abacus, and she
had told him the names of them, he said slowly and triumphantly,
“You’re stupid, Pax, dear, because you (and the toy
there) ‘count’ in tens and not in twelves. And that’s stupid
because twelves have ‘fourths’ and ‘threeths’, I mean ‘thirds’,
and tens have not.” When she explained that all men counted
in tens because when counting began, they used their five
fingers, he looked fixedly at her, then laughed his crackling,
crowing laugh. Presently he said, “Then all men are stupid.”

This, I think, was John’s first realization of the stupidity
of Homo sapiens, but not the last.

Thomas was jubilant over John’s mathematical shrewdness,
and wanted to report his case to the British Psychological
Society[3]. But Pax showed an unexpected determination to
“keep it all dark for the present.” “He shall not be experimented
on,” she insisted. “They’d probably hurt him. And anyhow
they’d make a silly fuss.” Thomas and I laughed at her fears,
but she won the battle.

John was now nearly five, but still in appearance a mere
baby. He could not walk. He could not, or would not, crawl.
His legs were still those of an infant. Moreover, his walking
was probably seriously delayed by mathematics, for during
the next few months he could not be persuaded to give his
attention to anything but numbers and the properties of
space. He would lie in his pram in the garden by the hour
doing “mental arithmetic” and “mental geometry,” never moving
a muscle, never making a sound. This was most unhealthy
for a growing child, and he began to ail. Yet nothing would
induce him to live a more normal and active life.

Visitors often refused to believe that he was mentally active
out there for all those hours. He looked pale and “absent.”
They privately thought he was in a state of coma, and developing
as an imbecile. But occasionally he would volunteer
a few words which would confound them.

John’s attack upon geometry began with an interest in
his brother’s box of bricks and in a diaper wallpaper. Then
came a phase of cutting up cheese and soap into slabs, cubes,
cones, and even into spheres and ovoids. At first John was
extremely clumsy with a knife, cutting his fingers and greatly
distressing his mother. But in a few days he had become
amazingly dextrous. As usual, though he was backward in
taking up a new activity, once he had set his mind to it, his
progress was fantastically rapid. His next stage was to make
use of his sister’s school-set of geometrical instruments. For
a week he was enraptured, covering innumerable sheets.

Then suddenly he refused to take any further interest
in visual geometry. He preferred to lie back and meditate.
One morning he was troubled by some question which he
could not formulate. Pax could make nothing of his efforts,
but later his father helped him to extend his vocabulary
enough to ask, “Why are there only three dimensions? When
I grow up shall I find more?”

Some weeks later came a much more startling question.
“If you went in a straight line, on and on and on, how far
would you have to go to get right back here?”

We laughed, and Pax exclaimed, “Odd John!” This was
early in 1915. Then Thomas remembered some talk about
a “theory of relativity” that was upsetting all the old ideas
of geometry. In time he became so impressed by this odd
question of John’s, and others like it, that he insisted on bringing
a mathematician from the university to talk to the child.

Pax protested, but not even she guessed that the result
would be disastrous.

The visitor was at first patronizing, then enthusiastic, then
bewildered; then, with obvious relief, patronizing again; then
badly flustered. When Pax tactfully persuaded him to go (for
the child’s sake, of course), he asked if he might come again,
with a colleague.

A few days later the two of them turned up and remained
in conference with the baby for hours. Thomas was unfortunately
going the round of his patients. Pax sat beside John’s
high chair, silently knitting, and occasionally trying to help
her child to express himself. But the conversation was far
beyond her depth. During a pause for a cup of tea, one of
the visitors said, “It’s the child’s imaginative power that is
so amazing. He knows none of the jargon and none of the
history, but he has seen it all already for himself. It’s incredible.
He seems to visualize what can’t be visualized.”

Later in the afternoon, so Pax reported, the visitors began
to grow rather agitated, and even angry; and John’s irritatingly
quiet laugh seemed to make matters worse. When at
last she insisted on putting a stop to the discussion, as it
was John’s bedtime, she noticed that both the guests were
definitely “out of control.” “There was a wild look about them
both,” she said, “and when I shooed them out of the garden
they were still wrangling; and they never said good-bye.”

But it was a shock to learn, a few days later, that two mathematicians
on the university staff had been found sitting under
a street lamp together at 2 a.m. drawing diagrams on the
pavement and disputing about “the curvature of space.”

Thomas regarded his youngest child simply as an exceptionally
striking case of the “infant prodigy.” His favourite comment
was, “Of course, it will all fizzle out when he gets older.”
But Pax would say, “I wonder.”

John worried mathematics for another month, then suddenly
put it all behind him. When his father asked him why he
had given it up, he said, “There’s not much in number really.
Of course, it’s marvellously pretty, but when you’ve done
it all—well, that’s that. I’ve finished number. I know all there
is in that game. I want another. You can’t suck the same piece
of sugar for ever.”

During the next twelve months John gave his parents no
further surprises. It is true he learned to read and write, and
took no more than a week to outstrip his brother and sister.
But after his mathematical triumphs this was only a modest
achievement. The surprising thing was that the will to read
should have developed so late. Pax often read aloud to him
out of books belonging to the elder children, and apparently
he did not see why she should be relieved of this duty.

But there came a time when Anne, his sister, was ill, and
his mother was too occupied to read to him. One day he
clamoured for her to start a new book, but she would not.
“Well, show me how to read before you go,” he demanded.
She smiled, and said, “It’s a long job. When Anne’s better
I’ll show you.”

In a few days she began the task, in the orthodox manner.
But John had no patience with the orthodox manner. He invented
a method of his own. He made Pax read aloud to him
and pass her finger along the line as she read, so that he could
follow, word by word. Pax could not help laughing at the
barbarousness of this method, but with John it worked. He
simply remembered the “look” of every “noise” that she made,
for his power of retention seemed to be infallible. Presently,
without stopping her, he began analysing out the sounds
of the different letters, and was soon cursing the illogicality
of English spelling. By the end of the lesson John could read,
though of course his vocabulary was limited. During the
following week he devoured all the children’s books in the
house, and even a few “grown-up” books. These, of course,
meant almost nothing to him, even though the words were
mostly familiar. He soon gave them up in disgust. One day
he picked up his sister’s school geometry, but tossed it aside
in five minutes with the remark, “Baby book!”

Henceforth John was able to read anything that interested
him; but he showed no sign of becoming a book-worm. Reading
was an occupation fit only for times of inaction, when
his overtaxed hands demanded repose. For he had now entered
a phase of almost passionate manual constructiveness,
and was making all manner of ingenious models out of cardboard,
wire, wood, plasticine, and any other material that
came to hand. Drawing, also, occupied, much of his time.
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At last, at the age of six, John turned his attention to locomotion.
In this art he had hitherto been even more backward
than the appearance of his body seemed to warrant. Intellectual
and constructive interests had led to the neglect of all
else[2q].

But now at last he discovered the need of independent
travel, and also the fascination of conquering the new art.
As usual, his method of learning was original and his progress
rapid. He never crawled. He began by standing upright with
his hands on a chair, balancing alternately on each foot. An
hour of this exhausted him, and for the first time in his life
he seemed utterly disheartened. He who had treated mathematicians
as dull-witted children now conceived a new and
wistful respect for his ten-year-old brother, the most active
member of the family. For a week he persistently and reverently
watched Tommy walking, running, “ragging[4]” with his
sister. Every movement was noted by the anxious John. He
also assiduously practised balancing, and even took a few
steps, holding his mother’s hand.

By the end of the week, however, he had a sort of nervous
breakdown, and for days afterwards he never set foot to
ground. With an evident sense of defeat, he reverted to reading,
even to mathematics.

When he was sufficiently recovered to take the floor again,
he walked unaided right across the room, and burst into
hysterical tears of joy—a most un-John-like proceeding. The
art was now conquered. It was only necessary to strengthen
his muscles by exercise.

But John was not content with mere walking. He had conceived
a new aim in life; and with characteristic resolution
he set himself to achieve it.

At first he was greatly hampered by his undeveloped body.
His legs were still almost fetal, so short and curved they were.
But under the influence of constant use, and (seemingly)
of his indomitable will, they soon began to grow straight and
long and strong. At seven he could run like a rabbit and climb
like a cat. In general build he now looked about four; but
something wiry and muscular about him suggested an urchin
of eight or nine. And though his face was infantile in shape,
its expression was sometimes almost that of a man of forty.
But the huge eyes and close white wool gave him an ageless,
almost an inhuman look.

He had now achieved a very striking control of his muscles.
There was no more learning of skilled movements. His limbs,
nay the individual muscles themselves, did precisely as he
willed. This was shown unmistakably when, in the second
month after his first attempt to walk, he learned to swim. He
stood in the water for a while watching his sister’s well-practised
strokes, then lifted his feet from the bottom and did
likewise.

For many months John’s whole energy was given to emulating
the other children in various kinds of physical prowess; and in
imposing his will upon them. They were at first delighted with
his efforts. All except Tommy, who already realized that he
was being outclassed by his kid brother. The older children
of the street were more generous, because they were at first
less affected by John’s successes. But increasingly John put
them all in the shade.

It was of course John, looking no more than a rather lanky
four-year-old, who, when a precious ball had lodged in one
of the roof-gutters, climbed a drain-pipe, crawled along the
gutter, threw down the ball; and then for sheer joy clambered
up a channel between two slopes of tiles, and sat astraddle
on the crest of the roof. Pax was in town, shopping. The
neighbours were of course terrified for the child’s life. Then
John, foreseeing amusement, simulated panic and inability
to move. Apparently he had quite lost his head. He clung
trembling to the tiles. He whimpered abjectly. Tears trickled
down his cheeks. A local building contractor was hurriedly
called up on the phone. He sent men and ladders. When the
rescuer appeared on the roof, John “pulled snooks” at him,
and scuttled for his drain-pipe, down which he descended
like a monkey, before the eyes of an amazed and outraged
crowd.

When Thomas learned of this escapade, he was both horrified
and delighted. “The prodigy,” he said, “has advanced
from mathematics to acrobatics.” But Pax said only, “I do
wish he wouldn’t draw attention to himself.”

John’s devouring passion was now personal prowess and
dominance. The unfortunate Tommy, formerly a masterful
little devil, was eclipsed and sick at heart. But his sister Anne
adored the brilliant John, and was his slave. Hers was an
arduous life. I can sympathize with her very keenly, for at
a much later stage I was to occupy her post.

John was now either the hero or the loathed enemy of
every child in the neighbourhood. At first he had no intuition
of the effect his acts would have on others, and was regarded
by most as a “beastly cocky little freak.” The trouble was
simply that he always knew when others did not, and nearly
always could when others could not. Strangely he showed no
sign of arrogance; but also he made no effort to assume false
modesty.

One example, which marked the turning-point in his policy
towards his fellows, will show his initial weakness in this
respect, and his incredible suppleness of mind.

The big schoolboy neighbour, Stephen, was in the next
garden struggling with a dismembered and rather complicated
lawn-mower. John climbed the fence, and watched for a
few minutes in silence. Presently he laughed. Stephen took
no notice. Then John bent down, snatched a cog-wheel from
the lad’s hands, put it in place, assembled the other parts,
turned a nut here and a grub-screw there, and the job was
finished. Stephen meanwhile stood in sheepish confusion. John
moved toward the fence saying, “Sorry you’re no good at
that sort of thing, but I’ll always help when I’m free.” To
his immense surprise, the other flew at him, knocked him
down twice, then pitched him over the fence. John, seated
on the grass rubbing various parts of his body, must surely
have felt at least a spasm of anger, but curiosity triumphed
over rage, and he inquired almost amiably, “Why did you
want to do that?” But Stephen left the garden without answering.

John sat meditating. Then he heard his father’s voice indoors,
and rushed to find him. “Hi! Doc!” he cried, “if there was
a patient you couldn’t cure, and one day some one else came
and cured him, what would you do?” Thomas, busy with
other matters, replied carelessly, “Dunno! Probably knock
him down for interfering.” John gasped, “Now just why?
Surely that would be very stupid.” His father, still preoccupied,
answered, “I suppose so, but one isn’t always sensible. It
depends how the other fellow behaved. If he made me feel
a fool, I’m sure I’d want to knock him down.” John gazed
at his father for some time, then said, “I see!”

“Doc!” he suddenly began again, “I must get strong, as
strong as Stephen. If I read all those books” (glancing at
the medical tomes), “shall I learn how to get frightfully strong?”
The father laughed. “I’m afraid not,” he said.

Two ambitions now dominated John’s behaviour for six
months, namely to become an invincible fighter, and to understand
his fellow human beings.

The latter was for John the easier task. He set about studying
our conduct and our motives, partly by questioning us, partly
by observation. He soon discovered two important facts, first
that we were often surprisingly ignorant of our own motives,
and second that in many respects he differed from the rest
of us. In later years he himself told me that this was the time
when he first began to realize his uniqueness.

Need I say that within a fortnight, John was apparently
a changed character? He had assumed with perfect accuracy
that veneer of modesty and generosity which is so characteristic
of the English.

In spite of his youth and his even more youthful appearance
John now became the unwilling and unassuming leader in
many an escapade. The cry was always, “John will know what
to do,” or “Fetch that little devil John, he’s a marvel at
this kind of job.” In the desultory warfare which was carried
on with the children of the Council School[5] (they passed the
end of the street four times a day), it was John who planned
ambushes; and John who could turn defeat into victory by
the miraculous fury of an unexpected onslaught. He was indeed
an infant Jove, equipped with thunder-bolts instead of
fists.

These battles were partly a repercussion of a greater war
in Europe, but also, I believe, they were deliberately fostered
by John for his own ends. They gave him opportunities both
for physical prowess and for a kind of unacknowledged leadership.

No wonder the children of the neighbourhood told one
another, “John’s a great little sport now,” while their mothers,
impressed more by his manners than his military genius,
said to one another, “John’s a dear these days. He’s lost all
his horrid freakishness and conceit.”

Even Stephen was praiseful. He told his mother, “That
kid’s all right really. The hiding did him good. He has apologized
about the mower, and hoped he hadn’t jiggered it up.”

But fate had a surprise in store for Stephen.

In spite of his father’s discouragement, John had been
spending odd moments among the medical and physiological
books. The anatomical drawings interested him greatly, and
to understand them properly, he had to read. His vocabulary
was of course very inadequate, so he proceeded in the manner
of Victor Stott, and read through from cover to cover, first
a large English dictionary, then a dictionary of physiological
terms. Very soon he became so fluent that he had only to
run his eye rapidly down the middle of a printed page to
be able to understand it and retain it indefinitely.

But John was not content with theory. One day, to Pax’s
horror, he was found cutting up a dead rat on the dining-room
floor, having thoughtfully spread a newspaper to protect the
carpet. Henceforth his anatomical studies, both practical and
theoretical, were supervised by Doc
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