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H. G. WELLS

Introduction

If ever the phrase “lucky break” could-be
applied literally, it could be applied to Herbert George Wells,
bom September 21, 1866, at 47 High Street, Bromley, Kent—
now a suburb of London, England. He writes in his Experiment
in Autobiography (1934): “My leg was. broken for me when I
-was between seven and eight. Probably I am alive today and
writing this autobiography, instead of being 2 worn-out, disqnissed
and already dead shop assistant, because my leg was broken.
The agent of good fortune was ‘young Sutton,” the grown-up
son of the landlord of the Bell. I was playing outside the scoring
tent in the cricket field and in all friendliness he picked me up
and tossed me in the air. ‘Whose little kid are you?’ he said, _
and I wriggled, he missed his hold on me, and I snapped my
tibia across a tent peg.”

He bad, Wells says, just taken to reading. Now his father
went daily to the Literary Institute in Market Square to get
one or two books for him; Mrs. Sutton sent some books—there
was always a fresh book to read, and the boy’s world expanded
rapidly. His father, Joseph Wells, was an avid reader, despite
the fact that gardening and cricket were his specialty. A cousin,
who cared more for the money that Joseph and Sarah Neal Wells
had to put up than their welfare, had sold them the china and
glassware shop that went with the house on High Street. Joseph -
had lost his gardener’s position, but they had some sayings. It
was not long before they realized how /badly thayy;d been
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6 INTRODUCTION

taken; the shop did very little business, and it was an unpleasant
little house. Wells saw his mother grow old and bone-weary
there, striving to keep it clean, to keep her three sons fed and
clothed (a daughter died in childhood), while her heart yeained
for the country. But they were trapped; they could not sell,
save at a loss which would be ruinous. :

Joseph Wells was a professional cricketeer; he made some
money playing and instructing. It made the difference between
poverty and abject poverty for the family. But young Herbert
was undernourished and his health was not good most of his life,

The immediate result of this “lucky break” was that wher he
started schooling shortly after his recovery he was far in ad-
vance of the other children his age. He impressed both his class-
mates and his teachers, and this set up a chain of “connections”
which eventually Janded him at the Normal School of Science,
South Kensington. .

British education was in 2 sort of boom at the time; Wells had
acquired a post as a teacher, wherein his task was to prepare
students to pass’an examination leading to advanced education.
In those days, the examinations consisted of slight variations on
a set number of questions in any subject. Little government
schools were set up; and in order to justify themselves, they
bad to present a fair quota of successful examinees. The end
result was that innumerable boys and girls were so instructed
that they could pass the official examination with honor—without
really knowing the subject at alll Wells's part was to prepare a
textbook and hammer the examination answers into the students,
He took an examination himself, since any instructor who gained
honors thus was given a substantial bonus. However, Wells knew
his subjects, and he passed his own examinations so splendidly
that he found himself out of Midhurst and a “teacher in train-
ing” under Professor Huxley—the great T. H. Huxley whose
reputation was not only world-wide but was earned, and who
was an inspiring teacher as well as a famous scientist.

At the time, this was amusing and wonderful; as Wells ma-
tured, he would remember the shoddy state of education in his
youth and write so much both of criticism and proposals about -
education that, in 1927, F. H. Doughty could write a fair-sized
book fully living up to the promise of its title: H. G. Wells:
Educationist. '

He found, though, that he hkad defects in his very strength;
‘throughout his learning years, Wells excelled in any subject in
- which he found an immediate interest, or in which an inspired

teacher aroused his interest. Without these requisites, he simply
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did not bother, assuming that he could “cram”™ at the last
moment and pass the examinatiol. It took a few painful and
unexpected failures ‘v ieach him the error of such ways.

- It was after such a failure that he took a position as teacher
and football coach (British “football” is like American soccer);
and it was here that a second “lucky break” occurred. As he
describes it, “. . . the football season began. I played badly but
with a desperate resolve to improve. The lean shock-headed intel-
lectual doing his desperate tactless best in open-air games is never
an attractive spectacle. . . . One bony youngster fouled me. He.
stooped, put his shoulders under my ribs, lifted me, and sent me
sprawling.

“I got up with muddy hands and knees to go on playing. But
a strange sickness seized upon me. There was a vast pain in my
side. My courage failed me. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t kick.”‘I'm
going in,’ I said, and returned sulkily to the house regardless of
the game, amidst sounds of incredulous derision.”

His left kidney had been crushed. Had it not been for this,
he might have spent his.life as a teacher. Illness and accident
closed the doors, one by one, until the only course open to
Herbert George Wells was journalism. He wrote scientific arti-
cles; he wrote essays—social criticism, book reviews and play
reviews. (His first published book was 2 collection of essays en-
titled Select Conversations with an Uncle; 1898.) It was precari-
ous until he realized that he had been shooting over his target—
seeking rare and precious topics. And legend has it that Frank
Harris, upon Wells’s application as a reviewer of scientific books
for the Saturday Review, replied, amidst expletives, “Why don’t
you write funny stories about science?”

He took the hint, pastially at jeast; while there are touches
of humor in his fiction, hardly any can be considered “funny”
stories. They are visions of a possible future, either in the broad,
over-all sense or of the possible effects of this or that discovery
or invention upon society and the world. The Time Muchine
(1895-~Airmont 1964) is a panorama of the far future; The
Invisible Man (1897—Airmont 1964) examines the social conse-
quences of invisibility; The War of the Worlds (1898—Airmont
1964) tells of humanity’s reactions to an invasion from Mars;
The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896—Airmont 1966) deals with
human attempts to play God. And most of the famous short
stories were written in these early years. .

_ There is a great deal of barely concealed autobiography in
these early works, and this is particularly true of the first chap-
ters of In the Days of the Comet; the descriptions of Willie’s
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" home and of his mother are but slight variations on 47 High
Street, Bromley, Kent, and Sarah Neal  Wells. But it is the
vivid portrayal of the mean life of those times, of the .hopcl.es's-
ness of the poor -and lower middle class, which remains vivid.
today. Wells wrote with the earnestness of a Socialist, which he
was—though he retained a lifelong antipathy to Karl Marx and
all forms of Marxism. Yet, even in the early tales, his compre-
hension of character is such that neither his rich, poor, nor his
middle-class people are caricatures. He shows them all as they
are—and then shows why none can be entirely blamed for being
what they are; biting, his portraits often are—venomous, they
bardly ever are.

Times ars bad as this novel opens; a business depression is
coming, and hardly anyone except astronomers pay any attention
to the comet that is seen approaching Earth, Embittered with
his lot in life, Willie aggravates his situation further by ‘demand-
ing a raise from his employer, then walking out when it is re-
fused: Day by day, the comet comes closer; people begin to
predict the end of the world. There is a great revival of itinerant
preaching, and a strike breaks out in the collieries not far from

- where Willie lives. But -what plunges him into utter rage and
despair is his learning that Nettie, the girl who rejected him,
bas run away with the son of the owner of the property on
which her parents live. He purchases a revolver determined to
hunt down the couple and kill them both,

There are rumors of war with Germany; when Willie arrives
at the seaside resort to which the lovers have fied, the rumors
have become fact. And'the comet fills the air with a green glow
each night; then Earth’s atmosphere is filled with the gasses in
the comet, even as a naval battle rages in the Chaunnel, and
every living thing on the planet sleeps. . ...

To awaken . . . changed! Something has happened to human
beings all over the world. They see themselves as they are, They
see what they have been, and what their blindness and stupidity
have led to. And humanity arises from its brief period of sleep,
repentant and determined to set things right, '

As with most of Wells’s stories, the plot of In the Days of
the Comet is a simple one which can be outlined in a few words;
but the way he has thrown all his insight, all his hopes, fears,
loves, and hates into this picture of a world renewed makes
this a tale of wonder, half  century old as it is, You will.find
it absorbing; and perhaps you will ponder, as the author clearly
wants you to—"“What if it really happened—today]”

But H. G. Wells was in earnest about changing the world. He
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joined the Fabian Society (the British Socialists), .diﬁered vio-
lently with them when he found they had no practical program
of how to rebuild and reform society once (and if) they received
the mandate, and after a futile attempt to persuade them that
they themselves were blind guides who needed to learmn how to
see, he left them. He never attained any political position in his
lifetime, but it would be truly written of him that he was “a
vigorous and restless thinker who has powerfully disturbed the
waters of his generation.” (Edward Shanks). “Mr. Wells pos-
sesses the intolerable power of setting me off thinking anew when
T bave shaken down comfortably among my own ideas, and do
not want to hear any more of his.” (Vernon Lee). These gentle-
men were well-known in education, and were thinking particu.
larly of Wells's writings cn this subject (which are scattered
through his mainstream novels as well as in essays and studies
directly related to education), but their statements could be
made about nearly any aspect of Wells’s writing,

He had no faith in governments. How, then, did he propose
to rebuild society? His later works, fiction and non-fiction, call
for a world-wide organization of dedicated intellectuals—a dic-
tatorship not of the proletariat but of the elite, Precisely how
they will obtain power remains obscure; in the movie script
derived from The Skape of Things to Come, a war that ends in
world-wide ruin and exhaustion provides the opportunity. He
was the most famous of champions of the World State before
the Great War, and remained its champion for life. But he does
not face the problem of how to prevent a revolutionary order
from serving its own, rather than society’s ends, and thus becom-
ing more oppressive in the end than the regime it overthrew.

A humanist and materialist, Wells equated evil with ignorance
and regarded universal scientific education as the answer. It does
not seem to have occurred to him that educating the petty thief
would as likely make of him a master swindler as a reformed,
honest titizen. ’

Yet, in the end, he was forced to acknowledge that there are
some things, something at least similar to what are called
spiritual forces, which are not amenable to neat materialistic and
scientific solutions. _

He had seen himself acclaimed as virtually the universal man;
he was denounced by those whom he considered the right people
to denounce him—a happy fate! He was a modern prophet—not
. 50 much predicting the future exactly (forty days, and Nineveh

'shall be overthrown!) but proclaiming what must be done lest
. Some sort of disaster come (thus saith the Lord!). It is a moot
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point whether his clouded vision of the years 1934-1966, as oute
lined in The Skape of Things to Come (1933), is more or less
horrible than what actually happened in history during those
vears, But The Croquet Player (1938) shows him wondering if
he has not overlooked something, for this powerful allegory
touches upon the very real demonic factor in all humanity, at
all times. And it was written before, not after, the actual cli-
mactic horrors of Buchenwald, Belsen, etc.

He was not a fanatic; he never imagined that the disaster he
predicted came about precisely because the world would not
histen to khim,; there were other voices crying other solutions in
the wilderness, who were also ignored. But something of Wells's
warning could have been combined with the warnings of Church-
ill, Keynes, and others to prevent the debacle that started in
1939.

Most of what be considered his most important work at the
time is sadly dated today, but his Outline of History is still
worth reading. The autobiography is entirely rewarding. And not
one of the early scientific romances has lost its freshness.

Now, twenty years after bis death in 1946, the World State
Wells envisioned is perhaps evern less a viable potentiality than
it was when he first began to preach about it, But stores like
in the Days of the Comet still grip the imaginations of all sorts
and conditions of men. )

—ROBERT A. W. LOWNDES



Prolegue
The Man Who Wrote in the Tower

I saw a gray-haired man, a figure of hale age, sitting at a desk
and writing.

He seemed to be in 2 room in a tower, very high, so that
through the tall window on his left one perceived only distances,
a remote horizon of sea, a_headland and that vague haze and
glitter in the sunset that many miles away marks a city. All the
appointments of this room were orderly and beautiful, and in
some subtle quality, in this small difference and that, new to me
and strange. They were in no fashion I could name, and the
simple costume the man wore suggested neither period nor
country. It might, I thought, be the Happy Future, or Utopia,
or the Land of Simple Dreams; an errant mote of memory,
Henry James’s phrase and story of “The Great Good Place,”
twirkled across my mind, and passed and left no light.

The man I saw wrote with a thing like a fountain pen, a
moder touch that prohibited any historical retrospection, and
as he finished each sheet, writing in an easy flowing hand, he
added it to a growing pile upon a graceful little table under the
window. His last done sheets lay loose, partly covering otbers
that were clipped together into fascicles.

Clearly he: was unaware of my presence, and I stood waiting
until his pen should come to a pause. Old as he certainly was he
wrote with a steady hand. . . .

I discovered that a concave speculum huug slantingly high
over Lis head; a movement in this caught my attention sharply,
and I looked up to see, distorted and made fantastic but bright
and beautifully colored, the magnified, reflected, evasive render-
ing of a palace, of a terrace, of the vista of a great roadway with
many people, people exaggerated, impossible-looking because of
the curvature of the mirror, going to and fro, I turned my head
quickly that I might see more clearly through the window be-
hind me, but it was too high for me to survey this nearer scene
directly, and after 2 momentary pause I came back to that dis-
torting mirror again. . : ’

But now the writer was leaning back in his chair, He put
down his pen and sighed the half resentful sigh—*“ah! you work,
you! how you gratify and tire me!”—of a man who has been

- writing to his satisfaction.
1
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“What is this place,” I asked, “and who are you?”

He looked around with the quick movement of surprise.

“What is this place?” I repeated, “and where am 1?”

He regarded me steadfastly for a moment under his wrinkled
brows, and then his expression softened to a smile, He pointed
to a chair beside the table, “I am writing,” he said.

“About this?”

“About the Change.”

I sat down. It was a very comfortable chair, and well placed
under the light. .

“If you would like to read—" he said.

Iindicated the manuscript. “This explains?” I asked.

“That explains,” he answered.

He drew a fresh sheet of paper toward him as he looked at
me.

I glanced from him about his apartment and back to the little
table. A fascicle marked very distinctly “1” caught my attention,
and I took it up. I smiled in his friendly eyes. “Very well,” said
I, suddenly at my ease, and he nodded and went on writing. And
in a2 mood between confidence and curiosity, I began to read.

This is the story that happy, active-looking old man in that
pleasant place had written.



Book |
THE COMET

Chapter the First

Dust in the Shadows
iy

I have set myself to write the story of the Great Change, so far
as it has affected my own life and the lives of one or two people
closely connected with me, primarily to please myself,
Long ago in my crude unhappy youth, I conceived the desire
" of writing a book. To scribble secretly and dream of authorship
was one of my chief alleviations, and I read with a sympathetic
envy every scrap I could get about the world of Lterature and
* the lives of literary people. It is something, even. amidst this-
present bappiness, to find leisure and opportunity to take up
and partially realize these old and hopeless dreams, But that
alone, in a world where so much of vivid and increasing interest
presents itself to be done, even by an old man, would ‘not, I
think, suffice to set me at this desk. I find some such recapitu-
lation of my past as this will involve, is becoming necessary to
my own secure mental continuity. The passage of years brings a
man at last to retrospection; at seventy-two one’s youth is far
more important than it was at forty. And I am out of touch with
my youth. The old life seems so cut off from the new, so alien
and so unreasonable, that at ‘times I find it bordering upon. the
incredible, The data have -gone, the buildings and places. I
stopped dead the other afternoon in my walk across the moor,
where once the dismal outskirts of Swathinglea stragglid toward
Leet, and asked, “Was it here indeed that I crouched among the
weeds and refuse and broken crockery and loaded my revolver
ready for murder? Did ever such a thing bappen ir. my life? Was
such a mood and thought and intention ever possible to me?
Rather, has not some queer nightmare spirit out of dreamland
slipped a pseudo-memory into the records of my vanished life?”
There must be many alive still who have the same perplexities.
And I think too that those who are now growing up to take our
places in the great enterprise of mankind, will need many such
narratives as mine for even the most partial conception of the
. old ‘world of shadows that came before our day. It chances too
that my case is fairly typical of the Change; I was caught mid-
13
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way in a gust of passion; and a curious accident put me for a
time ir: the very nucievs of the new order. . . -

My memory takes me back across the interval of fifty years to
a little ill-lit room with a sash window open to a starry sky, and
instantly there returns to me the characteristic smell of that
room, the penetrating odor of an ill-trimmed lamp, burning
cheap paraffin. Lighting by electricity had then been perfected
for fifteen years, but still the larger portion of the world used
these lamps, All this first scene will go, in my mind at least, to
that olfactory accompaniment. That was the evening smell of
the room. By day it had a more subtle aroma, a closeness, a
peculiar sort of faint pungency that I associate—I know not why
—with dust.

Let me describe this room to you in detail. It was perhaps
eight feet by seven in area and rather higher than either of
these dimensions; the ceiling was of plaster, cracked and bulging
in places, gray with the soot of the lamp, and in one place dis-
colored by a system of yellow and olive-green stains caused by
the percolation of damp from above. The walls were covered
with dun-colored paper, upon which had been printed in
oblique reiteration a crimson shape, something of the nature
of a curly ostrich feather, or an acanthus flower, that had in its
less faded moments a sort of dingy gaiety., There were several
big plaster-rimmed wounds in this, caused by Parload’s ineffec-
tual attempts to get mails into the wall, whereby there might
bang pictures. One nail had hit between two bricks and got
home, and from this depended, sustained a little insecurely by
frayed and knotted blind-cord, Parload’s hanging bookshelves,
planks painted over with a treacly blue emamel and further
decorated by a fringe of pinked American clotk insecurely fixed
by tacks. Below this was a little table that behaved with a mulish
vindictiveness to any knee that was thrust beneath it suddenly;
it was covered with a cloth whose pattern of red and black had
been rendered less monotonous by the accidents of Parload’s
versatile ink bottle, and on it, leit motif of the whole, stood and
stank the lamp, This lamp, you must understand, was of some
whitish translucent substance that was neither china nor glass;
it had a shade of the same substance, a shade that did not pro-
tect the eyes of a reader in any measure; and it seemed admi-
rably adapted to bring into pitiless prominence the fact that,
after the lamp’s trimming, dust and paraffin had been smeared
over its exterior with a reckless generosity.

The uneven floor boards of this apartment were covered with
scratched enamel of chocolate hue, on which a small island of
frayed carpet dimly blossomed in the dust and shadows, :

There was 2 very small grate, made of cast-iron in one piece
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and painted buff, and 2 still smaller misfit of a castiiron fender
that confessed the gray stone of the hearth. No fire was laid,
only a few scraps of torn paper and the bowl of a broken corn-
cob pipe were visible behind ihe bars, and in the corner and
rather thrust away was an angular japanned coal-box with a
damaged hinge. It was the custom in those days to warm every
" room separately from a separate fireplace, more prolific of dirt
than heat, and the rickety sash window, the small chimney, and
the loose-fitting door were expected to organize the ventilation
of the room among themselves without any further direction,

Parload’s truckle bed hid its gray sheets beneath an old patch-
work counterpane on one side of the room, and veiled his boxes
and such-like oddments, and invading the two corners of the
window were an old whatnot and the washhandstand, on which
were distributed the simple appliances of his toilet.

This washhandstand had been made of deal by some one with
an excess of turnery appliances in a hurry, who had tried to dis-
tract attention from the rough economies of his workmanship
by an arresting ornamentation of blobs and bulbs upon the
joints and legs. Apparently the piece had then been placed in
the hands of some person of infinite leisure equipped with a
pot of ocherous paint, varnish, and a set of flexible combs. This
person had first painted the article, then, I fancy, smeared it
with varnish, and then sat down to work with the combs to
streak and comb the varnish into'a weird imitation of the grain
of sctne nightmare timber. The washhandstand so made had
evidently had a prolonged career of violent use, had been
chipped, kicked, splintered, punched, stained, scorched, ham-
mered, desiccated, damped, and defiled, had met indeed with al-
most every possible adventure except a conflagration or a
scrubbing, until at last it had come to this high refuge of Par-
load’s attic to sustain the simple requirements of Parload’s

_ personal cleanliness. There were, in chief, a basin and a
jug of water and a slop-pail of tin, and, further, a piece of yellow
804D in a tray, a tooth-brush, a rat-tailed shaving brush, one
hucksback towe!, and one or two other minor articles. In those
_days only very prosperous people had more than such an equi-
page, and it is to be remarked that every drop of water Parload
used bad to .be carried by an unfortunate servant girl—the
“slavey,” Parload called her—up from the basement to the top

- of the house and subsequently down again, Already we begin to
forget how modern an invention is personal cleanliness. It is a

fact that Parload bad never stripped for a swim in his life; never
-bad a simultaneous bath all over his body since his childhood.
Not one in fifty of us did in the days of which I am telling you.

A chest, also singularly grained and streaked, of two large and



