
One of the stories that made a lifelong science fiction reader out of me was Robert A.
Heinlein’s dazzlingly ingenious time-paradox novella, “By His Bootstraps,” which I
first encountered when I was twelve or thirteen in the classic Raymond Healy and J.F.
McComas anthology, Adventures in Time and Space. That was in 1948 or perhaps
1949. For those of you who already know the Heinlein story I need only say that it is
one of the cleverest time-travel stories ever written; and the rest of you, yet to discover
it, have a treat ahead.
“By His Bootstraps” was published in the October 1941 issue of Astounding Sci-

ence Fiction, the ancestor of our companion magazine, Analog, and opens just a few
months in the future, in the year 1942. We meet a young man named Bob Wilson,
who has locked himself in his room to finish his thesis on metaphysics, and, to his
annoyance, is distracted by the mysterious arrival of a stranger who has somehow
entered the inaccessible room three floors above street level. Behind him is a glowing
disk of light. It is, the stranger explains, a Time Gate: “Time flows along side by side on
each side of the Gate, but some thousands of years apart—just how many thousands
I don’t know. But for the next couple of hours that Gate is open. You can walk into
the future just by stepping through that circle.” Wilson is, of course, skeptical. A dis-
cussion follows, lubricated by a few shots of gin. Then a second stranger pops
through the Time Gate, one who looks enough like the first one to be his brother. One
thing follows another, an altercation develops, and Wilson takes a punch that knocks
him against the gate. When he comes to, he is . . . somewhere else.
Where he has landed is, in fact, a little more than thirty thousand years in the fu-

ture, where a middle-aged man in what seems to be purple lounging pajamas informs
him that he is in the Hall of the Gate in the High Palace of Norkaal. And there is the
point at which I was hooked—for, ninth-grader that I was, my head was full of dreams
of what the far future would be like, and Heinlein proposed now to take me on a tour of
a world as remote in time from me in one direction as the prehistoric cave-painters of
France and Spain were in the other.
The world of 30,000 A.D. will, I believe, be unimaginably different from our world, and

even an imagination as fertile as Robert A. Heinlein’s is incapable of imagining the
unimaginable. Indeed, he was never very interested in depicting so alien a world as the
world of A.D. 30,000 will surely be. Most of his work is based on a “future history” chart
of events to come that he drew up early in his career, and that chart runs only to the
year 2600—the day after tomorrow, when looked at from a point 30,000 years farther
along in time. The story that he unfolds in “By His Bootstraps” is concerned not so
much with depicting the fabulous future into which Bob Wilson has been precipitated
as with pulling the reader through a succession of ingenious time paradoxes that can’t
be revealed here without destroying the story for new readers, leading to a final twist
that left this boyish reader gasping in surprise.
But Heinlein’s far-future world was strange enough to hold that boyish reader mes-

merized, for what it gave him—something he has sought in science fiction ever since—
was a sense of a vastly different world, something to lift him out of his mundane
schoolboy life into an awareness of the vast span of time that leads us back through
the voyage of Columbus and the building of the Pyramids and the paintings in those
caves to the epoch of the dinosaurs and beyond, and forward into the unknown but
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surely astonishing mysteries that were invented so brilliantly by such writers as Olaf
Stapledon and S. Fowler Wright. It is the wonder that comes of thinking of the suc-
cession of one age after another that caught me in the Heinlein story, and that I
strove to recreate in many of my own books and stories. I have felt it in H.P. Love-
craft’s great novella “The Shadow Out of Time,” and in such books as William Hope
Hodgson’s The House on the Borderland, Brian Aldiss’s The Long Afternoon of Earth,
and Jack Vance’s The Dying Earth, and such stories as Cordwainer Smith’s “Alpha
Ralpha Boulevard,” John W. Campbell’s “Twilight,” Robert Moore Williams’s “Robots
Return,” and Poul Anderson’s “Epilogue,” to name just a few out of a great many.
A poet of the Anglo-Saxon era was aware of the wondrous time-displacement sen-

sation that contemplating the succession of the ages awakens. This is the eighth-cen-
tury poem we call in modern English “The Ruin,” a work that has come down to us
only because it was collected in an eleventh-century manuscript known as the Ex-
eter Book. About ten years ago I devoted a column to it in these pages.
For us, Anglo-Saxon England is a remote, obscure period shrouded in the mists of the

past, with kings named Aethelred, Coenwulf, and Aethelstan on the throne. But the
past has a past of its own, and in “The Ruin” the poet is writing about a ruined city that
the Romans had left behind when they abandoned their conquered province of Britain
about three hundred years earlier, just as the first Saxon invaders were arriving. It is
a masterly depiction of time’s ruination; but what gives me the true science fictional
shiver is its view of the vanished Romans as a quasi-mythical race of giants: 
“These walls are wondrous. Destiny destroyed them. 
The courtyards and battlements are smashed. The work of the giants is crumbling.
Its roofs are breaking and falling; its towers collapse.
Plundered are those walls with grated doors, their mortar white with frost.
Its battered ramparts are shorn away and ruined, eaten away by Time. Earth’s fist

and grasp
Holds mason and man, all decayed, departed. . . .” 
The poet tells us that for “a hundred generations” men held sway here, the red

wall standing “while kingdom followed kingdom in the land,” and he gives us a pic-
ture of radiant drinking-halls, lavish baths and pools, joyous revelry. But then came
mighty Fate, bringing sudden change. 
“Wide-wasting was the battle where the great walls fell.
Plague-laden days upon the city came; Death snatched away that mighty host of

men. . . .
There in the olden time full many a lord,
Clad in gleaming battle-armor, gazed upon his silver treasure and his jewels,
A radiant city in a kingdom wide.
There stood the courts of stone, and the hot surging stream that carried water to

the baths, the heart of the place . . .” 
And the poem trails off in the wreckage of the manuscript: 
“The hot streams ran to the ringed tank . . . 
Where the baths were . . .
Then is . . .
. . . that is a noble thing . . .
. . . the castle . . . the city . . .” 
There it ends. The Romans, those departed giants of an all but forgotten age, are

gone, but their shattered city remains, a mere vestige of a great civilization that this
poet of the simpler Anglo-Saxon culture can barely manage to imagine.
I have before me right now a small, ugly artifact that summons for me the same

time-displacement effect that Heinlein’s story and the Anglo-Saxon poem do. It was
once a Roman coin, struck in the reign of the Emperor Tiberius, somewhere around

Asimov’s
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25 A.D.—a copper-colored coin about the size of our twenty-five-cent piece. But it is not
quite accurate to call it a Roman coin, because cut into its time-worn surface is the
Roman numeral XLII, 42, and that marks it as currency of the Ostrogoths, a Ger-
manic tribe who took possession of Italy in the sixth century, long after the collapse
of the Roman Empire. The Ostrogoths, whom the Romans thought of as barbarians
but who were apparently not all that barbaric, struck coins of their own in gold and
silver, reasonable imitations of the coins then circulating in the Byzantine Empire,
the eastern half of the Roman Empire that had survived the fall of the West. But at
some point, having need of money of baser metal for small transactions, they came
upon a supply of the coinage of what was already ancient Rome, and marked it with
numerals to serve their own purposes, vestiges of antiquity taking on new existence.
By then the grandeur that had been Rome was largely forgotten. In 476 A.D. the

last of the emperors, a boy named Romulus Augustulus (“little Augustus”), had been
pensioned off by the barbarian chieftain Odovacar, who proclaimed himself King of
Italy. Other fragments of the empire broke away and would in time become France,
Germany, Spain, and various other nations of Western Europe. Tiberius, the second
Roman emperor, was now more than five hundred years in the past, and the empire
itself, its monarchs and its conquests and its magnificent marble structures, a ghost-
ly memory at best. On the coin I hold now, one can barely make out the profile of
Tiberius, so worn is it by the passage of centuries. Its original denomination—the
Romans had called it an as—had long been obsolete, and it had passed as currency
by its value as metal alone. For the Ostrogoth conquerors of Italy, the basic unit of
currency was a tiny coin called a nummus, and this much heavier coin of ancient
days was valued by them in accordance with its weight at 42 nummi: hence the nu-
meral carved into it in front of the face of Tiberius.
Wonder stirs in me at the thought that this coin of the Roman Empire, an empire

that was only a hazy memory in the time of the Ostrogoths, had found a new life under
that successor kingdom, itself all but forgotten today. One era follows another. That An-
glo-Saxon poet was deeply moved by the sight of the unthinkably ancient ruins of a
glorious Roman metropolis. I am fascinated now by the coin on my desk, which had
found a second life as Ostrogothic currency hundreds of years after Caesar and Au-
gustus and Tiberius had turned into mere shadowy names. And Robert Heinlein’s “By
His Bootstraps” achieved the same wonder in me, seventy-odd years ago, by hurling
Bob Wilson through the Time Gate into a distant future world for which our own has
no more substance than a dream. The past has a past, yes, and that past a past of its
own, and so on into the infinite recesses of time. 
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