A REVIEW OF JACK McDEVITT’S POLARIS

This is a “sequel” to ‘A Talent for War’.

It is set in a universe that is eerily similar to the ‘Hutchiverse’ [also a McDevitt series – see my longer article that discusses the ‘Hutchiverse’].

As often with McDevitt books, there is a Prolog and a Main Body.

In Prolog familiar aspects are:

1. a “cosmic disaster” – this time a dwarf star colliding with a main sequence G star.

2. that the G star has a planet with well developed life, that will be wiped out.

3. that humans are aware at least 1 year before it happens, but do nothing to preserve samples of life from that planet [nor do an intensive study of the planet and that stellar system – partly because they simply do not think of doing it; partly because they are incongruously resource poor and resource rich simultaneously].

4. that humans observe the collision, but with cheapskate minimal resources, and no automated observation systems nor automated observation devices on actual planets [compare with Arthur C. Clarke’s ‘Rescue Party’].

5. that their spaceships are small, simple, virtually no crew.

6. that a mysterious event involving a small group of humans on one ship occurs.

7. that no intensive investigation occurs.

8. that no standby ship available at time of event, but a small ship must be diverted from elsewhere.

9. mystery ship has no Black Box.

10. that some of the flaws in the Prolog exist as plot devices to set up main story.

Also note that similarly this is a universe where almost everyone has Anglo names – it would be like all 21st century people having ancient Roman names (or indeed everyone in 1st century Rome).

And it’s another weird McDevitt trait universe where do not have concept of recording technology [as being common and ubiquitous as in real 21st century].

Main Body

A.

1. supposedly over 2,000 years in future (from internal clues possibly 4,000+ years in future), but technology is primitive, procedures are primitive, society is no different.

2. the ubiquitous laser cutter (mentioned several times in ‘Hutchiverse’) also here – though only mentioned in one chapter.

3. usual mistreating of archaeological discovery.

4. as usual when something mysterious encountered, which SF reader can easily think of half a dozen possible hypotheses to explain it – the characters immediately think up the most unlikely hypothesis and take that as what happened and do not consider other possibilities [in regard to discovery of woman’s body].

5. main character disposes of what could be evidence of a crime [or at least evidence of other hypotheses to the favoured one of the character].

6. main 2 characters do not do in situ video record of looted items.

7. one would think location of Shenji “outstations” would be pretty well known [especially considering their supposed function].

B.

1. Delacort broadcast – no one made a recording at time of broadcast – no VCRs [DVD recorders] or future equivalent?!  Similarly, with others mentioned [contemporary radio stations log their broadcasts ie actually record them – are available for 7 years].

2. page 45 – no one has considered the idea before – as if! Re: Paqua Tori – again no DVD (or future equivalent) recordings?!  Its like saying that in 20 years from now no Beatles or Steve Martin recordings.

3. page 47/48 – birthdates would expect to be available in public records [incidentally, the request leads nowhere – disappears from story – whereas I thought it might be foundation for a later “joke”]

4. page 48/49 – simply tell the AI to turn off !!  And anyone can do this??!!
To turn off the AI to have a private conversation would be equivalent to turning off all controls in cabin of an airliner so pilot and co-pilot could speak to each other [and also being able to turn off black box flight & voice recorder].
This also is Alex’s offsider telling Alex – Alex who owns a ship himself.
This is one of worst instances of the old cliché of one character explaining to another character something so audience/reader will know.
It is a Mary Sue style trick – like the new ensign on a starship explaining to a senior officer how a basic ship system works.

5. page 49 – a ship not having backup power source.  Even a VCR has a backup power source.  Such an idea isn’t simply a reg; its basic common sense.

6. re: Urquhart (a better novelist would have made a reference to who Urquhart was – a passenger on Polaris – to remind the reader).

7. page 52 – ‘Survey’ in ‘Polaris’ is a very similar org to the ‘Academy’ in ‘Hutchiverse’, ie an unrealistic org – its existence is equivalent to having a local school council in charge of a nation’s defense department.
Its full name is Department of Planetary Survey and Astronomical Research.
It “was a semiautonomous agency, one-quarter supported by the government and the rest by private donation.”
We are not told (immediately) what government or even what planet it is on – is it the government of Liechenstein or Rigel VII or what?
OK, we know its on Earth and is government of US/North America/Earth (these are synonymous) by extrapolation from ‘Hutchiverse’ books, as not mentioned early in this book [we discover later in book that it another planet called Rimway, but basically is just another version of ‘Hutchiverse’ Earth].
It seems that just as in ‘Hutchiverse’ US rules Earth which rules the galaxy, and without any military forces or enforceable interstellar law [except the planet has been changed and the star-spanning entity is called the Confederacy, and there is also later a mention of a Council].
Why would “researchers came to defend their proposal for missions”, when private individuals can own and operate a starship easily?

8. page 72 – “Did you happen to notice whether anyone left early?”  Again, no recording tech, no exit security.

9. page 73 – Not all the artifacts would be destroyed in the explosion(s).  And no CCTV of back door?!  Also jumping to conclusion that an assassination attempt on Mazha.
It is more logical to assume the building was the target [& later we find out this was the case].

10. page 80 – Obviously a low resource using society – so no way could run out of resources.

11. page 90 – how can the Confederacy be in an arms race when (a) it has no military ships
(b) it itself doesn’t really seem to exist except as a name?  Where are its orgs?

12. page 92 – “no interstellar was unaccounted for.”  No secretly built/unregistered ships?!

13. page 104 – the obvious thought is that original taken and copy substituted (re: costume).

14. page 127  McDevitt’s heart is in the right place.

15. page 135  Chak Boland – this would have been solved in 21st century Earth – not 2000+ years in future.

16. page 135/136  What is to prevent ‘illegal’ mindwipes?

17. page 208  Car AI not working – and they are not suspicious?!

18. page 253  Yet another doomed world.  The level of stellar instability in McDevitt’s universes is massive.

19. page 268  Low capacity ships – typical of McDevitt.

20. pages 333 – 341 They probably didn’t record the conversation; but maybe they did – as the story is given in the form of one of the heroes telling the story.

21. page 345 not securing their prisoner was dumb.

22. page 355 similarly, would audiovideo record this.

SPECIAL NOTE – the missing people are same number as a modern shuttle complement – 7.

This book involves one of those typical coverup conspiracies that reveal themselves by doing something.  If the conspirators did nothing their secret would be safe.  But by doing suspicious things they attract the attention of the police and the heroes.

I have read ‘A Talent for War’ quite a while ago – don’t remember much about it, but I think it may have been one of McDevitt’s better books.

McDevitt seems to have some sort of centralised authority universe in both the ‘Hutchiverse’ and ‘Polaris’ that has none of the advantages of a centralised system as well as lacking the advantages of a decentralised system.

If you wish to read novels about effective versions of stellar societies that also involve conspiracies then could read Peter F. Hamilton’s ‘Commonwealth’ duology [‘Pandora’s Star’ and ‘Judas Unchained’].  Also plenty of other good examples.

For a ‘humans only’ universe [that both ‘Polaris’ and ‘Hutchiverse’ essentially are – even though occasional aliens mentioned briefly and vaguely encountered] one could try ‘Foundation’ series.

