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He was youth, adventure, romance.
 He was a poet and a thinker.
 He had a genius for friendship.
 He loved greatly and was greatly loved.

—ANNA STRUNSKY


 



 



 



He just jumped into life with both feet in that courageous way of his, and he got romance and mystery and beauty out of it where other men could see only labor. That’s genius.


—JOHNNY HEINOLD


 



 



 



His eyes were those of a dreamer, and there was almost a feminine wistfulness about him. Yet at the same time he gave the feeling of a terrific and unconquerable physical force.


—ARNOLD GENTHE


 



 



 



Here was youth, exuberance, throbbing life.
 Here was the good comrade, all concern and affection.


—EMMA GOLDMAN






PREFACE

Nearly a decade before the death of Samuel Clemens, Mark Twain’s place as America’s favorite author was usurped by a California adventurer not yet thirty years old. In 1902, Jack London was regarded merely as an up-and-coming short story craftsman, but during the following year he took the American literary stage by storm with no fewer than three significant books: an introspective probe into the nature of affection and relationships in The Kempton-Wace Letters; a conscience-searing cri de coeur for social justice in The People of the Abyss; and then, the major sensation, a muscular Alaskan adventure novel titled  The Call of the Wild. Following these in 1904 with the darkly hair-raising The Sea-Wolf, London fast became a full-fledged literary phenomenon, a front-page celebrity, and the highest-paid writer in America.

The mass of readers who lionized the gentle humor of Mark Twain were unaware that he had hidden his true feelings from them—his anguish at the human condition and his disgust with the moral failure of American capitalism and militarism. London shared these feelings, but in him the readership encountered a vastly different artist. He was an angry young man who could enthrall them with his adventure stories, but he also wrote flame-throwing jeremiads against the social injustices of his day. London’s early circumstances—illegitimacy and poverty, years of brutish child labor and numerous personal and galling experiences with class prejudice—kindled a socialist fire in his belly that never abated. After he attained the national stage, his dismay was unassuageable that the public who adored his novels and stories did not care to hear his political opinions. After his death, memory of his politics was conveniently erased and he was refashioned as the quintessential author of boys’ adventure stories. He thus became, and remains, perhaps the most misunderstood figure in the American literary canon. (He is not the only hero  in our historical pantheon to have been given a bath before inclusion there—Charles Lindbergh comes to mind, from the right, and Helen Keller, from the left.)

London’s books and stories were wildly popular during his lifetime, and just as quickly dismissed as a fad after his untimely death at age forty in 1916. During the “Red Scares” of the 1920s and 1950s his attacks on capitalism called his American loyalties so much into question that, though he was long dead, the FBI opened a dossier on him. Too popular to suppress, he was retained as a literary icon of juvenile adventure, and his keen sense of social justice was quietly forgotten, except by college professors and dedicated socialists.

Jack London was a socialist not because he was lazy or sought to live on the labor of others; few American writers have ever worked harder to educate and improve themselves, or have produced a more prolific stream of work. He was a socialist because of the manifest evil that he saw result from the abuses of unrestrained capitalism—the operative word being “unrestrained.” London himself was a lifelong capitalist, an entrepreneur; he built up a successful ranch with innovative demonstration projects, he licensed his famous name to commercial products, he took risks and did not whine when gambles failed. But the United States of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was the heyday of the ugliest excesses of unfettered, laissez-faire capitalism, the “Gilded Age” (Mark Twain’s term) of corporate oligarchy, of worker abuse and oppression. The result was breathtaking social injustice as vividly displayed as it is in today’s very comparable era. London witnessed the lower-class laborers slaving all their lives with no chance of getting an even break, and it represented to him a betrayal of the American dream that he unforgivingly set his face against. When London resigned from the American Socialist Party not long before his death, it was not because he had lost his zeal; he resigned because its members had lost theirs.

His political views, however, were not the only source of controversy about this immensely complex figure. He vigorously defended the rights of native peoples against exploitation by white, industrialized, Western society, but he was also a “racialist” who believed that those people were better off not mixing with whites. The difference between this and a racist was a distinction too subtle  for many people in his own time as well as today, and he has proven vulnerable to a charge of racism. He was a robustly physical and highly sexualized man who struggled to find expression in a society still bound by the pruderies of the Victorian age. A spiritual man with a lifelong interest in the passion and teachings of Jesus, he was mortified at the role religion played in maintaining an unjust society, and claimed to embrace atheism to the end. Throughout his life he was tortured by the self-imposed imperative to do right by those whom fate had placed close to him, and despite the generous advances he received for his books, he often lived in poverty as he supported them. Yet he would have to be counted as a poor husband and a disastrous father. While in some ways he was never a child, in other ways he never grew up. When London met and ultimately married the woman who should have been ideally suited for him, maturity and even fidelity still eluded him.
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There have been many Jack London biographies, primarily of three types. The first and most numerous has been the biography for juvenile readers, meant to satisfy their curiosity about this fascinating man who fired their imaginations with The Call of the Wild, White Fang, and The Sea-Wolf. The second approach has been the general biography, fast and punchy, recounting his extraordinary life while avoiding interpretation that might get in the way of reading it as an adventure story. They are necessarily short and, excepting certain occasional flashes of insight, superficial. In addition to these books of Jack London “lite,” there have been many volumes of limited scope: Jack London and Alaska, Jack London and the South Seas, Jack London and socialism, Jack London and women.

The third type of Jack London biographies have approached his life as literary criticism, principally emanating from a tight circle of scholars intent on vindicating London as a Great Writer. At this they have succeeded, even while admitting that there were two marked tiers of quality in London’s prolific output. First there were the works of stunning originality and descriptive power, written in service either to his deeply studied craft of the novel wedded to his  own high adventures, or to stinging the nation’s conscience for its callous disregard of its most vulnerable members. Beneath that, though, was what even London called his hackwork, written in service to putting out a thousand words a day, every day, to make enough money to support his shrewish mother, and his demanding, unforgiving first wife and their two daughters; help his aged African-American wet nurse; provide handouts for an endless stream of wanderers down on their luck; and support his own expansive lifestyle. Nevertheless, the literary-critics-as-biographers have shown that London was a leader, not a follower, of the early twentieth-century “muckrakers,” an admired correspondent of Upton Sinclair and others. He was also the first of the gritty American naturalistic writers, paving the way with his own rejection slips and controversy for Dos Passos, Steinbeck, and others whose standard fare was the humble and the disenfranchised. In general, however, these books have given London biography a “lit-crit” complexion that doesn’t adequately plumb his deep and complicated psyche.

From the time I first began seriously reading Jack London, and reading about Jack London, this project has raised fundamental questions for me about the art of biography that were different from those I had to navigate with my own biography of Sam Houston. Both men have been written about not just extensively, but exhaustively. With Houston I had the advantage of working with hundreds of newly discovered papers, whereas London’s entire known canon of letters has been meticulously catalogued and cross-referenced. Both men are the subject of regular conferences, symposia, and round tables, and yet for all the discussion and all the London books already on the shelf, I do not believe that his story has really been told.

I have noticed that much the same kinds of controversies swirl about Jack London as they do Sam Houston. Just as great pieces of art affect every individual uniquely, providing as many interpretations as there are persons to consider it, even so the important figures from our past reveal themselves differently to different students. Often it seems that we regard them, not for their own stories, but for what we ourselves need for them to represent to us, and scholars to date have given us irreconcilable portraits of this artist: Jack  London drank himself to death, or Jack London was never actually seen to be drunk. Jack London treated his first wife, Bessie, with kindness and consideration, or he was horrible to her. His second wife, Charmian, was a childish tomboy whom he had to humor and accommodate, or Charmian was a massively intelligent and dedicated helpmate who facilitated his success. Jack London never cheated on Charmian, or Jack London jumped anything in a dress. Jack London ended his life a suicide, or Jack London died of natural causes. And as with Sam Houston, much of the circular criticism delivered in conferences and printed reviews, which decry “errors” in the findings of others, is often merely strongly held interpretation, with the real Jack London dwelling somewhere within the staked and defended parameters of their collective theses.

Further mirroring the writing on Sam Houston, many of the previous works on Jack London were produced to deliver a certain spin. As a biographer, I do not feel that hiding the ball, telling only selective and sometimes misleading episodes of his life, as his widow, Charmian, did in her two-volume The Book of Jack London (1921), gives good or honest biography. Nor do I feel that for a writer to shamelessly ingratiate himself to heirs and executors, as Irving Stone is alleged to have done to obtain their cooperation for Sailor on Horseback  (1938), gives good or honest biography. An interview conducted in 2000 with London’s great-nephew Milo Shepard, who helped prepare Earle Labor’s magnificent three-volume collection of London papers, contains horror stories of scholarly sycophancy and misprision, of documents purloined from collections of papers, of whole collections artfully gutted, or of collections withheld from view unless heirs felt confident that only a certain impression would result from using them.1 From all this I have concluded that what London needs is a biographer’s eye—not the eye of a vestal flametender, nor an acolyte, nor a revisionist, but a biographer’s eye—from totally outside the existing circle. If this is seen therefore as a guerrilla piece, or unauthorized, or unblessed, that’s because it is. My Jack London must necessarily be different from Labor’s, or Kershaw’s, or Sinclair’s, or Stasz’s, or Kingman’s. That is the nature of biography. No one will understand Jack London by reading only one or two books, any more than any figure worthy of biography can be understood from reading  only one or two books. Reading in depth, pro and con, light and heavy, is the only way to gain a nuanced understanding of the figures in our history who are worth knowing.

And often this is a question not of researching the subject, but of penumbral investigation, researching around the subject. One example that struck me in the present case: when London traveled to England in the summer of 1902 to write The People of the Abyss, he crossed the Atlantic on the R.M.S. Majestic. Only a couple of the previous biographers mention the name of the ship at all, and even then only in passing (so to speak), but the vessel would have been fraught with meaning for London and his experiences and his vehement socialist beliefs. London the lifelong sailor must have been breathless at the sight of her; but London the socialist must have been repelled. The great Atlantic liners—and the Majestic was the mightiest at the time—made their reputations by transporting the wealthy in elegance, but their operating expenses were paid with steerage warrens crammed with hopeful immigrants, most of whom were merely trading their English abyss for an American one. Indeed, London’s first letter written from onboard the Majestic shows so clearly that the prevalent class injustice was foremost in his mind. Nothing could more clearly demonstrate his mental attitude at the time he commenced this important book, but previous treatments have overlooked this element for want of some related, but indirectly related, maritime history.

There are also times when biography must cast an eye forward. London’s dispatches from the Mexican Revolution in 1914, which caused dismay and rage within the American socialist movement when they were printed, need to be seen in the context of Mexican history since then to understand that London’s journalistic eye had cut straight to the heart of the issues as they were, not as they were imagined by armchair ideologues. The question was not whether he had betrayed his socialist ideals; the lasting importance of those pieces is that he was right. Biography requires context, and context requires research a bit broader than the subject himself. And that is perhaps the greatest missing element in the long shelf of Jack London books already published. People who were close to him and shaped him and were important to him have  in the books about him been reduced to figures about whom little is illuminated, from Ina Coolbrith to Cloudesley Johns to George Brett to Mary Austin and many others; they need to be presented on his canvas with enough detail to give his own portrait depth and shading, and not be merely exponents of his massive correspondence.

It would be presumptuous indeed to claim that this volume is definitive; of course it is not. But I do believe that in portraying him in a more detailed setting I have made his story accessible to a larger audience that needs to know why he was important.

I was at a Christmas party the first time I related to a writer friend that I was beginning work on Jack London. A prominent magazine editor nearby suddenly stood in and began reciting—not talking about but reciting—“To Build a Fire.” London’s stories still thrill. But what I want readers to reflect on is why he was, and is, an important writer, what his experience meant and how our country has, and has not, changed since his time. The disparity of wealth and income in the United States is at the greatest extreme it has been since London’s own time. And as class divisions again solidify, as increasing millions of Americans slip into poverty, and as the need to have even the most basic social safety net is called into question by establishment reactionaries, no writer in our national canon speaks with greater authority to the America of the twenty-first century than Jack London.

Talking about London with another writer friend, over lunch at the Texas Chili Parlor, a passing busboy noticed my copy of The People of the Abyss on the table. He was young and blond and poor, and I learned later that he was hopeless and drank too much, but he set down his plastic tub of dirty dishes, made free to leaf through the book, joined our conversation with gusto—and landed intelligent points. Nothing would have pleased Wolf more.

AUSTIN, TEXAS
 NOVEMBER 2009






PROLOGUE


On July 14, 1897, the steamship Excelsior docked in San Francisco, California. It brought with it the first news that gold had been discovered in the Klondike region of the Canadian Yukon. Unremarkable men who once had only modest means now swaggered down the gangplank with gold dust and nuggets enough to set themselves up in business and live—some comfortably, a few fabulously. The news rocked the country to its foundations, not least because it gave hope to America’s teeming ranks of the poor.

The United States was still wallowing in the malaise of the Panic of 1893 and its subsequent depression. The economic excesses of what Mark Twain had called the Gilded Age, the high-water mark of unrestrained capitalism and gaudy wealth for the tiny class of industrialist robber barons, now cruelly tormented the lower class. Jobs were scarce and miserably paid; the standard wage for backbreaking labor was ten cents an hour. Shirkers and troublemakers, and especially anyone who even looked like he might be a unionizer or a socialist, were fired in a heartbeat and replaced from the long line of the unemployed who were desperate to have that dime an hour.

Typical of them—in fact, archetypical of them—was a disaffected young intellectual of twenty-one who drifted about the dockside bars of Oakland, California. He was the illegitimate son of an unbalanced, free-loving spiritualist mother, who had been steadied somewhat by marriage to a kindly but partially disabled Civil War veteran. The boy was sensitive and unusually gifted, and he came to adore books, but in his existence there was little time to read.

From his earliest memory, life had been little more than a series of chores. As soon as he left primary school he had been set to work in a cannery, stuffing pickles into jars for the ubiquitous ten cents an hour. At fifteen he realized he could make vastly more money as a thief. He borrowed the funds to buy a small  sloop, taught himself to sail, and became an oyster pirate, raiding San Francisco Bay’s guarded tidal farms that were the monopoly of the Southern Pacific Railroad. He bought rounds of drinks for the waterfront toughs who became his friends, hiding from them his love of books and learning. Wary of prison or the violent death that other pirates met, he soon switched sides and made a small living for a while as a deputy for the California Fish Patrol.

Still poor, seventeen, and suffocating, he signed aboard a sealing schooner hoping that his share of the profits would rescue his family from their poverty. He was at sea for seven months, pulling his boat, slaughtering seals, and fending off the bullying and indecent advances of older sailors. Alone on his watch he had steered the ship through a roaring typhoon and returned home a man. But the little money he made was soon gone.

The economy had crashed during his absence, and he was lucky to find a job loading bobbins in a jute mill—for ten cents an hour. Knowing his love of books and gift of expression, his mother urged him to enter a literary contest sponsored by a local newspaper. Sacrificing precious hours of sleep, he wrote of the typhoon off the coast of Japan, and won the first prize of $25—a month’s wages. It set him on a flurry of writing other articles, but no one would buy them.

He had read Horatio Alger stories as a boy, and still needed to believe that he could rise as a result of his honest labor. He took a job shoveling coal in the powerhouse of an electric railway company. The manager promised that he could advance in the business if he started at the bottom. The pay was $30 a month: ten hours a day, seven days a week—only they habitually gave him at least twelve hours’ worth of coal to shovel. His actual pay was even less than a dime an hour. His whole body would seize up with cramps, and he sprained his wrists, forcing him to wear heavy leather splints to do the job. Advancement never came, and another employee eventually confessed that in shoveling coal he was the replacement of two men, who had been paid forty dollars a month—each.

He quit in a rage and became a hobo, riding the rails and experiencing the penniless subculture of vagrancy. To his surprise he met brilliantly read men among the tramps, men who introduced him to the egalitarian doctrines of  socialism and gave him a cause to live for. Their disdain for capitalism and its minions who enforced order and conformity became brutally vivid in Buffalo, New York, where he was unjustly imprisoned for a month after being denied access to a lawyer.

He worked his way back home and returned to high school. He was years older than the other students. Some of his classmates mocked him for earning his keep as the school janitor, but others were mesmerized by the stories he wrote of his wide-roaming life, no fewer than eight of which were published in the school’s literary journal. Looking ahead to college, he entered a prep school but was soon dismissed. The headmaster determined that he could not afford to have their wealthy students outshone by this working-class ruffian.

Stung but defiant, he studied on his own, and passed the three-day entrance exam to the University of California at Berkeley. He borrowed the tuition from a kindly barkeeper, but family poverty forced him to withdraw after a single semester. The institution was not sorry to see him go, for his effectiveness as an editorialist and street-corner socialist was raising consternation among students and faculty alike. He returned to his labors, for ten cents an hour, ironing shirts in the steam laundry—exquisite irony—of a prep school.

 



 



When the Excelsior docked with news of gold in the Yukon, the young malcontent knew he had to go. That there would be adventure was certain. There was also the possibility of wealth, perhaps great wealth. He approached his stepsister to lend him the money for a “grubstake.” He was uncertain whether she would support him, until he discovered that her much older husband had also determined to go seek a fortune.

Only eleven days after the Excelsior had tied up, the pair boarded a coastal steamer dangerously overloaded with hundreds of other hopeful Klondikers, and headed north. They changed ships in Seattle and engaged an Indian canoe in Juneau to paddle them the last hundred miles to the prospectors’ beachhead at Dyea.

He was greeted with chaos. Three thousand would-be prospectors, nearly all of them cheechakoes, the derisive local term for a tenderfoot, were all trying  to get themselves organized to hike into the gold fields. It was nearly a three-week haul just to reach the first large resting camp, after which the elevation increased more and more steeply. London had brought a half-ton of supplies, all of which he had to carry in on his back, lugging seventy-five to one hundred pounds in each one-mile stage before trekking back for another load.

Many of his ill-prepared competitors had stupidly brought horses to do their hauling. This was a country with no forage. Overloaded and whipped, the horses soon dropped dead or fell into ravines. All his life he had adored horses, and now he saw to his horror how Dead Horse Gulch got its name.

The last obstacle was the worst. Chilkoot Pass presented him with a trek of three-quarters of a mile, upward at a 45-degree angle, after which the Canadian authorities at the border were satisfied that he could maintain himself and motioned him on. From there, he and his partners reached Lake Lindemann, the headwaters of the Yukon, where they built boats to float down to the gold region.

“Float,” he discovered, did not begin to describe the terrors that followed. The lakes were connected by rivers fraught with gargantuan rapids. They saw others’ boats dashed on rocks, or swallowed by gaping whirlpools. Men drowned before their eyes. Miraculously they made it through to Lake Bennett and Lake Tagish, and his sailing experience on San Francisco Bay got them through to Marsh Lake, which poured out into the gruesome rapids of 50-Mile River. As other outfits came to grief, and death, on chutes called the Ridge and the Horse’s Mane, he got them through to Lake Laberge, and there winter overtook them.

Twice they were defeated by icy headwinds while trying to cross the lake before it froze. The third time they sailed by night, exiting the lake into 30-Mile River just in time to see the sheet of ice form behind them. Outfits less hardy would have to spend the winter where they were.

Almost at their destination, only eighty miles from the freezing boomtown of Dawson, they were met by discouraged would-be prospectors on their way back. The good claims had already been staked, they said, and there was barely enough food in town to get through the winter—a bad omen for them and the  thousands of others who had come north to get rich. He and his partners appropriated an abandoned line shack and set up housekeeping, having decided they might as well hunker down for the advancing Arctic winter where they were, and conditions were deteriorating steadily.

Some days after, he set off alone up a nearby creek to do some exploratory panning, sheltering himself in a log dugout. The gold he found amounted to no more than a fingertip of flakes. Already he was showing the early signs of “Klondike Plague”: scurvy. His gums bled, and his skin was slack and pallid. A passing doctor told him he would die without medical care. He could not go back the way he came; if he lived until the ice broke he would somehow have to sail down the entire length of the Yukon to civilization.

In this frozen crucible he reached a personal epiphany. He would never advance in life as a laborer. When he could no longer shovel coal he would be tossed aside like any other used-up, disabled worker. He had just turned twenty-two; if he lived through this winter, he vowed to himself, he would become a writer. If people were ignorant, he would educate them. If society was unjust, he would preach justice. He had shown a talent for writing; if he made it back home, he would train himself to write professionally, no matter what it took.

Cold, sick, lonely and miserable, the young man whose penmanship had never developed beyond what he could manage in grammar school scrawled some highly prophetic graffiti onto the log next to his bunk:

 



JACK LONDON MINER AUTHOR JAN 27, 1898






1

THE WORK BEAST


Readers of the San Francisco Chronicle snapped open the June 4, 1875, edition and were confronted by a lurid tale of domestic abuse and wifely desperation. The story was melodramatic, the writing turgid and breathless. A DISCARDED WIFE, shrilled the headline, WHY MRS. CHANEY TWICE ATTEMPTED SUICIDE.1


The husband-villain was “Professor” William Chaney, an astrologer, which was a respectable calling in the wide-open San Francisco of the 1870s. He was known in the Bay Area for his well-attended lectures and his forceful and nimble debating skills. The aggrieved spouse was Flora Wellman, not actually his wife although she called herself Flora Chaney. She was a spiritualist who supported herself by conducting séances and—being from a cultured family—piano lessons. Both principals were of a dubious social rank, belonging to a community of widely vilified nonconformists. “Husband and wife have been known for a year past as the center of a little band of extreme Spiritualists,” clucked the reporter, “most of whom professed, if they did not practice, the offensive free-love doctrines. . . . It is hard to see what attracted her toward this man, to whom she was united after a short acquaintance. The union seems to have been the result of a mania like, and yet unlike, that which drew Desdemona toward the sooty Moor.” She became pregnant and he, according to the newspaper, demanded that she obtain an abortion. Torn between devotion and degradation, Flora twice tried to take her own life.

William Chaney and Flora Wellman were both social rebels, but they had followed vastly different paths to this violent intersection of their lives. Chaney was fifty-four at the time their domestic strife became public scandal; Flora was thirty-one. Chaney was from Maine, born into harsh poverty in a log cabin  on a farm near Chesterville, raw country twenty miles northwest of Augusta, in 1821. He was nine when his father was killed in an accident, and he was sent out to labor on nearby farms, seven of them in seven years; he loathed the work and was sometimes beaten for his sour attitude. In contrast, Flora was born into luxury in 1843 in Massillon, Ohio, a few miles west of Canton in the eastern part of the state. She had tutors and her family indulged her whims, but she was wild and willful; after her mother’s death, from the age of four she terrorized her stepmother. Despite lessons in music and elocution and social graces, she remained spoiled and rebellious—traits that only worsened after she was ravaged by a fever thought to have been typhus. The disease arrested her growth at perhaps only four and a half feet tall, caused much of her hair to fall out, ruined her eyesight, and left her brittle, prone to hysterical rages that bordered on madness.

Before they met, both Chaney and Flora survived years in personal wilderness. Sick of farm labor, Chaney worked in a sawmill and tried to become a carpenter, always resentful of having to perform manual labor when he would have preferred a more learned life. At sixteen he determined to take his revenge on a cruel world by becoming a pirate, and spent two years on a fishing boat to learn seamanship. Late in 1839 he enlisted in the Navy, but after he found himself assigned to the dock-bound receiving ship Columbus, he deserted and as a wanted man began drifting toward New Orleans, once the haunt of the last great Gulf buccaneer, Jean Lafitte. When Chaney took sick and could not earn his passage on the flatboat he had signed aboard, the captain put him ashore, but Chaney at twenty was treated so kindly by local farmers that his faith in humanity was, briefly, restored.

Despite her family’s repeated attempts to humor and pacify her, Flora became increasingly alienated. Like Chaney she was sixteen when she left home, living with one and then another of her three married sisters before deserting her family entirely. Where she roamed and how she supported herself for the next decade remained her own secret, but at some point she turned, as did so many turbulent spirits, to the West. By 1873, at age thirty, she was boarding in the Seattle home of Henry and Sarah Yesler. He was one of Seattle’s most prominent citizens, entrepreneur of the first steam-powered sawmill on Puget  Sound; probably Flora’s family had known him when he was a sawyer for a time in her hometown.

At some point in her wanderings, Flora had become enamored of spiritualism, an occult fad that swept America in the mid-nineteenth century and centered on the belief that the dead could be contacted through entranced mediums. First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln publicized the practice and even convinced her husband to attend séances in the White House.

Massillon itself had been rocked by a famous case when Flora was eight. Abby Warner, an eighteen-year-old illiterate who was believed to have been mildly retarded, was presented to the public as a medium capable of receiving messages from as many as three spirits at once. Naysayers were put to flight when Abby was taken to Christmas Eve services at St. Timothy’s Episcopal Church, and the proceedings were reduced to confusion by loud knockings emanating from Abby’s pew, although she herself was perfectly still. The authorities brought her to trial for disrupting a church service nevertheless, but she was acquitted for want of any witnesses able to swear that they had seen her causing the commotion. In Ohio more generally, the sisters Tennie and Victoria Claflin were drawing almost as much attention. To Flora, who already knew how to make herself the center of attention, the events were both spell-binding and instructive. Then, too, one of the most celebrated spiritualists of the day, Achsa Sprague, attributed her surviving a siege of rheumatic fever to the intercession of spirits, and Achsa’s experience, so similar to Flora’s own, may have given her the idea to become a practitioner. She found willing hosts in the Yeslers, who were devotees of spiritualism.

The Yeslers were unconventional in other ways as well. While they did not advocate free love, they certainly held liberal views; Henry Yesler acknowledged a daughter he had fathered with an Indian woman before his wife joined him from Ohio, and Sarah was known to have had at least one lesbian lover. Yesler also believed in astrology, and during the time that Flora was living with them he frequently welcomed into his home a man who had become a leader in this field, William Chaney.

After his riverbank rescue, Chaney had realized his dream of becoming better educated, but he remained a disagreeable rebel. As a teacher he alienated  other teachers by spurning established science and philosophy. He read for the law in Wheeling, Virginia, but alienated other attorneys with his certainty that a legal system based on precedent was humbug. Eventually his contrariness cost him his law practice, and he was reduced to working in a match factory. Chaney’s life took the cerebral turn that he craved in 1866, when by chance he fell in with Dr. Luke Broughton, a British astrologer who settled in the United States; he had practiced in Philadelphia until that town passed an ordinance against fortune-telling, then he removed to a studio at 814 Broadway in New York, where he made a convert, heart and soul, of Chaney.2 Chaney became virtually one of the Broughton household, and their partnership proved lucrative, to the extent that they drew first an unfavorable press, then the determination of Broughton’s landlord to evict them despite two years remaining on his lease. Months of harassment ended with Chaney being jailed, for want of bail, for twenty-eight weeks on unsubstantiated charges.

Once he was released, Chaney determined to search out a more open-minded community. He had married and was widowed, married again and was divorced, and despite the stars being aligned against the union he married a third time, to a woman he had met while incarcerated. Within a month of the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad he entrained for the West, telling his wife that the trip was purely exploratory and he would return soon.

 



 



Chaney worked and resided across much of the West. By turns, he was a lawyer and a surveyor—and always an evangelizing astrologer—in Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and California. He rewrote and published a British astrological tract as a kind of American manifesto of the art, and he lectured successfully in the San Francisco area before settling in Salem, Oregon, in 1871, frequently visiting Seattle. His third wife was left to languish and fume in New York as he took advantage of the West’s more open-minded attitude toward astrology—open-mindedness, of course, that stopped short of public acknowledgment. “I enjoyed the friendship, ‘in private,’” he recalled, “of U.S. Senators, Congress-men, Governors, Judges of the Supreme and lower courts, etc., but they were timid about recognizing me in public, except to salute me pleasantly.” He believed to his core that his abilities had helped many of them to their high stations,  “but they dare not reward me openly, although in private they were my best and truest friends.”3 It was surely in this connection that Chaney gained the friendship of Seattle’s Henry Yesler, although had it been generally known that Yesler was consorting with and even consulting an astrologer, he likely would not have been elected mayor of Seattle, as he was in 1874.

In October 1873, Chaney was passing through San Francisco and encountered a turn of fortune that surely only an astrologer would have believed. First, a pickpocket stole his money even as he was intending to purchase a ticket home to New York; then an unidentified “gentleman” advanced him the money to hire Dashaway Hall and lecture, in exchange for half the proceeds. Chaney was a crack speaker and debater, and was soon set up again, spending the winter in San Jose. By May 1874 he had again saved money for a fare home, when he received a letter from his wife that she had divorced him, proclaiming her own freedom to remarry but threatening that if he dared to wed again she would expose him as a cad and bounder. Three weeks later Chaney defiantly opened his relationship with Flora Wellman. While in his memoir he claimed her as his fourth wife, there is no evidence that they married, and he later denied that they had.4 They ensconced themselves in the San Francisco boardinghouse where the Chronicle’s reporter later found them, with all its color and nonconformity. She gave séances and piano lessons, and promoted his lectures and publications.

The times were lively. San Francisco had become a center of interest in spiritualism, and many of the best-known mediums visited and lectured there. Chaney and Flora came into the circle of William N. Slocum and his wife, Amanda. Slocum worked for the Chronicle’s competitor, the San Francisco Bulletin  , and edited a brand-new reformist periodical called Common Sense, A Journal of Live Ideas, which advocated a hodgepodge of spiritualism, astrology, labor reform, women’s rights, and free love, and to which Chaney began contributing articles.5 When it went under in May 1875, Chaney undertook to edit and publish his own pamphlet-size periodical, the Philomathean (“lover of learning”), but that effort was disrupted with Flora’s announcement of her pregnancy and her admission (according to Chaney) of an affair with a man named Lee Smith, because of which, he said, “the lodgers were leaving on account of  her being known as ‘Miss Wellman,’ ‘Mrs. Smith’ & ‘Mrs. Chaney’ all at the same time.”6


Soon after came her suicide attempts. She ventured to kill herself once with laudanum and once with a handgun that partially misfired, if it fired at all, as related in the sensational article in the San Francisco Chronicle. The piece was reprinted as far away as New England, where two of Chaney’s sisters saw it, believed it, and cut off all contact with him. Amid the recriminations that followed, a small mob threatened to hang Chaney from a lamppost. Eventually he fled the city in December 1875 for Oregon, St. Louis, and eventually Chicago—acquiring and shedding two more wives along the way.

Abandoned and destitute, Flora was cast onto the mercy of friends and moved in with the Slocums at 615 Third Street. It was in their house, on January 12, 1876, that Flora was delivered of a baby boy.
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Whether for legal reasons or to insist upon recognition of her principal relationship, she named the infant John Griffith (the name of a favorite nephew) Chaney. Always waiflike in size and appearance, Flora now appeared wan and listless to a degree that was judged dangerous. Weighing just ninety pounds, she had given birth to a boy who weighed nine. The doctor recommended that she engage a wet nurse and suggested Virginia Prentiss, an African-American woman who had suffered a stillbirth on the same day Flora’s son was born. At first people judged Flora’s indifference to her baby as a result of her exhaustion, but over time, and with repeated reference to him as her “Badge of Shame,” it became clear that she was barren of maternal instinct and felt no affection for him whatsoever. His illegitimacy was no secret, for Flora had used her increasingly obvious condition to decry the wrong done her and to win the sympathy of understanding clients.

Virginia Prentiss took the infant to her house near Nob Hill, where she lived with her carpenter husband, Alonzo, who was sometimes described as being white but who was actually a light-skinned quadroon—three-quarters white  but still legally black.7 So recently bereaved herself, “Jennie” Prentiss poured affection on “Johnny.” She called him her “white pickaninny,” and after a fever caused his black hair to fall and regrow for a time as white, he was her “cottonball.” She became the first mother figure in Jack London’s life. She herself had had a shattered childhood; born a slave and torn from her mother at the auction block, she took the name Virginia for the state where she had been born. Relocated to Tennessee and the Nashville-area plantation of a family named Parker, she at least had the fortune to be a house servant and not a field hand, serving as companion to the family’s youngest daughter. After the plantation was sacked by Union troops, she endured all the horrors of the refugee, not being spared even the humiliation of roadside begging for herself and her former mistress.8 They reached St. Louis, where relatives took in Mrs. Parker but turned Virginia away. She supported herself with domestic work until she could return to Nashville, where she kept house for the family of Alonzo and Ruth Prentiss. He had been an officer with the 49th Ohio during the war, but his career was cut short when it was discovered that his mother was a mulatto and he was discharged—albeit honorably, in deference to his creditable service to that point. After the Prentiss’s marriage ended, Alonzo married Virginia and they had two children of their own, Will and Annie. They relocated to Chicago and then in 1873 to San Francisco, where they believed his carpentry skills would still be in demand despite the financial panic that seized the nation that year.

From all she had observed of white people and the black experience, Jennie Prentiss formed the opinion, which she was never shy about expressing, that black people were superior to whites. She carried herself with pride, dressed with taste, and regarded her own exceptionally dark pigmentation as a badge of distinction, but the affection she gave to her cottonball, Johnny Chaney, was no less than she gave her own children. In partial payment for Virginia Prentiss’s taking Johnny off her hands, Flora, a gifted seamstress, stitched several fine shirts for Alonzo. In his carpentry, he had done some work for one John London, a forty-eight-year-old widower from Iowa with a fine, prominent brow and vast beard, with two small daughters then living in the Protestant  Orphanage for want of a household. The possibility of a match seemed to be there, and the Prentisses introduced him to Flora.

London had grown up hale, a Pennsylvania farmer and then a crew boss laying railroad track, but his Civil War service in the Illinois Volunteers cost him several sieges of pneumonia and the use of one lung. He had moved his family to Iowa to build a railroad bridge and then settled them on a farm near Moscow, where his pleasant fairness and generosity won him the friendship of local Pawnee Indians. His wife died soon after giving birth to their eleventh child (and the ninth to survive). London had come to California when doctors had recommended the climate for his son, who had suffered a chest injury playing baseball. In spite of the change, the boy died soon after the move, leaving London with his two youngest daughters who had come with them, compelling him to place the girls in the orphanage until he could make a home for them. Though partially disabled, John London was yet a man of steady habits, high morals, and a kind and sympathetic nature, and he was willing to work as hard as his health would permit. The recent deaths in his family had shaken his once solid Methodist faith to the point that he was dabbling in spiritualism, making Flora a natural confidante. In John London, Flora found a second chance at respectability, and she was willing to raise Eliza, then eight, and Ida, who was five.

They exchanged wedding vows on September 7, 1876. Her name on the marriage certificate read “Flora Chaney,” although the record is silent on her having ever undertaken the formality of a divorce. London’s girls were redeemed from the orphanage, leaving young Johnny the only child left out of the equation; Flora was in no hurry to reclaim him, so he remained with his wet nurse. Exactly when he joined the London family is uncertain, but even after nominal custody was restored, he often stayed with the Prentiss family when Flora needed to be free of him. He grew up adoring his “Mammy Jennie,” a name that, considering her antebellum history, she thoroughly disliked, but could never break him of calling her, even after he grew up.

Home life was unstable. At home, the greater part of caring for the baby fell on his stepsister, Eliza London, and the resulting bond lasted throughout Johnny’s life. London was eking out a living as a carpenter and door-to-door  salesman for the Victor Sewing Machine Company, and within a couple of years the family had moved four times. They were living in a rented six-room flat on Folsom Street when Eliza was ten and Johnny was two and both contracted diphtheria, at one point lying so near death that Flora made an inquiry as to whether they might save some money by burying them together in one coffin. After their recovery, on the doctor’s advice, John London fled San Francisco and its rampant diphtheria, not to mention its cost of living, and moved his family across the bay to Oakland. There he acquired enough land to resume his former farming life, and his small market garden prospered, to the degree that he acquired a certain fame for the quality of his produce. It was a lower-middle-class living, honest and rewarding and adequate, but it was never good enough for Flora, who remembered her childhood of luxury in a seventeen-room mansion.

London was able to open his own store at the corner of Campbell Street and Seventh, and at Flora’s urging he took on a partner named Sowell to expand the operation more rapidly. They even moved in with the Sowell family, but within a short time, somehow, London lost his half of the business to his unsavory partner and in 1881 the family packed up and moved down the bay to work a small farm near Alameda. As an adult Jack London recalled being left alone briefly in a room full of packed boxes, seized with the terror of abandonment, hearing only the sound of the woman next door beating out her carpet in the yard.

The following year, Johnny at age six started primary education at the West End School. Unlike most boys of his class and era, he took to formal schooling willingly, thanks in part to his mother’s early efforts. There were some ways in which the later Jack London, and through London his biographers, have painted the bitter and frustrated Flora in too dark colors. She did teach him to read at a very early age—Eliza recalled that he could already read when he started school—and once he attended regularly, Flora visited with his teachers to check on his progress.

Johnny’s education in life also assimilated an important lesson at this time. One of his daily chores was to take his stepfather a pail of beer for afternoon refreshment from plowing. One day he grew curious about the brew, and one  sip led to another. “First I sipped the foam,” he wrote of it later. “The precious-ness evaded me. Evidently it did not reside in the foam. Besides, the taste was not good.” Remembering that grown-ups often blew the foam from the top of the brew, he got down to the beer and liked it even less, but with the experiment begun, it had to go forward. “I was gulping it down like medicine, in nauseous haste to get the ordeal over.” Worried at having drunk so much, he remembered something else he had seen grown-ups do, and he took a stick and whipped up a new head of foam. “My father never noticed. He emptied the pail with the wide thirst of the sweating ploughman.” Johnny attempted to walk beside the horses but fell almost before the moving plow, narrowly escaping a terrible injury. Seeing that the boy was roundly drunk, John London carried him to some trees at the side of the field and laid him in the shade; by the time they returned to the house Johnny had become violently ill. In a later life of great familiarity with alcohol, beer was never his preference.9


Life in Alameda proved transitory. Ever busy and ever carping, Flora prevailed on John London to move again, on the day Johnny turned seven, to a larger farm in San Mateo County, south of San Francisco, six miles from the city of Colma. It was a more commercial venture to produce potatoes, and again London’s hard work started to make a success of it. He would take Johnny along with him on the great rumbling potato wagon as he made his deliveries, often stopping at the saloon in Colma for company and a beer. Here Johnny got his first taste of the warm and easy company of men, reveled in their solicitation and small gifts of a soda cracker or—an unforgettable occasion—a soft drink. This was a principal diversion, for life on the ranch was lonely, the school was inferior, and he had no playmates. Such neighbors as they had, some nearby Italians, thought it hilarious to get Johnny loaded on red wine, which also made him ill.

London’s success led to greater expansion, and before long the family moved again, back to the east side of the bay and twenty miles inland in Alameda County, to an eighty-seven-acre ranch near Livermore. Here London diversified: poultry, grapes, and fruit and olive trees, in addition to vegetables, and again London’s hard labor was rewarded. His “J.L.” brand of corn especially was sought out, and the family enjoyed the best conditions they  had yet known. Johnny had a hard regimen of chores on the farm, but the school was better, and he remembered trying on his first pair of store-bought underwear. He also noted his father’s custom of selling only the most attractive produce; the Prentisses, who had moved across the bay so Mammy Jennie could be near her white child, got their pick of the culls, and the rest he gave to the poor.
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Sensitive and reflective by nature, Johnny during these years fell in love with books. Always a precocious reader, he later recalled his enjoyment of John Townsend Trowbridge’s books for boys at the age of six. The following year he discovered the works of French author Paul du Chaillu, some of whose romantic adventures were cast in editions for young children, and just one of whose titles could set an excitable boy’s heart racing: Explorations & Adventures in Equatorial Africa; with Accounts of the Manners and Customs of the People, and of the Chace of the Gorilla, Crocodile, Leopard, Elephant, Hippopotamus, and Other Animals. Johnny was so taken with Washington Irving’s The Alhambra: A Series of Tales and Sketches of the Moors and Spaniards that he built his own miniature Moorish palace with bricks that had fallen from the chimney, augmented with bits of wood and plaster. He had borrowed the book from a teacher, and after he had returned it, he wept the entire long distance home because he was not offered another one to borrow. Among the first nonfiction he remembered reading was a life of President James Garfield, who was assassinated in 1881. The book was titled From Canal Boy to President, and its author was Horatio Alger, with whose fictional works of optimism, hard work, and success Johnny also became familiar. He read the voyages of Captain Cook, which opened his lifelong love affair with works of the sea. He was also able to borrow dime novels and several titles of the popular Seaside Library of cheap reprints.10


By eight, he had read Ouida’s Signa, and throughout his life London averred that this was a transforming experience, a literary epiphany that set his feet down the road to becoming a writer. All this, even though he had found his  copy of the work discarded on the roadside and missing its final forty pages. It was many years before he even learned the outcome of the story. This was a weighty testimonial for London to have made throughout his maturity; he wrote about it, among other places, in his autobiographical John Barleycorn  and near the close of his life in a letter to a leader of the California Writer’s Club. Yet London’s biographers have shown a singular lack of curiosity about Ouida, and Signa itself.

“Ouida” was the nom de plume of Maria Louise Ramé, an English novelist with a French father, born in 1839, and best known today for her novels Under Two Flags (1867) and A Dog of Flanders (1872). She was prolific, and imagined herself the center of an influential salon that she sometimes hosted languidly from her bed, and she was wounded at being lampooned in Punch.11 Published the year before Jack London was born and the year after Ouida moved to Italy,  Signa was the story of a simple Italian peasant boy, an illegitimate, who grows up to become a famous opera composer. Its opening lines demonstrate clearly the qualities that riveted the attention of a lonely boy who craved adventure, but they also show that London was not exaggerating when he described the book’s consciousness-altering effect on him, for the taproot of his own style is just as clearly seen there:
He was only a little lad coming singing through the summer weather; singing as the birds do in the thickets, as the crickets do in the wheat at night, as the acacia bees do all the day long in the high tree tops in the sunshine.

Only a little lad with brown eyes and bare feet, and a wistful heart driving his sheep and his goats, and carrying his sheaves of cane or millet, and working among the ripe grapes when the time came. . . .

Passengers come and go from the sea to the city, from the city to the sea, along the great iron highway, and perhaps they glance at the stern, ruined walls, at the white houses on the cliffs, at the broad river with its shining sands, at the blue hills with the poplars at their base, and the pines at the summits, and they say to one another that this is Signa.

But it is all that they ever do; it is only a glance.12







The prose is evocative but simple, employing repetitive similes using words not difficult, with a rich use of color and texture, leading to a breakneck change of focus. Signa indeed is Jack London in the literary womb, and for him to have assimilated the rough marble of his later chiseled style, in a lump, at the age of eight, testifies to a frighteningly precocious little mind. He once confided to Eliza that he would not marry before he was forty, and he intended to have a huge house, one great room of which would be chock-full of books. This was, however, to be one of the last childhood confidences that he shared with the stepsister who was his rock and his comfort.

 



 



To Flora, the hard life of a farm wife was merely a waystation on the road back to luxury; only the hope of a future of ease sustained her through her labors. She bossed the family mercilessly, feigning heart attacks if she encountered resistance. Eliza and Johnny puzzled between themselves where the household money went. The truth was that Flora was sinking it in one and then another get-rich-quick scheme, or buying tickets in the Chinese lottery, always certain that her luck was about to change and she would recapture the life she had known as a child. She still held séances, and determined that the family could use the extra income of taking in a boarder. To that end she spoke with one James Shepard. Like her husband, he was a widowed Civil War veteran, a sea captain with three children. Where in Captain Shepard Flora saw rent money, sixteen-year-old Eliza saw a ticket to freedom, and she struck rapidly. Their marriage in 1884 left Flora with no boarders and no nanny to look after Johnny. Her appraising eye fell upon her younger stepdaughter, thirteen-year-old Ida, who however was more rebellious than Eliza and would have run away if imposed upon with her sister’s full load. Losing Eliza was only the first shock of rapidly progressing calamity. Almost as suddenly the London poultry flock was wiped out by disease. Between this, Flora’s gambling, and the costs of the rapid improvement of the farm, when the mortgage came due there was no money to pay it, and the London farm that once looked so promising was foreclosed on.

Starting anew, London loaded up his remaining family once more in the potato wagon and moved back into Oakland. He had done remarkably well for  a farmer with one functioning lung, but undoubtedly the prospect of success had lent him strength; losing the farm in Livermore broke him in more ways than merely financially. Back in the city he took a succession of urban jobs—constable, night watchman—lesser and lesser jobs as his health entered a long and gradual decline. Oakland, however, held some rewards for Johnny.

The house the Londons took on East Seventeenth Street in March 1886, modest but with twin bay windows flanking the front door, was only a short walk from the Shepards, where Eliza had settled in to raising three stepchildren. Even more to his joy, Alonzo and Jennie Prentiss had moved to Oakland from San Francisco, so he once again basked in the warmth of his Mammy Jennie. Disappointed yet again with the failure of the Livermore farm, Flora quickly seized on the opportunities presented by once more living in the city: piano lessons, séances, a kindergarten—her fortunes might be recouped yet. This time the big scheme was to operate a boardinghouse for Scottish girls who had immigrated to work in the textile mills. Again they sank money into a project in which, when the riches proved ephemeral, Flora lost interest, and it failed.

Johnny was now ten and attended the Garfield School across the street from their house, but he was now put to work to supplement the family income, and work he did, to a degree exhausting even to read about. In later years Jack London never found joy in recalling those joyless years: his paper route—up as early as three to throw morning papers, then to school, and after school he threw evening papers. Saturdays he worked on an ice wagon, and on Sundays he set pins in a bowling alley “for a drunken Dutchman.”

Nearly all his earnings were surrendered to his mother, and in hindsight he referred to himself as the “ Work Beast.” Indeed, London remembered these years with such bitterness that he later exaggerated the hardships, claiming to have once stolen a piece of meat from a girl’s lunch box at school. This he may well have done, but the circumstances of the London household were not that desperate. Between John London’s small earnings, Flora’s piano lessons and séances, Ida’s work as a laundress, and Johnny’s multiple jobs, they ate steak and potatoes almost nightly. This was not for luxury’s sake—it was  what Flora cooked best and it was said to have been wonderful. On those rare occasions when they had company for dinner she deflected compliments, saying that the quality came from searing and dry-frying the beef in a big cast-iron skillet that she husbanded and continued to use even after a great chunk broke out of its side.

Loss of the boardinghouse engendered a succession of moves, occasionally an improvement but generally and inexorably downward in mobility, toward the poorest neighborhoods of West Oakland, ending in an austere cottage at 944 Thirty-Sixth Street, with the principal rooms on the second floor, entered by a tiny high stoop. The gradual drift toward poverty finally robbed Flora of her dogged optimism, and her bitterness made her almost impossible to live with. She took refuge in her white heritage, warning Johnny of the inferiority of the darker races now surrounding them in the ethnic mixture of West Oakland—a stance directly opposite that of Mammy Jennie, which caused him to question racism in a way that most ten-year-olds in the 1880s never had to. Home life was made more bearable by Johnny’s affectionate alliance with his stepfather. Partly to establish their own bond and partly to escape Flora’s rages, they spent a great deal of time together, duck hunting in the expansive marshes and fishing in the bay in rented rowboats. Jack London later wrote that his stepfather was the best man he ever knew.

The move to West Oakland led to Johnny’s enrollment in the Cole Grammar School, a two-story Victorian maze that was the largest school he had yet attended, presided over by a principal with the unfortunate name of Mr. Garlick. By now accustomed to being the new boy in school and slow to make friends, Johnny retreated increasingly into the world of books, often at the cost of having to fight schoolyard bullies who would strike them from his hands. The leader of the Cole School’s toughs was a budding young thug named Mike Pinella, who called Johnny a sissy, threw the book he was reading across the schoolyard, and was surprised to discover that the “sissy” could hold his own. Both boys wound up in Mr. Garlick’s office, who ruled that they would not be punished if they would embrace and make up. Mike Pinella was willing, but Johnny, his keen and growing sense of justice offended, refused.  “I’ll take the licking, Mr. Garlick,” he said. “I know I was in the right, and I’ll do it again if I have to.”13 (Principal Garlick acquired a measure of respect for the independent boy; once when Johnny was sent to the office for refusing to sing in music class, he explained to the principal that it was impossible to sing properly when the music teacher herself could not carry a tune. Johnny returned to class bearing a note that during music class he was to be allowed to write compositions instead.) 14


 



Resorting to violence to preserve his right to read in peace became less frequent as word spread that he was a boy to be left alone. His love of books even gained a powerful ally, for the move to Oakland had brought him into contact with a new mentor, who soon took an unparalleled place in his development. At ten he entered for the first time the Oakland Free Library, a remarkable institution presided over by an even more remarkable woman. Oakland’s library was only the second in the state (after the one in Eureka) and it was the product of preparation that extended back to the founding of a library association in 1868. The residential-looking, Italianate frame structure was built in 1872, then moved to City Hall Park and had a second story added in 1878. “It stood a little back from the street,” as a frequent early patron remembered, “and one climbed a few steps to enter a hallway about ten feet wide; there in front of you loomed two large, swinging doors, covered with a dark green material like oil cloth of slightly rough texture.” The ground floor was devoted to newspapers and periodicals, and a winder staircase before the swinging doors led up to the book room. “This main room, about thirty-five feet square, seemed rather dark on afternoons as you entered. . . . On the west side where there were no windows, the shelves reached nearly to the ceiling and a narrow balcony, half-way up the wall, made possible the use of these high shelves.”15


Of frail construction, one contemporary described the Oakland Free Library as “leaning” against the city hall. To young Johnny London, however, it was a temple of wonders. He first visited it while throwing his paper route, a sheaf of newspapers squeezed beneath his arm. He asked the librarian for something good to read. Over the weeks she kept him supplied and encouraged  his reading, but she was unable to coax him into talking about himself or his family. She perceived that there was some family secret or shame in play, but being herself a divorcée and an estranged granddaughter of the Mormon patriarch Joseph Smith, she knew that some family matters are best not pried into. When he presented a history of Pizarro’s conquest of Peru to take home, the librarian complimented him on his choice. It was the first time anyone had taken an interest in what he read, and in exchange he finally took some cognizance of her.

Across the counter from him he beheld a matronly, handsome woman of forty-five. Born Josephine (“Ina”) Donna Smith, she took her mother’s maiden name to publish her own poems under the nom de plume of Ina Coolbrith. She had come to California as a child, over the Sierra Nevada in a wagon train; she was only thirteen when her first poems were published, and after moving to San Francisco her writing for and helping to edit Overland Monthly gained her the fast friendship of Bret Harte and even Mark Twain. After that magazine folded she was hired as Oakland’s librarian when it was still a private subscription library in 1873, and continued when it was opened to the public. In 1886 this immensely read and capable woman became Johnny London’s literary coach, and she gave his reading an organization and purpose that stayed with him throughout his life. Beginning at age ten, he undertook to check two books per week out of the library, and did so faithfully, on a vast range of subjects far above his grade level.16


London later memorialized the Oakland Free Library in both John Barleycorn  and The Valley of the Moon. He acknowledged that those scenes represented his actual experiences and were not fictional elements of the stories. He admitted that, had it not been for such institutions, he likely could not have fashioned himself into a writer.17


[image: 005]

Into his early teens, he began discarding the name “Johnny” for the tougher-sounding “Jack,” even as he developed voracious loves of books and hard candy.  The books were free and the candy cost dearly, but identification with either commodity was enough to brand him a weakling and a sissy, a target for Oakland’s budding dockside bullies just old enough to begin throwing their weight around. For his own defense, Johnny began cultivating his alter ego, the incorrigible delinquent, and transforming himself into a walleyed brawler. “I guess Jack was a pretty good boy when you come to figure it all out,” his mother later told journalist Joseph Noel, “but he fell in with bad company. He used to have terrible fights with the boys of the neighborhood. He got to going down to the water front. He became awfully bossy in the house. We couldn’t stand him sometimes.”18 When he was on the losing end of a fight, he at least learned that he gained respect in that world by taking a licking without complaint.

One of the worst times—exactly when is not known—was when he learned the definition of the word “bastard,” and that he was one. According to Flora, he threw himself on the floor in a tantrum and ran away from home for two days. He returned, the injured child having retreated deep into his psyche, where he abided until the day the whole being died. But throughout his life, the injured child would surface in sudden, puerile outbursts that were usually quickly mastered. London was always ashamed of his illegitimacy, and in summary accounts of his life sketched down for correspondents, John London appears as his father without elaboration.

While at the Cole Grammar School, Johnny made the one close friend of his childhood, Frank Atherton. Johnny was the quiet, unpopular boy who preferred reading over roughhousing; Frank was the new boy in school, slow to make friends. Their relationship began over trading cards, which could be acquired by redeeming tobacco coupons; there were different sets to complete, the most popular being celebrated racehorses, boxers, or actors. No longer doomed to solitude, Johnny sometimes brought Frank home to dinner. Flora made him welcome, but there were times when her savage temper flashed, as when she once heard Johnny explaining to Frank (in a joke perhaps instigated by John London) that the table was spread with newspapers because they were too poor for linens. Flora stormed to a closet and returned with a full set of white tablecloth and napkins, not quickly mollified by the protests that they had merely been teasing. One stint was noted and admitted, however: dessert  was unknown in the London household. Flora economized there to be able to afford higher-grade cuts of meat—reason enough, if not the principal reason, for Johnny’s lifelong affliction with an incorrigible sweet tooth.

Frank was also aware of Flora’s more exotic vocation as a spiritualist. In the mid to late 1880s interest in spiritualism generally was declining, but she was able to maintain an active practice. Their West Coast location was a help, for the Bay Area clung to its nonconformist heritage; her poor eyesight and dwarfish size—even as an adult she wore a girl’s size twelve shoe—made her seem like a more authentic candidate as a medium. And she discovered an effective “hook” for a show, channeling communications from a long-deceased Indian warrior named Plume, and her séances were punctuated with unexpected war whoops. Oakland-area children called the London home the spook house, and Johnny became accustomed to sitting on the front stoop in mortification, sometimes with Frank, while Flora held a session with clients.

Like most boys, Johnny and Frank made great plans together, usually having to do with making their fortunes. Their greatest caper began with their crafting slingshots more powerful than the hip-pocket variety all the neighborhood boys carried. Armed with scrap-lead “bullets” that they shaped themselves, they practiced assiduously to improve their aim and determined to go duck hunting on the bay. Repeated expeditions netted only frustration, until one day they managed to kill two inedible mud hens and one hapless duck that the tide carried away as the two boys wrangled over which one had actually struck it. On their way home a Chinese laundryman offered them twenty cents apiece for the mud hens, and suddenly their avenue to fortune seemed paved for them. Quickly the hunting of ducks graduated to a scheme to hunt wildcats in the hills behind the city. Members of the Chinese tongs (organized gangs) prized the body parts of wildcats, believing they would assimilate their ferocity. This then led to a scheme to engender trouble between rival tongs to spike the demand for wildcat parts, and Jack and Frank made elaborate preparations, including a list of all they would need to commence business. Sadly for their enterprise, their first expedition found no sign of a wildcat.

Undeterred, the boys gathered and sold enough scrap to buy a couple of used handguns and returned to the duck hunting iteration of the plan. Their  marksmanship, however, was not much improved over the slingshots, and moreover Jack’s weapon proved to be so defective that its bullets splashed into the water only yards away. Furious, he slammed the pistol onto the gunwale so hard that it flew from his hand and disappeared into the bay. Frank could swim but Jack could not, and they nearly came to blows over Frank’s refusal to dive in and try to retrieve the weapon. Angrier than ever, Jack ripped the oars from their locks and cast them as far away as he could, challenging Frank to swim after them. At this Frank offered Jack his own pistol, Jack realized his stupidity, and the remainder of the day was occupied in sculling the boat by hand until they were in range of snagging the oars with fishing line and rowing home. With their friendship sealed by a violent quarrel and making up, it lasted for life.19


This friendship also afforded Jack the beginnings of a cultural life. He knew the rudiments of music from his mother’s piano lessons, and found it pleasant, but would not have dared betray such sissified notions to most other boys. Frank proved to be of the same bent, however, and together they spent precious small change haunting the upper balconies of concerts and operas.

[image: 006]

In 1891 the newly minted “Jack” London graduated from the Cole Grammar School, having completed eight grades of primary education. His “easy” life now over, it was time to find a real job. The chronic financial needs of the family made it impossible for him to pursue any higher education, and even to farm him out as a trade apprentice would have deprived them of his earning power during any period of training. As the London family’s luck had continued its decline, they moved farther out into West Oakland, a poorer area, ethnically mixed, home to most of the area’s Chinese and increasingly the locus of Portuguese immigrants. One of the houses that the Londons rented, at 807 Pine Street, lay directly next to the railyards that serviced West Oakland’s increasing industrialization. Near the residence was a former stable that now housed the R. Hickmott Canning Company, a business that, amid a cacophony of whirling, exposed machine belts, put up a variety of produce, including asparagus,  tomatoes, and peaches. Jack London, fresh from grammar school, obtained employment in Hickmott’s dingy, smelly, steamy cannery stuffing pickles into jars for ten cents an hour.

Mercifully, he enjoyed a brief respite in the few months between leaving Cole Grammar School and entering the Dickensian gloom of Hickmott’s cannery. Frank Atherton’s parents moved to Auburn, in the historic gold mining country northeast of Sacramento, and they invited Jack to spend the summer with them. For those few months Jack and Frank lived a boy’s idyll of romping and mischief making, an adventure that an examination of London’s later days makes one wonder whether he didn’t spend the rest of his life trying to some extent to recapture. The summer also afforded him an opportunity to bond with Northern California nature in ways not provided by doing chores on the farms near Colma and Livermore. The land, and his love of the land, opened a theme for him that was ultimately realized in his closing years on the Beauty Ranch.

After this summer, however, his life revolved around Hickmott’s Cannery. Even as Mark Twain and Edith Wharton were writing of America’s “Gilded Age” of white gloves and liveried servants and Newport mansions, with Twain questioning its economic justice and Wharton lamenting its social consequences for wealthy women trapped in gilded cages, Jack London and other child laborers experienced its ugly, all-too-real underbelly. Theirs was a world of brutish and dangerous labor to the point of physical collapse, where workers were discarded without help if they fell ill or injured in factories where the loss of digits and even limbs was commonplace. His resentment of it never abated, and even as he exaggerated his family’s poverty in his later telling of this period of time, his claim to have sometimes earned $50 a month at a dime an hour, if not an exaggeration, surely described labor at the outer limit of human endurance, especially for a fourteen-year-old. That arithmetic required sixteen hours per day, seven days each week, for an entire month. However, London always insisted that there were times he worked shifts for twenty-four hours straight and even longer, so five hundred hours—$50—in a month was possible.
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Jack London’s consoling joy through these years, apart from his books, was hunting ducks at the edge of the marshes with his stepfather. Occasionally John London would find the money to rent a rowboat, and they would pull out onto the bay and fish for rock cod. It was the beginning of Jack London’s courtship of the sea.

By saving small change over several months, he managed to hoard $5, more than half the purchase price of his own small skiff. But his mother soon learned that he had been holding out on her. One day during his shift at the cannery, Flora stormed into the place, upbraided him, and held out her hand for the money. Crestfallen and humiliated, he handed it over, but at the cost of his remaining affection for her. He always respected her for her hard labor and made allowances for her innumerable disappointments in life, but in his mental ledger he compounded this incident with another, in which she had punished him summarily and wrongly.

Young as he was, he was already turning into his own man. There were times, before he moved out of the London house, he still deferred to his mother’s judgment, but his several months of hard labor in Hickmott’s finished the job begun with the paper route, of forging him into a bleakly independent spirit, his own judge of what was right and wrong and reasonable. Raised but little loved, taught toughness by dockside brawling, taught that tenderness would be detected and attacked as weakness, assimilating that an intellectual curiosity only led to frustration in one fated to be a Work Beast, Jack London by age fifteen already looked out on the world through the eyes of the Wolf.

More cunning in his second attempt, London finally saved up enough money to acquire a small boat. John London’s declining health, and his subsequent injury in a railyard accident, ended their fishing trips together, but  of his own accord, Jack began teaching himself to sail. This was no easy endeavor on San Francisco Bay, which isn’t a single body of water at all, but an intricate complex of a great bay fed by smaller estuaries that are themselves linked by swift-current narrows. The entire watery expanse stretches forty miles from southeast to northwest with the Golden Gate opening to the Pacific Ocean about halfway up, and at the northern end doglegs east through the Carquinez Straits to the complex of inland bays that receives runoff from the whole central valley. There are treacherous shallows, nearly irresistible currents, and the constant imperative to dodge commercial traffic and fishermen—all in all it was a tough school in which to train himself in the art of boat handling.

Sailing naturally brought him into closer contact with the waterfront and its denizens, and his favorite haunt became the J. M. Heinold Saloon. It was a tiny cracker box of a bar, built on pilings over the water at the end of Webster Street, constructed of timbers salvaged from a scrapped whaler. Originally erected in 1880 as a bunkhouse for oyster tenders, it was purchased three years later by “Johnny” Heinold, a slightly built but tough Pennsylvania German, a seaman who had ploughed into San Francisco Bay on a windjammer the year London was born. The affable, rubber-faced, stogie-mouthing Heinold reconfigured the bunkhouse into a saloon, which he managed for the next five decades, its congeniality underwritten by the sign over the bar:
ALL NATIONS WELCOME . . . EXCEPT CARRIE





In the off-season he dispensed drinks to the crews of the few dozen whaling and sealing ships that laid up in port for the winter, and when the men were at sea he held their mail for them. In season and out Heinold’s became the favored saloon of the Oakland waterfront, as well as a regular stopping place for dray-men hauling their loads across the estuary bridge. Only one rule was perennially enforced: fights had to be taken outside.

From this establishment, Heinold often observed young London working his skiff, a decked-over fourteen-footer with a centerboard, in chop that often  threatened to swamp him. Heinold also marked London’s endless enterprise, how the boy would take a load of onions and potatoes out to anchored vessels, whose cooks would hand over empty kerosene cans that London could sell for scrap at a dime apiece—each tin the equivalent of an hour’s wage slavery at Hickmott’s cannery. During these months, at age fifteen, he met real deep-water sailors—and these acquaintances came to have signal importance to the developing youth. Anchored across the estuary was a sloop, the Idler, arrived from Hawaii, where she was rumored to have been an opium smuggler. He had seen her tended by an impressive-looking young man, but felt himself unworthy to sail over, hail him, and make an acquaintance.

One day a youth who identified himself as Scotty, a British deserter who had jumped ship in Australia and made his way to California, asked London to sail him over to the Idler; her caretaker was a harpooner who intended to go out with the whaler Bonanza when she next sailed, and Scotty wanted to go, too. Tingling with anticipation, London sailed him over; they were invited aboard and below, and suddenly he was breathing the air of a new world, a man’s world that electrified him.
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