


[image: Cover]








JACK LONDON ON ADVENTURE


JACK LONDON

Edited and with an Introduction

and New Foreword by

TERRY MORT



[image: frn_fig_002.png]


Essex, Connecticut








[image: frn_fig_003.png]


An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of


The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200


Lanham, MD 20706


www.rowman.com


Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


Copyright © 2005 by Jack London


Introduction copyright © 2005 by Terry Mort


Foreword copyright © 2022 by Terry Mort


Photo Credits:


Frontispieces, (two-page map): from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, UW 23760; (one-page map): from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, UW 9076. Page one, top: Courtesy of Dick North, Jack London Intrepitive Centre, Dawson City, Y.T., Canada. Page one, bottom: from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, Hegg 97. Page two, top: from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, Hegg 3089. Page two, middle: from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, Hegg 3089. Page two, bottom: from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, Hegg 2277. Page three, top: from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, UW 13408. Page three, bottom: from University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, UW 23923. Page four: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page five, top: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page five, bottom: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page six, top: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page six, middle: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page six, bottom: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page seven, top: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page seven, bottom: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page eight, top: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page eight, middle: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Page eight, bottom: This item reproduced by permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


The cloth edition of this book was previously cataloged by the Library of Congress as follows:


London, Jack, 1876–1916.


Jack London on Adventure / Jack London ; edited and with an introduction by Terry Mort.


p. cm.


1. Adventure stories, American. I. Mort, T. A. (Terry A.) II. Title.


PS3523.O46A6 2005


813´.52—dc22


2005040772


ISBN 978-1-4930-6925-5 (paper : alk. paper)


ISBN 978-1-4930-6983-5 (electronic)


[image: frn_fig_004.png]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.








Foreword

Literary reputations ebb and flow, often without any connection to the value of the writer’s work. Time passes, tastes change, and then they change again. A writer who was in eclipse becomes worth reading again, while others fade away. Fair or not, that’s how it is, with only a few exceptions. Jack London’s novels The Call of the Wild and White Fang have remained in print, largely because they are—on the surface, at least—animal stories, and also because Hollywood periodically turns them into movies. But London’s other work has been mostly forgotten. In fairness, some of it deserves obscurity. He was not always a careful craftsman. But his finest work belongs alongside the best of twentieth-century fiction. And then there is the man, himself one of his best and most interesting creations. Handsome, self-educated, charismatic, adventuresome, self-indulgent, famous in his time, outspoken, a mass of chaotically inconsistent philosophies and political ideas—his best writing reflects not only his far-ranging adventures but also his attractive complexity and energy. His struggle to reconcile his idealism with harsh universal truths is especially apposite in today’s cultural turbulence. A century has passed since Jack London was at the height of his popularity; he deserves to reclaim his place in the list of important American writers. And if that’s so, it’s time to revisit some of his best work.








Introduction

In 1907, thirty-one-year-old Jack London sailed his brand new, custom built ketch, Snark, out of the Golden Gate and headed for Hawaii. It was the first leg of a planned voyage around the world. He was on what he called “the adventure path,” again. On board were his wife, Charmian, his wife’s Uncle Roscoe, and a crew of three young amateur sailors. They had been planning this trip for months, but despite all their preparations, they ran into difficulty almost immediately. For one thing, there were problems with the boat—lots of them. For another, although London didn’t quite realize it until they were out of sight of land, no one on board knew how to navigate.


That’s not to say London was an inexperienced sailor. On the contrary. As a teenager he had spent many dark nights sailing his sloop Razzle Dazzle around San Francisco Bay raiding private oyster beds and selling the take on the Oakland waterfront. He was called an oyster pirate, a more romantic and colorful term than thief—which is what the owners of the oyster beds called him. Later he went over to the other side and worked for the California Fish Patrol chasing other oyster pirates. So he knew how to sail. And he was no stranger to ocean voyaging, for at age seventeen he had spent seven months as a common seaman on a seal hunting vessel, following the migrating herds from the Bonin Islands off Japan to their rookeries in the Bering Sea.


But neither seal hunting nor oyster pirating prepared him for blue water navigation, an art in those days before satellites that involved plotting your position in relation to the stars. He could not do that. He had intended to rely on Uncle Roscoe for navigation but soon learned that his confidence in Roscoe was misplaced. If they were going to get anywhere, Jack would have to teach himself celestial navigation. So he settled down to do it, somewhere out in the Pacific. And they did make it to Hawaii, albeit after a few course corrections.


That sort of challenge was nothing new for Jack London. Just about everything he knew he had taught himself. His brushes with formal education were limited to grammar school, a year of high school and a few weeks at University of California, Berkeley. His real schools were the waterfronts and bars of Oakland, canneries and factories, the Pacific sealing grounds, the Klondike gold fields, the hobo road and railroad lines, the Erie County (New York) Penitentiary, the slums of London, England and the Oakland Public Library. Along the way he met radical union organizers, railroad bulls, penitentiary guards, waterfront toughs, hard bitten sailors, Klondike sourdoughs, fellow hobos and assorted down and outers, loose women and an occasional middle class lady—and, as important as the others, a friendly librarian who took him under her wing. He taught himself what he needed to know by reading, watching, and doing, and he did all those things the way he drank—eclectically, copiously, and wholeheartedly.


Jack London was born poor and illegitimate in 1876 in San Francisco. His father was an itinerant astrologer who disappeared soon after Jack’s birth, and his mother was an odd, unstable spiritualist who tried to make ends meet by conducting seances during which she communed with an Indian chief named “Plume.” More conventionally she also gave music lessons. When Jack was still an infant she married John London, a kind, well meaning older man, a Civil War veteran whose disabilities from wounds made it difficult for him to earn a living. Jack had to help out from the earliest possible days. At age fourteen he got a job working in a cannery twelve hours a day. He also swept up in saloons, delivered newspapers and set up pins in bowling alleys. Later he would toil in a jute mill for ten cents an hour and then graduate to a steam laundry. It was an early and thorough education in brute labor, and those experiences planted the seeds that grew into his intuitive and lifelong attachment to socialism.


The attachment only grew stronger during his hobo-ing days—days that started out as a youthful lark, he was just eighteen—but ended in the Erie County (New York) Penitentiary, a place where he said his strong sense of individualism was “hammered out” of him and replaced by something else. He called that something else “socialism,” but it was less a coherent political doctrine and more a feeling that the underclass (which included himself) deserved a better chance. “… I have opened many books, but no economic argument, no lucid demonstration of the logic and inevitableness of socialism affects me as profoundly and convincingly as I was affected on the day when I first saw the Social Pit rise around me and felt myself slipping down, down, into the shambles at the bottom.” He had been jailed for vagrancy, and it was in the Erie County Pen that he was gripped by the clammy fear of falling even further into “the submerged tenth,” the bottom from which no one seemed able to rise. It was a fear that stayed with him throughout his short life. After doing his thirty days he went home to Oakland determined to find a way out of poverty. But not through the drudgery of manual labor: “I shall climb out of the Pit, but not by the muscles of my body shall I climb out. I shall do no more hard work, and may God strike me dead if I do another day’s hard work with my body more than I absolutely have to.”


He decided the only way out was to educate himself. “I ran back to California and opened the books.” Now and then he came across middle class people who took an interest in his informal education. They saw something in him, even though he was awkward, uncouth, and painfully eager. Part of him was attracted to these people who were from a different, more genteel world, and he was grateful to them for letting him in, if only as a visitor. But another part was repelled by their cramped and sterile conventionality, though he could never seem to get over his longing to be accepted by them. His semi-autobiographical novel Martin Eden ends with Martin committing suicide because he is in a despairing social limbo: “Up above nobody had wanted Martin Eden for his own sake, and he could not go back to those of his own class who had wanted him in the past. He did not want them. He could not stand them…” This is not the sentiment of a politically doctrinaire socialist like London’s contemporary, Eugene V. Debs, who once said: “There is no good capitalist and no bad workingman. Every capitalist is your enemy and every workingman is your friend.” Rather, it is the statement of someone who wants acceptance but who, through some odd combination of egotism and neediness, despises the people who offer it to him—the statement of an individual with a strong sense of class consciousness who can’t decide whether he’s a Superman, a comrade, or just a lonely outcast. On another level, London’s attitude reminds us of Groucho Marx’s old joke that he would not want to be a member of any club that would accept him.


But unlike Martin Eden, Jack London did not commit suicide. Not all at once anyway, although there is a grim sort of irony about the way Martin and Jack both died—Martin dying young from drowning, Jack dying at forty from kidney failure, a condition at least partially resulting from years of heavy drinking.


His reading led him in a number of intellectual directions, many of them divergent. He was like the college freshman taking his first philosophy course and working through the rationalists and the empiricists and finding he agrees with both. Though he never lost his intuitive attachment to socialism, the individualism that he said was lost was not lost for long, and that led to his interest in the ideas of Herbert Spencer, a Darwinian who believed that society is best served if the strongest and most capable are left free to produce. The logical conclusion of these ideas is laissez faire capitalism, pure and simple. Socialists view this sort of thing with horror, saying it turns society into a Roman Coliseum in which the strongest and most rapacious gather up the lion’s share of wealth at the expense of their victims. The opposing position is that wealth is not a zero sum game in which the winners win at the expense of the losers; wealth is an elastic result of a free person’s energy, talent, and productivity, and society as a whole benefits when people are free to compete. These debates go on endlessly even today, of course. But the point here is that London had these debates with himself—embodied them, in fact. Socialists are supposed to be suspicious of private property. But the last decade of his life London lived on his 1,100-acre ranch in Sonoma. And then there was the yacht. He even invested in stocks and new inventions, disastrously as it turned out, but he did not intend to lose money; he intended to make it. And what is a capitalist but someone who invests capital for profit? These are inconsistencies by any standard, but these inconsistencies—in his thought and his personality—make London’s writing more complex and interesting than it would have been had he simply churned out doctrinaire political stuff in the “boy meets tractor” genre. As George Orwell writes of London: “…if he had been a politically reliable person,”—in other words, an orthodox socialist—“he would probably have left behind nothing of interest.”


Orwell also says that London “was a socialist with the instincts of a buccaneer.” Some of that shows up in his stories. One of London’s fictional heroes, David Grief, would have been at home with Robert Louis Stevenson’s collection of pirates and adventurers. Grief is “a youth questing romance and adventure along the sun washed path of the tropics,” a South Seas trader, handsome, wealthy, daring, resolute. But he’s also a man who plays the game “for the joy of the playing.” Most likely London thought of himself this way, at least part of the time, and it is hardly the image of a proletarian hero.


London also had the instincts of an entrepreneur, though he probably would not have described himself that way. After all, the purest example of entrepreneurship is the prospector—someone who hears of a gold strike in far off Yukon Territory and gets the itch to go, gets a little grubstake together, gathers up the tools of the trade and heads out into the unknown, filled with hope and the intention of applying energy and skill to the pursuit of wealth—as much wealth as he can dig out and keep from squandering in saloons. And although the gold fields seem like an odd place for a socialist, that’s where London went in 1897—to the Klondike, like thousands of others, hoping to get rich. He landed in Juneau, struggled on foot over the awesome, seemingly vertical Chilkoot Pass, built a boat and then followed the Yukon River system north to Dawson City, got trapped by winter some seventy miles short of Dawson, found an abandoned cabin and settled in to wait for spring in minus sixty degree weather.


His prospecting was not successful. In fact, he found nothing, nothing in the way of yellow metal, at least. (He did find some fool’s gold that gave him a temporary thrill.) He suffered through the long winter of 1897–1898, got scurvy and then, destitute, floated out of the Yukon territory the following summer in a leaky boat that he bought with the last of his grubstake after a few weeks of carousing in Dawson. Floating down the Yukon River across the breadth of Alaska to the Bering Sea was the cheapest way out—a journey of nearly 2,000 miles. From there he worked his way south on a steamer to Vancouver and then rode the rails home, in a reprise of his hobo days. On the surface it would seem that his Klondike prospecting days were failures. But of course that’s where he gathered the raw material for stories that would make him famous and help him buy his ranch, build his yacht, and set off for the South Seas.


When he came home from the Klondike, still only twenty-two, he decided to make his living by writing. It wasn’t much of a change, really. A writer is not very different from a prospector, as Jack found out. Both start with nothing; many end up that way, too. The ones who succeed usually do so the way London did—by doggedly weathering blizzards of rejection slips and keeping at it until something good happens. In London’s case it came a year after he got back from the Klondike. That year was filled with manic bouts of writing, submitting, and waiting, followed by disappointment and visits to the pawn shop, sometimes to raise money for postage for his manuscripts, sometimes to pay the rent on his typewriter. The first acceptance wasn’t much—a sale for five dollars—but it was progress. He continued to work at a furious pace, and gradually the editors who had seen nothing in his work began to appreciate its merits. He sold a few more stories, including one to the prestigious Atlantic Monthly. It was a time when there was an appetite for adventure tales, and Jack had plenty to tell. And then in 1900 his first book, a collection of his Yukon stories, was published, and it finally seemed that he might be able to make a living at this business after all.


That was the same year he married his first wife, Bess Maddern. He did not love Bess. He told her as much. But it seemed the right thing to do at the time. It would settle him, he reasoned. Despite his travels and experience, he was still only twenty-four and just getting started in the writing game. Besides, Bess admired his work, and that was a kind of aphrodisiac to the aspiring writer. And she came from that group of middle class people who had encouraged him. But after they were married Jack began to feel a predictable sense of imprisonment, even though he was pleased when his two daughters came along. By this time Jack was becoming famous, and he began to think that Bess was a bit too cold, too disapproving of his high spirits, too confining, too unfashionable, too bourgeois—and so in 1903 the couple separated. By then Jack was already involved with Charmian Kittredge, the woman who would become his second wife. Charmian was outgoing, adventuresome, physically responsive, passionate, sexually uninhibited. She even liked to box; she and Jack would put on the gloves now and then and spar a few rounds. In every way, it seemed, Charmian was a better match for Jack’s personality and needs.


Through all the turmoil of domestic problems, growing success, and increasing demands on his time, he kept working, kept moving. He was disciplined in that way, at least. Like a man pursued by a wolf pack in White Fang, he did not dare stop. It was not hard to remember the days of poverty and failure. They were not that long ago.


This idea of movement, of continued effort of will, appears repeatedly in London’s stories. Movement is life to a man caught outside in the dead of a Yukon winter; a man on the trail must keep going or die. A ship at sea must keep moving forward to maintain steerageway or risk being broached, battered by waves, capsized or driven on the rocks. Movement means survival. The image is at least partially a reflection of Spencer’s evolutionary ideas. Many of London’s stories deal with people who cannot adapt to the new environment, because they are weak or incompetent or prisoners of the wrong set of habits, ideas. They cannot keep going, and so, like the man in “To Build a Fire,” they stop, and that is the end of them.


If life is movement, powered by dogged and determined effort of will, the hostile environment, by contrast, is often portrayed as something utterly still. One of the starkest images in London’s Klondike stories is a wind vane that never changes direction, because there is no movement in the winter air. The men cooped up in their makeshift cabins watch this wind vane in hopes of seeing something that reminds them of life. But it never stirs. It represents the utter indifference of nature, what London called the “white silence.”


Of course the natural world is not always frozen and still in London’s stories. Whether in the form of storms at sea or a pack of wolves on the trail of men who are slowly running out of cartridges, there is plenty of deadly motion to alternate with the white silence.


London was an omnivorous reader, but his ideas did not just come from books. They also came from his experience, his observations of unalterable facts. As he says when describing the way the Snark handled in a rough sea, “I am not telling you what I believe; I am telling you what I saw.” That line helps explain the inconsistencies that show up in London’s writing. He believed in socialism; he was called a “passionate gospel”; but he saw that nature required strength, that its essence was the struggle to survive. Those who could not adapt, those who were weak or inept or unlucky were defeated by the strong or by the pitiless elements—the cold, the sea, the wild animals, the natives of the country in which you were a stranger. It was not a pretty picture, but it was real. Maybe it was not the way it should be, but it was the way it was. In this kind of desperate environment it was impossible for London not to admire and respect the strong and the capable and to feel some contempt for the weak or inept, even though it was the weak and powerless who attracted his political sympathies. No amount of political theorizing or action could do anything about Nature’s inherent dangers; you might as well try to stop a wolf pack with a speech. Life was a struggle. It was naïve to think otherwise. Interestingly, toward the end of his life London resigned from the Socialist Party, not because he had become wealthy and successful, but because he thought the party had lost its “fire and fight” and had grown too soft, too accommodating, too reluctant to struggle.


This theme of constant struggle may be the key to reconciling some of the contradictions in London’s thinking, may be the common denominator that rationalizes all of his inconsistencies and makes cohesive sense out of his work. There’s the evolutionary struggle to adapt and survive, regardless of whether the animal is human or otherwise; there’s a class struggle over the levers of power and wealth creation; there’s the artist’s personal struggle against the usual pantheon of literary demons—alcohol, rejection, temptation, loneliness, middle class conventions, debt. You could depend on that at least—the essential fact of life in all its forms was struggle.


It sounds pretty grim. But it wasn’t always. Not many people think of Jack London as a humorous writer, but his stories about the seemingly endless problems with the building of the Snark are remarkable for his wry self-deprecation and for the good natured stoicism with which he greeted each new frustration. Even the name “Snark” suggests a playful lack of self-importance. For all his passionate devotion to his politics, London was anything but a gloomy theorist. By all accounts he was charming and good humored and fun to be with.


What’s more, London enjoyed parts of the struggle—grim or otherwise. He admired physical strength. He took pride in his own body, referred frequently to his muscles, power, skill in fighting. There is a tinge of Narcissism in all of this; he was a handsome man, attractive to women across a wide moral and social spectrum. And references to physical prowess and sensuality are common in his writing and indeed in his life and adventures. He referred to Charmian as his “mate woman,” a term that conjures up Lady Chatterley’s gamekeeper or, perhaps, more risibly, Tarzan. But his writing was circumscribed by the moral conventions of his time, so that in The Sea Wolf he presents us with the improbable spectacle of two marooned lovers living in separate huts and only exchanging a glance here and there. Given his own exuberant adventures, London must have chaffed at that sort of conventional tether.


Not surprisingly, he was attracted to the writings of Nietzsche, especially to Nietzsche’s concept of the Superman, someone who rises above the pack through force of will and the application of power and creates for himself a position beyond conventional morality. “The sick are the greatest danger for the healthy; it is not from the strongest that harm comes to the strong, but from the weakest,” so said Nietzsche. Such sentiments are hardly compatible with London’s socialist concern for the downtrodden. Nevertheless, he found them appealing, for they fit easily in that side of his personality that admired strength and achievement.


It’s easy to say that this is an example of London’s essentially muddled worldview. After all how do you reconcile the notion of a super individual—someone who answers only to himself—with the collectivist ideals of socialism? They seem to be inherently incompatible. But in the context of London’s ideas about life as a struggle, it makes a certain amount of sense. Will and power are necessary elements if you expect your struggles to be successful, whether the struggle is between individuals or classes. The impulses and necessary energy are the same in either case.


Then, too, London was well aware of the incompatibility of what he wanted to believe and what he saw around him, between what was and what he thought should be. And perhaps the greatest appeal of the Superman was his ability to look reality in the face and not flinch from what he saw there, even though despair might be the result. As London’s most famous Nietzschean character, Wolf Larsen, says in The Sea Wolf: “I sometimes catch myself wishing that I, too, were blind to the facts of life and only knew its fancies and illusions. They’re wrong, of course, and contrary to reason; but in the face of them my reason tells me, wrong and most wrong, that to dream and live illusions gives greater delight—your dreams and unrealities are less disturbing to you and more gratifying than are my facts to me.”


Critics might say that Nietzsche’s ideas appeal most powerfully to someone with a strong sense of individualism and a corresponding sense of social inferiority—the resentful underdog with an “I’ll show them” agenda, the flawed but formidable primitive. Certainly many of the Nazi thugs who co-opted Nietzsche’s ideas fit that description. And it seems fair to say that there was a trace of that in London’s attitudes and personality. As Orwell points out, had London lived into the thirties and forties it would be hard to say which side of the political debates he would have chosen—far left, far right or some “quixotic” place beyond the two.


Because of his writing success, his political outspokenness and his physical attractions, Jack London became one of America’s first literary celebrities. In 1901 he ran for mayor of Oakland on the Socialist ticket and received 245 votes. He ran again in 1905 and improved to 981 votes. But despite the lack of political success, he was in the public eye. He became a sought after speaker and delivered stem-winding political speeches on college campuses and in lecture halls across the country. His books became best sellers.


And he was an innovator in what we know today as investigative journalism. In 1902 he went to England where he lived incognito for six weeks in the slums of London’s East End. It was in a sense a repeat of his hobo days—a dip into the submerged tenth from which would come a book filled with passionate criticism of the social system that allowed the shocking poverty of London to exist. The book, The People of the Abyss, was well received and successful in this country, less so in England, for obvious reasons. Then four years later he published The Road, the story of his hobo days. It was a model for all the subsequent road books—Kerouac, Steinbeck, William Least Heat Moon, Tom Wolfe, and for legions of young men who just feel like getting up and going.


But the most conspicuous of London’s literary offspring was Hemingway. Adventurous, successful, world famous, well traveled, envied, controversial, self-destructive, London and Hemingway both regarded themselves as the heroes of their own lives. They thrust themselves into events and then turned the results into stories that have the ring of authenticity, because they were grounded in personal experience. Interestingly, both men seemed to falter when it came to portraying women as romantic interests. They had plenty of personal experience but never seemed to figure out what made women tick. Or if they did, they weren’t able to get it down on paper very well. The Sea Wolf, for example, goes along quite well until the female poet, Maud Brewster, enters the story. Maud is, to put it mildly, unlikely.


London was not a very careful craftsman, though, unlike Hemingway. He was disciplined and dedicated, and he turned out a thousand words a day regardless of where he was or what else he was doing. But he did not revise. He considered it a waste of time, and so the quality of his work is uneven. Or maybe the better word is inconsistent.


Like Hemingway, Jack London spent some time as a war correspondent. In 1904 he covered the Russo-Japanese war for the Hearst organization. He had other offers, but Hearst paid best. He managed to get arrested three times by the Japanese, the first time as a suspected spy, the second for pushing too far into the Korean frontlines and the third for punching a Japanese who had been stealing from him. But his reporting and his photographs from the front lines were printed throughout the U.S. and helped to make the famous writer that much more famous.


His problems with the Japanese served to increase his contempt for them, an attitude that was surely reinforced by Jack’s ideas on race—he was quite certain that the white race and the Anglo-Saxons, especially, were the highest form of humanity. Not only is this incompatible with his socialist ideals, it is ironic because the person who lent him the $300 he needed to buy the Razzle Dazzle when he was an aspiring young oyster pirate was Virginia Prentiss, the black woman who had wet nursed him and given him the maternal affection he never got from his own mother. But in those days few people had difficulty with that sort of irony. And London often surprises us with another kind of inconsistency, for in many of his stories there is an obvious sympathy for native people who have been victimized by white men. Here again, he wrote what he saw, not what he believed.


In 1914 he went to Mexico to cover their latest revolution. Originally he had been sympathetic to the goals of the revolution. But over time he changed his mind and attacked the aims and leaders in print. Predictably he was pilloried by the left for selling out to international capitalism, this time in the form of the oil companies with interests in Mexico. But Jack shrugged off the criticism. As far as he was concerned, he had reported what he had seen.


Jack London was a product of his times, of course. And they were difficult times in which the harshest elements of industrial capitalism were obvious to anyone who cared to look—child labor, wild swings in the economic cycles, widespread unemployment and a growing belief that the social classes were walled cities that allowed no passage between them. In one sense it was a time of simple and binary “us versus them” attitudes with little or no allowance for nuances. It was also a time of the naturalist novel in which characters are buffeted by forces completely beyond their control—economics, social brutality, simple biology. Characters did not act so much as they were acted upon and usually defeated. And a lot of Jack London’s work reflects these same beliefs: art as sociology, or perhaps the other way around. But it was also a time in which people believed in the possibilities of a poor young man rising in the world through a combination of hard work and personal virtue, the sort of philosophy that would make Horatio Alger novels popular. It was a time of Teddy Roosevelt’s virile individualism and optimism. A time when immigrants came here in their millions because it was the land of opportunity. Socialist and self-made man, hobo and literary entrepreneur, mill worker and yachtsman, Jack London embodied both strains in the contemporary culture.


The animal imagery in his most famous work reflects that dualism. In The Call of the Wild the main character, Buck, is taken from a comfortable California ranch life and transformed, through circumstance and effort of will, into a wolf, a leader of the pack. In White Fang, the story is reversed—a Yukon wolf cub ends up in a California ranch, domesticated, more or less, but still harboring the instincts of the wild. It is a progression—to the wild and back again—that reflects London’s personality: ambivalence mixed with energy and hunger. His thinking mirrors the action of a wild animal stealthily approaching a possible prey while being alert, always, to the possibility of becoming prey. Jack London was repelled by the terrible harshness of nature but drawn to confront it and to enjoy the freedom that came with the willingness to leave civilization behind. He was drawn to the upper classes but repelled by their conventions. He was nursed by a black woman but thought the white man superior in all respects. He was drawn to socialism but admired Nietzsche’s Superman. He seemed to accept socialism’s inherent belief that upward mobility among the classes is either impossible or so restricted as to be virtually so. But he consciously decided to educate himself out of the submerged tenth—specifically in order to rise, specifically in order to escape the working class. If he didn’t believe it was possible, why did he struggle so hard? What he believed and what he saw, what he said and what he did, were so often at odds that his life and work seems a mass of interesting contradictions and inconsistencies.


Perhaps that’s why his most enduring work has little to do with politics; political writing requires at least some coherent principles and a consistent point of view. He was happiest and most productive when he cut loose and hit the road leaving behind all the squabbles over doctrine and theory. On the road or in the wild he could feel the invigorating rush of individual freedom, even though survival sometimes meant a fierce struggle against a hostile environment. And by surviving, he gathered the material that allowed him to break away from the orthodoxies of his time and create something unique.


The stories and excerpts in this book are divided into two parts, the first having to do with the Klondike, the second with the sea. Those two places—the wilderness and the sea—are the settings of London’s best work. There are many Jack London anthologies, and some of the stories in this book will be familiar. “To Build a Fire,” for example, appears often, but it is too good and too representative of London’s art and thought to leave out. Others are less well known, but all, I think, reflect Jack London’s qualities.


A complex man and artist is hard to capture in a single image. But one of the most apposite and appealing is the picture of Jack London sitting in the cockpit of the Snark, scudding along at a good six knots somewhere in the Pacific, miles from land. At that moment he does not know his round-the-world voyage will be called off in Australia because of illness and endless difficulties. He does not know, of course, how short his life will be; his body has not yet given him any clues about that. No, the cruise is just beginning. He has finished his thousand words for the day, and the Snark is practically sailing herself, and he is hunched over a book, studying celestial navigation so that he can find his place in relation to the stars. There are struggles behind and many more struggles ahead, but at this moment he is undoubtedly happy—happy to be teaching himself something new, happy to be leaving civilization behind, happy to be on the “adventure path” again.


—Terry Mort
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I

The White Silence of the North

The afternoon wore on, and with awe, born of the White Silence, the voiceless travelers bent to their work. Nature has many tricks wherewith she convinces man of his finity—the ceaseless flow of the tides, the fury of the storm, the shock of earthquake, the long roll of heaven’s artillery—but the most tremendous, the most stupefying of all is the passive phase of the White Silence. All movement ceases, the sky clears, the heavens are as brass; the slightest whisper seems sacrilege, and man becomes timid, affrighted at the sound of his own voice. Sole speck of life journeying across the ghostly wastes of a dead world, he trembles at his audacity, realizes that his is a maggot’s life, nothing more. Strange thoughts arise unsummoned, and the mystery of all things strives for utterance. And the fear of death, of God, of the universe, comes over him—the hope of the Resurrection and the Life, the yearning for immortality, the vain striving of the imprisoned essence—it is then, if ever, man walks alone with God.







from: White Fang

I. The Trail of the Meat

Dark spruce forest frowned on either side the frozen waterway. The trees had been stripped by a recent wind of each other, black and ominous, in the fading light. A vast silence reigned over the land. The land itself was a desolation, lifeless, without movement, so lone and cold that the spirit of it was not even that of sadness. There was a hint in it of laughter, but of a laughter more terrible than any sadness—a laughter that was mirthless as the smile of the Sphinx, a laughter cold as the frost and partaking of the grimness of infallibility. It was the masterful and incommunicable wisdom of eternity laughing at the futility of life and the effort of life. It was the Wild, the savage, frozen-hearted Northland Wild.

But there was life, abroad in the land and defiant. Down the frozen waterway toiled a string of wolfish dogs. Their bristly fur was rimed with frost. Their breath froze in the air as it left their mouths, spouting forth in spumes of vapor that settled upon the hair of their bodies and formed into crystals of frost. Leather harness was on the dogs, and leather traces attached them to a sled which dragged along behind. The sled was within runners. It was made of stout birch-bark, and its full surface rested on the snow. The front end of the sled was turned up, like a scroll, in order to force down and under the bore of soft snow that surged like a wave before it. On the sled, securely lashed, was a long and narrow oblong box. There were other things on the sled—blankets, an axe, and a coffee-pot and frying-pan; but prominent; occupying most of the space, was the long and narrow oblong box.

In advance of the dogs, on wide snowshoes, toiled a man. At the rear of the sled toiled a second man. On the sled, in the box, lay a third man whose toil was over—a man whom the Wild had conquered and beaten down until he would never move nor struggle again. It is not the way of the Wild to like movement. Life is an offence to it, for life is movement; and the Wild aims always to destroy movement. It freezes the water to prevent it running to the sea; it drives the sap out of the trees till they are frozen to their mighty hearts; and most ferociously and terribly of all does the Wild harry and crush into submission man—man, who is the most restless of life, ever in revolt against the dictum that all movement must in the end come to the cessation of movement.

But at front and rear, unawed and indomitable, toiled the two men who were not yet dead. Their bodies were covered with fur and soft-tanned leather. Eyelashes and cheeks and lips were so coated with crystals from their frozen breath that their faces were not discernible. This gave them the seeming of ghostly masques, undertakers in a spectral world at the funeral of some ghost. But under it all they were men, penetrating the land of desolation and mockery and silence, puny adventurers bent on colossal adventure, pitting themselves against the might of a world as remote and alien and pulseless as the abysses of space.

They traveled on without speech, saving their breath for the work of their bodies. On every side was the silence, pressing upon them with a tangible presence. It affected their minds as the many atmospheres of deep water affect the body of the diver. It crushed them with the weight of unending vastness and unalterable decree. It crushed them into the remotest recesses of their own minds, pressing out of them, like juices from the grape, all the false ardors and exaltations and undue self-values of the human soul, until they perceived themselves finite and small, specks and motes, moving with weak cunning and little wisdom amidst the play and interplay of the great blind elements and forces.

An hour went by, and a second hour. The pale light of the short sunless day was beginning to fade, when a faint far cry arose on the still air. It soared upward with a swift rush, till it reached its topmost note, where it persisted, palpitant and tense, and then slowly died away. It might have been a lost soul wailing, had it not been invested with a certain sad fierceness and hungry eagerness. The front man turned his head until his eyes met the eyes of the man behind. And then, across the narrow oblong box, each nodded to the other.
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