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INTRODUCTION The Call of the Wild: A DOG’S ADVENTURES BEYOND CIVILIZATION [image: ]


The Call of the Wild is a story about a dog named Buck, told from that canine’s point of view. It is also a thrilling adventure set in an exotically harsh land of ice and snow, a meditation on what lurks within a supposedly civilized heart, a working out of theories on evolution, and a tone poem on work and freedom. In the past one hundred years, Jack London’s star has risen and fallen and risen again in the world of tastemakers and literary judges. Many of his other forty-nine books have fallen into obscurity, then begun to shine anew. Through it all, The Call of the Wild has remained in print, and in the hands of thousands of readers. Today it is celebrated both for its perennial popularity and its importance to American literature.

The Call of the Wild is one in a series of stories and novels Jack London wrote about the Klondike, including his other great dog book, White Fang. According to his daughter Joan, London wrote The Call of the Wild in one long thirty-day writing stint. It had originally been planned as a short story, a “companion” to his earlier story “Bâtard.” London felt he had to redeem the canine reputation slighted by his “hell-spawn” devil dog. The majestic Buck did that work, and then went on to do more. He became both a flesh-and-blood dog and an allegorical figure of mysterious depth. Through Buck, London’s passionate, contradictory ideas come together.

Jack London was a self-taught writer, orator, adventurer, and thinker. He loved big ideas, and he aspired to write about them, but he also wrote to make money. And though he worked hard to escape what he considered the nightmare of manual labor, he never forgot the tastes of the working-class people with whom he grew up. Neither was he afraid to cater to the mainstream reading public. He wanted, he said, for nothing to come between him and his reader. Instead he hoped to find, as he put it in his broadside “Eight Great Factors of Literary Success” (1916), the symbols “that would require the expenditure of the minimum of my reader’s brain energy, leaving the maximum of his brain energy to realize and enjoy the content of my mind as conveyed to his mind.”

In The Call of the Wild, London finds those “symbols” in the insistent physicality of a dog’s life in the Yukon. He lets us feel the ice biting between his protagonist’s toes and the hunger and sore-tired muscles of the dog at the end of a hard day’s pulling through the snow. He shows us Buck’s terror and disgust as he witnesses his first wolf-style canine attack, and later describes his fierce joy when he, too, acquires a taste for fighting and for blood. He finds them in the weird majesty of the Arctic landscape, and in the rough urgency of the humans who rushed there to look for gold. All he asks of his readers is that they open their minds to the stark beauty and violence of the Klondike riches he has gathered for them.

The Life and Work of Jack London

Jack London’s life was so crammed with picturesque detail that it has often overshadowed his work. On January 12, 1876, London was born John Griffith Chaney in San Francisco to Flora Wellman. Wellman, an astrologer, named fellow astrologer William Chaney as London’s father—it later turned out that she was one of six women he had married. Before the year was over, she married John London and changed her baby son’s surname. Twenty-one years later, London would confront Chaney. Chaney’s denial that he was London’s father was one of the great hardships of London’s life. The other was the death of his beloved stepfather the same year, while London was abroad in the Klondike.

By the time he left for the Klondike, London had already achieved several lifetimes of work and adventure. He began working a variety of jobs to help support his family at age ten. At fifteen he bought a boat and pirated in oysters in San Francisco Bay before turning around to work for the California Fish Patrol. He went on to work as a laborer and a shipmate on a sealing vessel before taking off to “tramp” around as a hobo. (He was once picked up on vagrancy charges and served a thirty-day sentence.) At age nineteen he returned to Oakland to go to high school, which he completed in eighteen months.

London was already reading voraciously on his own. His early life of poverty and hard labor would haunt him even after his success. At twenty he joined the American Socialist Labor Party. He gave stump speeches on the corner and rapidly gained notoriety as the “Boy Socialist” of Oakland. London’s politics were later complicated by his interest in social Darwinism and Nietzschean ideas about the power of the individual. However, he remained a lifetime spokesman for the Socialist party and wrote both fiction and nonfiction in which he explored the plight of the working class, including The People of the Abyss for which he did six weeks of dangerous research, living in London’s East End.

In the summer of 1897, London caught “Klondicitis” and became one of the thousands of men to try their luck looking for gold in the Yukon. His unsuccessful year there would furnish the material for the “Northland stories” that made his reputation, including The Call of the Wild. Before success, though, came a hard year or so of constant rejection and learning to write. During this period, London developed the strict writing regimen of a thousand words every morning that, along with his incredible drive, would allow him to publish fifty books over the next sixteen years in genres that included journalism, sociological reports, sea stories, animal stories, horror, and science fiction.

Within the same sixteen years he married twice and traveled almost continually, often giving lectures along the way. His first wife, Bess Marden, was an old-fashioned Victorian woman whom he did not love, and to whom he was cruel, demanding, and unfaithful. They had two daughters, from whom London was estranged. His second wife was the liberated “New Woman,” Charmian Kittredge, his “mate-woman” who adventured alongside him, even boxing with him (Jack won all the matches). Together they traveled in the Snark, a boat London built himself, to Hawaii, Tahiti, Samoa, the New Hebrides, and the Marquesas, Fiji, and the Solomon Islands. They also traveled in a horse-drawn wagon from California to Oregon and back, and sailed from Baltimore to Seattle around Cape Horn. On his own, London traveled as a journalist to cover the Russo-Japanese and the Mexican Revolution. In between trips, the Londons lived on Beauty Ranch, the land outside Glen Ellen, California, where London experimented with different farming techniques.

By the time he reached his late thirties, London’s body bore testament to years of manic activity and productivity, and to his equally voracious appetite for food and drink. He suffered great pain from severe rheumatism and kidney disease, for which he took morphine and other pain relievers. The circumstances of his death, at age forty on November 22,1916 at Beauty Ranch, are much debated. Early biographers claimed that London committed suicide, others that his abuse of drugs and alcohol caused his death. However, recent evidence has contradicted these theories, and suggests that London died either from complications of his kidney disease or from an accidental overdose of medication.

Historical and Literary Context of The Call of the Wild


The Gilded Age and the Klondike Gold Stampede

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the rise of industry, new technologies, unprecedented waves of immigration, political corruption, the closing of the frontier, and the rapid growth of both urban centers and the newly settled West created huge amounts of wealth for a few people and terrible hardship for many others, whose labor and lives were exploited. Early on in the era, Mark Twain termed it the “Gilded Age”: poverty hidden by a thin flash of gold. Twain’s metaphor was especially appropriate since this was also the era of the “gold standard.” All paper wealth was tied to the value of gold. By the time ships bearing gold from the Klondike strike were greeted in Seattle and San Francisco by huge, excited crowds, the country had endured a seven-year depression (1873-1879) followed by several smaller downturns and was still dealing with the economic fallout of the Panic of 1893. Judge Miller’s gardener was not the only one, as London puts it in The Call, whose “wages did not lap over the needs of his wife and divers small copies of himself.”

Nor was London the only one willing to gamble for wealth. Between 1897 and 1898, more than a hundred thousand “stampeders” rushed to the Yukon to try their luck. However, the economic split in the United States was merely replicated in the North. Huge numbers of prospectors perished of cold, starvation, illness, or fatigue. Of the rest, most spent far more than they made. Only those who had “jumped their claims” the year before news spread of the strike were able to cash in on their findings by renting accommodations and selling food, liquor, and supplies to the newcomers.

Social Darwinism, Eugenics, and Nietzschean Supermen

Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species was first published in 1859, but its impact continued to grow over the succeeding decades as other evolutionists interpreted, and misinterpreted, Darwin’s ideas. London was greatly influenced by English philosopher Herbert Spencer, one of the leading proponents of “social Darwinism.” This theory claimed that “natural selection” (an idea developed by scientist Thomas Huxley, also important to London) could explain not only the survival of certain species, but the success or failure of people.

Social Darwinism justified many repugnant ideas including the eugenics movement. Founded by Francis Galton, one of Darwin’s cousins, this pseudoscience of eugenics claimed the ability to identify superior genetic material (meaning “people”) and sought to keep that material “pure.” These ideas were later employed by Adolf Hitler to justify the systematic killing of millions of people he deemed genetically undesirable. London had inherited a belief in the supremacy of so-called Anglo-Saxons from his mother, and social Darwinism seemed to provide a scientific basis for his racism. However, his beliefs were eventually complicated by his dismay over the white man’s despoiling of the wilderness, his travels, and a fascination with the hardiness of “mixed breeds,” which can be seen in The Call of the Wild.

London’s belief in white supremacy was also supported by a too-literal interpretation of writings of German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. In the influential work Thus Spake Zarathustra (1891), Nietzsche writes of “supermen” and “blond gods” who had evolved from mere mortals by the exertions of pure individual will. Though London later claimed he had rejected Nietzsche, traces of his initial infatuation can often be seen in his heroes. For example, Buck, the hero of The Call, becomes more and more glorious as he “regresses,” finally surpassing the wolves themselves in size, strength, skill, and ferocity.

Naturalism, Romanticism, and Animal Stories

London’s fascination with social Darwinism was partly a result of his faith in science, and his desire to find the set of laws that governed human behavior. These ideas are part of what place The Call of the Wild and much of London’s other work in the category of American literary naturalism. Naturalists believe in a deterministic world, that is, a world in which the individual is helpless before the laws of the universe, and human emotion merely ingredients in a series of predictable interactions. Naturalistic fiction aspires to (but does not always achieve) a kind of science experiment: it tries to set its characters in motion with these laws and objectively report the results. Often, but not always, naturalistic books focus on poor or otherwise alienated people. Much of naturalist literature sees itself as committed to bringing to light the harsh truths of life we generally wish to suppress. Its themes include violence, the struggle for survival, and the breaking of taboos, and it is pessimistic about the individual’s capability and the power of imagination. Famous examples of American naturalism include Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900), Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1896), and Frank Norris’s McTeague (1899).

Naturalism is often opposed to romanticism, a literary movement that valued the power of imagination and the individual, and a mysterious world beyond the one science could describe. However, naturalistic fiction is quite often “impure,” tainted, as many critics have observed of The Call of the Wild, with romantic impulses to let its protagonists be heroes, and to make sense of the world with stories.

The Call of the Wild is also sometimes read as a “beast fable,” drawing on the tradition, reaching back to Aesop’s fables, to which Anna Sewell’s famous sentimental novel, Black Beauty, and Rudyard Kipling’s Mowgli stories belong. However, other critics see London’s work as going in a very different direction from either of these examples. Some argue that saying The Call of the Wild is a story about a dog is like saying Melville’s Moby Dick is a story about a whale: true but incomplete to the point of silliness. Still others point to psychoanalyst Carl Jung’s ideas about archetypes and their influence on London, arguing that Buck is simply a classic hero in the form of a dog.






CHRONOLOGY OF JACK LONDON’S LIFE AND WORK [image: ]



	1876: Born John Griffith Chaney, January 12, in San Francisco, to Flora Wellman. She names astrologer William Henry Chaney as the father. On September 7, Flora marries John London and changes her baby son’s surname.

	1891-94: Pirates oysters in San Francisco Bay, then works for California Fish Patrol. Works aboard sealing ship, and as a laborer. “Tramps” as a hobo.

	1895: Attends Oakland High School; graduates in eighteen months.

	1896: Joins the Socialist Labor Party and becomes “Boy Socialist” of Oakland. Attends University of California for one semester.

	1897: Confronts William Chaney, who denies Jack London is his son. Leaves for Klondike gold rush. John London dies.

	1898: “A Thousand Deaths” accepted by The Black Cat magazine (published May 1899). The first time London makes money as a writer.

	1900: Marries Bess Maddern on April 7. Publishes first book, The Son of the Wolf.


	1901: Daughter Joan born January 15.

	1902: Daughter Bess born October 20. Lives six weeks in London’s East End. Publishes A Daughter of the Snows, Children of the Frost, and The Cruise of the Dazzler.


	1903: Publishes The Call of the Wild, The Kempton-Wace Letters, and The People of the Abyss (based on London research). Gains worldwide success. Begins affair with “New Woman” Charmian Kittredge.

	1904: Reports on Russo-Japanese War. Publishes The Sea Wolf and The Faith of Men.


	1905: Divorce finalized. Marries Charmian Kittredge one day later. Publishes War of the Classes, The Game, and Tales of the Fish Patrol.


	1906: Begins building the Snark. Reports on San Francisco earthquake. Publishes Moon-Face and Other Stories, White Fang, and Scorn of Women.


	1907: London, Charmian, and crew begin projected seven-year cruise on Snark. They visit Hawaii, Marquesas Islands, and Tahiti. Publishes Before Adam, Love of Life and Other Stories, and The Road.


	1908: Snark visits Samoa, Fiji Islands, New Hebrides, Solomon Islands, and Australia, where Jack and Charmian are hospitalized. Publishes The Iron Heel.


	1909: Returned to Beauty Ranch in Glen Ellen, California. Publishes Martin Eden.


	
1910: Daughter Joy born June 19; dies June 21. Publishes Lost Face, Revolution and Other Essays, Burning Daylight, and Theft: A Play in Four Acts.


	1911: Drives horse-drawn wagon to Oregon and back, with Charmian and valet. Publishes Adventure, The Cruise of the Snark, and South Sea Tales.


	1912: Sails from Baltimore to Seattle around Cape Horn with Charmian. Publishes The House of Pride and Other Tales of Hawaii, A Son of the Sun, and Smoke Bellew.


	1913: “Wolf House” burns down. The Sea Wolf film premiers. Publishes The Night-Born, The Abysmal Brute, John Barleycorn, and The Valley of the Moon.


	1914: Reports on the Mexican Revolution. Visits Hawaii for failing health. Publishes The Strength of the Strong and The Mutiny of the Elsinore.

	1915: Returns to Hawaii in February and then again in December. Publishes The Scarlet Plague and The Star Rover.


	1916: Resigns from the Socialist Party. Dies at the Beauty Ranch on November 22 under mysterious circumstances. The Acorn-Planter: A California Forest Play, The Little Lady of the Big House, and The Turtles of Tasman published.








HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF The Call of the Wild [image: ]



	1847: Marx arid Engels publish The Communist Manifesto.


	1852: Philosopher Herbert Spencer coins the term “evolution” in “The Development Hypothesis.”

	1859: Darwin’s Origin of Species published. Its impact is absorbed over next few decades.

	1861: Civil War begins April 12; ends April 9, 1865.

	1863: Thomas Huxley, “Darwin’s Bulldog,” publishes “Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature.”

	1865: New York Stock Exchange building erected.

	1869: Transcontinental railroad is complete, allowing huge changes in national trade.

	1870: Fifteenth Amendment gives ex-slaves, but not women, the right to vote.

	1871: Darwin’s The Descent of Man published.

	1873: September 18, “Black Thursday,” stock market crash heralds seven-year depression.

	1879: Thomas Edison patents first practical electric lightbulb.

	
1880–90: American cities grow by 15 million people.

	1881–87: Land boom in the Midwest.

	1883: Francis Galton, a cousin of Darwin’s, introduces pseudoscience of race called eugenics.

	1884: First American skyscraper built.

	1887: English edition of Marx’s Das Kapital published.

	1890: U.S. Census Bureau announces the disappearance of the frontier line. Wounded Knee Massacre takes place.

	1891: English translation (by Thomas Common) of Thus Spake Zarathustra published (published in German 1883–85). Introduces concept of the “superman.”

	1892: “Captain of Industry” Andrew Carnegie opposes the great Homestead Strike.

	1893: Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition. In May, stock market crashes, leading a wave of financial disasters resulting in the Panic of 1893. Emma Goldman leads a thousand hungry workers in march on Union Square.

	1894: Future founder of the Socialist Party of America, Eugene V. Debs, leads strike of the American Railway Union. Thirty-four people are killed.

	1896: Herbert Spencer publishes his magnum opus, The Synthetic Philosophy. Stephen Crane publishes Maggie: A Girl of the Streets.


	1897: Ships bearing gold from the Klondike dock in Seattle and San Francisco spur “Klondike Stampede.”

	1900: Carnegie Steel produces more steel than all of Great Britain. Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie published to much controversy. It is later withdrawn.

	
1901: 140,000 United Mine Workers go on strike.

	1903: First Model A Ford offered for sale. The Wright brothers make first successful manned flight at Kitty Hawk.

	1906: San Francisco devastated by the Great Earthquake.

	1907: Anthropologist Franz Boas measures eighteen thousand Southern and Eastern European immigrants to prove that they are not inferior.

	1910: Francisco Madero revolts against President Díaz of Mexico. Charles Davenport establishes the Eugenics Record Office with a grant from the Carnegie Foundation.

	1914: World War I begins in Europe.
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BÂTARD WAS A DEVIL. This was recognized throughout the Northland. “Hells Spawn” he was called by many men, but his master, Black Leclère, chose for him the shameful name “Bâtard.”1 Now Black Leclère was also a devil, and the twain were well matched. There is a saying that when two devils come together, hell is to pay. This is to be expected, and this certainly was to be expected when Bâtard and Black Leclère came together. The first time they met, Bâtard was a part-grown puppy, lean and hungry, with bitter eyes; and they met with snap and snarl, and wicked looks, for Leclère’s upper lip had a wolfish way of lifting and showing the white, cruel teeth. And it lifted then, and his eyes glinted viciously, as he reached for Bâtard and dragged him out from the squirming litter. It was certain that they divined each other, for on the instant Bâtard had buried his puppy fangs in Leclère’s hand, and Leclère, thumb and finger, was coolly choking his young life out of him.

“Sacredam,”2 the Frenchman said softly, flirting the quick blood from his bitten hand and gazing down on the little puppy choking and gasping in the snow.

Leclère turned to John Hamlin, storekeeper of the Sixty Mile Post. “Dat fo’ w’at Ah lak heem. ’Ow moch, eh, you, M’sieu’? ’Ow moch? Ah buy heem, now; Ah buy heem queek.”

And because he hated him with an exceeding bitter hate, Leclère bought Bâtard and gave him his shameful name. And for five years the twain adventured across the Northland, from St. Michael’s and the Yukon delta to the head-reaches of the Pelly and even so far as the Peace River, Athabasca, and the Great Slave.3 And they acquired a reputation for uncompromising wickedness, the like of which never before attached itself to man and dog.

Bâtard did not know his father—hence his name—but, as John Hamlin knew, his father was a great gray timber wolf. But the mother of Bâtard, as he dimly remembered her, was a snarling, bickering, obscene husky, full-fronted and heavy-chested, with a malign eye, a catlike grip on life, and a genius for trickery and evil. There was neither faith nor trust in her. Her treachery alone could be relied upon, and her wildwood amours attested her general depravity. Much of evil and much of strength were there in these, Bâtard’s progenitors, and, bone and flesh of their bone and flesh, he had inherited it all. And then came Black Leclère, to lay his heavy hand on the bit of pulsating puppy life, to press and prod and mould till it became a big bristling beast, acute in knavery, over-spilling with hate, sinister, malignant, diabolical. With a proper master Bâtard might have made an ordinary, fairly efficient sled-dog. He never got the chance: Leclère but confirmed him in his congenital iniquity.

The history of Bâtard and Leclère is a history of war—of five cruel, relentless years, of which their first meeting is fit summary. To begin with, it was Leclère’s fault, for he hated with understanding and intelligence, while the long-legged, ungainly puppy hated only blindly, instinctively, without reason or method. At first there were no refinements of cruelty (these were to come later), but simple beatings and crude brutalities. In one of these Bâtard had an ear injured. He never regained control of the riven muscles, and ever after the ear drooped limply down to keep keen the memory of his tormentor. And he never forgot.

His puppyhood was a period of foolish rebellion. He was always worsted, but he fought back because it was his nature to fight back. And he was unconquerable. Yelping shrilly from the pain of lash and club, he none the less contrived always to throw in the defiant snarl, the bitter vindictive menace of his soul which fetched without fail more blows and beatings. But his was his mother’s tenacious grip on life. Nothing could kill him. He flourished under misfortune, grew fat with famine, and out of his terrible struggle for life developed a preternatural intelligence. His were the stealth and cunning of the husky, his mother, and the fierceness and valor of the wolf, his father.

Possibly it was because of his father that he never wailed. His puppy yelps passed with his lanky legs, so that he became grim and taciturn, quick to strike, slow to warn. He answered curse with snarl, and blow with snap, grinning the while his implacable hatred; but never again, under the extremest agony, did Leclère bring from him the cry of fear nor of pain. This unconquerableness but fanned Leclère’s wrath and stirred him to greater deviltries.

Did Leclère give Bâtard half a fish and to his mates whole ones, Bâtard went forth to rob other dogs of their fish. Also he robbed caches and expressed himself in a thousand rogueries, till he became a terror to all dogs and masters of dogs. Did Leclère beat Bâtard and fondle Babette—Babette who was not half the worker he was—why, Bâtard threw her down in the snow and broke her hind leg in his heavy jaws, so that Leclère was forced to shoot her. Likewise, in bloody battles, Bâtard mastered all his team-mates, set them the law of trail and forage, and made them live to the law he set.

In five years he heard but one kind word, received but one soft stroke of a hand, and then he did not know what manner of things they were. He leaped like the untamed thing he was, and his jaws were together in a flash. It was the missionary at Sunrise, a newcomer in the country, who spoke the kind word and gave the soft stroke of the hand. And for six months after, he wrote no letters home to the States, and the surgeon at McQuestion travelled two hundred miles on the ice to save him from blood-poisoning.

Men and dogs looked askance at Bâtard when he drifted into their camps and posts. The men greeted him with feet threateningly lifted for the kick, the dogs with bristling manes and bared fangs. Once a man did kick Bâtard, and Bâtard, with quick wolf snap, closed his jaws like a steel trap on the man’s calf and crunched down to the bone. Whereat the man was determined to have his life, only Black Leclère, with ominous eyes and naked hunting-knife, stepped in between. The killing of Bâtard—all, sacredam, that was a pleasure Leclère reserved for himself. Some day it would happen, or else—ball! who was to know? Anyway, the problem would be solved.

For they had become problems to each other. The very breath each drew was a challenge and a menace to the other. Their hate bound them together as love could never bind. Leclère was bent on the coming of the day when Bâtard should wilt in spirit and cringe and whimper at his feet. And Bâtard—Leclère knew what was in Bâtard’s mind, and more than once had read it in Bâtard’s eyes. And so clearly had he read, that when Bâtard was at his back, he made it a point to glance often over his shoulder.

Men marvelled when Leclère refused large money for the dog. “Some day you’ll kill him and be out his price,” said John Hamlin once, when Bâtard lay panting in the snow where Leclère had kicked him, and no one knew whether his ribs were broken, and no one dared look to see.

“Dat,” said Leclère, dryly, “dat is my biz’ness, M’sieu’.”

And the men marvelled that Bâtard did not run away. They did not understand. But Leclère understood. He was a man who lived much in the open, beyond the sound of human tongue, and he had learned the voices of wind and storm, the sigh of night, the whisper of dawn, the clash of day. In a dim way he could hear the green things growing, the running of the sap, the bursting of the bud. And he knew the subtle speech of the things that moved, of the rabbit in the snare, the moody raven beating the air with hollow wing, the baldface shuffling under the moon, the wolf like a gray shadow gliding betwixt the twilight and the dark. And to him Bâtard spoke clear and direct. Full well he understood why Bâtard did not run away, and he looked more often over his shoulder.

When in anger, Bâtard was not nice to look upon, and more than once had he leapt for Leclère’s throat, to be stretched quivering and senseless in the snow, by the butt of the ever ready dogwhip. And so Bâtard learned to bide his time. When he reached his full strength and prime of youth, he thought the time had come. He was broad-chested, powerfully muscled, of far more than ordinary size, and his neck from head to shoulders was a mass of bristling hair—to all appearances a full-blooded wolf. Leclère was lying asleep in his furs when Bâtard deemed the time to be ripe. He crept upon him stealthily, head low to earth and lone ear laid back, with a feline softness of tread. Bâtard breathed gently, very gently, and not till he was close at hand did he raise his head. He paused for a moment, and looked at the bronzed bull throat, naked and knotty, and swelling to a deep steady pulse. The slaver dripped down his fangs and slid off his tongue at the sight, and in that moment he remembered his drooping ear, his uncounted blows and prodigious wrongs, and without a sound sprang on the sleeping man.
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