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To Build a Fire

¥eJack London

Day had broken cold and gray, when the man turned aside from the main Yukon
trail and climbed the high earth-bank,where a dim and little-traveled trail led eastward
through the fat pine forest. It was a steep bank,and he paused for breath at the top,
excusing the act to himself by looking at his watch. It was nine o’clock. There was no
sun nor hint of sun, though there was not a cloud in the sky. It was a clear day, and yet
there seemed an indescribable darkness over the face of things,a subtle gloom that
made the day dark,and that was due to the absence of sun. This fact did not worry the
man. He was used to the lack of sun. It had been days since he had seen the sun,and
he knew that a few more days must pass before it would just peep above the skyline and
dip immediately from view.

The man 100ked back along the way he had come.The Yukon lay a mile wide and
was hiddden under three feet of ice. On top of this ice were as many feet of snow. It
was all pure white. North and south,as far as his eyes could see,it was unbroken
white, except for a dark hairline that curved from around the pine-covered island to the
south,and that curved away into the north,where it disappeared behind another
pine-covered island.This dark hairline was the trail-the main trail-that led south five
hundred miles to the Chilcoot Pass,Dyea,and salt water,and that led north seventy
miles to Dawson,and still on to the north a thousand miles to Nulato,and finally to St.
Michael on Bering Sea,a thousand miles and half a thousand more.

But all this—the mysterious, far-reaching hairline trail, the absence of sun
from the sky, the great cold, and the strangeness of it all——had no effect on the man.
It was not because he was long used to it. He was a newcomer in the land, and this was
his first winter. The trouble with him was that he was without imagination. He was
quick and alert in the things of life, but only in the things, and not in their meanings.
Fifty degrees below zero meant eighty degrees of frost.Such fact made him know that it
was cold and uncomfortable, and that was all. It did not lead him to consider his weak-
nesses as a creature of temperature, and upon man's general weakness, able only to live
within certain narrow limits of heat and cold; and from there on it did not lead him to
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thoughts of immortality and man's place in the universe. Fifty degrees below zero
stood for a bite of frost that hurt and that must be guarded against by the use of gloves,
ear-coverings, warm boots, and thick socks. Fifty degrees below zero was to him just
precisely fifty degrees below zero. That there should be anything more to it than that
was a thought that never entered his head.

He spat as he turned to go on. There was a sharp, explosive sounds that startled
him. He spat again. And again, in the air, before they could fall to the snow, the drops
of water from his mouth exploded.He knew that at fifty below zero,water from the
mouth exploded on the snow,but they had exploded in the air.Undoubtedly it was cold-
er than fifty below——how cold he did not know.But the temperature did not matter.
He was headed for the old camp on Henderson Creek,where the boys were already.
They had come there across the mountain from the Indian Creek country,while he had
come the roundabout way to take a look at the possibilities of getting out logs in the
spring from the islands in the Yukon. He would be in camp by six o'clock. It will be a lit-
tle after dark, but the boys would be there, a fire would be burning, and a hot supper
would be ready. As for lunch, he pressed his hand against the package under his jack-
et. It was also under his shirt, wrapped up in a handkerchief and lying against the
naked skin. It was the only way to keep the bread from freezing. He smiled contentedly
to himself as he thought of those pieces of bread, each cut open and sopped in bacon
grease, and each enclosing a generous slice of fried bacon.

He plunged in among the big pine trees. The trail was not clean. A foot of snow
had fallen since the last sled had passed by, and he was glad without a sled, traveling
light. In fact, he carried nothing but the lunch wrapped in the handkerchief. He was
surprised, however, at the cold. It certainly was cold, he concluded, as he rubbed his
nose and face with his gloved hand. He was a warm-whiskered man, but the hair on his
face did not protect the high cheekbones and the high nose from the frosty air.

At the man's heels followed a dog, a big native dog. It was a wolf-dog, gray-coat-
ed and without any difference from its brother, the wild wolf. The animal was de-
pressed by the great cold.It knew that it was no time for traveling. Its instinct told it a
truer tale than was told to the man by the man's judgment.In reality,it was not merely
colder than fifty below zero.it was colder than sixty below,than seventy below.It was
seventy-five below zero. Since the freezing point is thirty-two above zero, it meant that
there were one hundred and seven degrees of frost. The dog did not know anything
about thermometers. Possibly in its brain there was no understanding of a condition of
such cold, such as was in the man's brain. But the animal had its instinct.Its fear made
it question eagerly every movement of the man as if expecting him to go into a camp or
to seek a shelter somewhere and build a fire. The dog had learned fire, and it wanted
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fire, or else it would dig itself into the snow and find its shelter from the cold air.

The frozen moisture of its breathing had settled on its fur in a fine powder of
frost.The man's red beard and moustache was likewise frosted, but more solid. It took
the form of ice and the volume increased with every warm, moist breath from his
mouth. Also, the man was chewing tobacco,and the ice held his lips so tightly that he
was unable to clear his chin when he spat the juice. The result was a long piece of yel-
low ice hanging from his chin. If he fell down it would break, like glass, into pieces.But
he did not mind the crystal beard. He had been out twice before in cold days.But they
had not been so cold as this.

He held on through the level woods for several miles,and went down a bank to
the frozen bed of a small stream. This was Henderson Creek, and he knew he was ten
miles from the fork. He looked at his watch. It was ten o'clock. He was walking at a
speed of four miles an hour,and he calculated that he would arrive at the fork at half
past twelve.He decided to celebrate that event by eating his lunch there.

The dog still followed again at his heels,with its tail hanging low,as the man
started to walk along the frozen stream. The old sled trail was visible, but a dozen inch-
es of snow covered the marks of the last sled. In a month no man had come up or down
that silent creek. The man went steadily on. He was not much of a thinker, and just
then particularly he had nothing to think about except that he would eat lunch at the
fork and that at six o'clock he would be in the camp with the boys. There was nobody to
talk to and, had there been, speech would have been impossible because of the ice
around his mouth. So he continued to chew tobacco and to increase the length of his
yellow beard.

Once in a while the thought repeated itself that it was very cold and that he had
never experienced such cold. As he walked along he rubbed his face and nose with the
back of his gloved hand. He did this automatically, now and again changing hands.
But rub as he would, the instant he stopped his face went numb, and the following in-
stant the end of his nose went numb. He was sure to frost his cheeks; he knew that,
and experienced a pang of regrets that he had not worn the sort of nose guard. Bud
wore when it was cold. Such a guard passed across the cheeks as well, and saved them.
But it didn't matter much, after all. What were frosted cheeks? A bit painful, that was
all; they were never serious.

Empty as the man's mind was of thoughts, he was most observant,and he no-
ticed the changes in the creek, the curves and bends,and always he sharply noted where
he placed his feet.Once,coming around a bend,he moved suddenly to the sidelike a
frightened horse,curved away from the place where he had been walking, and retreated
his steps several feet back along the trail. He knew the creek was frozen to the bot-
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tom—no creek could contain water in that winter——but he also knew that there
were streams of water that came out from the hillsides and ran along under the snow
and on the top ice of the creek. He knew that even in the coldest weather these streams
never froze, and he also knew their danger. They were traps. They hid pools of water
under the snow that might be three inches deep,or three feet. Sometimes a skin of ice
half an inch thick covered them, and in turn was covered by the snow. Sometimes there
were both water and thin ice,so that when one broke through he kept on breaking
through for a while,sometimes wetting himself to the waist.

That was why he had jumped away so suddenly. He had felt the ice move under
his feet and heard the crack of the snow-covered thin ice. And to get his feet wet in
such a temperature meant trouble and danger. At the very least it meant delay, for he
would be forced to stop and to build a fire, and under its protection to bare his feet
while he dried his socks and boots. He stood and studied the creek bottom and its
banks, and decided that the flow of water came from the right side.He thought a while,
rubbing his nose and face,then walked to the left,stepped carefully and tested the ice for
each step.Once away from the danger, he took a fresh chew of tobacco and continued
at his four-mile an hour pace.

During the next two hours he came upon several similar traps.Usually the snow
above the hidden pools had a sunken appearance that showed the danger.Once howev-
er,he came near to falling through the ice;and once, suspecting danger,he made the dog
go ahead.The dog did not want to go.It hesitated until the man pushed it forward, and
then it went quickly across the white, unbroken surface.Suddenly it fell through the ice,
but climbed out on the other side, which was firm. It had wet its feet and legs, and al-
most immediately the water on them turned to ice.The dog made quick efforts to lick
the ice off its legs, then lay down in the snow and began to bite out the ice that had
formed between the toes.This was a matter of instinct. To permit the ice to remain
would mean sore feet. It did not know this. It merely obeyed the command that arose
from the deepest part of its being. But the man knew these things, having learned them
from experience, and he removed the glove from his right hand and helped the dog tear
out the pieces of ice. He did not expose his fingers more than a minute,and was aston-
ished to find that they are numb. It certainly was cold. He pulled on the glove quickly,
and beat the hand hard across his chest.

At twelve o'clock the day was at its brightest. Yet the sun was in the too far south
on its winter journey to appear in the sky. At half past twelve, on the minute, he arrived
at the fork of the creek. He was pleased at the speed he had made.If he kept it up, he
would certainly be with the boys by six.He unbuttoned his jacket and shirt and pulled
forth his lunch.The action took no more than a quarter of a minute, yet in that brief



