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Introduction

Jack London

Jack London was the best-known writer in North America
at the beginning of this century. He was born in San
Francisco in 1876. He hved for only forty years, but into
those years he packed as much experience as most men
have in seventy In the last twenty years he wrote fifty
books.

Jack London grew up In the poorest part of Oakland,
California. The group of boys he led was often 1n trouble
with *he police, and at the age of seventeen he ran away
to sea on a ship which hunted seals 1n the cold seas and
ice of the north Pacific Ocean. The terrible experiences of
that voyage gave him the background for a novel written
ten years later, The Sea Wolf.

Back on shore, he became a “hobo”, a wanderer with-
out regular work. That experience, including thirty days
in prison, was so bad that he made up his mind to educate
himself for a better ife. He never forgot the other people
who were at the very lowest level (the “abyss’), homeless,
and treated as worthless. They are presented to us with
great sympathy 1n his People of the Abyss (1903) and The
Road (1907).

London took jobs in food-canning factories and other
places of unskilled work to pay his way through high
school. It was a time of unbelievably hard work, recorded
In a novel based on his own life, Martin Eden (1909). His
hatred of the way factory owners treated their unskilled
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workers is expressed in a number of his short stories.

In 1897, Jack London joined the “Gold Rush” to the
Klondike in the north-west of Canada. Like most of the
30,000 people who rushed to Dawson and other parts of
the Klondike, he got no gold. But the experience gave
him material for many of his best short stories. We can
read them in collections: The Son of the Wolf (1900), The
God of his Fathers (1901), Children of the Frost (1902), Love
of Life (1907) and Smoke Bellew (1912). Two novels about
dogs and wolves in the far north, The Call of the Wild
(1903) and White Fang (1906), are considered as classics,
dealing with the struggle between the old wild nature and
the new civilisation in animals, and — as the reader under-
stands — in human beings.

The Klondike

Gold was discovered at Rabbit Creek in the Klondike in
1896. The great gold rush began in 1897. There was gold
in some of the rivers and some was dug out of the
ground. By 1910 it was clear that there would be no more
lucky “strikes”, and only a few deep mines continued to
work, although some “prospectors” still search for goid in
the wilder parts of Yukon Territory. Some of the people
who joined the first gold rush became rich through
finding gold — more than one hundred million dollars’
worth was taken from the Klondike — and others made
fortunes from supplying, transporting or even entertain-
ing the miners.

To get to the Klondike was not easy. In winter, sledges
and dog teams followed the “Yukon Trail”. In summer,
loads could go by the rivers and lakes, but it was neces-
sary to carry goods over mountain passes and between
one lake or river and another.
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