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Jack London

(1876-1916)

Jack London was born in San Francisco of an unmarried
mother of wealthy background, Flora Wellman. His father may
have been William Chaney, a journalist, lawyer, and major figure
in the development of American astrology ( & E £ ). Because
Flora was ill, Jack was raised at an early age by an ex-slave,
Virginia Prentiss, who had a great influence on the boy while
he grew up.

Late in 1876, Flora married John London, a partially
disabled Civil War veteran(:# £ ). The family moved around the
Bay area before settling in QOakland, where Jack completed
grade school. Though the family was working class, it was not
so poor as London’s later accounts claimed.

When he was in his teens, the boy adopted the name of
Jack. He worked at various hard labor jobs, pirated for oysters
(fr# # %5 ) on San Francisco Bay, served on a fish patrol (i #
#) to capture poachers(ff # # ), sailed the Pacific on a sealing
ship, joined Kelly’'s Army of unemployed working men, hoboed
(3 #) around the country, and returned to attend high school
at age 19. In the process, he got to know some ideas about
socialism and was known as the Boy Socialist of Oakland for
his street corner speech. He would run unsuccessfully several
times on the socialist ticket as mayor. He read a lot of books,
and consciously chose to become a writer to escape from the
terrible life as a factory worker. He studied other writers and
began to submit stories, jokes and poems to various




publications, mostly without success. ‘

Spending the winter of 1897 in the Yukon provided the &
. material for his first stories, which he began publishing in the 2%
Overland Monthly in 1899. From that point he was a very strict §
with himself and produced over fifty volumes of stories, novels &
and political essays. Although The Call of the Wild brought him S8
' lasting fame, many of his short stories deserve to be called @

classics, as does his critigue (i #{)of capitalism and poverfy in §
i The People of the Abyss (1903), and his stark discussion of §
alcoholism in Jokn Barleycorn (1913). London’s long voyage |
across the Pacific in 2 swmall boat provided material for books
and stories about Polynesian( 3 #| £ & ¥ ) and Melanesian (£ 41
R B ¥ )cultures.

London was among the most popular figures of his day,
and he used this to support socialistn, wormen's right o vote,
and eventually, prohibition. He was among the first writers to &
work with the movie industry, and saw a number of his novels §
made into fitres. His novel The Sea-Wolf became the basis for §8
the first full-length American movie. He was also one of the
first celebrities to use his name for commercial products in
advertising, including dress suits and grape juice.

Because he was self -educated, London’s ideas lacked
consistency (— &%) and precision. For example, he clearly
accepted the Social Darwinista and scientific racism prevalent
during his time. Although he supporied women's right to vote
and created some of the most independent and strong female
chargcters in American fiction, he was patriarchal(k € F 3 L #)
toward his two wives and two daughters. His socialism was
fervent ( 5 # ), bui countered by his sirong drive toward




individualism and capitalist success. These contradictory(F /& ¥y )
themes in his life and writing make him a difficult figure to
reduce to simple terms.

London often stated he wrote to support his Beauty Ranch
in Glen Ellen. He brought to California techniques observed in
Japan, and was very successful in animal farming.

London’s first marriage (1900) was to Bess Maddern, with
whom he had two daughters, Joan and Bess. In choosing her,
he followed the guiding rules in the book he wrote together
with Anna Strunsky, The Kempton-Wace Letters, that mates
should be selected for good breeding, not love. Following an
affair with “New Woman" Charmian Kittredge, he divorced Bess.
In 1905 he married his “Mate Woman”, who became the
persona (& # ) for many of his female characters and who
Joined him on his many travel ventures. He encouraged her own
writing career, and she wrote three books concerning their life.

Often troubled by illnesses, during his thirties London
developed kidney disease of unknown origin ( & & F % & I 5 ).
He died on November 22, 1916 on the ranch. Because his
writings were translated in several dozen languages, he remains
more widely read in some countries outside of the United States
than in his home country. Study of his life and writings
provides a case through which to examine the contradictions in
the American character, along with key movements and ideas
during the Progressive era(# # 84 ).
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To Build a Fire%

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 east-
ward through the fat pine forest. It was a steep bank, and
he paused for breath at the top, excusing the act to him-
self 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

-~ jmmediately from view.
The man looked back along the way he had come.
" The Yukon lay a mile wide and was hidden 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 is-
~ land to the south, and that curved away into the north,
. where it disappeared behind another pine - —covered island.
Tms dark hairline was the mul—the main trail—that led
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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 weaknesses as a creature of
temperature”, and upon man’s general weakness, able on-
ly to live within certain narrow limits of heat and cold;
and from there on it did not lead him to thoughts of im-
mortality® 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—cover-
ings®, 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 sound® 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. Undoul
e
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