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INTRODUCTION

JACK LONDON is an American myth, a combination of personal myths he created about himself and a national myth he represented in his life and work. His continued influence for almost fifty years since his death is in great measure due to the vitality of these myths. London is the Horatio Alger myth of the poor boy who became a millionaire by pulling himself up by his own bootstraps. London is also the revolutionary myth—he signed his letters, “Yours for the Revolution”—of the rebel who wanted to pull society down by its pillars. London is the red-blooded writer and war-correspondent who “went everywhere and did everything,” adopting the cloak that Hemingway would later throw over his own literary shoulders. London is the alcoholic who destroyed his own talent and who was dead at forty, already foretelling Scott Fitzgerald’s “Babylon Revisited” and The Crack Up. London is the artist who wanted desperately to be a success in business and failed in the same bitter way as had his contemporary, Mark Twain.

But London is more than the American myth, and fact, of the blighted career, the writer who makes a brilliant beginning and then cannot develop from there, the artist who cannot cope with America’s “business is business,” and the Horatio Alger success myth. Europeans have seen his life and work, and used them, to make and maintain a myth of American life and character. Europe, and the Soviet Union in particular, have made London one of their most popular and widely read American writers because they like to see him as an “American Gorky” whose view of nineteenth-century American capitalism is still a contemporary reality instead of an epoch in United States history long past and dead.

London not only showed the inherent virtues of the American character—our energy and love of action and the strenuous life, our generosity, courage, and concern for social justice—he also portrayed our most pernicious vices—our contentiousness and violence, our recklessness, our materialism, and our love of change for its own sake. Europeans and Russians tend to overlook the virtues and concentrate on London’s view of our vices. This has reinforced the caricature of the American so dear to European hearts, the “simplified husky American . . . with a check-book in one hind pocket and a revolver in the other.”

Jack London was a complex man whose talent was never quite able to cope with that complexity in his work, or, for that matter, in his life. But it did succeed, through the very contradictariness of his nature, in mirroring the conflicting forces of his time, the tumultuous America at the end of the nineteenth century known, too simply, as the Gilded Age, the Age of Horatio Alger, and the Age of the Robber Barons. If London’s life and work are mythic creations, they are also realities to conjure with; they tell a very great deal not only about a tormented and talented man who burned himself out in a brief lifetime of forty years, but about the America in which London lived and worked, and whose myths he simultaneously embodied and scored.

         

Jack London was born on January 12, 1876. He was the illegitimate son of Flora Wellman and an itinerant astrologer named William Henry Chaney. Only in September of the same year, when Flora married John London, was John Chaney’s name changed to the one he was to make famous: John Griffith London. His mother was a driving woman in whom the remains of the pioneer spirit had become a fly-by-night restlessness. She was constantly plunging into schemes for making a fortune overnight. Jack’s stepfather, a quiet, gentle man with a love of the soil and animal breeding, was unable to cope with either her ambition or her terrible fits of temperament. As a result she drove him into a series of business fiascos all over the San Francisco Bay area—Alameda, San Mateo, Livermore, Emeryville, and Oakland—desperately striving to improve their condition and inevitably making it worse. This pattern of failure and flight was to scar London permanently.

Not only was Flora temperamentally unsuited for motherhood, but hard work, spiritualist meetings and business scheming left her little time or energy for her first-born. Possibly her resentment of Chaney and the circumstances of Jack’s birth also tainted her love for the boy. Added to the precarious place he held in his mother’s affections was the knowledge of his illegitimacy, of which Jack was soon to become aware. This knowledge weighed heavily on him and was one of the most important factors in shaping his personality.

In his reactions to his parents and to the conditions of his childhood can be seen some of the origins of London’s dilemmas and concerns. In Flora, the boy could see and respect driving and overbearing individualism, the first impulse toward adopting the Nietzschean superman; in his sympathy for the kindly and beaten John London lay the roots of his concern for the people and socialism. For many years a marginal middle-class family, in Oakland the Londons were finally and definitely forced into the working class by a combination of John London’s aging and illness, Flora’s continued financial irresponsibility, and the economic conditions of the late 1880’s. As Flora’s grandiose schemes were to influence London’s later wild flyers in business, so John London’s love of farming and animal husbandry was instilled in the boy. As a man, Jack London was to make them his chief preoccupations on his Valley of the Moon Ranch.

The contrast between their working-class conditions and Flora’s middle-class values intensified Jack’s own Horatio Alger aspirations; in spite of his position in the economic cellar of society, London was determined to succeed. In this urge to escape from the working class lay another anchor for London’s individualism; in his actual position in the working class was the foundation for his sympathy for the masses and for socialism. The way to climb the social ladder was, of course, through business, enterprise and individualism; the way to eliminate the cellar of society was through revolutionary socialism.

London’s shame and guilt about his poverty and illegitimacy worked with these conflicting impulses and led him to try to convert his liabilities into assets. And so he created the myths with which he was gradually to wrap his life and eventually to make into his shroud. Jack exaggerated and distorted the facts of his early struggles into a background of overwhelming poverty. Thus inflated, the circumstances made London appear all the more superior an individual for having overcome them; in so doing he had tempered his steel and proved his mettle. And, under the influence of his mother’s racist bias, he could also boast that he was a blond-beast Anglo-Saxon (which he was not), thus substituting pride of racial lineage for the shame of illegitimacy.

For London, life’s choices were swiftly polarized: he could be either beast of prey or beast of burden; he could either escape from civilization to its more primitive outer edges, or involve himself in society and succeed in its terms. In “The Tramp,” an essay published many years later, London astutely pointed out that the tramp is either a discouraged worker or a discouraged criminal—or both, delineating the alternatives London had seen for himself, felt and personally explored. Desperate to escape from the social pit, filled with rebellious aggressiveness and self-destruction, London alternated between trying to be a “work beast” or a beast of prey, between flight from the society and aggression against it.

From a back-breaking job as a work beast in a cannery, London switched to being a “burglar in a boat,” or an oyster pirate; then he turned on the oyster pirates by joining the state Fish Patrol which policed them. At 17, London signed on a ship as an able-bodied seaman and fled to the sealing grounds off Japan, only to find when he returned home that the depression of 1893 forced him back to being a work beast in a jute mill, and then a coal-heaver in a power plant. In revolt and out of revulsion, London became a tramp and hit the road. After joining “Kelly’s Army,” the Western branch of Jacob Coxey’s army of unemployed who were then marching on Washington to protest economic conditions, Jack not only had become part of a mass social-protest group, but also lived off the countryside begging from the farmers. In addition, with a group of cronies, he also tried to get the cream of the provisions that sympathetic farmers donated by going ahead of the Army and stealing it. After leaving the Army and hoboing around the country, London was finally imprisoned for vagrancy in the Erie County Penitentiary near Niagara Falls, New York.

Throughout, however, facts were always interwoven with fantasy, and it remains impossible to disentangle the two. Whether London was actually an oyster pirate or worked for the Fish Patrol is open to question, as are the myths of his physical and alcoholic prowess, his attempts at suicide, and his sailor-in-port splurging and generosity. But if London warped facts into myths, he lived the myths in turn, and made them facts to feed new myths.

The events of 1894 were crucial in London’s life. The penitentiary, the road and Kelly’s Army reinforced the lessons of his early experiences and their philosophy of dog-eat-dog and devil-take-the-hindmost. His hostility for and rebellion against society increased because of the cruelties and injustices he had seen and endured. London had been frightened so badly that he felt he needed a new way to deal with it all. Out of that fright, developed an interest in socialism which became superimposed on his assertive individualism. The two contrary impulses were to co-exist for the rest of his life. In addition, so terrifying had those experiences been that London decided to chance his own style of life. He had decided that brawn wore out too quickly and was paid for too cheaply; if one wanted out of the social pit, one had to sell brain power: it lasted longer and paid better.

As a result, London decided to return home to become a “brain merchant.” Earlier, two positive things had influenced him, his voracious if undisciplined reading in the Oakland Public Library, and writing. In 1893, Jack had won first prize in a contest run by the San Francisco Call for the best descriptive article submitted. In 1895, after returning to Oakland from Erie Penitentiary, London decided that writing was the way to climb the success ladder out of society’s cellar. He went back to school, first to Oakland High School and then to the University of California; but the normal academic pace and curriculum did not give him the practical tools for success as a writer that he was searching for, nor at the swift gait he required.

Never a patient man, London quit the University and, after another stint as a work beast in a boarding-school laundry, he was seized by the gold fever of 1897 and headed for Alaska and the Klondike. Back in Oakland a year later, penniless, he had nonetheless found a mine of literary ore more precious than gold, a vein which was to make him rich and famous.

London now threw himself into a serious effort to become a writer, studying and working with energy and purpose. Rejection slips and failures thwarted him, two unhappy love affairs scarred him further, but slowly and surely he pulled himself up. Though poorly schooled, his education was rounded out by wide if shallow reading, and by talking to the Socialists of Oakland and San Francisco who were then his friends. From them he got his equivalent of a university education. Dogged by too much haste and impatience to apply himself to developing his best as a writer, and lacking in the caution and detachment necessary to use his newly acquired learning responsibly, London was nevertheless soon to make his first successes.

By 1902, the year his first novel, A Daughter of the Snows, was published, he was married, had two children, a house, and more income than he had ever dreamed of. But satisfaction eluded him. The days of his youth haunted him with their struggle and privation, and gave rise to exaggerated pessimism, despair and self-pity. But London could not accept responsibility for anything but his successes. For his other actions, feelings and circumstances he blamed external things: books, alcohol and its “White Logic,” and “the system.” As his marriage began to founder, he took a journalist’s assignment abroad. When the assignment fell through, and Jack found himself in London, he decided to go into the city’s slums, the East End, dressed like a beached American sailor, taking with him only “certain simple criteria with which to measure the life of the underworld. That which made for more life, for physical and spiritual health was good; that which made for less life, which hurt, and dwarfed, and distorted life, was bad.”

What he saw in the London slums brought back memories of the Oakland slums, and of the road and the penitentiary. It frightened him with its misery and hopelessness. He was only too recently out of the abyss himself and still too uncertain about remaining out of it to be detached. The system that produced such squalor and wretchedness he hated, but the more he saw of the abyss, the more certain he became that its inhabitants could not change their circumstances. Not only did he lose much of his faith in the working classes in the East End, he lost much of his faith in civilization itself.

Out of the experience came his book, The People of the Abyss, in which London compares capitalist civilization with that of the Innuit Indians in Alaska. Civilization comes off a poor second-best. London rejected Rousseau’s solution to social problems, calling “back to nature” an atavism and a waste of the fine machinery of civilization. But he was attracted to it because he was both terrified and appalled by the picture of society as he had seen it. Somehow, he had to escape it. In his life, the escape was manifested in his gradual separation from cities and urban life, and in the wanderlust which drove him to the primitive places on earth—Alaska, the South Seas, Hawaii, around Cape Horn. In his books, the escape was apparent in the locales, situations and characters he chose, and in part accounted for his constant deprecation of civilized people as well as his sharpened critique of American society and its values.

Back in California in the winter of 1903, London began the short story which was to run away from him and become a novel, The Call of the Wild. In it, the meaning of Buck’s attempt to survive in the hostile northland was deeply influenced by what London had so recently seen in the East End. London was unaware of the book’s allegorical dog-eat-dog principle in human affairs, and admitted that he was, but it and the escape motif were plainly there.

Not only was The Call of the Wild an allegory, it was a kind of autobiography as well. London’s close identification with the wolf and the dog, in his life and in his books, is everywhere evident. He was delighted when friends called him “Wolf” or “Shaggy Wolf,” he signed his letters “Wolf,” had his bookmarks engraved with the picture of a big wolf-dog’s face, and went so far as to call his baronial manor the “Wolf House.” London was not only telling the story of Buck’s life, but of his own, demonstrating the principles of success and survival he had learned. He had seen civilization—the East End, the Oakland slums, the road, and jail, and had chosen savagery—the Alaskan wilds. The reality of the capitalism he could not cope with was abandoned for a simpler, more primitive world; the complexities of human behavior were jettisoned in favor of the more fundamental behavior of dogs and wolves. And the fittest who survived there were those who employed individual strength, cunning and violence against nature, man and society, not those who employed socialist mass action against institutionalized injustice. Nor did they succeed by revolutionary assertion; they survived by adapting to the “law of club and fang.”

The Call of the Wild was a great success and London rode the crest of its popularity until submerged again by personal difficulties. Depression and suicidal feelings returned, and his work suffered; involved in a difficult love affair, his marriage fell finally apart and he was divorced. A period of profound unhappiness ensued that London melodramatically called (after Nietzsche) his “Long Sickness,” the psychological bog he had stumbled into after climbing the success ladder out of society’s cellar only to find its parlor still left him dissatisfied.

Though London had gradually begun to move out of the cities, he now actually forsook them entirely to make the country his permanent home. He began to write again, another story called White Fang, a study of a wolf-dog who became domesticated. Ironically, after the horrors of the East End, London still had the energy, will and courage to return to civilization in fact, while at the same time in fiction writing The Call of the Wild, a study in devolution, showing a dog’s relapse into a savage wolf. Now, in actually leaving civilization in life, London fictionalized White Fang’s evolution from wolf to civilized dog.

         

With his second novel, London became an important writer; The Call of the Wild is the most perfectly realized novel he ever wrote. Out of his fearful plunge into the London abyss and his consequent retreat in fiction to the primitive world of dogs and Alaska came an allegory of human life. A study of atavism, or reversion to type, it was also an allegory of man’s conditions in the society of London’s time as well as a revelation of the deepest emotions London felt about himself and that society.

The novel has three levels, the first and narrative one the story of a dog, Buck, who reverts to type, learns to survive in a wolf-like life, and eventually becomes a wolf. The second, or biographical level, reveals what London himself lived and felt in climbing out of the abyss of poverty and deprivation to prestige as a writer and wealth. Buck was symbolically Jack London struggling for success and domination, learning the law of club and fang, “put into harness,” and finally becoming the shaggy wolf rampant. The third level is political and philosophical, exemplifying the doctrines of social Darwinism in fictional form. The fittest survive by adaptation to the man with the club (the stronger individual) and the strength of the herd (the power of the masses). By this adaptation man or dog may be temporarily defeated but ultimately will triumph. Man or dog becomes hardened to nature physically and also hardened spiritually to greed, thievery, cunning, violence, and individualism in society and nature. Finally, when man or dog has gained sufficient strength and craft, he may prey on those weaker than himself, knowing that, as London saw it, “Mercy did not exist in the primordial life. It was misunderstood for fear, and such misunderstanding made for death. Kill or be killed, eat or be eaten, was the law.”

London was not only treating animals like human beings, but treating human beings like animals, recognizing no essential difference between man and animal. In The Call of the Wild he equated men with dogs and wolves, and equated the harshness of the trail with the harshness of society, implying that force, savagery and cunning were equally the ways to success in both areas. London’s vocabulary also carried and reinforced his meaning. Buck is “put into harness,” the human phrase for working. He becomes “lead-dog,” or in man’s parlance, “top-dog.” He is forced to meet and bow to “the man with the club,” an almost cliché expression for power and authority. Buck leads the “wolf pack,” to which he finally reverts, a predatory term still in use in our own day. The very fact that London deals with a “dog’s life”—Humankind’s frequent comment on its own condition is that “It’s a dog’s life.”—indicates how thoroughgoing was his view.

Beneath man’s veneer of civilization, London saw a prehistoric beast who fought and conquered through might and deceit, whose nature was fierce and cruel in the extreme. Scratch the veneer, and the prehistoric beast shone through, atavism took place, and man reverted to the “wolf.” Buck, the civilized dog, devolves to where he not only kills but enjoys killing. London’s love of violence and bloodshed is here, and elsewhere, rendered as a “wine-of-life,” “strength-through-joy,” emotion, and to Buck he gives it as a lust “to kill with his own teeth and wash his muzzle to the eyes in warm blood.”

The only thing that keeps Buck from the wild is his love of man, just as love had held London, and just as love as well as fear holds most of mankind from the war of all against all, in spite of Hobbes’ dictum that “Man is as a wolf to man.” In life, however, love eventually dies or is killed, as John Thornton is killed by the Yeehats, and then Buck (and therefore man) reverts to the savagery of the wolf-pack, following the primordial call of the wild.

With White Fang, his fifth novel, London returned to the dog-eat-dog life. Though once more in fictional retreat from human life, London was still writing about human problems. As The Call of the Wild had been a study in regress, so London intended to make White Fang a study in progress, a case history of evolution not devolution, of civilization rather than of atavism. This book, too, is three-tiered. On the surface or narrative level it is the story of the wolf-dog, White Fang, who comes up from savagery to civilization. On a biographical level, the novel reiterates Jack London’s childhood struggles and fight for life in a hostile environment. Like London’s childhood, White Fang’s puppyhood is miserable. Different from the other dogs in camp because he is three-quarters wolf, he becomes an outcast. The other dogs sense that he is “different” and “instinctively felt for him the enmity the domestic dog feels for the wolf.” They all join in persecuting him and because “the tooth of every dog was against him, the hand of every man,” White Fang becomes a fighting dog. London’s illegitimacy, his quasi-paranoia, and his own hostility and aggression against people and society are, in this fiction, subjected to his myth-making and converted from unpleasant compulsions to necessary virtues. Even White Fang’s love for his mother, Kiche, and her subsequent rejection of him are described in emotional terms similar to those London used to describe his relationship to Flora London.

The final philosophical level was meant to convey man-kind’s ascent from bestiality to civilization. Love regenerates the wolf by making him a domesticated dog, and the logical inference is that if a dog can listen to the “call of the tame” because of love, then why not man? White Fang is transformed by his love for Weedon Scott; in short, London has the wolf-dog change his whole mode of life by an act of will and for nonmaterial motives. Such a revolutionary change, according to London, gives the lie to the “very law of life,” which London maintains is self-assertion not self-sacrifice, material motives—money, meat, power, not idealist ones like love. In addition, the materialist-determinist London introduces idealism and will as the means not only of regenerating a wolf-dog, but by extension, of remodeling society.

Unfortunately for London’s express intention, the novel’s most forceful sections are devoted to the war of all against all, which London portrays with fidelity and power. Individual assertion and adaptation remain the best methods of survival. Not only is the law of the wilderness depicted as eat or be eaten, but London explicity makes it the law of society as well: “Had the cub [White Fang] thought in man-fashion, he might have epitomized life as a voracious appetite, and the world as a place wherein ranged a multitude of appetites, pursuing and being pursued, hunting and being hunted, eating and being eaten, all in blindness and confusion, with violence and disorder, a chaos of gluttony and slaughter, ruled over by chance, merciless, planless, endless.” Once White Fang has gone to live with the Indians and so begun his evolution, he soon discovers that the law of civilization—even primitive Indian civilization—is as cruel and remorseless as that of the wild. In fact, White Fang’s contact with Indian’s and white man’s society makes him devolve, not evolve, grow more savage than less, and become a professional killer. And London’s depiction of the laws of civilization and savagery are identical, except for the “Love Master,” Weedon Scott—and the term master is here, as vocabulary is elsewhere in London, revealing.

Although London proposed to show the plasticity of life and the reverse of primordialism, he was still revealing the same violence, romanticism, killing, and “wine-of-life” intensity in savagery. The exaltation of fighting and killing is never really eliminated in the “evolutionary” process. As Buck ended his call to the wild by achieving the “heights” of killing a man, so White Fang ends his call to the tame in the same way, by killing the convict Jim Hall. Although both acts of violence are performed out of loyalty and affection for “love masters,” and against murderers and a would-be murderer, they remain brutal killings. White Fang’s reward is his acceptance by Weedon Scott’s family, and the novel ends in the unbelievable bathos of White Fang becoming the “Blessed Wolf.”

Buck had listened to the call of the wild and White Fang presumably to the call of the tame, but White Fang’s acceptance of civilization is only partial, at best contingent and unconvincing, while Buck’s rejection is total and quite convincing. On both biographical and allegorical levels, London’s retreat from the cities and from socialism was in full force, while in fiction he clung with a desperation born of despair to the vain hope that the wolves might come in to sit at the fires and be dogs, a belief he had already actually abandoned both in his behavior and in his heart.

         

In the cellar of society London had embraced two opposing methods of escape: individualism and socialism—the first an assertion of his strength and cunning for personal and material success; the second avowing mass strength and political revolution for social justice and the transformation of society so that there should be neither cellar nor abyss. For a long time, London had been able to maintain the conflicting ideas side by side, but individualism gradually dominated the socialism, and though it never conquered altogether, it became London’s primary mode of belief and expression.

From that time on, though he was to become world-famous and a millionaire, London was dogged by an intensified sense of failure and hopelessness. He was estranged from his first wife and his children. His second marriage did not result in the sons he wanted so badly, or in any surviving offspring, and his second wife proved less the “mate woman” than he had hoped. He was alienated from his old Socialist comrades and finally resigned from the Socialist Party altogether. He was now a confirmed alcoholic and his melancholy deepened with its “White Logic.” Slowly, inevitably, the two well-springs that had sustained him, his writing and his socialism, were poisoned. Though he forced himself to write, and hated it, his inventiveness and creativity flagged so badly that he began to buy plots and plagiarize other books, and his writing was no longer seriously reviewed.

In his country retreat in Sonoma County, London had acquired the land he called the Valley of the Moon Ranch, a virtual feudal fief, and on it he built a great $70,000 feudal manor, the “Wolf House.” There, he surrounded himself with well-wishers, hangers-on, and sycophants. He had his finger in a dozen business deals. He travelled all over the world—to the South Seas in his own boat, the Snark, to Ecuador, Panama, Hawaii, and around Cape Horn in a four-masted sailing barque, the Dirigo. But none of it brought him the satisfaction he sought and serenity continued to escape him.

His personal relations were without meaning or pleasure. The Valley of the Moon Ranch involved him in quarrels with his neighbors and his workers, and proved so expensive and unrewarding that he was soon to call it caustically the “ranch of good intentions.” The Wolf House mysteriously burned down, uninsured, before he could live in it. His business flyers were fiascos, and combined with his baronial standard of living and open-handed generosity, left him continually in debt in spite of all the money he earned. His physical illness multiplied and grew more acute. He had grown fat, his rheumatism plagued him, and his chronic alcoholism had led to serious uremia. Fiscally, physically and psychologically, he had always lived beyond his means, and he was now at the end of his tether, too old, too sick, too tired to reverse course. He would not exercise, or modify his diet, or stop drinking. He would not curb his spending habits, reorient his writing, or reorganize his personal life. Or perhaps he could not. Finally, bitterness and bafflement overwhelmed him, and on the night of November 22, 1916, only 40 years old, Jack London committed suicide by taking an overdose of morphine.

         

London’s personal failure and the failure of his work are both part of a larger picture: the contradictions of his life and work are the contradictions of the era which shaped him and his ideals. Between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of World War I, America was beset with the same split in consciousness that beset London. From 1875 to 1916, London’s life span, the old agrarian order finally gave way to the new urban, industrial America; and a dominant middle class and its ideals gave way before the ethic of the new capitalists. The age also responded to its problems and opportunities in contrasting individualist and collectivist ways. The period that produced Carnegie, Morgan, Gould, Rockefeller, Vanderbilt and the man who glorified their methods and careers, Horatio Alger, also produced Altgeld, Debs, De Leon, Haywood, and La Follette. The era that gave rise to the great industrial combinations like U.S. Steel and Standard Oil simultaneously gave rise to the Knights of Labor, the Grangers, the I.W.W., the Populists and the Socialists.

The maturation of industrial capitalism had led to fundamental changes in the nature of American life and most artists responded in varying degrees of fight and flight. Bret Harte, Harold Frederic, F. Marion Crawford, Henry James, and Stephen Crane all fled to Europe, as did Henry Adams, whose flight from the dynamo took him to the twelfth-century Europe of the Virgin. Lafcadio Hearn rejected all of the Occident and fled to Japan. Many remained, however, among them Ambrose Bierce, Hamlin Garland, William Dean Howells, Frank Norris, and Mark Twain.

Characteristically, London chose both methods, fight and flight, at the same time. Although urban industrialism had superseded the rural agrarian patterns in America, London established his own agrarian pattern by flight to his Sonoma Valley ranch. Though the frontier had already closed, London sought out new frontiers to which he might fly—Hawaii, the South Seas, South America. His fondness for the frontier as an escape from industrialism is also clear in the settings of his novels and stories, which are nautical, arctic and tropical escapes from industrial capitalism. The action, violence and red-bloodedness in London are also in part frontier life criteria and in part the Teddy Roosevelt-Robber Baron influence, their call for the “strenuous life.”

While he continued to be the novelist of frontier types and conditions, London was also supposed to be a proletarian writer. Not only did he escape to the primitive, therefore, he simultaneously stood his native ground to express his resistance to and criticism of the new industrial society. And he did write about working people, about industrial strife, and about success in capitalist society. But London’s working-class writing cannot accurately be called either “proletarian” or “socialist.” The revolution for him was really a primordialism in which the beast, ape and tiger in man might be released. What interested him most in the mass was its potential for violence. What he craved most was not the social justice which was supposed to result from the revolution, but the bloodletting of the revolutionary process itself. What he wanted to do was to master the masters of society, and consequently, and significantly, the socialist doctrines he stresses most are class struggle and violent revolution.

The plight of the people and London’s sympathy for them and for it are always tinged with contempt. London depicts the masses as ugly, rapacious, violent, and faceless, an insight into the roots of his revolutionary spirit, and a demonstration that it was more an outlet for his own social aggressions than an ethical or philosophical conviction. This temperamental romantic rebellion went into the individual and collectivist approaches alike. The picture of the superman had, after all, been a fictional aggrandizement; London was creating a compensatory myth for not having been the success in strength, business, love, or even in writing, that he had anticipated. Failing that, his romanticism and rebellion were channelled into participation in the power of the mass against the system that had prevented his aggrandizements.

Moreover, London’s use of industrial settings also reveals that he chooses to deal with civilization only at times when it asserts its most primitive qualities, times of strike, plague, war, and revolution. His socialist position is thereby weakened even further because his settings falsify the conditions of industrial society as we normally know them, and his socialism is modified by introducing what are essentially frontier conditions. His so-called revolutionary stories reveal a perverse nihilism, a sadistic syndicalism, a tremendous joy in burning societies to the ground and in going native; they are not stories dedicated to or primarily concerned with the reconstruction or establishment of a socially just society.

Despite London’s respect for money, his hatred of manual labor, and his attraction to the whole Horatio Alger success myth and Robber Baron gospel of wealth of his time, London did make a serious criticism of his age. Though he glorified the industrialist—his fascination with and promotion of a new pioneer figure whose greed, cunning and rapacity brought the same success in society that strength and courage brought on the frontier—London was also profoundly moved by the misery, squalor, despair, and exploitation of the poor. Moreover, his sensitivity to and understanding of the plight of the downtrodden Eskimos, Indians and Mexicans is born of that self-same sympathy he had for the underdog worker, though both feelings are almost always tainted with disdain.

And London did criticize and protest against the evils of the raw, new capitalism, and against capitalism itself. He was vigorous in condemning industrial mismanagement, cruelty and inefficiency, child labor, and corruption in government. He espoused prison reforms, and wrote against exploitation of animals for human entertainment. If all too frequently his social criticism seems to flow from personal pique or warp, or if his socialism too often seems mere romantic rebellion, these shortcomings do not entirely overwhelm or hollow out the validity of his critique.

Right up to his death, Jack London was still attached, at least verbally, to those ideals he had almost abandoned in personal and political action. He still raised a cry for justice, sympathy, service and unselfishness in transforming society. “He, who by understanding, becomes converted to the gospel of service . . . will serve kindness so that brutality will perish. . . . And he who is strong will serve the weak that they may become strong. He will devote his strength, not to the debasement and defilement of his weaker fellows, but to the making of opportunity for them to make themselves into men rather than into slaves and beasts.”

However wrung from the depths of a tormented and riven soul that cry was, it was compromised by London’s failure to apply its disciplines to his life and work. Ultimately, London failed in what he wanted to be and to do. The problems to which he addressed himself are, in the main, still relevant and important today, but the materials and approach with which he addressed himself to them are dated and oversimplified, too irrational and too schematically logical. As such, Jack London’s failure is one more instance of the failure of success in America and, as such, is a symptom and a menace from which our own age can and should profitably learn.

Abraham Rothberg




THE CALL OF THE WILD

                                                                                                                                       




CHAPTER 1

                                                                                                                                       

INTO THE PRIMITIVE

“Old longings nomadic leap,

Chafing at custom’s chain;

Again from its brumal sleep

Wakens the ferine strain.”




BUCK DID not read the newspapers, or he would have known that trouble was brewing, not alone for himself, but for every tidewater dog, strong of muscle and with warm, long hair, from Puget Sound to San Diego. Because men, groping in the Arctic darkness, had found a yellow metal, and because steamship and transportation companies were booming the find, thousands of men were rushing into the Northland. These men wanted dogs, and the dogs they wanted were heavy dogs, with strong muscles by which to toil, and furry coats to protect them from the frost.

Buck lived at a big house in the sun-kissed Santa Clara Valley. Judge Miller’s place, it was called. It stood back from the road, half hidden among the trees, through which glimpses could be caught of the wide cool veranda that ran around its four sides. The house was approached by gravelled driveways which wound about through wide-spreading lawns and under the interlacing boughs of tall poplars. At the rear things were on even a more spacious scale than at the front. There were great stables, where a dozen grooms and boys held forth, rows of vine-clad servants’ cottages, an endless and orderly array of outhouses, long grape arbors, green pastures, orchards, and berry patches. Then there was the pumping plant for the artesian well, and the big cement tank where Judge Miller’s boys took their morning plunge and kept cool in the hot afternoon.

And over this great demense Buck ruled. Here he was born, and here he had lived the four years of his life. It was true, there were other dogs. There could not but be other dogs on so vast a place, but they did not count. They came and went, resided in the populous kennels, or lived obscurely in the recesses of the house after the fashion of Toots, the Japanese pug, or Ysabel, the Mexican hairless—strange creatures that rarely put nose out of doors or set foot to ground. On the other hand, there were the fox terriers, a score of them at least, who yelped fearful promises at Toots and Ysabel looking out of the windows at them and protected by a legion of housemaids armed with brooms and mops.

But Buck was neither house-dog nor kennel dog. The whole realm was his. He plunged into the swimming tank or went hunting with the Judge’s sons; he escorted Mollie and Alice, the Judge’s daughters, on long twilight or early morning rambles; on wintry nights he lay at the Judge’s feet before the roaring library fire; he carried the Judge’s grandsons on his back, or rolled them in the grass, and guarded their footsteps through wild adventures down to the fountain in the stable yard, and even beyond, where the paddocks were, and the berry patches. Among the terriers he stalked imperiously, and Toots and Ysabel he utterly ignored, for he was king—king over all creeping, crawling, flying things of Judge Miller’s place, humans included.

His father, Elmo, a huge St. Bernard, had been the Judge’s inseparable companion, and Buck bid fair to follow in the way of his father. He was not so large—he weighed only one hundred and forty pounds—for his mother, Shep, had been a Scotch shepherd dog. Nevertheless, one hundred and forty pounds, to which was added the dignity that comes of good living and universal respect, enabled him to carry himself in right royal fashion. During the four years since his puppyhood he had lived the life of a sated aristocrat; he had a fine pride in himself, was ever a trifle egotistical, as country gentlemen sometimes become because of their insular situation. But he had saved himself by not becoming a mere pampered house-dog. Hunting and kindred outdoor delights had kept down the fat and hardened his muscles; and to him, as to the cold-tubbing-races, the love of water had been a tonic and a health preserver.

And this was the manner of dog Buck was in the fall of 1897, when the Klondike strike dragged men from all the world into the frozen North. But Buck did not read the newspapers, and he did not know that Manuel, one of the gardener’s helpers, was an undesirable acquaintance. Manuel had one besetting sin. He loved to play Chinese lottery. Also, in his gambling, he had one besetting weakness—faith in a system; and this made his damnation certain. For to play a system requires money, while the wages of a gardener’s helper do not lap over the needs of a wife and numerous progeny.

The Judge was at a meeting of the Raisin Growers’ Association, and the boys were busy organizing an athletic club, on the memorable night of Manuel’s treachery. No one saw him and Buck go off through the orchard on what Buck imagined was merely a stroll. And with the exception of a solitary man, no one saw them arrive at the little flag station known as College Park. This man talked with Manuel, and money chinked between them.

“You might wrap up the goods before you deliver ’m,” the stranger said gruffly, and Manuel doubled a piece of stout rope around Buck’s neck under the collar.

“Twist it, an’ you’ll choke ’m plentee,” said Manuel, and the stranger grunted a ready affirmative.

Buck had accepted the rope with quiet dignity. To be sure, it was an unwonted performance: but he had learned to trust in men he knew, and to give them credit for a wisdom that outreached his own. But when the ends of the rope were placed in the stranger’s hands, he growled menacingly. He had merely intimated his displeasure, in his pride believing that to intimate was to command. But to his surprise the rope tightened around his neck, shutting off his breath. In quick rage he sprang at the man, who met him halfway, grappled him close by the throat, and with a deft twist threw him over on his back. Then the rope tightened mercilessly, while Buck struggled in a fury, his tongue lolling out of his mouth and his great chest panting futilely. Never in all his life had he been so vilely treated, and never in all his life had he been so angry. But his strength ebbed, his eyes glazed, and he knew nothing when the train was flagged and the two men threw him into the baggage car.

The next he knew, he was dimly aware that his tongue was hurting and that he was being jolted along in some kind of a conveyance. The hoarse shriek of a locomotive whistling a crossing told him where he was. He had travelled too often with the Judge not to know the sensation of riding in a baggage car. He opened his eyes, and into them came the unbridled anger of a kidnapped king. The man sprang for his throat, but Buck was too quick for him. His jaws closed on the hand, nor did they relax till his senses were choked out of him once more.

“Yep, has fits,” the man said, hiding his mangled hand from the baggageman, who had been attracted by the sounds of struggle. “I’m takin’ ’m up for the boss to ’Frisco. A crack dog-doctor there thinks that he can cure ’em.”

Concerning that night’s ride, the man spoke most eloquently for himself, in a little shed back of a saloon on the San Francisco water front.

“All I get is fifty for it,” he grumbled; “an’ I wouldn’t do it over for a thousand, cold cash.”

His hand was wrapped in a bloody handkerchief, and the right trouser leg was ripped from knee to ankle.

“How much did the other mug get?” the saloon-keeper demanded.

“A hundred,” was the reply. “Wouldn’t take a sou less, so help me.”

“That makes a hundred and fifty,” the saloon-keeper calculated; “and he’s worth it, or I’m a squarehead.”

The kidnapper undid the bloody wrappings and looked at his lacerated hand. “If I don’t get the hydrophoby—”

“It’ll be because you was born to hang,” laughed the saloon-keeper. “Here lend me a hand before you pull your freight,” he added.

Dazed, suffering intolerable pain from throat and tongue, with the life half throttled out of him, Buck attempted to face his tormentors. But he was thrown down and choked repeatedly, till they succeeded in filing the heavy brass collar from off his neck. Then the rope was removed, and he was flung into a cagelike crate.

There he lay for the remainder of the weary night, nursing his wrath and wounded pride. He could not understand what it all meant. What did they want with him, these strange men? Why were they keeping him pent up in this narrow crate? He did not know why, but he felt oppressed by the vague sense of impending calamity. Several times during the night he sprang to his feet when the shed door rattled open, expecting to see the Judge, or the boys at least. But each time it was the bulging face of the saloon-keeper that peered in at him by the sickly light of a tallow candle. And each time the joyful bark that trembled in Buck’s throat was twisted into a savage growl.

But the saloon-keeper let him alone, and in the morning four men entered and picked up the crate. More tormentors, Buck decided, for they were evil-looking creatures, ragged and unkempt; and he stormed and raged at them through the bars. They only laughed and poked sticks at him, which he promptly assailed with his teeth till he realized that that was what they wanted. Whereupon he lay down sullenly and allowed the crate to be lifted into a wagon. Then he, and the crate in which he was imprisoned, began a passage through many hands. Clerks in the express office took charge of him; he was carted about in another wagon; a truck carried him, with an assortment of boxes and parcels, upon a ferry steamer; he was trucked off the steamer into a great railway depot, and finally he was deposited in an express car.

For two days and nights this express car was dragged along at the tail of shrieking locomotives; and for two days and nights Buck neither ate nor drank. In his anger he had met the first advances of the express messengers with growls, and they had retaliated by teasing him. When he flung himself against the bars, quivering and frothing, they laughed at him and taunted him. They growled and barked like detestable dogs, mewed, and flapped their arms and crowed. It was all very silly, he knew; but therefore the more outrage to his dignity, and his anger waxed and waxed. He did not mind the hunger so much, but the lack of water caused him severe suffering and fanned his wrath to fever-pitch. For that matter, high-strung and finely sensitive, the ill treatment had flung him into a fever, which was fed by the inflammation of his parched and swollen throat and tongue.

He was glad for one thing: the rope was off his neck. That had given them an unfair advantage; but now that it was off, he would show them. They would never get another rope around his neck. Upon that he was resolved. For two days and nights he neither ate nor drank, and during those two days and nights of torment, he accumulated a fund of wrath that boded ill for whoever first fell foul of him. His eyes turned blood-shot, and he was metamorphosed into a raging fiend. So changed was he that the Judge himself would not have recognized him; and the express messengers breathed with relief when they bundled him off the train at Seattle.

Four men gingerly carried the crate from the wagon into a small, high-walled back yard. A stout man, with a red sweater that sagged generously at the neck, came out and signed the book for the driver. That was the man, Buck divined, the next tormentor, and he hurled himself savagely against the bars. The man smiled grimly, and brought a hatchet and a club.

“You ain’t going to take him out now?” the driver asked.

“Sure,” the man replied, driving the hatchet into the crate for a pry.

There was an instantaneous scattering of the four men who had carried it in, and from safe perches on top the wall they prepared to watch the performance.

Buck rushed at the splintering wood, sinking his teeth into it, surging and wrestling with it. Wherever the hatchet fell on the outside, he was there on the inside, snarling and growling, as furiously anxious to get out as the man in the red sweater was calmly intent on getting him out.

“Now, you red-eyed devil,” he said, when he had made an opening sufficient for the passage of Buck’s body. At the same time he dropped the hatchet and shifted the club to his right hand.

And Buck was truly a red-eyed devil, as he drew himself together for the spring, hair bristling, mouth foaming, a mad glitter in his blood-shot eyes. Straight at the man he launched his one hundred and forty pounds of fury, surcharged with the pent passion of two days and nights. In mid air, just as his jaws were about to close on the man, he received a shock that checked his body and brought his teeth together with an agonizing clip. He whirled over, fetching the ground on his back and side. He had never been struck by a club in his life, and did not understand. With a snarl that was part bark and more scream he was again on his feet and launched into the air. And again the shock came and he was brought crushingly to the ground. This time he was aware that it was the club, but his madness knew no caution. A dozen times he charged, and as often the club broke the charge and smashed him down.

After a particularly fierce blow he crawled to his feet, too dazed to rush. He staggered limply about, the blood flowing from nose and mouth and ears, his beautiful coat sprayed and flecked with bloody slaver. Then the man advanced and deliberately dealt him a frightful blow on the nose. All the pain he had endured was as nothing compared with the exquisite agony of this. With a roar that was almost lionlike in its ferocity, he again hurled himself at the man. But the man, shifting the club from right to left, coolly caught him by the under jaw, at the same time wrenching downward and backward. Buck described a complete circle in the air, and half of another, then crashed to the ground on his head and chest.

For the last time he rushed. The man struck the shrewd blow he had purposely withheld for so long, and Buck crumpled up and went down, knocked utterly senseless.

“He’s no slouch at dog-breakin’, that’s wot I say,” one of the men on the wall cried enthusiastically.

“Druther break cayuses any day, and twice on Sundays,” was the reply of the driver, as he climbed on the wagon and started the horses.

Buck’s senses came back to him, but not his strength. He lay where he had fallen, and from there he watched the man in the red sweater.

“‘Answers to the name of Buck,’ ” the man soliloquized, quoting from the saloon-keeper’s letter which had announced the consignment of the crate and contents. “Well, Buck, my boy,” he went on in a genial voice, “we’ve had our little ruction, and the best thing we can do is to let it go at that. You’ve learned your place, and I know mine. Be a good dog and all ’ll go well and the goose hang high. Be a bad dog, and I’ll whale the stuffin’ outa you. Understand?”

As he spoke he fearlessly patted the head he had so mercilessly pounded, and though Buck’s hair involuntarily bristled at touch of the hand, he endured it without protest. When the man brought him water he drank eagerly, and later bolted a generous meal of raw meat, chunk by chunk, from the man’s hand.

He was beaten (he knew that); but he was not broken. He saw, once for all, that he stood no chance against a man with a club. He had learned the lesson, and in all his after life he never forgot it. That club was a revelation. It was his introduction to the reign of primitive law, and he met the introduction halfway. The facts of life took on a fiercer aspect; and while he faced that aspect uncowed, he faced it with all the latent cunning of his nature aroused. As the days went by, other dogs came, in crates and at the ends of ropes, some docilely, and some raging and roaring as he had come; and, one and all, he watched them pass under the dominion of the man in the red sweater. Again and again, as he looked at each brutal performance, the lesson was driven home to Buck: a man with a club was a law-giver, a master to be obeyed, though not necessarily conciliated. Of this last Buck was never guilty, though he did see beaten dogs that fawned upon the man, and wagged their tails, and licked his hand. Also he saw one dog, that would neither conciliate nor obey, finally killed in the struggle for mastery.

Now and again men came, strangers, who talked excitedly, wheedling, and in all kinds of fashions to the man in the red sweater. And at such times that money passed between them the strangers took one or more of the dogs away with them. Buck wondered where they went, for they never came back; but the fear of the future was strong upon him, and he was glad each time when he was not selected.

Yet his time came, in the end, in the form of a little weazened man who spat broken English and many strange and uncouth exclamations which Buck could not understand.

“Sacredam!” he cried, when his eyes lit upon Buck. “Dat one dam bully dog! Eh? How moch?”

“Three hundred, and a present at that,” was the prompt reply of the man in the red sweater. “And seein’ it’s government money, you ain’t got no kick coming, eh, Perrault?”

Perrault grinned. Considering that the price of dogs had been boomed skyward by the unwonted demand, it was not an unfair sum for so fine an animal. The Canadian Government would be no loser, nor would its despatches travel the slower. Perrault knew dogs, and when he looked at Buck he knew that he was one in a thousand—“One in ten t’ousand,” he commented mentally.

Buck saw money pass between them, and was not surprised when Curly, a good-natured Newfoundland, and he were led away by the little weazened man. That was the last he saw of the man in the red sweater, and as Curly and he looked at receding Seattle from the deck of the Narwhal, it was the last he saw of the warm Southland. Curly and he were taken below by Perrault and turned over to a black-faced giant called François. Perrault was a French-Canadian, and swarthy; but François was a French-Canadian half-breed, and twice as swarthy. They were a new kind of men to Buck (of which he was destined to see many more), and while he developed no affection for them, he none the less grew honestly to respect them. He speedily learned that Perrault and François were fair men, calm and impartial in administering justice, and too wise in the way of dogs to be fooled by dogs.

In the ’tween-decks of the Narwhal, Buck and Curly joined two other dogs. One of them was a big, snow-white fellow from Spitzbergen who had been brought away by a whaling captain, and who had later accompanied a Geological Survey into the Barrens.

He was friendly, in a treacherous sort of way, smiling into one’s face the while he meditated some underhand trick, as, for instance, when he stole from Buck’s food at the first meal. As Buck sprang to punish him, the lash of François’s whip sang through the air, reaching the culprit first; and nothing remained to Buck but to recover the bone. That was fair of François, he decided, and the half-breed began his rise in Buck’s estimation.

The other dog made no advances, nor received any; also, he did not attempt to steal from the newcomers. He was a gloomy, morose fellow, and he showed Curly plainly that all he desired was to be left alone, and further, that there would be trouble if he were not left alone. “Dave” he was called, and he ate and slept, or yawned between times, and took interest in nothing, not even when the Narwhal crossed Queen Charlotte Sound and rolled and pitched and bucked like a thing possessed. When Buck and Curly grew excited, half wild with fear, he raised his head as though annoyed, favored them with an incurious glance, yawned, and went to sleep again.

Day and night the ship throbbed to the tireless pulse of the propeller, and though one day was very like another, it was apparent to Buck that the weather was steadily growing colder. At last, one morning, the propeller was quiet, and the Narwhal was pervaded with an atmosphere of excitement. He felt it, as did the other dogs, and knew that a change was at hand. François leashed them and brought them on deck. At the first step upon the cold surface, Buck’s feet sank into white mushy something very like mud. He sprang back with a snort. More of this white stuff was falling through the air. He shook himself, but more of it fell upon him. He sniffed it curiously, then licked some up on his tongue. It bit like fire, and the next instant was gone. This puzzled him. He tried it again, with the same result. The onlookers laughed uproariously, and he felt ashamed, he knew not why, for it was his first snow.




CHAPTER 2

                                                                                                                                       

THE LAW OF CLUB AND FANG

BUCK’S FIRST day on the Dyea beach was like a nightmare. Every hour was filled with shock and surprise. He had been suddenly jerked from the heart of civilization and flung into the heart of things primordial. No lazy, sun-kissed life was this, with nothing to do but loaf and be bored. Here was neither peace, nor rest, nor a moment’s safety. All was confusion and action, and every moment life and limb were in peril. There was imperative need to be constantly alert; for these dogs and men were not town dogs and men. They were savages, all of them, who knew no law but the law of club and fang.

He had never seen dogs fight as these wolfish creatures fought, and his first experience taught him an unforgettable lesson. It is true, it was a vicarious experience, else he would not have lived to profit by it. Curly was the victim. They were camped near the log store, where she, in her friendly way, made advances to a husky dog the size of a full-grown wolf, though not half so large as she. There was no warning, only a leap in like a flash, a metallic clip of teeth, a leap out equally swift, and Curly’s face was ripped open from eye to jaw.

It was the wolf manner of fighting, to strike and leap away; but there was more to it than this. Thirty or forty huskies ran to the spot and surrounded the combatants in an intent and silent circle. Buck did not comprehend that silent intentness, nor the eager way with which they were licking their chops. Curly rushed her antagonist, who struck again and leaped aside. He met her next rush with his chest, in a peculiar fashion that tumbled her off her feet. She never regained them. This was what the onlooking huskies had waited for. They closed in upon her, snarling and yelping, and she was buried, screaming with agony, beneath the bristling mass of bodies.

So sudden was it, and so unexpected, that Buck was taken aback. He saw Spitz run out his scarlet tongue in a way he had of laughing; and he saw François, swinging an axe, spring into the mess of dogs. Three men with clubs were helping him to scatter them. It did not take long. Two minutes from the time Curly went down, the last of her assailants were clubbed off. But she lay there limp and lifeless in the bloody, trampled snow, almost literally torn to pieces, the swart half-breed standing over her and cursing horribly. The scene often came back to Buck to trouble him in his sleep. So that was the way. No fair play. Once down, that was the end of you. Well, he would see to it that he never went down. Spitz ran out his tongue and laughed again, and from that moment Buck hated him with a bitter and deathless hatred.

Before he had recovered from the shock caused by the tragic passing of Curly, he received another shock. François fastened upon him an arrangement of straps and buckles. It was a harness, such as he had seen the grooms put on the horses at home. And as he had seen horses work, so he was set to work, hauling François on a sled to the forest that fringed the valley, and returning with a load of firewood. Though his dignity was sorely hurt by thus being made a draught animal, he was too wise to rebel. He buckled down with a will and did his best, though it was all new and strange. François was stern, demanding instant obedience, and by virtue of his whip receiving instant obedience; while Dave, who was an experienced wheeler, nipped Buck’s hind quarters whenever he was in error. Spitz was the leader, likewise experienced, and while he could not always get at Buck, he growled sharp reproof now and again, or cunningly threw his weight in the traces to jerk Buck into the way he should go. Buck learned easily, and under the combined tuition of his two mates and François made remarkable progress. Ere they returned to camp he knew enough to stop at “ho,” to go ahead at “mush,” to swing wide on the bends, and to keep clear of the wheeler when the loaded sled shot downhill at their heels.

“T’ree vair’ good dogs,” François told Perrault. “Dat Buck, heem pool lak hell. I tich heem queek as anyt’ing.”

By afternoon, Perrault, who was in a hurry to be on the trail with his despatches, returned with two more dogs. “Billee” and “Joe,” he called them, two brothers, and true huskies both. Sons of the one mother though they were, they were as different as day and night. Billee’s one fault was his excessive good nature, while Joe was the very opposite, sour and introspective, with a perpetual snarl and a malignant eye. Buck received them in comradely fashion, Dave ignored them, while Spitz proceeded to thrash first one and then the other. Billee wagged his tail appeasingly, turned to run when he saw that appeasement was of no avail, and cried (still appeasingly) when Spitz’s sharp teeth scored his flank. But no matter how Spitz circled, Joe whirled around on his heels to face him, mane bristling, ears laid back, lips writhing and snarling, jaws clipping together as fast as he could snap, and eyes diabolically gleaming—the incarnation of belligerent fear. So terrible was his appearance that Spitz was forced to forego disciplining him; but to cover his own discomfiture he turned upon the inoffensive and wailing Billee and drove him to the confines of the camp.

By evening Perrault secured another dog, an old husky, long and lean and gaunt, with a battle-scarred face and a single eye which flashed a warning of prowess that commanded respect. He was called Sol-leks, which means the Angry One. Like Dave, he asked nothing, gave nothing, expected nothing: and when he marched slowly and deliberately into their midst, even Spitz left him alone. He had one peculiarity which Buck was unlucky enough to discover. He did not like to be approached on his blind side. Of this offence Buck was unwittingly guilty, and the first knowledge he had of his indiscretion was when Sol-leks whirled upon him and slashed his shoulder to the bone for three inches up and down. Forever after Buck avoided his blind side, and to the last of their comradeship had no more trouble. His only apparent ambition, like Dave’s, was to be left alone, though, as Buck was afterward to learn, each of them possessed one other and even more vital ambition.

That night Buck faced the great problem of sleeping. The tent, illuminated by a candle, glowed warmly in the midst of the white plain; and when he, as a matter of course, entered it, both Perrault and François bombarded him with curses and cooking utensils, till he recovered from his consternation and fled ignominiously into the outer cold. A chill wind was blowing that nipped him sharply and bit with especial venom into his wounded shoulder. He lay down on the snow and attempted to sleep, but the frost soon drove him shivering to his feet. Miserable and disconsolate, he wandered about among the many tents, only to find that one place was as cold as another. Here and there savage dogs rushed upon him, but he bristled his neck-hair and snarled (for he was learning fast), and they let him go his way unmolested.

Finally an idea came to him. He would return and see how his own team mates were making out. To his astonishment, they had disappeared. Again he wandered about through the great camp, looking for them, and again he returned. Were they in the tent? No, that could not be, else he would not have been driven out. Then where could they possibly be? With drooping tail and shivering body, very forlorn indeed, he aimlessly circled the tent. Suddenly the snow gave way beneath his fore legs and he sank down. Something wriggled under his feet. He sprang back, bristling and snarling, fearful of the unseen and unknown. But a friendly little yelp reassured him, and he went back to investigate. A whiff of warm air ascended to his nostrils, and there, curled up under the snow in a snug ball, lay Billee. He whined placatingly, squirmed and wriggled to show his good will and intentions, and even ventured, as a bribe for peace, to lick Buck’s face with his warm wet tongue.

Another lesson. So that was the way they did it, eh? Buck confidently selected a spot, and with much fuss and waste effort proceeded to dig a hole for himself. In a trice the heat from his body filled the confined space and he was asleep. The day had been long and arduous, and he slept soundly and comfortably, though he growled and barked and wrestled with bad dreams.

Nor did he open his eyes till roused by the noises of the waking camp. At first he did not know where he was. It had snowed during the night and he was completely buried. The snow walls pressed him on every side, and a great surge of fear swept through him—the fear of the wild thing for the trap. It was a token that he was harking back through his own life to the lives of his forebears, for he was a civilized dog, an unduly civilized dog and of his own experience knew no trap and so could not of himself fear it. The muscles of his whole body contracted spasmodically and instinctively, the hair on his neck and shoulders stood on end, and with a ferocious snarl he bounded straight up into the blinding day, the snow flying about him in a flashing cloud. Ere he landed on his feet, he saw the white camp spread out before him and knew where he was and remembered all that had passed from the time he went for a stroll with Manuel to the hole he had dug for himself the night before.

A shout from François hailed his appearance. “Wot I say?” the dog driver cried to Perrault. “Dat Buck for sure learn queek as anyt’ing.”

Perrault nodded gravely. As courier for the Canadian Government, bearing important despatches, he was anxious to secure the best dogs, and he was particularly gladdened by the possession of Buck.

Three more huskies were added to the team inside an hour, making a total of nine, and before another quarter of an hour had passed they were in harness and swinging up the trail toward the Dyea Cañon. Buck was glad to be gone, and though the work was hard he found he did not particularly despise it. He was surprised at the eagerness which animated the whole team and which was communicated to him; but still more surprisingly was the change wrought in Dave and Sol-leks. They were new dogs, utterly transformed by the harness. All passiveness and unconcern had dropped from them. They were alert and active, anxious that the work should go well, and fiercely irritable with whatever, by delay or confusion, retarded that work. The toil of the traces seemed the supreme expression of their being, and all that they lived for and the only thing in which they took delight.

Dave was wheeler or sled dog, pulling in front of him was Buck, then came Sol-leks; the rest of the team was strung out ahead, single file, to the leader, which position was filled by Spitz.

Buck had been purposely placed between Dave and Sol-leks so that he might receive instruction. Apt scholar that he was, they were equally apt teachers, never allowing him to linger long in error, and enforcing their teaching with their sharp teeth. Dave was fair and very wise. He never nipped Buck without cause, and he never failed to nip him when he stood in need of it. As François’s whip backed him up, Buck found it to be cheaper to mend his ways than to retaliate. Once, during a brief halt, when he got tangled in the traces and delayed the start, both Dave and Sol-leks flew at him and administered a sound trouncing. The resulting tangle was even worse, but Buck took good care to keep the traces clear thereafter; and ere the day was done, so well had he mastered his work, his mates about ceased nagging him. François’s whip snapped less frequently, and Perrault even honored Buck by lifting up his feet and carefully examining them.

It was a hard day’s run, up the cañon, through Sheep Camp, past the Scales and the timber line, across glaciers and snowdrifts hundreds of feet deep, and over the great Chilkoot Divide, which stands between the salt water and the fresh and guards forbiddingly the sad and lonely North. They made good time down the chain of lakes which fills the craters of extinct volcanoes, and late that night pulled into the huge camp at the head of Lake Bennett, where thousands of goldseekers were building boats against the breakup of the ice in the spring. Buck made his hole in the snow and slept the sleep of the exhausted just, but all too early was routed out in the cold darkness and harnessed with his mates to the sled.

That day they made forty miles, the trail being packed; but the next day, and for many days to follow, they broke their own trail, worked harder, and made poorer time. As a rule, Perrault travelled ahead of the team, packing the snow with webbed shoes to make it easier for them. François, guiding the sled at the gee-pole, sometimes exchanged places with him but not often. Perrault was in a hurry, and he prided himself on his knowledge of ice, which knowledge was indispensable, for the fall ice was very thin, and where there was swift water, there was no ice at all.

Day after day, for days unending, Buck toiled in the traces. Always, they broke camp in the dark, and the first gray of dawn found them hitting the trail with fresh miles reeled off behind them. And always they pitched camp after dark, eating their bit of fish, and crawling to sleep into the snow. Buck was ravenous. The pound and a half of sun-dried salmon, which was his ration for each day, seemed to go nowhere. He never had enough, and suffered from perpetual hunger pangs. Yet the other dogs, because they weighed less and were born to the life, received a pound only of the fish and managed to keep in good condition.

He swiftly lost the fastidiousness which had characterized his old life. A dainty eater, he found that his mates, finishing first, robbed him of his unfinished ration. There was no defending it. While he was fighting off two or three, it was disappearing down the throats of the others. To remedy this, he ate as fast as they; and, so greatly did hunger compel him, he was not above taking what did not belong to him. He watched and learned. When he saw Pike, one of the new dogs, a clever malingerer and thief, slyly steal a slice of bacon when Perrault’s back was turned, he duplicated the performance the following day, getting away with the whole chunk. A great uproar was raised, but he was unsuspected, while Dub, an awkward blunderer who was always getting caught, was punished for Buck’s misdeed.

This first theft marked Buck as fit to survive in the hostile Northland environment. It marked his adaptability, his capacity to adjust himself to changing conditions, the lack of which would have meant swift and terrible death. It marked, further, the decay or going to pieces of his moral nature, a vain thing and a handicap in the ruthless struggle for existence. It was all well enough in the Southland, under the law of love and fellowship, to respect private property and personal feelings; but in the Northland, under the law of club and fang, whoso took such things into account was a fool, and in so far as he observed them he would fail to prosper.

Not that Buck reasoned it out. He was fit, that was all, and unconsciously he accommodated himself to the new mode of life. All his days, no matter what the odds, he had never run from a fight. But the club of the man in the red sweater had beaten into him a more fundamental and primitive code. Civilized, he could have died for a moral consideration, say the defence of Judge Miller’s riding whip; but the completeness of his decivilization was now evidenced by his ability to flee from the defence of a moral consideration and so save his hide. He did not steal for joy of it, but because of the clamor of his stomach. He did not rob openly, but stole secretly and cunningly, out of respect for club and fang. In short, the things he did were done because it was easier to do them than not to do them.

His development (or retrogression) was rapid. His muscles became hard as iron and he grew callous to all ordinary pain. He achieved an internal as well as external economy. He could eat anything, no matter how loathsome or indigestible; and, once eaten, the juices of his stomach extracted the last least particle of nutriment; and his blood carried it to the farthest reaches of his body, building it into the toughest and stoutest of tissues. Sight and scent became remarkably keen, while his hearing developed such acuteness that in his sleep he heard the faintest sound and knew whether it heralded peace or peril. He learned to bite the ice out with his teeth when it collected between his toes; and when he was thirsty and there was a thick scum of ice over the water hole, he would break it by rearing and striking it with stiff fore legs. His most conspicuous trait was an ability to scent the wind and forecast it a night in advance. No matter how breathless the air when he dug his nest by tree or bank, the wind that later blew inevitably found him to leeward, sheltered and snug.

And not only did he learn by experience, but instincts long dead became alive again. The domesticated generations fell from him. In vague ways he remembered back to the youth of the breed, to the time the wild dogs ranged in packs through the primeval forest, and killed their meat as they ran it down. It was no task for him to learn to fight with cut and slash and the quick wolf snap. In this manner had fought forgotten ancestors. They quickened the old life within him, and the old tricks which they had stamped into the heredity of the breed were his tricks. They came to him without effort or discovery, as though they had been his always. And when, on the still cold nights, he pointed his nose at a star and howled long and wolf-like, it was his ancestors, dead and dust, pointing nose at star and howling down through the centuries and through him. And his cadences were their cadences, the cadences which voiced their woe and what to them was the meaning of the stillness, and the cold, and dark.

Thus, as token of what a puppet thing life is the ancient song surged through him and he came into his own again; and he came because men had found a yellow metal in the North, and because Manuel was a gardener’s helper whose wages did not lap over the needs of his wife and divers small copies of himself.
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