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Chapter 11--Howl, O Heav’nly Muse! 

 

 “I believe, now, that the first period of my career has been completed, and that I 

am about to enter a second period.” 

--Jack London to George Brett, 21 November 1902  

 

 

The End of the Family Drama 

On 13 November 1902, Jack London returned to Piedmont, his bohemian 

Californian home. He had spent two and a half months away in Europe, having 

completed The People of the Abyss. He also took a vacation on the Continent, slept with a 

woman either in London or on the Continent who gave him gonorrhea, which he then 

gave to his wife, Bess London, when he returned.1 Under sail almost immediately, as an 

                                                
1 He confessed to adultery when she became sick. This was one of three claims made in 

her original suit for divorce in 1904. See Franklin Walker, notes on divorce suit, HM 

45261, Franklin Walker Papers, Huntington Library. Bess London filed an amended suit 

later the same year in which the claim about adultery was left out.  



author that is, he next wrote an unlikely pair of works between 17 November 1902 and 26 

January 1903: “Simple Impressive Rite at Corner-Stone Emplacement of Hearst 

Memorial Mining Building,” for the San Francisco Examiner, and The Call of the Wild.2 

The newspaper article, sandwiched between two much longer works, may be somewhat 

of a surprise. On 17 November 1902, less than a week after his return to California, in the 

middle of an early winter rain storm, London stood with hundreds to watch William 

Randolph Hearst’s mother, Phoebe A. Hearst, dedicate a new campus building at the 

University of California. He took the assignment because he wanted to reestablish 

himself immediately with the newspaper publisher and because he had a lifelong 

fascination with mining and other ways of working the earth. For example, in 1905, when 

discussing a new contract with George Brett, president of Macmillan Company and by 

1903 London’s inseparable business partner, he likened the publication of a cheap edition 

of The Sea-Wolf to mining: “I imagine, if successful, it should pay as a large body of low-

grade ore pays the modern mining engineer.”3 His farming career later in life can be seen 

on a continuum with his brief stint as a Yukon gold miner. 

                                                
2 It is possible that he wrote a third work, “Telic Action and Collective Stupidity,” in 

November or December 1902. The manuscript is undated, and he did not enter it into his 

sales notebook. See footnote 19 below. The date of his return to the US is given in 

“Annual Ladies Evening of the Ruskin Club,” Oakland Enquirer, 15 Nov. 1902, Jack 

London Scrapbooks, reel 2, vol. 2, HEH. 

3 Jack London, letter to George P. Brett, 27 June 1905, The Letters from Jack London, ed. 

Earle Labor, Robert C. Leitz, and I. Milo Shepard, 3 vols. (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1998), 1:494. 



 London had a long memory, and he remembered that Edwin Clough, aka Yorick, 

his fierce critic who was syndicated in the rival San Francisco Evening Post, had 

criticized his use of certain words (like primordial) and phrases in his newspaper writing. 

So he hoped that Yorick was reading when he wrote, “If there be anything in Mr. John 

Galen Howard’s idea that the expression of mining in architecture should be essentially 

elementary and primordial (and there certainly is),” London reasoned, then it’s natural 

that the stormy weather should accompany the dedication. The dedication of the 

university building triggered thoughts of nationalism and pride in the West. “This 

College of Mines and the Greater University which it heralds is the triumph of a young 

and vigorous people. It is the advertisement that they are keeping abreast of the times.” 

After his time in the slums of London, London had told an editor friend a few days 

previous that “I am all in a whirl since my return home. . . . I feel so good, and love 

America and things American so much.”4 But in this brief newspaper article London sees 

more widely than nationalism: “With the world become a workshop, the Greater 

University will train men for that workshop. Dead tongues may be well enough to 

mumble, but they lead to death. The language of life to-day is the language of cogs and 

                                                
4 Jack London, letter to Frank Putnam, 15 Nov. 1902, The Letters of Jack London, 1:317. 

It takes practice to disassociate ourselves from the jingoistic rhetoric of the twenty-first 

century here in America and so hear what London means when he says “I love America . 

. . and things American so much.” One can still be, as London was, both a patriot and a 

socialist, a lover of the land (not the homeland) and a strident and tireless critic of 

American social inequality. 



wheels and pistons, of steam and electricity.”5  London celebrates the mining building 

because it expresses what he has all along called the Machine Age. Here in architecture 

                                                
5 Jack London, “Simple Impressive Rite at Corner-Stone Emplacement of Hearst 

Memorial Mining Building,” 18 Nov. 1902, San Francisco Examiner, 1. Initially, the 

newspaper paid him $16.70; he asked for more and received another $13.30. This same 

mining building becomes the site for the murder of Professor Haskell by Darrell 

Standing, the central character of The Star Rover. With that novel, it’s as if London is 

announcing his turn—begun a number of years previous—from valorizing mining to 

agriculture. 

 We don’t know exactly how London got these assignments from the Examiner, a 

question that will come up periodically, especially in regard to his job as foreign war 

reporter in 1904. In July 1903, however, he give us a clue; he writes to Joaquin Miller to 

praise his newest volume of poetry, As It Was in the Beginning, and tells him that “I am 

writing the Examiner for the privilege of reviewing it.” He never published the review, 

but his letter indicates that for these newspaper assignments he was the instigating agent 

(London, letter to Joaquin Miller, 11 July 1903, Letters, 1:374). In 1907, he outlined his 

process for writing book reviews to Arthur Brisbane, saying that “for some time it had 

been my custom, when I ran across a book I wanted to review, to drop a line to Mr. [Jack] 

Barrett asking him whether or not he wanted the review” (London, letter to Arthur 

Brisbane, 6 Apr. 1907, Letters, 2:682). Barrett, the news editor, was his principal contact 

at the paper. I also do not wish to discount the possibility that, by writing a favorable 

review of a pet project of Hearst’s mother’s, London had unconsciously ingratiated 



he finds a mirror of his own prose (a link he would explore again in his 1906 essay “The 

House Beautiful”). He then went home and began The Call of the Wild. 

But before he started writing his second novel (I am not including The Kempton-

Wace Letters in this count because it was coauthored, or The Cruise of The Dazzler 

because it was not written as a novel, only enlarged as one), he wrote to Brett on 21 

November 1902 about his plans for the next period of his career. They might be summed 

up in one of his Machine Age, declarative sentences: “I want to get away from the 

Klondike.” This pronouncement has become note-worthy because it seems so highly 

ironic; he never stopped writing Klondike stories, and his second Klondike novel was a 

popular and sustained success.6 But there is an irony in this sentence in addition to the 

commonly understood one. London, having conflated in his mind the Klondike with the 

act of writing short stories, was telling Brett, not that he never wanted to write about the 

Klondike again, but that he wanted to write novels; it is equivalent to his statement that 

he wanted to go to sea, which translates as well to a desire to write a novel.7 In the letter, 

he told Brett, first, that he had sent him the manuscript for The People of the Abyss, “the 

book of a correspondent writing from the field of industrial war.” The people of the abyss 

                                                                                                                                            
himself with Hearst, who, in just one act that indicates the closeness of mother and only 

son, donated the money to the University of California to build the Greek Theater. 

6 See Charles N. Watson, The Novels of Jack London: A Reappraisal (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1983), 34-35. 

7 This is not the first time London proposed ideas for writing novels to a publisher. See 

volume 1, 24-43, for a discussion of ideas London wrote out in one of his story idea 

notebooks. Not one of those was included in the list of titles he sent to Brett. 



were being killed daily by untethered (British and American) imperialist and capitalist 

forces. Brett agreed, and his book designer placed a pile of disturbing skulls on the spine 

of the book. When Brett sent him a copy of Jacob Riis’s The Battle with the Slum, 

London wrote in the back, “English Slum (dead) compared with American slum (yeast)” 

and wrote to Brett, “I was especially pleased when Riis pointed out the deadness & 

hopelessness that characterize the East-London slum, and added that there was life & 

promise in our American slum--`yeast’ in our slum, as he called it.”8 And though he told 

Brett that People “is often unsparingly critical of existing things, . . . it had proposed no 

remedies and devoted no space to theorizing,” his actual proposal, as we have seen, is to 

wipe out all of the East End, all ghettoes, and start anew with socialist principles.9 He 

probably said as much to Brett during their first meeting, which took place in New York 

as he got ready to take the train back home.  

Brett would not have been shocked, or, rather, he would not have betrayed any 

emotion whatsoever as his impetuous, young author described his new book. George Platt 

Brett was the son of George Edward Brett, who had built the American branch of 

Macmillan Company. When the elder Brett died in in 1890 at sixty-one, his son took over 

and transformed a $50,000-a-year business into a $9 million-a-year business. He did it 

largely by combining both high modernists—Joseph Conrad, William Butler Yeats—and 

more middle-brow, popular authors such as Owen Wister, Maurice Hewlett, and Winston 

Churchill; Churchill’s Richard Carvel (1899) sold out 500,000 copies in its first printing. 

                                                
8 London, letter to Brett, 30 Dec. 1902, The Letters of Jack London, 1:331.  

9 London, letter to Brett, 21 Nov. 1902, The Letters of Jack London, 1:318. 



(In contrast, The Call of the Wild sold out 8500 copies in its first printing.)10 But Brett 

also favored textbooks and eventually expanded the educational department of 

Macmillan. He published standard American histories and reference books in sociology, 

psychology, and medicine. He also championed Progressive causes, and though he was 

not as radical as London—few people in business would be—he nonetheless was at least 

agnostic about London’s politics. He saw their value, and more than just their monetary 

value. However, it is difficult to pin down exactly what his political beliefs were; he 

certainly does not let on in the massive, fourteen-year correspondence he carried on 

almost monthly with London. He only betrays enough sympathy to keep his bond with 

London intact. One of Macmillan’s directors called him an “`autocrat’ whose influence 

was felt everywhere through the [Macmillan] building.’” Some in the Macmillan family 

in England thought him “`a martinet, `non-cooperative,’ `unreasonable,’ who `never 

bothered to give the reason for his actions.’” Most likely, “he was essentially a shy man, 

rather austere (a `lone wolf’ . . .).” Having lived in the West on a ranch, he was no 

                                                
10 See Brett, letter to London, 30 July 1903, JL 2999: “The ten additional copies which 

you are good enough to order will be sent on Saturday, the book being at the moment out 

of stock. This means that the first edition of about 9400 copies has been disposed of, 

some 8500 out of that number having been actually sold.” Brett then says they had 

printed another 10,000 copies, which will now be bound and sold. See also James E. 

Sisson III and Robert W. Martens, Jack London First Editions: A Chronological 

Reference Guide (Star Rover House: Oakland, Calif., 1979), 14; they list 71,584 copies 

being printed, but it is impossible to tell how many printings they are counting. 



stranger to London’s western ways.11 Though they were not his ways, he was tolerant of 

them. He wanted London to be just who he was—except a progressively better seller. 

It is striking how Brett treated a somewhat similar author, Upton Sinclair, at a 

similar moment in his career. Brett famously refused to publish The Jungle in 1905 even 

after they had signed a contract and advanced Sinclair $500. Macmillan had published 

Sinclair’s previous work, Manassas, and Brett knew from the beginning what he was 

going to get. He had received a memorandum from Sinclair shortly after Manassas was 

published and after Appeal to Reason had agreed to fund the research in Chicago in the 

fall of 1904. It read: “The novel I plan would be intended to set forth the breaking of 

human hearts by a system which exploits the labor of men and women for profits.”12 But 

                                                
11 This paragraph is indebted to and quotes extensively from Elizabeth James, “Letters 

from America: The Bretts and the Macmillan Company of New York,” in Macmillan: A 

Publishing Tradition, ed. James (Hampshire, 2002), 170-91. See also Charles Morgan, 

The House of Macmillan (1843-1943) (London, 1944), 163-64. 

12 Quoted in Leon Harris, Upton Sinclair: American Radical (Thomas Y. Crowell: New 

York, 1975), p. 78. Sinclair’s arrangement and subsequent arguments with Fred Warren 

of The Appeal to Reason are nicely captured in Elliott Shore, Talkin’ Socialism: J. A. 

Wayland and the Role of the Press in American Radicalism, 1890-1912 (Lawrence, Ks.: 

University of Kansas Press, 1988), 169-71. Once Brett had rejected the manuscript, 

Sinclair signed a contract with Doubleday Page, at Warren’s insistence; but Warren did 

not foresee that the capitalist press would forbid continued publication in his other 

magazine, One-Hoss Philosophy; it had finished running in The Appeal to Reason. Shore 

makes the valid point that whereas Warren had promoted the novel as a socialist narrative 



when Sinclair begged for more money, Brett said no; Sinclair had moved to the country 

and needed money to keep the farm going, a plea that London would make in the next 

decade and to which Brett would respond favorably. In fact, Brett never said no to 

London, even when it meant acting against the advice of his readers. Brett was stingy 

with Sinclair because while London’s short story collections had proved he could sell, 

Sinclair had not written anything at that level of saleability. Macmillan sold only 2000 

copies of Manassas. It was as if London were asking for money while writing The Call of 

the Wild having only written A Daughter of the Snows. Brett knew he was going to get 

unadulterated socialism from Sinclair, and perhaps when they had signed the contract he 

thought he would get something like The People of the Abyss. It wasn’t an unreasonable 

assumption. Sinclair had read The People of the Abyss when it first came out before he 

knew London, and he hoped to obtain London’s level of popularity. Brett was 

temperamentally and politically in tune with a least seller like People, so he was 

                                                                                                                                            
(“significantly, Sinclair portrayed Rudkus’s move towards radicalism chiefly as the effect 

of hearing speeches and reading, not of his economic condition, which the novel 

describes as having turned him into little more than an animal. It is the educational, the 

exhortative—in short, the propaganda message of the Appeal and charismatic speakers—

that makes Jurgis into a socialist” [168]), Doubleday Page promoted its reform-minded 

message; that is, it became a novel about unsanitary conditions in the meat-packing 

industry and thus made a small fortune for the publisher. That is, “the radical content of 

the book was short-circuited” (169). Thus, Sinclair always complained that he had aimed 

for the minds of Americans (to convert them to socialism) and hit them in their stomachs 

instead.  



sympathetic to the proposal Sinclair had sent. But without the guerdon of something like 

A Son of the Wolf, Brett was willing to hand out $500 and no more. So Sinclair’s crops 

could wither for all he cared. 

But Sinclair didn’t give up, and, though he kept writing The Jungle as he had 

originally envisioned it, he wrote Brett for money again and coupled his plea with an 

admission that perhaps some of the novel could be cut. For while he was completing it, 

The Appeal to Reason and the smaller quarterly One-Hoss Philosophy (published by J. A. 

Wayland) were running it serially, and of course Brett was having it peer reviewed. The 

first reader for The Jungle, none other than G. R. Carpenter of Columbia University (who 

had read The People of the Abyss, The Kempton-Wace Letters, and A Daughter of the 

Snows and would read The Call of the Wild and other future works), gave a typically (for 

him) balanced review: on the one hand, The Jungle was “told with great force, . . . an 

extraordinary indictment . . . that might actually have an effect on legislation.” On the 

other hand, it would not sell well unless “Sinclair will be reasonable” in following 

editorial advice. All summer Brett and Sinclair discussed cutting the novel; in a meeting 

in Brett’s office, Brett told him that “nothing so horrible had ever been published in 

America—at least not by a respectable concern.” Sinclair very much appreciated Brett’s 

astuteness as a reader and his business sense; “Mr. Brett had been a discerning but 

somewhat reserved critic of my manuscript.” And Sinclair knew that he wasn’t being 

sensible when he ignored Brett when he had said “he could sell three times as many 

copies of my book, if I would only consent to remove the objectionable passages.”13 In 

                                                
13 Sinclair, American Outpost: A Book of Reminiscences (Upton Sinclair: Pasadena, 

Calif., 1932), p. 162. 



September Sinclair proposed a solution: to end it with “the death of Ona; to consider this 

100,000 words as `The Jungle’ of our contract; and to advance me a second $500 to 

complete a novel to be called `The Story of Jurgis: A Sequel to `The Jungle.’”14 

Unfortunately for Sinclair, Brett had just received a second reader’s report; the reader 

was appalled at the “gloom and horror unrelieved. . . . One feels that what is at the bottom 

of his fierceness is not nearly so much desire to help the poor as hatred of the rich.”15 

And it was never going to sell. When Brett pulled the plug, he did it in a thoroughly 

professional and considerate way. As Sinclair told London on the day he heard the news, 

“Brett has read the whole of the Jungle and his final decision has been that he would have 

to insist upon so much expurgation that he didn’t like to ask it, and he offered me the 

contract back,” and he didn’t ask Sinclair for a refund on the advance.16 Brett may have 

been squeamish about the “`blood and guts,’” as Sinclair has him calling it, but he always 

respected the integrity of an author.17 Because London was the chief instrument for the 

initial success of The Jungle in 1905 and 1906, and because Sinclair in turn set up 

London’s famous New York City appearance in 1906, and because Sinclair became 

involved indirectly in the writing of The Star Rover in 1913-14, we will return to their 

relationship in later chapters. I will close this brief episode with the ironic comment that 

it would have been poetic justice for Sinclair to have paid back the advance to Brett a 

year later after Doubleday Page’s edition became an international best seller.  

                                                
14 Quoted in Harris, American Radical, p. 80. 

15 Quoted in ibid., p. 79. 

16 Upton Sinclair, letter to London, 23 Sept. 1905, JL 1825, HEH. 

17 Sinclair, American Outpost, p. 162. See also Harris, p. 80. 



London recognized professionalism and high competency and was proud—

thrilled—to be a part of Brett’s sphere. In his November 1902 letter, turning from what 

he had just accomplished to what he would write in the future, he wanted to impress his 

new partner, and he wanted to make him proud. One way was to show off both his range 

and his productivity as an author. He was acutely aware of being labeled by the press as a 

Klondike writer.18 So in his letter to Brett he quickly discounted A Daughter of the Snows 

by lumping it together, in a way, with all the Klondike stories he had written so far. He 

                                                
18 See Jonathan Auerbach, Male Call: Becoming Jack London (Durham, N.C., 1996), 

chap. 3 for an excellent analysis of London’s understanding of the term field. Auerbach 

understands field as “defined neither by subject matter nor genre but is constituted by the 

complex relationship between genre and subject matter—a relationship mediated in turn 

by publishing practice.” Thus when London’s first Klondike submission, “From Dawson 

to the Sea,” is rejected, he rewrites his Klondike material according to “who would 

consume it and how it would be consumed: its finding a proper niche in the market” (48-

49). I do think, however, that Auerbach has left out a necessary facet of this relationship: 

the way London understood his past work in relation to what he wanted to produce in the 

future. That is, Auerbach has left out the action of the authorial agent in his definition of 

field. I don’t think Auerbach’s definition can explain why London began writing 

Klondike short stories even before he received his first rejection for “From Dawson to the 

Sea” or why, upon receiving his first rejection for his travel article, he continued to send 

it out until it was accepted 5 June 1899. Clearly imagined multiple niches in the market, 

including ones that did not yet exist. That is why he called his work imagining “a new 

present.” See chapter 3 of the first volume of the present work. 



had served his “apprenticeship at writing in that field, and I feel that I am better fitted 

now to attempt a larger and more generally interesting field.” Though the Northland now 

seemed less interesting, he did not believe that he had exhausted the Northland as a 

subject. He was not saying that he was ready to move on to other, more “mature” locales. 

For London, this momentous change in authorial direction that he was proposing to Brett 

did not concern locale. It concerned genre. He was ready to write longer, sustained 

fiction. He had more, broader tales to tell: “I have half a dozen books, fiction all, which I 

want to write. They are not collections of short stories, but novels. I believe I can turn out 

a novel now.” The Klondike had become synonymous with short story writing—

especially after dismissing A Daughter of the Snows—and why shouldn’t it have? After 

all, he had published four collections of Klondike stories in four years.  

Still, this profession that he was ready to abandon the Klondike in order to write a 

novel is truly ironic because in two weeks he would begin writing his second novel of the 

Northland, The Call of the Wild. But what is more fascinating than the irony is the silence 

he maintained about his new novel in the next several months. He began The Call of the 

Wild on 1 December 1902 and completed it on 26 January 1903.19 During that time he 

                                                
19 It is possible that he began it sooner, and only caution makes me choose this later date. 

He tells Brett that he had begun The Call of the Wild “immediately on my return from 

England” (London, letter to Brett, 12 Feb. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:342). 

Given that his second daughter was born on 20 October, it seems highly unlikely that 

“immediately” meant 14 November, the day after he arrived home; he wasn’t the best of 

fathers, but surely he would have wanted to spend some amount of time with his family 

before he began to work. He wrote his newspaper article on the Hearst building on 18 



wrote at least three letters about his future to Brett and one on the day after he finished 

The Call of the Wild. In none of these letters did he explicitly mention it at all, even 

though he consumes considerable letter space detailing future novels to his new 

publisher. Brett even came west and visited London at home in the first week of the new 

year; it was only their second meeting face to face. The only business they discussed was 

                                                                                                                                            
November and then, perhaps, “Telic Action and Collective Stupidity.” “Immediately” 

could thus signify 19 or 20 November. But, according to a sales notebook in which he 

recorded data about his first books, he began the novel on the “First of December.” I 

favor this later date for another reason: in the future he will typically begin a new project 

on the first of the month or the first week of a month. It is an orderly way to proceed and 

typical of London’s way of organizing his work. See London, “Book Sales. No. 1,” JL 

438, Jack London Collection, the Henry E. Huntington Library (HEH), and Russ 

Kingman, Jack London: A Definitive Chronology (Middletown, Calif., 1992), p. 40.  

 It is also possible that he began it later than 1 December. In his sales notebook, 

the full entry reads, “Begun First of December, 1902 Finished last of January, 1903.” 

Since his sales notebook states that he “submitted for serial publication to Saturday 

Evening Post – Jan. 26/03,” the words “last of January” cannot be read literally. Thus, is 

it possible or desirable to read “First of” literally? Not bloody likely, but absent other 

evidence—again with the caution—I must take London at his literal word. I do think we 

have to assume that when he wrote “December” he actually did mean “December.” So an 

equally safe and conservative estimate would be the first week of December. We might 

average out “immediately” with “first of” and arrive at the first of the month. This is 

called humanities math. 



The People of the Abyss and The Kempton-Wace Letters. When he finally tells Brett 

about The Call of the Wild, in February, he says “remember you found me at work on a 

story when you visited me[?]” Surprise! I actually wrote a novel! “It is large enough to 

make a book.”20  

His silence is partly due to his contractual relationship with Brett. First of all, 

when London pitched his need for a contract in November, his insistence that he was 

ready to write longer fiction was preparation, a kind of running start that he took before 

he actually began the novel. “I have done a great deal of studying and a great deal of 

thinking in the last two years [about writing novels], and I am confident that I can to-day 

write something worth while.”21 But he needed the financial stability and freedom 

necessary to write long fiction, fiction that would not materialize into payment almost 

immediately upon completion, as short stories did, but only after a year or so. So, as he 

had done with McClure and Phillips when he wanted to write A Daughter of the Snows, 

he again approached a publisher about receiving advances in the form of monthly 

payments. “Now here comes the rub,” he wrote to Brett. “I have no income save what my 

pen brings me in the magazine and newspaper field.” (Note that field is not plural; here 

he is thinking of both yellow journalism and yellow magazinism, as I discussed in 

                                                
20 London, letter to Brett, 12 Feb. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:342. Irving Stone 

says, “Jack had not mentioned The Call of the Wild in the list of books he outlined to 

Macmillan because he had not known he was going to write it.” (Irving Stone, Sailor on 

Horseback, p. 177). True, but Stone is talking about the 21 November letter and doesn’t 

explain why, after Jack knew he was writing it, he kept quiet. 

21 London, letter to Brett, 21 Nov. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:318.  



chapter 10). “The returns from a book, from the moment of beginning the first chapter, do 

not arrive for a year or two, but the trademen’s bills arrive the first of each month.” Then, 

in typical Londonian fashion, he attempts to convince his publisher by presenting a half-

truthful, half-fictional autobiography. I’ve always worked hard, he tells Brett, ever since 

the age of ten. True. “When I first began to write I had no art-concepts whatever.” True, 

if he is referring to 1893-94. “When I returned from the Klondike I began to write.” Sort 

of true, sort of false; he is of course leaving out the first five years he was writing and 

sending out material to be published and talking with newspaper and magazine editors in 

the Bay Area and while he was on the road in Boston. This account may be labeled the 

no-mentor-but-myself account, boilerplate poor-mouthing that presents himself as 

deserving help in the publishing world, not because he has published five books and 

written one other, but because he has taught himself how to write without help from the 

outside world and would now appreciate a little acknowledgement, say in the form of 

$150 a month for the next year, so that he could write a new novel. 

His request becomes confusing when he next informs Brett that he had a 

collection of short stories he wanted to finish—Klondike short stories. His magazine 

editors loved his short stories, when they fit with their conception of what their audiences 

liked, and London clearly enjoyed writing them. He took great pleasure in his skill, which 

at this point was considerable. Still, this pleasure does not motivate his telling Brett that 

by December 1903 he will send him two novels and “two other books” because, after all, 

he had just told Brett that he wants to temporarily stop writing short stories. Yet, these 

“two other books” are indeed collections of short stories. One book is Tales of the Fish 

Patrol, which was four stories away from completion; he would finish it in one month of 



concerted effort, February 1903, as soon as he had finished The Call of the Wild. But the 

other book’s genre as well as locale may strike us as baffling. After spending five 

paragraphs in his letter explaining to Brett that he wanted to take a break from writing 

short stories and about the Klondike, London then tells him that “one book is a collection 

of Klondike stories, similar to the ones I have already brought out.” True, as he tells 

Brett, he has completed 33,000 words of the collection (this would turn out to be The 

Faith of Men), and he estimates that he needs to complete but 17,000 words more. But 

Brett couldn’t help but be puzzled. Why would this young man say that he was going to 

“get away from the Klondike” but first complete three to four more short stories “similar 

to the ones” he has written, a process that could take several months? Why delay? Just to 

complete yet another collection that wouldn’t sell well? Why not leave them uncollected? 

Did he really want to write a novel? 

London’s letter is an attempt to overwhelm Brett with the number of projects he 

has in mind, as if his proficiency in writing would help justify earning a contract. But, as 

London would learn soon enough, that was the wrong tack to take. Brett would later tell 

him that he should write less, not more, that he was giving him a contract based on the 

promise of quality, not quantity. London thought it was about making a trade. If he gave 

Brett six books (The Kempton-Wace Letters, The People of the Abyss, two new novels, 

and two collections of short stories), and Brett gave him a monthly income of $150 a 

month for a year, then general happiness would ensue. “Against your $1800 I will 

balance six books. Granting an average earning power of $300 to each book, the six 

books will equal the $1800.”22 Brett, however, wanted to persuade London that their 

                                                
22 London, letter to Brett, 21 Nov. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:320. 



relationship was not, from his end, based on economic fair trade. In his response to this 

letter, he told London that he would prefer to extend the length of the contract from one 

year to two because “I do not think that the two novels ought to be written in so short a 

time as one year; and, moreover, if you get these two novels ready during this time, i.e. 

during the two years, it will still leave six books bearing your name to be published 

between now and the first of December 1904, and this is more, in my opinion, than you 

ought to publish in justice to yourself.” Brett’s idea of London’s potential, of the “justice” 

he owed himself, was nothing short of grand. “There is no real place in the permanent 

world of literature for anything but the very best that a man can do and as you know my 

belief is that you have the power to do the best work. I need only urge upon you the 

necessity of doing nothing, at any rate for the next two years, but what will represent the 

very best that is in you to do.”23 Brett’s phrase “permanent world of literature” is 

synonymous with our term canon. Brett’s ideas about the new American canon can be 

found in an essay he wrote for his friend Hamilton Wright Mabie called “A Publisher’s 

View.” Though the essay is meant to be an overview of the current situation in American 

book publishing (and to that end he discusses at first the reading habits of the American 

public and how an author, like Jack London, may have a burst of popularity out West and 

then move East, against the grain of “waves of popularity” that generally move from East 

to West), he concludes by noting the increase in education, taste, and tolerance for 

difficult work in the US that “presages . . . our growth toward a National literature, a 

literature more truly American than much that has gone before.” Because Americans do 

not read “a literature of pessimism and decadence,” the country will soon achieve a high 

                                                
23 Brett, letter to London, 3 Dec. 1903, JL 2974.  



“place . . . in literature and in art.”24 Brett saw London’s work as distinctly American and 

part of the engine that would drive American literature to the highest place in world 

literature. London quickly took Brett’s objectives to heart, and, emboldened by Brett’s 

faith in his abilities, he would aim for such heights in the next few months with The Sea-

Wolf.   

He was still very unsure of his talent for writing novels. Up to now, his best work 

had been short stories. He may have wanted to meet Brett’s expectations with The Call of 

the Wild, but something kept him from being honest about his intentions. Perhaps it is as 

simple a reason as the intimidation he might have felt when Brett insisted he could have a 

“permanent place” in American literature if only he produced his best work. Because he 

was secretive with Brett, it is somewhat difficult to re-create his writerly progress with 

his new novel, especially since in several letters he not only kept quiet about it but he 

actually lied about what he was doing—dissimulations that we will return to.25 But first 

                                                
24 George Brett, “A Publisher’s View,” Outlook, 5 Dec. 1903, pp. 780-81.  

25 The editors of The Letters of Jack London would have London beginning the novel 

after he had written “The Marriage of Lit-Lit.” That is, in the 11 December 1902 letter to 

Brett, London says that he has “several thousand words to do to finish this Klondike short 

story” (which was an untruth; he actually knew he was writing a novel at this point). The 

editors identify this “short story” as “The Marriage of Lit-Lit.” See London, letter to 

Brett, 11 Dec. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1326 n. 3. But “Marriage of Lit-Lit” 

was actually completed on 2 February 1903, and London never took almost two full 

months to write a short story and never finished a story and then held on to it before 

finally sending it to a magazine. (The date 2 February 1903 comes from his magazine 



let’s look at when and how quickly he wrote his novel. He begins The Call of the Wild on 

1 December. Call, by London’s count, is 32,168 words long, so he was averaging 670 

words a day, taking into account the week between the first of December and 26 January 

that he says he lost to an accident that put him in bed, probably with a swollen foot, 

injured when he dropped a heavy box on it; most likely, he wasn’t writing between 20 

December and 1 January. This average of 670 words a day (not even three-quarters of 

what he sometimes insisted he achieved, that is, a 1000 words a day) jibes with what he 

told Brett in his 21 November letter: “My hope,” he wrote, after he outlined his fair trade 

agreement of six books for $1800 in advances, “once I am on my feet [financially], is not 

to write prolifically, but to turn out one book, and a good book, a year. Even as it is, I am 

not a prolific writer. I write very slowly.”26 He used almost exactly the same language in 

a letter a few weeks later to his English publisher, H. Perry Robinson. He said that he was 

                                                                                                                                            
sales notebook, a record he kept of what he wrote and when he sent it out for 

publication.) And it is highly unlikely that London began The Call of the Wild, wrote 

some portion of “The Marriage of Lit-Lit,” completed Call, and then completed 

“Marriage.” That chronology runs counter to the progress of all his writing throughout his 

career.  

26 London, letter to Brett, 21 Nov. 1902, The Letters of Jack London, 1:320. In August 

1903, he told an interviewer the same thing: “Mr. London composes slowly, turning out 

about four thousand words a week” (Fannie K. Hamilton, “Jack London: An Interview,” 

The Reader 2 [Aug. 1903]: 282).  



lucky to complete 4000 words a week, “working hard all week.” “I am not a fast writer,” 

he tells Robinson.27  

There is a slight defensive valence to these statements that render them ever so 

slightly fictional. He was sensitive to charges in the past that he had hurried through his 

writing, that he had overproduced. That is why in part he responded so positively to 

Brett’s insistence on slowing down, on extending the contract. With Robinson, because 

London had been telling him that Isbister and Company needs to get out all his books—

they were new in their relationship of American author and British publisher—and since 

he had a number of volumes completed, he was slightly nervous about Robinson’s 

reaction to the amount of London material he would be publishing in a short period of 

time. He wanted to reassure Robinson that this would be an exceptional period: “Once 

you have caught up,” he tells Robinson, “there will be no difficulty to stay caught up.”28 

He would work more slowly in the future. 

                                                
27 London, letter to H. Perry Robinson, 11 Dec. 1902, The Letters of Jack London, 1:328. 

In this same letter, he told Robinson the same lie he told Brett: “My [upcoming] novels . . 

. will not be situated in the Klondike. 

28 Ibid. Watson misreads a statement London made to Brett in March 1903. In response to 

Brett’s desire for all rights to the book, he says, “The whole history of this story has been 

very rapid,” meaning both the composition and sale of rights, especially the latter since 

the Post took it immediately. Watson takes it to mean that “the composition of the story” 

was quick. He also pegs the start date at “mid-November.” See Watson, The Novels of 

Jack London, p. 34. 



Still, the word count numbers do add up, and even though London had a self-

interested reason to characterize himself as a slow writer, it just happened to be true as he 

worked on The Call of the Wild. In contrast, in September of the next year, 1904, he 

completed The Game in approximately ten days. It is nearly half the length of The Call of 

the Wild, yet it took him a fifth of the time to write it.  

London told a fictitious story of the writing of The Call of the Wild twice, once to 

Brett and then, several days later, to Anna Strunsky Walling, and this story continued the 

pattern of his general silence and dishonesty about its composition. To Brett, he wrote, 

“the whole history of this story has been very rapid.” It’s as if he is apologizing for 

something, something that in fact Brett or for that matter Strunsky would have a difficult 

time seeing as wrong. “On my return from England I sat down to write it [Call] into a 

4000 word yarn, but it got away from me & I was forced to expand it to its present 

length.” To Anna, he wrote three days later, “I started it as a companion to my other dog 

story `Batard,’ which you may remember; but it got away from me, & Instead of 4000 

words it ran 32000 before I could call I halt.” As a side note, it may be a coincidence that 

he used the same number—4000—to Brett and Strunsky to describe the length of the 

story and to Robinson to define how much he was able to write in a week, but it does 

seem likely that it serves as a kind of fictional replacement—not exactly a lie—for the 

truth. I believe the technical philosophical term is bullshit, an artful deception short of 

lying.29 Or we might describe it as a kind of creation myth. Either way, the bullshit story 

functioned for him in the same way as his silences about the novel. Just on the basis of 

word counts, we can see that this story is untrue. 

                                                
29 See Harry G. Frankfurt, On Bullshit (Princeton, N.J., 2005). 



 He was working without a synopsis; the only note that survives is an old list of 

dog names.30 By the third day, after two thousand words, he intentionally had not gotten 

to the turn, that moment in the action of a short story that takes the reader directly to the 

end of the story.  And this third day was crucial, for on 3 December he received a 

telegraph from Brett saying that he wanted to sign London to a two-year contract, and on 

that same day Brett sent him the letter encouraging him to aim for a “permanent place” in 

American literature. By 6 December he had reached the 4000-word mark, approximately 

the end of chapter one. Nothing in the first chapter indicates a shift in genre. From the 

very first, he knew he was not writing a short story.31 

 If we look for a moment at the length of London’s short stories, we can get a 

better idea of his composition process for short stories. Up to this point in his career, by 

far the longest story is “An Odyssey of the North,” written originally in 12,500 words; 

when the Atlantic Monthly asked him to cut it by 3000, not only did he (almost) comply 

                                                
30 “The only reason I named him Buck was that years before I had filed away among my 

notes as appropriate dog names, `Buck & Bright.’ I had thought of using them some time 

on a pair of dogs. But when I looked over my list of dog-names for a good one for my 

hero, I chose Buck—I guess because it was stronger than Bright” (London, letter to Merle 

Maddern, 28 Aug. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:381). 

31 E. L. Doctorow unwittingly supports this observation. Describing The Call of the Wild, 

he writes, “It is a novella in length and linearity, but a novel in feverish intention.” Later 

he again highlights the work’s “consistent narrative advance” (E. L. Doctorow, 

introduction to London (1990), The Call of the Wild (New York: Random House, Inc., 

1998), xi, xii. 



(in came in around 10,000) he decided not to write stories so long. His next longest is 

“Wit of Porportuk” at 9728 words, and “Finis” is 9465, but there are no others above 

9000. There are a number of stories in the 8000-word range, like “Love of Life” and “The 

Sun-Dog Trail.” Both are in the collection entitled Love of Life, and the average length of 

story there is 6215 words. The average for Moon-Face is similar. The Children of the 

Frost’s average is much lower—4700 words—and his second collection, The God of His 

Fathers, as originally conceived, averages exactly the same, 4700. And London’s original 

table of contents for The Faith of Men, which he was writing on either side of Call, so to 

speak, is slightly higher than Love of Life: 6356. So, by the time that London’s talent for 

writing short stories matured with experience, his stories ran on average around 5500 

words. Thus, again, by the first week of December in 1902 he knew he was writing 

something more than a short story and that he was probably testing himself against 

Brett’s expectations. 

He may also have been reticent with Brett because he was so unfamiliar with the 

process of writing a novel. Just as he couldn’t tell Brett what exactly he was writing, so 

he didn’t really know himself. Again, we have to always remember that The Call of the 

Wild wasn’t simply his second Northland novel. It was only the second novel he had ever 

attempted, and, given that his first was a disaster of sorts, he was in fact starting over; he 

had told Brett in the 21 November letter that he was starting over “on the publishing 

side,” but he was also starting over as a novelist. In other words, he had only a vague idea 

about what form he was writing in and how to do it.  He was caught in between. He had 

told Brett  that he was going to write short stories for the unfinished collections and a 



novel that would be something called The Flight of the Duchess.32 He turned away from 

those ideas and deliberately undertook the writing of The Call of the Wild. He hoped that 

he had discovered its true form before he wrote the first sentence. But he was too 

                                                
32 The Flight of the Duchess is a bit of a puzzle; too little material survives to tell us what 

exactly London had in mind, indicating that he wasn’t as far along as he led Brett to 

believe, and, further, the material that survives is somewhat contradictory. On the one 

hand, he told Brett that “it will be in the Here and Now, and though situated in California, 

it will not be peculiarly local but will be really a world-story which might take place 

anywhere in the civilized world. It will end happily.” (318) (It’s worth noting that Vachel 

Lindsay ten years later was circulating his “The Gospel of Beauty” that called for “The 

New Localism,” which is “the Things most worth while are one’s own hearth and 

neighborhood, we should make our own home and neighborhood the most democratic, 

the most beautiful and the holiest in the world.” London would have disagreed in 1903 

and did not change his opinion.) On the other hand, the only surviving note reminds 

himself to “see Justin McCarthy’s `History of Our Own Times,’ for political and 

parliamentary data,” but he marked nothing in it. See Hamilton, “The Tools of My 

Trade,” 199, and Justin McCarthy, History of Our Own Times, Hamilton believes that 

what I take to be a stray pencil mark is an intentional marginal marking next to a mention 

of William the Conqueror. He collected two one-column magazine articles about jewels, 

inheritances, and English royalty. It seems the story would have been influenced by his 

time recently spent in England. The title may have come from Robert Browning’s poem 

by the same name. See London, letter to Anna Strunsky, 31 July 1900, Letters, 1:198, for 

his query to her about meeting to read the poem together. 



inexperienced to have much confidence. Partly to protect this writing process he turned it 

into something that it was not. 

So, not only did he tell Brett (and Strunsky) that he had started out writing a short 

story (that is to say, not-a-novel), but he also told Brett much earlier, and twice in the 

same letter, on 11 December, that he was working on a short story when he was in fact 

writing The Call of the Wild. Having signed the new contract, he mailed it back to Brett 

with a progress report on the work he had promised to get done by the end of 1903: 

“Collection of Klondike Stories—I have already brought the 33000 words written up to 

43000 words.” And then for his conclusion to the letter, he wrote, “I have several 

thousand words to do to finish this Klondike short story I am now at work upon. Then I 

shall put my undivided thought upon The Flight of the Duchess and other motifs for 

novels till I have made my choice.”33  Actually, by 11 December, he would be 7300 

                                                
33 London, letter to Brett, 11 Dec. 1902, The Letters of Jack London, 1:326. The editors 

of the letters footnote this reference to a short story, saying, “`The Marriage of Lit-Lit.’ 

This story was sent to the Atlantic on February 2, 1903.” Because London finished Call 

on 26 January, he had plenty of time to write “The Marriage of Lit-Lit” in the final days 

of January and the first days of February. Although the editors’ claim would support my 

own—that Call did not begin as a short story—I have to conclude that London’s 

mischaracterization of Call as a short story is partly defensive, partly self-preservation.  

 It is also interesting to track London’s engagement with The Flight of the Duchess  

in parallel to his progress with Call of the Wild. In the third week of November, he is 

certain that he will be writing Duchess in the near future as long as Brett agrees to his 

proposed contract. In three weeks, after progressing well into Call, he had put Duchess 



words along on Call; London wasn’t above rounding up. And it is simply impossible to 

imagine that he was intending to write another ten thousand-word short story like “An 

Odyssey of the North.” It is only slightly less imaginable to think that he would lie to his 

publisher about the genre in which he was writing, especially as he was telling him that 

once he finished the “short story” he would devote his time to plotting out his new novel.   

But dissemble he did, though I do not think he was trying to trick Brett or cover 

up an activity that Brett would have found objectionable. In fact, after his 11 December 

letter about writing a short story, he simply stops telling Brett anything about his current 

work. By 30 December, when he tells Brett that he hears Brett will be coming west, he 

has almost twenty thousand words done. He then sustains an injury, which consigned him 

to bed for at least a week. However, a little over three weeks later, on 26 January, he had 

completed his novel.  

When he heard that Brett was coming, he was as usual excited at the prospect of 

showing off the Piedmont bungalow. “I can promise that you will be amply repaid by the 

view, than which there is none better in the world.” At this point, he almost let the dog 

off the chain. When Brett arrived at the bohemian bungalow formerly resplendent in 

California poppies, now decimated by winter and the people of the Oakland abyss whom 

he had excoriated in his essay “The Golden Poppy,” London wanted to tell him about the 

new novel, but, again, he kept quiet, another silence instead of the little white lie that he 

was working on a short story, not a novel. “I was working on it when you came to see me 

in January,” he wrote to Brett when he finally told him the truth. “At the time I had made 

                                                                                                                                            
into his mental pile of possible though not probable writing projects. After that date, he 

never mentioned the title or story idea again. 



up my mind to let you carry the uncompleted duplicate away with you; but somehow the 

conversation did not lead up to it & I became diffident.”34 It is an excuse with a content 

that could not be spoken. He could not bring himself to tell either Brett or Strunsky that 

his confidence in his own ability to write a novel was so low that he had lied or kept 

silent about it. He was not as confident as Brett (or probably as Strunsky) that he was so 

great a writer that he would always be included in the canon. Now that the novel was 

done, it was too late to tell the truth, and thus the creation myth and insistence on being 

“diffident.” 

But his diffidence was also motivated by a professional concern, his contractual 

status with Brett. When he tells Brett about Call after he had finished it, he also says, 

“This story I had begun . . . before my contract with you was signed.”35 First, this means 

that London wrote his novel on spec, just as he had with The Kempton-Wace Letters. He 

undertook it without the least concern for its earning power. This would be a writing 

project begun without outside interference, without a contractual obligation interfering 

with its genesis and development. It would be entirely personal. One might even call it a 

private affair, something between the author and his resident ghostly imagination. Small 

wonder, then, as we shall see, that the novel can be read as a narrative about just such a 

private interior conversation. 

Second, London wanted to make sure that Brett understood that he was under no 

contractual obligation to Brett for a story written before their written agreement took 

affect. In business terms, it seems almost petty for London to make this point, especially 

                                                
34 London, letter to Brett, 10 Mar. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:351. 

35 London, letter to Brett, 12 Feb. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:342. 



since he then gives with one hand what the other hand seems to withhold: “and of course 

I shall want you to bring it out some day if it should prove available,” those final words 

being almost sarcastic in tone; how many editors for the last ten years had told him that 

his stories had proved “unavailable,” a euphemism for flat-out rejected. He tells Brett that 

the Saturday Evening Post had just accepted the story for serialization and that he 

expected to receive enough money to pay off debts and go on a trip through the South 

Seas. So he must have felt confident in the story’s value. But, still, sarcasm and a lack of 

confidence can be companions, and his bragging rights to the story’s acceptance by the 

Post also contains a hint of aggressive defensiveness. No amount of cheerleading from 

his new American publisher could diffuse this defensive posture. Years of rejection made 

guaranteed acceptance of anything by anybody a mere fantasy, and this would continue to 

be true until the end of his career. To counterbalance the vagaries of publishing, even 

when it came to Brett and the new contract, as almost an act of revenge for his past 

treatment by tens and tens of editors—a motivation that would last long enough in the 

year to prompt him in part to write a new series of essays on writing—and as an act to 

defend himself, he remained circumspect until the last moment. Surprise! he in effect 

says to Brett. I have what looks like a very successful new novel! “It is an animal story, 

utterly different in subject & treatment from the rest of the animal stories which have 

been so successful.”36 Even though, a mere three weeks previous, London had told Brett, 

“concerning the first novel I write, I have made up my mind that it shall be a sea story”;37 

even though, at that moment, 20 January 1903, he was one week away from completing 

                                                
36 Ibid., pp. 342-43. 

37 London, letter to Brett, 20 Jan. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 1:337. 



Call, he still could not tell Brett the true nature of things until the last possible moment. 

Out of a complex of revenge, defensiveness, pride, and a willingness to please his new 

publisher—coupled with the insecurities generated by attempting to write a better novel 

than A Daughter of the Snows, a novel that would earn him “a permanent place” in 

American literature—London pitches his new story to Brett. The irony is of course that 

Brett, so confident in his young new author, was happy to publish whatever London 

wrote, though London, at this early stage either could not or would not believe it. Brett 

must have felt that he still had a ways to go before he could domesticate this wild new 

western author of his. 

London told Strunsky that The Call of the Wild began as a “companion” to 

“Batard,” and later we will hear London say that he conceived White Fang as a 

“companion” to The Call of the Wild.38 Yet, that fraternal relationship between the two 

novels is based largely on the fact that they are of the same genre, the same species. The 

Call of the Wild’s relationship to “Batard” or to any previously written short story is 

tenuous at best, even if we ignore the evidence of the word count. It isn’t a portrait of an 

angelic mongrel-human relationship in counterpoint to that between Batard and Black 

Leclere. It is a portrait of the adult life of Buck, whose human ownership seems 

incidental when compared to that of Batard’s. As I have argued, from the beginning it has 

all the hallmarks of novelistic writing. There is no compression in the scales of time and 

space in the first several paragraphs, as the form of a short story would dictate. Instead, it 

is a leisurely beginning, filled with details about Buck’s life on the Santa Clara Valley 

ranch. The first chapter only takes us as far as the docking of the Narwhal off Dyea 

                                                
38 See Franklin Walker, Jack London and the Klondike, pp. 226-27. 



Beach, and we are already three thousand words into the story. The moment of congruity 

with “Batard” comes rather late, thirty-one paragraphs into the story. That is, this 

supposed short story companion begins long before “Batard” begins. Batard was a 

“devil” from the very first sentence, though London says “with a proper master Batard 

might have made an ordinary, fairly efficient sled-dog. He never got the chance.”39 

Here’s the possible prompt from the earlier story for the plot of The Call of the Wild. 

Let’s take a devil-dog and make him into a decent, domesticated dog. But London 

doesn’t start where “Batard” starts, something he would have done if he had intended to 

write a “companion” short story. He starts with Buck as a law-abiding, family animal 

who is turned into a “a red-eyed devil.” And as he adjusts to his harsher existence Buck 

doesn’t become what “Batard” never had a chance to become. London realized that it was 

too late, too unrealistic, for that kind of transformation to occur.  

Buck, instead, “remembered back to the youth of the breed, to the time the wild 

dogs ranged in packs through the primeval forest. . . .  The ancient song surged through 

him and he came into his own again.” It is here, at the end of chapter 2, that what might 

have been a short story comes almost to a completion, completing a full circle: “he came 

into his own again . . . 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.” But, rather than a circle, a fully coherent, compressed 

story, Call, as London must have known from the very beginning, begins as a novelistic 

spiral, looping back towards itself, through that repetition of the phrase “men had found a 

                                                
39 London, “Batard,” The Complete Short Stories of Jack London, ed. Labor, Leitz, and 

Shepard, 3 vols. (Stanford, Calif., 1993), 1:730. 



yellow metal” (which appears in the second sentence of the entire novel), and then carries 

us forward and outward and beyond. In terms of structure, this is what London meant 

when he said the story got away from him. Unfamiliar with the actual writing of a novel, 

he got to a point that was familiar—for it seemed like the end of a short story—but then 

had to trust his writerly instincts to continue forward into the unknown space of the 

novelistic form that he had set up from the beginning.     

All these protestations, dissimulations, and silences—that he was writing just 

another short story that happened to have expanded beyond the bounds of the genre; that 

he couldn’t tell Brett about his new work because he became “diffident”—work as a 

mask for a possible failure of yet another attempt at a novel. They speak to his insecurity 

as a novel writer, an author eager to return to a more demanding genre, something that 

would take him away from formulaic fiction if only because he had just a slight inkling of 

how to proceed. They speak as well to his bewilderment at ever fulfilling the highest 

expectations of his publisher.  

 

The Call of the Spirit 

 What’s so strikingly different between London’s first and second novels—

between Daughter of the Snows and The Call of the Wild—is their form. The first is 

radically and unintentionally fragmented, disjointed, and amateurish. The second is 

beautifully unified in an Aristotelian sense. There is one action or arc—the gradual 

wilding of Buck—and very little in terms of subplot to distract us from that action. We 

may recall what London told his friend Charles Warren Stoddard about why he liked 



“The Son of the Wolf”: it had “unity and sustained effort.”40 London took the singleness 

of purpose that characterizes a good short story and applied it to the novel form. If 

nothing else, he achieved in The Call of the Wild a purity of form that he had failed to 

achieve in his first novel.  

 Another striking feature of the novel is its apparent lack of source material.41 

There is very little preliminary documentary material culled from reference works that 

can be traced to the writing of The Call of the Wild.  Franklin Walker (and Charles 

Watson after him) note that London drew on Egerton R. Young’s My Dogs in the 

                                                
40 London, letter to Charles Warren Stoddard, Letters, 1:195. But its perfection of form 

wasn’t enough for him to like it best of all the stories in The Son of the Wolf; that honor 

lay with “Odyssey of the North,” the middle of three drafts of the hunt for gold and the 

source of London’s inspiration. The other two are “The Devil’s Dice Box” and The Call 

of the Wild. See below for the discussion of these three together. 

41 I don’t mean to deny the importance of first-hand experience as a source for The Call 

of the Wild. So, again, Franklin Walker’s Jack London and the Klondike is the go-to 

source: Buck is based partly on Louis Bond’s dog, and other dogs provided some amount 

of detail. But that’s all that Walker could find, though he might have found more if Irving 

Shepard, the head of the London estate when Walker was working, had not interfered. 

Walker had been granted exclusive access to the London archive to write a full-length 

biography, but Shepard’s insistence that he not write the truth about London’s birth and 

death and his subsequent demands for money made the project untenable. Walker scaled 

his project back, and so he covered only the Klondike material. See the letters between 

Walker and Shepard.  



Northland, but what he garnered from Young was “merely `available data in a technical 

field,’ which `had little effect on plot, less on theme, and none at all on overtones and 

allegory.’”42 As far as can be told, no book, pamphlet, or clipping survives that would 

show London’s sources for the novel.43 

                                                
42 Charles Watson, The Novels of Jack London: A Reappraisal (University of Wisconsin 

Press: Madison, 1983), pp. 35-36. Dyer surmises that London first heard of this book 

when it was reviewed in The New York Times Saturday Review of Books and Art, 6 

December 1902, an issue that included not only a review of A Daughter of the Snows but 

the letter from William Dall critiquing Children of the Frost (which I discuss in volume 

1, chapter 10); Daniel Dyer, notes, in London, The Call of the Wild with an Illustrated 

Reader’s Companion, ed. Dyer (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995), p. 230.  

p. xxvi. It seems highly likely given that Egerton’s book was published in September 

1902 and London didn’t return from England until October. His copy of the book has an 

Oakland bookseller’s stamp in it, but even if he had been able to buy it days after he had 

read the review, he would still have been well into his novel.  

For some odd reason, Hamilton, who is reliable, in seeming self-contradiction 

cites London’s copy of John Charles Frémont’s Memoirs of My Life and its mention of 

wild dogs: “London marked the passage, and abandoned `The Flight of the Duchess’ for 

a new book: The Call of the Wild”; further, he says, “this book provided London with the 

probable impetus for The Call of the Wild.” (Hamilton, pp. 19, 127). The contradiction 

stems from guessing at London’s motivation to read Frémont: was he reading it for The 

Flight of the Duchess or for The Call of the Wild? Hamilton seems to be suggesting the 

former, and then London was prompted by the dog passage to turn to a Klondike novel. 



                                                                                                                                            
But The Flight of the Duchess seems to not have anything to do with the American West; 

see above, note 32. The three-line marked passage in Memoirs of My Life reads: “Scores 

of wild-looking dogs followed [some Cheyennes who were crossing the Platte River], 

looking like troops of wolves, and having, in fact, but very little of the dog in their 

composition. Some of them remained with us, and I checked one of the men, whom I 

found aiming at one, which he was about to kill for a wolf” (p. 98). I’m afraid Hamilton 

theorizes a highly unlikely and simplistic version of London’s composition process. One 

might think, to conclude this rather luxurious tramp through London’s library, that 

Tappan Adney, The Klondike Stampede of 1897-1898 (Harper and Bros.: New York, 

1900) provided London with the “impetus” for Call. After all he used it for A Daughter 

of the Snows, Burning Daylight, and perhaps other, shorter works. But, no, there is no 

overlap between Adney’s history and London’s story. 

43 If we think of sources in a different, more general way, we might look to William 

Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood,” 

which London quotes in The Star Rover (1913) and which an early reviewer used as a 

way to discuss race immortality in The Call of the Wild:  

In the way of fiction the most notable book of the week is Jack London’s “The 

Call of the Wild” . . . . Wordsworth names his greatest ode “Intimations of 

Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood.” Leslie Stephens, 

commenting on this ode, suggests that the immortality so intimated is quite a 

different sort of immortality from the more or less pantheistic doctrine of 

Wordsworth. It is not, he urges, the immortality of the individual, but of the race 

that is indicated in these youthful recollections. Each individual brain is a sort of a 



 One might reasonably think that a newspaper article (or two) triggered this new 

Klondike story, and, given the very first sentence of the novel, the intertwining of 

newspaper writing and fiction writing is indeed complicated. In volume 1, I explored 

                                                                                                                                            
palimpsest whereon is written in dimmer and dimmer characters as you reach 

further and further into the past the experiences of his ancestors reanging all the 

way back to the primordial germ. Thus, Tyndall explains, our joy in the presence 

of mountain scenery is a reminiscence of the exultation with which our savage 

ancestors welcomed the security of high and untroddenfastnesses and thus at 

recurrent intervals in our lives, we have a strange feeling that things present are 

merely things re-enacted, and that we have already, in ages gone, passed through 

this or that experience. It is on this thesis that Mr. William Babcock has written a 

novel full of subtle charm, entitled “Claiborne’s Memory” (H. T. Coates 

Company). Claiborne is a memory inherited from an ancestor amid the clash and 

vim of the civil war. It is the same thesis which is touched upon in Jack London’s 

last story “The Call of the Wild.” . . . . The hero is a dog who mingles more or 

less human emotions with his animal nature. Among those emotions is his 

subconsciousness of inherited memory. [undated, no publication indicated 

newspaper clipping, Jack London Scrapbooks, vol. 4, reel 2, HEH]  

London wrote at the bottom: “How delightfully and ponderously English this is!” 

Whether the poem functioned as a prompt or guide for London is untraceable, but what is 

interesting in the blurb is the reviewer’s attempt to place the subconscious, memory, 

racial memory, and emotions within a structure of the biological entity called the brain. It 

is process that London was deeply engaged with as well.   



various ways London as a newspaper reader and London as a fiction writer intersected. 

As a preliminary to a further discussion of newspaper writing and reading and The Call of 

the Wild, let me add one further piece of evidence from London’s working notes for 

fiction writing from his first general period of authorship. He had set aside a page in his 

first Sales Notebook by labeling it “Problem Tales.”44 It was meant to be a list of stories 

for a collection. One of the problem tales he contemplated would be based on a 

newspaper article he clipped and fastened to a typed sheet of notes for the story. The 

newspaper article was a six-paragraph statement from a Doctor O’Brien who, upon being 

asked his opinion on the awful recent story of a man who faced the choice of saving 

either his wife or child from drowning, stated that a gender difference was in operation. It 

was “natural” for a man to save his wife, but “natural for a woman in the same situation 

to save her child.” London wrote, “Problem Tale. But first must be dwelt upon the child; 

how they looked to it, cared for it, centered in it, etc. etc. Make the child’s personality felt 

distinctly.” He didn’t necessarily disagree with the quack’s opinion. He just saw that as 

fiction the problem would be fascinating if read with deep sympathy for the person not 

saved. This is classic London: emotional identification with the poor, the downtrodden, 

the forgotten, the unsaved coupled with an intellectual explanation for the actions of 

those in power, whether they be capitalists or simply the patriarchical figures of a family.  

The point however is how London incorporated newspaper articles into the 

process of writing fiction. First, he read newspapers. Not all his stories, of course, began 

with an idea culled from the daily press. But many did, and this process of blending 

newspaper reading and fiction writing adds a new dimension to London’s understanding 

                                                
44 USU Magazine Sales No. 1. 



of himself as an author. Later in his career, when he justified an apparent act of 

plagiarism, he insisted on the centrality of his combination of prose reading and fiction 

writing.  

We have seen the continuity of genre and form between The People of the Abyss 

and London’s newspaper writing; the amount of material London gathered from the 

British press deeply informs that work, and it was natural then that the first piece of 

writing he did when he came back from Europe was a bit of newspaper reporting that 

connected thematically to the book he had just completed. But the links among 

investigative journalism/essay writing, straight reporting, his famous Klondike novella, 

and newspaper reading may not be readily apparent. First, consider a brief scene from the 

1940 movie His Girl Friday. Cary Grant, the editor of the newspaper, and Ernest Truex, 

the reporter, discuss how the latter will cover the escaped convict, Earl Williams, and his 

story. Grant wants him to tell it from the point of view of the prisoner, cowering, trapped, 

like a trapped animal. “Jack London style?” asks the reporter. “You got it,” says Cary 

Grant. Every animal has a story to tell. And for Ben Hecht and Howard Hawkes Buck 

started it all.45  

                                                
45 In Martin Eden (1909), London shows us Eden, an author / sailor in Clubland for the 

first time: “`The wide rooms seemed to narrow for his rolling gait,’ and `in his eyes there 

was an expression such as wild animals betray when they fear the trap.’” (quoted in Gina 

M. Rossetti, Imagining the Primitive in Naturalist and Modernist Literature (Columbia: 

University of Missouri Press, 2006), pp. 77-89. Gina Rossetti says that Martin Eden’s 

likeness to a trapped animal helps mark him as a “primitive,” the projection of 

contemporary fears and anxieties about the new waves of immigrants and other 



But Buck himself is not interested in the newspapers, as the very first sentence of 

The Call of the Wild indicates: “Buck did not read the newspapers.”46 And the 

significance of this sentence grows with repetition. London repeats it five paragraphs 

later, probably on the second day of composition. For the reader of The Call of the Wild 

in 1903, Buck, at least according the novel’s first sentence, would be a man who read 

novels, not newspapers. And as a reader of novels, he did not head the call of the 

newsboy: “Extra, extra.” He followed the more exalted call of the wild, that which tended 

toward the eternal (not the daily disposable), the “primitive” (not the “fugitive”), which is 

where the first chapter’s title points: “Into the Primitive.” If he had read the newspapers, 

Buck would not have missed the “key” to his own story, the first quatrain of John 

O’Hara’s “Atavism,” the epigraph to The Call of the Wild. In London’s first letter to 

O’Hara, he wrote, “I ran across those lines . . . in a detached fragment.... Of all the poetry 

I know, there were no four lines . . . as appropriate for the key to The Call of the Wild”: 

“Old longings nomadic leap,/Chafing at custom’s chain;/Again from its brumal 

                                                                                                                                            
challenges to mainstream American social order. Eden becomes an author in order to 

shed his primitive status, according to Rossetti, but such a reading misses how London 

defined the imagination as something elemental, akin to the primitive, something that he 

can never shed. If he did, he wouldn’t be an author. In fact, one would never guess that 

Martin Eden becomes a writer in Rossetti’s reading of the novel; rather, she sees him as a 

Horatio Alger-like businessman whose product happens to be books. The divide between 

the primitive and the civilized is not as cut and dried as she wants it to be for London, but 

it is for Henry David Thoreau, a topic for a later chapter. 

46 See chapter 15 for a discussion of a similar moment in White Fang. 



sleep/Wakens the ferine strain.” Later, London wrote that he had “found your lines in the 

sea of fugitive newspaper verse.”47 Buck may not have read newspapers and their 

emphemeral verse and prose, but, by implication, he read short stories and then switched 

to novels. Or, perhaps, the emphasis should fall, not on newspapers, but on read. He 

doesn’t read the newspapers, he just . . ., what? Writes for the newspapers? Writes 

novels? Poetry? Short stories? Inspires novels? Poetry? Short stories? After all, if he 

wrote for newspapers he would certainly read them as well. So we have someone in 

either case who has left the quotidian for the permanent. And we have someone who is 

deeply involved in the written word. Either he read it, wrote it, or inspired it, or some 

combination of the three. London would not have specified what Buck did not read if he 

were disinclined to read and write in a serious way.  

 And, moving more deeply into the sentence, we see that when London says Buck 

does not read newspapers that effectively eliminates him as an author in the way that 

London understood authorship. Buck could not be a writer because he was not out there, 

amongst the daily lives of peoples, reading about their problems and the ethical choices 

they were forced to make even in the most mundane of lives.  

Oh, but wait. Buck is a dog. He doesn’t read or write anything at all.  

 This species confusion throws us deeper into questions of authorship and, 

especially, of audience than if we were just concerned with similarities between 

newspapers and novels. We have to return to the history of the novel’s composition and 

the question that that history begged to be raised. That is, if we accept the proposition that 

                                                
47 See Dyer, notes, in London, The Call of the Wild with an Illustrated Reader’s 

Companion, 99-102. 



London was not as confident as Brett and Strunsky in his literary abilities, then why 

wasn’t he? What was the source of his insecurity? I would argue that it is the very nature 

of his imagination that kept him off balance in his professional relationships.48 That is, 

because he conceived of his imagination as a ghost, a haunting presence that was both 

benign and destructive, both tame and savage, he had no choice but to wonder what he 

could possible achieve with such a capricious force inside him.49 

 At this mention of London’s ghostly imagination, it is well to remember a letter 

he wrote to Strunsky back in 1901. He was grasping at the ways he and Anna, so very 

                                                
48 Consider, in contrast, how Wordsworth conceived of his imagination:  

 that glorious faculty 

That higher minds bear with them as their own. 

This is the very spirit in which they deal 

With the whole compass of the universe: 

They from their native selves can send abroad 

Kindred mutations; for themselves create 

A like existence. [William Wordsworth, The Prelude.] 

London wouldn’t argue about the ability of poets and novelists to create new worlds 

based in their own interiorities, but he had grave doubts about how “glorious” that 

“spirit” might be.  

49 Jonathon Auerbach also focuses on the species confusion in the novel’s first line, but 

he reads it as a joke. He also places the emphasis on “read” as if the sentence were a 

commentary on subjectivity. It is, but on strictly authorial subjectivity, London’s to be 

exact.  



different, were actually the same. His ulterior motive was to sleep with her—natch!—but 

something inchoately philosophical was at work as well: “The one gleam of sanity 

through it all is that we are both large temperamentally, large enough to often understand. 

True, we often understand but in vague glimmering ways, by dim perceptions, like 

ghosts, which, while we doubt, haunt us with their truths.”50 What a marvelous statement! 

The word ghosts works in two ways. First, we would not be amiss in thinking that ghosts 

refers to us. We are ghosts who “understand in vague glimmering ways.” As we sort out 

how London knows how ghosts think, we finish the sentence and realize that, no, ghosts 

refers to perceptions. Perceptions are like ghosts that “haunt us with their truths.” Finally, 

we step back and see the sentence as a whole. Ghosts refers to both we and perceptions. 

We are ghosts in ghostland, and we are humans with the ghosts of perceptions inside us, 

perpetually haunting us. When we see in chapter 15 during the discussion of “Planchette” 

how London’s developing understanding linked writing, the imagination, ghosts, 

emotions, and the early twentieth-century psychological understanding of emotions, 

memory, and the structure of the mind, we see how London could come to the conclusion 

that ghostly perceptions and the ghostly imagination could be one and the same. The 

faculty of the mind that perceives and the faculty of the mind that imagines are one and 

the same. 

 Buck, as all critics point out, becomes undomesticated. But what exactly does this 

mean, apart from the obvious biological and evolutionary thematics present in the novel? 

He is detached from the routine of daily life that the newspaper both instantiates and 

symbolizes. Not only has he escaped from the quotidian life that newspapers document, 

                                                
50 London, letter to Strunsky, 3 Apr. 1901, Letters, 1:244. 



he has escaped the economics of daily life as well. Buck is an escapee from economics. 

That’s what truly marks the unconscious, the muse, the imagination. It lives in an a-

economic world. And that is Buck’s trajectory, from work to no work. He goes from 

bourgeois ranch overseer (a “king,” the narrator calls him, twice) to a work beast (like 

those in the abyss) with a flash of divinity to a no-work beast composed of all divinity, 

wild in nature.51 Without the call of the newsboy in his ears, he can hear this other call, a 

call that he hears and then gives voice to. Buck is not only the subject of the novel but 

also its object. London told an early reader of the novel, his wife’s niece, that Buck 

“could sing only the song of the wild, not the call of the wild. There is a distinction. The 

song of the wild was the call to him, but he could not very well sing his own call.”52 No, 

                                                
51 White Fang is called a king as well when he is well established on the Southland ranch. 

See chapter 15 for a possible connection between this epithet and the convict Joe King 

whom London tried to help on and off from 1905 to 1915.  

52 London, letter to Merle Maddern, 28 Aug. 1903, The Letters of Jack London, 28 Aug. 

1903, 1:381. Actually, London does a poor job of explaining himself. If the song was the 

call, then where is the distinction? I think London means to say that if one writes a book, 

the book and the inspiration for the book are not the same. The author is called to write a 

book, but the book and the faculty that enables its production are not the same. I should 

stress, as Chuck Watson kindly pointed out to me, that the call for London is also the 

summons of his vocation. Like a priest, London is called (by the spirit) to be an author To 

refuse this call is to die either figuratively as a workbeast or literally as a suicide, as he 

said in 1898 that he would do if his mother had passed and he had not succeeded in 



but he would become it. The call calls him until he becomes the ghost that merges with 

the wild and becomes the subject that calls other objects, including the author within 

whom that call of the ghost resides. Buck not only hears the call of the wild, he not only 

voices the call, he becomes the call of the wild for the next chechaquo dog, and for the 

author named Jack London. The title of this novel might as well be The Imagination of 

the Author. 

Another way of looking at this conflation of object and subject comes at the 

beginning of chapter three, the title of which is “the dominant primordial beast.” At this 

point in the story, because Buck has gone full wild, we expect that the “beast” is Buck 

himself. He does in fact become that beast at the end of the novel. But the first sentence 

of chapter three is not “Buck is the beast” but rather “the dominant primordial beast was 

strong in Buck, and  . . . it grew and grew.” (p. 67). The beast within grows until it 

becomes congruent with its vehicle. Buck becomes the beast within. The beast within 

becomes Buck.  

 This phenomenology of the call makes an early appearance in previously 

published work by London. In one of his earliest essays “The Tramp” (1900), two 

subheads—“The Call of the `Road’” and “The Lash of the Master”—anticipate themes in 

Buck’s story.53 The road and the wild exert such a magnetic influence that they have their 

own, similar calls. In one story notebook, dating from 1898, under a heading of 

                                                                                                                                            
publishing his stories. Writing, as I intentionally say over and over, is a life-and-death 

affair. 

53 See London, “The Tramp,” Jack London on the Road, p. 134. I discuss this essay in 

chapter 1, footnote 100. 



“Malemute Kid Series,” JL typed a list of possible titles, including these three in a row: 

“The Call of the Northland  The Summons---finis  The Trump of doom.” A fourth title 

comes a little further down in the list: “When the Sun Dogs Give Tongue.”54 It is 

interesting that in 1898 or 1899 he had almost thought of his most famous title, but it is 

even more interesting that he was linking then, as he did when he wrote the novel, “call” 

and its synonyms “summons” and “trump” (short for trumpet) with catastrophe, “finis,” 

and “doom.” A little later in the notebook he writes,  

He who hears for the first time this wierd [this was a word he just could not learn 

to spell] song, like the plaint of tortured souls, hears the first secret of the 

Northland; and to him who has heard it often, it bears an ever varying tale of 

misery and death. Since first the Northland stirred with life, this knell has rung--to 

the pinch of famine, to the quick death midst jamming ice, to the roar of the 

avalanche, to the hunter beneath the bald-faced grizzly, to the frozen grave beside 

the river, and always to the pitiless White Silence [“which mocks” is crossed out] 

which never answers back. 

In “Husky,” he repeats this analysis: the howling of dogs is “a wail of lost and tortured 

souls.” Thus the Northland and wild equal doom, death, the end—in French and English. 

How interesting that the novel ends with the word “finis.” 

                                                
54 London, story notebook, JL 1004. Due to a brain fart, in volume 1 of this work I 

misdated this notebook; I discussed a draft of a December 1898 letter that London wrote 

in the notebook without connecting the date of the letter to the date of the notebook. Of 

course, he wrote in the notebook all through 1899 as well, but the earliest material is from 

1898. 



 The road’s call is similar, and in “The Road” London likens its call to the song 

that the mariners sing in Alfred Tennyson’s “The Lotos-eaters.” London’s American 

lotus eaters “swore and kept and oath:-- In the hollow lotus-land to live and lie reclined / 

On the hills like gods together, careless of mankind.”55 The lotus is to the hobo as gold is 

to the miner.  

 Interestingly, London focuses on the winter tramp, who chooses an urban life 

during winter. Tramps form a “floating population,” of course, wandering from job to 

job, food source to food source, pictured as if they were a herd of deer or a pack of wolf-

dogs. He becomes a beast if he stays in the slums. He becomes primordial, not because of 

some internal deficiency but because “society made him.” He just happens to be less 

talented, less efficient than workers. As London says, the standard of efficiency is 

relative. Buck may not be a hobo, but his time on the road leads him to the life of a 

prisoner and the brutality of subservient life, the life of a trapped animal.  

                                                
55 London, “The Road,” p. 73. From Tennyson: 

 

There is sweet music here that softer falls 

Than petals from blown roses on the grass, 

Or night-dews on still waters between walls 

Of shadowy granite, in a gleaming pass; 

Music that gentlier on the spirit lies, 

Than tir'd eyelids upon tir'd eyes; 

Music that brings sweet sleep down from the blissful skies. 



 Trapped, that is, until the penultimate chapter. As we saw in volume 1, there is 

another, bohemian dimension to the tramp, and here is where Buck walks side by side 

with the hobo / miner. When Buck wins the big bet pulling the sled for John Thorton, he 

doesn’t just endear himself to him, he also frees them both from the economic realm so 

that they can live the life fantastic that London describes in “The Tramp”: “he flings his 

challenge in the face of society, imposes a valorous boycott on all work, and joins the far-

wanderers of Hobo-land, the gypsy-folk of this latter day.” (“The Tramp,” p. 134). Buck 

and his cohort tramp to “a fabled lost mine” (p. 193): “To Buck it was boundless delight, 

this hunting, fishing, and indefinite wandering through strange places. For weeks at a 

time they would hold on steadily, day after day; and for weeks upon end they would 

camp, here and there, the dogs loafing and the men burning holes through frozen muck.” 

(p. 195). Addicted to the gold-drug, the men die, as many bohemians do from overdoses 

and other forms of excess, but Buck lives, transformed into the spirit of that free and easy 

life. 

 In London’s mind the world of the hobo—whether man or dog—is easily 

transposed to the world of the Arctic. Buck is the hobo / miner’s familiar, their totem, and 

they are sons of the wolf. It’s a sympathetic relationship whose highest attainment is the 

love between man and dog. But The Call of the Wild is about more than the love between 

species. It is about an identification between species, and now we see another dimension 

to the first sentence of the novel. London confuses his reader about the identity of Buck 



so that we can more easily bring together two disparate beings into focus as one, even if 

they don’t lose their individuality, as if using a stereoscope.56  

                                                
56 See Loren Glass, The Oxford Handbook of Jack London. I couldn’t agree more. The 

Call of the Wild is emphatically not allegorical. He had something much more modern in 

mind. In 1905, he was asked by a reporter “Have you not attempted [introduced?] into 

many of your books your Socialistic theories?” (The righthand side of the text of this 

newspaper article is cut off in London’s scrapbook.) “Not intentionally,”” London 

replied. “I suppose they crop out now and then [because they] are a part of me. I man has 

[to have?] a philosophy of life in order to [?] right and interpret and that [is?] to be 

expressed. For instance, I have been accused of making The Call of the Wild as allegory. 

[?] It may or may not be an allegory, that was not my intention [as?] I wrote it. I was 

simply [saying?] what I believed to be the [truth.?] the episode of which I was [?]” (“Jack 

London Interviewed,” 24 Dec. 1905, Boston Sunday Herald.) What’s modern about this 

statement is how London easily allows for intentionality—his own control over his text’s 

meaning—to be superceded by readerly interpretation. 

London himself either wanted it both ways or, more likely, wanted to encourage 

multiple readings and thus discussion and controversy. In the originary debate over the 

allegorical quality of the book, two newspaper reviewers—L. Clare Davis and Johannes 

Reimers—took opposites sides of the question in 1903. In a letter to the Stockton Evening 

Mail, London wrote,  

I have been greatly interested in the discussion in your columns over the “Call of 

the Wild.” In fact it has made me do some thinking , and I have reached the 

conclusion that both L. Clare Davis and Johannes Reimers are right. Mrs. Davis is 



 Besides relying on “The Tramp” and “The Road,” London drew directly on quite 

a bit of other previously published and unpublished material from his own archive that 

connects to the writing of The Call of the Wild. (Perhaps Buck read Jack London.) The 

connection is not merely of preview or foreshadowing. It is more substantial than that. In 

previously written stories and essays and in notebook trial runs for his new novel, 

                                                                                                                                            
certainly right when she says I wrote a straight dog story. That was all I intended 

to write—just the story of the experiences of a dog. But Mr. Reimers is right 

when he says the story contains, or is, a human allegory. I have been reading the 

story over and I find the allegory there. I plead guilty, but I was unconscious of it 

at the time. I did not mean to do it. But since my very good friend Johannes 

Reimers and many others are pleased, I am glad I did it. (London, letter to the 

editor of the Stockton Evening Mail, 21 Oct. 1903, Jack London Scrapbooks, vol. 

3, reel 3, HEH).  

This letter was selectively quoted by Joan London in Jack London and His Times; she 

used only the line about being “unconscious” and not his clear statement of intention. 

Since she didn’t cite a source for this quotation, it has been used as straightforward fact 

by subsequent biographers like Alex Kershaw to imply a lack of artistry or at an element 

of luck in London’s success. See Joan London, Jack London and His Times, 252. Labor 

quotes Joan approvingly (“his masterpiece was `a purely fortuitous piece of work, a lucky 

shot in the dark’”) and then couples it with the false assertion that London’s composing 

process was uncontrolled by conscious intention, creating an unflattering impression of 

the artist at work. Labor then backtracks somewhat by saying, “Unconscious or not, he 

knew he had produced something unusual” (Labor, Jack London, 171).  



London recognized phrases and themes that were eternal to his work, things he would 

never tire of representing. These are his rough drafts for the novel. 

 The most obvious is “Husky—The Wolf Dog of the North” (completed in January 

1900). I discussed this essay in detail in chapter 7, but here I can take the space to quote 

parallel passages to show how much London drew from his earlier work. Using his own 

essay as if it were a newspaper account of one moment in the life of Dawson, circa 

1898—a human document—London writes in Call,  

Matthewson’s sled, loaded with a thousand pounds of flour, had been standing for 

a couple of hours, and in the intense cold (it was sixty below zero) the runners had 

frozen fast to the hard-packed snow. . . . A quibble arose concerning the phrase 

`break out.’ . . . Matthewson insisted that the phrase included breaking the runners 

from the frozen grip of the snow. . . . The team of ten dogs was unhitched, and 

Buck, with his own harness, was put into the sled. . . . `Gee!’ Thorton’s voice rang 

out, sharp in the tense silence. Buck swung to the right, ending the movement in a 

plunge that took up the slack and with a sudden jerk arrested his one hundred and 

fifty pounds. . . . `Haw! Thorton commanded. Buck duplicated the manoeuvre, 

this time to the left. . . . The sled was broken out. . . . `Now, MUSH!’ Buck threw 

himself forward. . . . . His great chest was low to the ground, his head forward and 

down, while his feet were flying like mad, the claws scarring the hard-packed 

snow in parallel grooves. The sled swayed and trembled, half-started forward. . . . 

The jerks perceptibly diminished; as the sled gained momentum, he caught them 

up, till it was moving steadily along” (pp. 182-189). 

And his first draft reads, 



In the annals of the country may be found the history of one dog-driver who 

wagered a thousand dollars that his favorite husky could start a thousand pounds 

on a level trail. Now the steel runners of a stationary sled will quickly freeze to 

the surface, and but the terms of the bet he was even denied the privilege of 

breaking the runners loose. But it was stipulated that the dog was to have three 

trials. The whole camp staked its dust upon one side or the other of the issue, and 

on the day of the trial turned out en masse. The dog was hitched to the loaded 

sled, and everything made ready. “Gee!” the master commanded from a distance. 

The dog swung obediently to the right, shrewdly throwing his whole weight upon 

the traces. `Haw!’ The manoeuvre was duplicated to the left and the sled broken 

out. And then, `Mush on!’ (the vernacular for `get up!’). The dog whined softly, 

driving his claws into the frozen trail, calling every muscle into play, digging 

away like mad. And in anaswer to this tremendous exertion, the sled slowly got 

into motion and was dragged several lengths. (“The Husky,” p. 31).  

And at the end of the contest, as Thorton kneels beside Buck, “those who hurried up 

heard him cursing Buck, and he cursed him long and fervently, and softly and lovingly.” 

(pp. 188-89) And if we are attentive readers we would know that, according to Jack 

London in “The Husky,” “no man is a fit person to drive a team of huskies who cannot 

command the intensive adjectives and abjurations of at least two vernaculars, besides the 

one drunk in with his mother’s milk” (“The Husky,” p. 29). That is, if you haven’t a 

facility with language, then you don’t deserve the Muse. True, London exaggerates the 

length Buck pulls the sled, but it feels true. It is sincere.  



 “A Northland Miracle,” as I pointed out in chapter 8, features John Thorton, 

saved, not by a red-eyed monster dog named Buck, but by an “utterly bad” Bertram 

Cornell. This tale published for the Christmas season features Cornell’s self-sacrifice so 

that Thorton may live. It’s not a religious story, but it does run counter to London’s usual 

insistence that nothing good comes out of the North, and so Thorton dies in The Call of 

the Wild to correct London’s “mistake” in “A Northland Miracle.” On a somewhat larger 

scale he borrowed from “Where the Trail Forks.” A miner-author figure named Sigmund 

owns a shepherd named Shep; Buck’s mother, of course, is named Shep. Sigmund’s dog 

survives a Native American slaughter of Sigmund and his fellow miners at their camp; 

Buck, of course, survives the slaughter of his human companions by the Yeehats. Shep’s 

role in his story is to provide a coda to a tale of white-Native American encounter and 

misunderstanding. He, not the Native Americans, understands and thus mourns the dead 

miners, and as the final sentences of the story say, “the shepard dog crept back to the 

deserted camp, and all the night long and a day it wailed the dead. After that it 

disappeared, though the years were not many before the Indian hunters noted a change in 

the breed of timber wolves, and there were dashes of bright color and variegated 

markings such as no wolf bore before.” (“Where” Complete Stories, p. 522). London (or 

Buck) read that final paragraph and then wrote the fourth to last paragraph of Call: “The 

years were not many when the Yeehats noted a change in the breed of timber wolves; for 

some were seen with splashes of brown on head and muzzle, and with a rift of white 

centering down the chest.” (Call, p. 227). How startling to see London borrow so exactly 

from his previous work. We cannot condemn this practice as a lack of inspiration, a trait 



of an author at a loss for words. In fact, the case is quite the opposite. Author Jack 

London struggled to get this scene exactly right, and it took two tries to accomplish it.   

 But he most significantly borrows from his very first Klondike story, which is 

also a rough draft of sorts for “An Odyssey of the North.” In volume one, I highlighted 

the significance of the cabin at the bottom of the “pit of hell” where money, writing, and 

death unite. It is the wellspring of London’s imagination, a deep recess—an abyss—

where London, as he often said about his experience in the Northland, found himself. 

Back from overseas, ready to embark on his new fictional output—he hadn’t written 

fiction since July 1902, and he hadn’t written a Klondike story since May 1902—he 

returns to his “fabled lost mine, the history of which was as old as the history of the 

country” (CW, p. 193) at the start of this new period in his career. He needed his satanic 

refreshment, a reminder of the life-and-death stakes that writing entailed. The lost mine, 

so the miners believe, includes a cabin as well, and so far we feel as if we are back in the 

world of “The Devil’s Dice Box” and “An Odyssey of the North.” Again, there is a long 

and perilous search for the lost mine with its “nuggets that were unlike any known grade 

of gold in the Northland.” Mine, cabin, gold, mystery, a long journey, and death. All the 

elements are present, all except one, that is: writing. The miners never find the Lost 

Mine, but they find something like it, “a shallow placer,” a depression in the earth formed 

by a stream bed. Neither as deep nor as hellish as an abyss, the placer is rich enough to 

hold their attention. But it is not the real deal. These miners are not hobo-author figures. 

 In “An Odyssey of the North,” we remember that Naass is the faceless, wolf-

author-ghost who found imagination’s wellspring. Now, London goes deeper than 

portraying an author figure. He reaches for the story of the birth of his own creative 



imagination, the source of that facelessness, of the words that fight against the White 

Silence. And the story goes like this: Once upon a time there was a dog, an exceptional 

dog of great vitality and an elemental anger, a Red Wrath. His name was Buck. His 

vitality increased through the love of a man, for love is the most valuable of the feelings 

we have. But the man succumbed to a gold-addiction that led him to fight and die among 

Native Americans. The dog, his primordial anger taking over, killed those Native 

Americans. He escaped into the wild, never returning to civilization. He became the 

Ghost-Dog, haunting the Northland forever. 

 But he was a ghost even before he died, paradoxically enough, because he was 

comprised of “the shades of all manner of dogs, half-wolves and wild wolves, . . . 

dreaming with him and beyond him and becoming themselves the stuff of his dreams.” 

(p. 168).57 The conflation of dreamer and the dream reenacts a larger merging: “he was 

older than the days he had seen and the breaths he had drawn. He linked the past with the 

present, and the eternity behind him throbbed through him in a mighty rhythm.” (p. 168). 

The past—all past time, “eternity” backwards—melds with the present in this figure for 

the imagination, meaning that the author who can harness him and make him deliver the 

mail (writing) has access to any story.  

                                                
57 Jacqueline Tavernier-Courbin tries, ironically, to domesticate the wild Buck, saying, 

among other things, that “the reader identifies with [Buck] easily and dreams through him 

of a world that is more beautiful, more just, and more exhilarating.” Nothing could be 

further from the truth. The dreams Buck has are not of the future but, as we have seen, of 

a violent prehistorical world where he feels perfectly at home (Jacqueline Tavernier-

Courbin, “A Romantic Novel,” Jack London Journal 1 (1994): 230).  



 The past, “eternity,” turns out to be crucial for the formation of the creative 

imagination. When Buck dreams by the fire while helping to carry mail (dogs dream like 

men and see moving pictures in their dreams just as men do, something we will discover 

in Before Adam), he sees “the hairy man,” an early hominid who both walks and swings 

in trees. Pp. 112-13  “Far more potent [than memories of the immediate past of his life in 

California] were the memories of his heredity that gave things he had never seen before a 

seeming familiarity; the instincts (which were but the memories of his ancestors become 

habits) which had lapsed in later days, and still later, in him, quickened and become alive 

again.” Half-way through the novel, we have Buck beginning to access the eternal, the 

time-space from where and when the call of the wild comes. The rest of the novel is a 

steady movement toward the moment when all claims of man cease to hold him and he 

releases himself fully into the present wild that is the same as the eternal wild. As John 

Thorton and his mates load up on gold, Buck dreams again, and again “the hairy man” 

returns: “And closely akin to the visions of the hairy man was the call still sounding in 

the depths of the forest.” (p. 199). We recall that before he got in touch with the earliest 

days of human history he had found and then became “the dominant primordial beast.” 

This is the progression of the wilding of Buck: from domestic king, to beast, to 

companion to primitive man, to singer of the call of the wild, to the ghost who embodies 

the wild. Buck’s one great attribute, the thing that places him above all others, the thing 

that connects to his dreams and visions and stories (for who else is making the story of 

“the hairy man” come alive) is his imagination: “Buck possessed a quality that made for 

greatness—imagination.” (p. 97). The men, including Thorton, with whom Buck 

associates have no imagination. They simply hunt gold, find it, and bag it. But Buck is 



after bigger game: “this song of the huskies might have been the defiance of life, only it 

was pitched in minor key, with long-drawn wailings and half-sobs, and was more the 

pleading of life, the articulate travail of existence.” Buck is searching for the origin of the 

blues, it seems, if we believe that the blues was the first American music: “It was an old 

song, old as the breed itself—one of the first songs of the younger world in a day when 

songs were sad. It was invested with the woe of unnumbered generations, this plaint by 

which Buck was so strangely stirred. When he moaned and sobbed, it was with the pain 

of living that was of old the pain of his wild fathers, and the fear and mystery of the cold 

and dark that was to them fear and mystery.” (pp. 86-87). After the death of the miners, 

Buck meets the wolf pack and “now the call came to Buck in unmistakable accents. He, 

too, sat down and howled.” (pp. 226-27). That is, first the call is outside of him; he is the 

subject, the call the object. Then the call enters him and he sings the call. The conflation 

of subject and object is complete. Just as the beast had been outside of him and then 

entered, now the call works the same magic. And because he has the call within him, he 

can mate with the wolves and produce offspring.  

 Before Buck meets a member of the wolf pack for the first time, he is seized by 

“irresistible impulses.” It was the call that did it to him. “It filled him with a great unrest 

and strange desires.” Here is London describing his authorial self at work on his writing. 

“It caused him to feel a vague, sweet gladness, and he was aware of wild yearnings and 

stirrings for he knew not what.” As London traveled the world over, finding new material 

for his writings, so Buck “pursued the call into the forest, looking for it as though it were 

a tangible thing. . . . He hoped to surprise this call he could not understand. But he did not 

know why he did these various things. He was impelled to do them, and did not reason 



about them at all.” He’s a dog, so he wouldn’t have this consciousness about the mystery 

within and without. But, like London who has this same “unrest” and these same “strange 

desires,” he continues to search in the wild, “reading signs and sounds as man may read a 

book, and seeking for the mysterious something that called—called, waking or sleeping, 

at all times, for him to come.” (p. 200-1). Buck and London both searched the outside 

world, both nature and printed matter—novels and newspapers—for that on which to 

work their imaginations. It turns out that Buck after all is a reader, but a reader of nature, 

not newspapers. Nature is the news to Buck. After he kills the moose in the final chapter 

and heads back to Thorton’s camp, “he became more and more conscious of the new stir 

in the land” (218). “The news of it was borne in upon him” (217). His consciousness is 

informed by the spoken language of nature: “The birds talked of it, the squirrels chattered 

about it, the very breeze whispered of it.” By breathing in the air, he “read a message 

which made him leap on with greater speed” (218).  In London’s authorial universe, 

especially in the deeply absorptive one we enter in The Call of the Wild, the reader 

becomes a writer, for the imagination—the call of the wild—is at work in both.  

  

Hearing The Call of the Wild  

 In the most general sense, like the Native American woman acting as an 

amanuensis for James Ralington in “The Devil’s Dice Box,” Jack London acts as Buck’s 

amanuensis. Buck howls, Jack writes. As London told his wife’s niece, Buck is called to 

sing, and when he sings, the call is within him. When he dies, he becomes the ghostly call 

of the North. The wild is not simply the Yukon, or a mythological place, or even a 

primordial zone. It is the place where the muse lives. The muse and its locale are 



untamable, unknowable, like the ghost within that dictates the story. The ghost calls the 

tune. 

 The Saturday Evening Post got to hear the call first. In the spring and summer of 

1902 London had tried to place material with them, first “The Golden Poppy,” then “The 

Tramp.” Both were quickly rejected. George Horace Lorimer was not London’s type of 

editor. According to his biographer, “the magazine had to be edited for a broad middle 

class of readership, but he wanted to reach the upper level, too. . . . They had to be 

stories, however; he was scornful of intellectuality for its own sake.” He wanted it to be 

“entertaining,” in contrast to S. S. McClure who wanted his magazine to be 

“interesting.”58 He was especially enamoured of “business fiction. To him business was a 

wonderful, romantic adventure.”59 He made himself famous by writing and publishing in 

his magazine Letters from a Self-Made Merchant to His Son (1902), an epistolary novel 

that works as an anti-Kempton-Wace Letters.60 Much of the story of the Post’s literary 

quality centers on its perceived status as an outlet, as F. Scott Fitzgerald said in the 

                                                
58 John Tebbel, George Horace Lorimer and “The Saturday Evening Post” (Doubleday 

and Co.: Garden City, NY, 1948), p. 26. 

59 Tebbel, George Horace Lorimer and “The Saturday Evening Post,”  p. 27. 

60 First published anonymously in the Post, the book came out under his own name and 

was a bestseller. It is dedicated to the publisher of the magazine, Cyrus Curtis, who never 

interfered, and it features hard-headed wisdom imparted by the author of the letters, an 

executive at the “Union Stockyards,” to his college-aged son: “I didn’t have your 

advantages when I was a boy, and you can’t have mine” (George Horace Lorimer, Letters 

from a Self-Made Merchant to His Son (Small, Maynard and Co.: Boston, 1902), p. 1.  



twenties in conversation with Lorimer, for “`the work of mediocrities and nobodies. . . . It 

may be fifty years before anybody, except a few of us, even knows that Frank Norris ever 

existed.’”61 Lorimer had the last laugh, though, for he could he point to his acquisition, in 

serial form, of Norris’s The Octopus and The Pit. Still, he was “`not interested in the 

romantic woman in revolt’” and would have rejected Main Street if given the chance; 

Sinclair Lewis had known better than to submit to him. Accepting The Call of the Wild 

was a gimme—it did not wear its anticapitalistic, bohemian economics on its sleeve—but 

London was not guaranteed a regular relationship with Lorimer.62 In fact, its acceptance 

marks the novel as a shrewd manoeuvre on London’s part. He was able to recognize how 

popular this novel would be and so sent it to the most appropriate outlet; unlike Brett, S. 

S. McClure, John Walker, and others, Lorimer did not seek out London. As London told 

Brett, “it seems popular enough for the Saturday Evening Post, for they snapped it up 

right away. They were the first people I offered it to.”63 He must have known how 

                                                
61 Tebbel, George Horace Lorimer and “The Saturday Evening Post,” p. 45. 

62 London never had an essay accepted by Lorimer, and he never had a story accepted 

until The Call of the Wild. He had sent them a Clubland story and one Klondike story in 

1899; both were rejected, and he gave it up. In the second decade, he had quite a bit of 

success. Lorimer accepted not only all the David Grief stories but also “South of the Slot” 

(1909), “A Piece of Steak” (1909), “The Mexican” (1911), and five others. The Saturday 

Evening Post even published “The Devil’s Dice Box” in 1976. Lorimer also serialized 

John Barleycorn, though he turned down Adventure; see London, letter to Saturday 

Evening Post, 23 Nov. 1909, JL 13383. 

63 London, letter to Brett, 12 Feb. 1903, Letters, 1:342-43. 



conservative politically Lorimer was. His first job was at the Armour meatpacking plant 

in Chicago, working as a clerk. When the workers went on strike one year, “a supply 

train ran through the picket lines into a siding in the Armour yards, carrying food to 

besieged strikebreakers. Lorimer rode the locomotive, a fact he referred to with pride in 

later years.”64 It must have been extremely distasteful to him to publish a known socialist, 

and a great joke for London. 

 Lorimer may have been a strike-breaker and a middle-class Tory, but he instituted 

a new policy at The Saturday Evening Post when he took over in 1899, and it impressed 

all authors, including London. He was determined to return a manuscript within three 

days and to pay on acceptance; he was the first editor to do the latter.65 It did take him 

three weeks to write back to London. He accepted it on condition that London cut 5000 

words from the original 32,168; London cut it down to 27,000 words, but within a week 

of acceptance Lorimer did pay $750.00 (not quite London’s asking price of 3 cents per 

word, but close).66 That’s roughly $20,000 today. In seven years London would be 

receiving 10 cents a word from Lorimer.  

                                                
64 Tebbel, George Horace Lorimer and “The Saturday Evening Post,” p. 7. 

65 Tebbel, George Horace Lorimer and “The Saturday Evening Post,” p. 38. 

66 Daniel Dyer details the cuts London made in this way: “Buck’s near-death at the cliff, 

the barroom fight in Circle City, the rescue of John Thorton in the rapids of the Fortymile 

River, and the sled-pulling wager laid in the Eldorado Saloon in Dawson City” (Daniel 

Dyer, notes, in London, The Call of the Wild with an Illustrated Reader’s Companion 

230).  



 Brett, as is well known, paid approximately $51,000 ($2000.00 in 1903) for the 

rights to the novel, and I will discuss the exact terms and Brett’s reasoning for them a 

little later.67 First, though, it is important to recall the hectic and oversaturated state of 

affairs in his office in the winter of 1903. When he received the letter from London 

announcing that he had completed “an animal story” called The Call of the Wild, Brett 

was busy with publishing details for The Kempton-Wace Letters and The People of the 

Abyss, including complicated negotiations with H. Perry Robinson at Isbister in London. 

He had just brought out Children of the Frost, and he was expecting London to complete 

The Faith of Men, Tales of the Fish Patrol, and a sea story; in fact, before he had 

received the manuscript of The Call of the Wild, his response to London’s description of 

“an animal story” was polite, but he really wanted that damn sea story: “I am delighted to 

hear of the story "The Call of the Wild" and I hope you will let me read it as soon as it is 

finished. . . . [But] I have felt very great hopes for the sea story and your plan of working 

it seems to me to be a desirable one. So few sea stories are appearing—and none of these, 

I may say, good for anything—that a really good sea story at the present time would, 

                                                
67 Charles Watson, in a typically careful and insightful reading, reminded me of an error I 

committed in volume 1; see Charles Watson, email to author, 24 Feb. 2018. I mistakenly 

said that the Saturday Evening Post paid London two thousand dollars for The Call of the 

Wild, not Macmillan and Company; see Williams, Author under Sail, 1:449. Even though 

I had sorted out the misdating of the letter from London to Anna Strunsky in which he 

discusses the payment, and I did not follow through on what the correct dating meant for 

this business transaction. See Watson, The Novels of Jack London, 253 n. 3, where he 

was the first to correctly attribute the two-thousand-dollar payment to Brett. 



without question, achieve a very remarkable success,” not like another animal story.68 He 

was too busy to recall that London had said it was finished and submitted to the Saturday 

Evening Post. 

Besides all the received and planned work London had outlined and that Brett 

expected, Brett also had decided to publish a series of pamphlets by Macmillan authors 

“to be entitled, say, Little Novels by Favourite Authors” (he couldn’t lose the habit of 

British spelling). He wanted either a new story or a previously published one, the whole 

series “to be published, say, fortnightly during the summer.”69 London immediately sent 

                                                
68 George Brett, letter to London, 19 Feb. 1903, JL 2981. Some of this lack of enthusiasm 

for The Call of the Wild appears in the first advertisement for the novel. It features a blurb 

from Hamilton Wright Mabie, the editor of Outlook who helped Brett find London in the 

first place (see volume 1): “Jack London has written the romance of a dog’s life with a 

vigor, insight and dramatic power which no other similar tale except `Bob, Son of Battle,’ 

approaches in interest and literary quality . . . but it is above all an absorbing tale of wild 

life, full of pictorial power and abounding in striking incidents of frontier town, camp and 

adventure” (advertisement, Jack London Scrapbooks, reel 2, vol. 2, HEH). A comparison 

to the work of Alfred Ollivant is not keyed to an idea of promoting an enduring work of 

fiction. Later ads featured blurbs from the many feverishly laudatory reviews.  

69 Brett, letter to London, 9 Feb. 1903, JL 2980. It was a curious idea. Brett explained that 

“the series would be issued in a most attractive form from the typographical point of view 

and we should expect in working the books to make the series feature of it much more 

prominent than the individual contributors' names, so the great reputation which your 

books already enjoy could not, in any event, be injured by the inclusion of this short 



him “The Story of Jees Uck,” which had appeared in Smart Set in the previous year (and 

written in March 1902). He wanted to include it in The Faith of Men (which he was at 

this point thinking of calling A Hyperborean Brew). Partly it was his own fault, but Brett 

must have felt overwhelmed. Within two months of signing their contract, he was already 

                                                                                                                                            
novel in our series, and the result might be most advantageous from every point of view.” 

That is, it was a promotional device for the company, not the author. Still, if London 

didn’t profit directly from it, he saw that what was good for Macmillan was good for him. 

London argued for its inclusion by, of course, insisting on its verisimilitude: “At the time 

it was published serially I was gratified to receive a letter form a man who had lived wild 

life, and who was so convinced by the story that I could not unconvince him that I had 

never lived with a native wife. For only by so living, he contended, could I have got the 

experience necessary to write the story” (London, letter to Brett, 16 Feb. 1903, Letters, 

1:343-44). Brett sent it to Carpenter, who didn’t think it good enough for the series: “The 

story by Jack London entitled “The Story of Jees Uck” is an interesting little sketch, but it 

does not seem to me that it is long enough or strong enough to stand practically by itself 

in your series” (Carpenter, letter to Brett, 2 Mar. 1903, Macco Records, NYPL). Brett 

once more went against Carpenter’s advice and told London that the story would appear 

in the series, but not in the summer as originally planned, given that Macmillan was now 

publishing not only The Kempton-Wace Letters and The People of the Abyss but also The 

Call of the Wild. See Brett, letter to London, Brett, letter to London, 27 May 1903, 

JL2994. In the end, London wrote this note in his sales notebook: “Decided not to publish 

in little novels,” though who or why decided this is not known (London, Magazine Sales, 

no. 2, From May 1900 to Feb. 1903, USU). 



receiving new work, and this was work he had not contracted. This young man couldn’t 

stop writing. Overproduction, so crucial to London’s conception of his authorial identity, 

could be a blessing and a curse to his publishers. 

 When he received the manuscript, Brett sent it out to two readers; perhaps the 

second reader’s reports for the earlier works simply don’t survive, but sending it out to 

two readers seems a departure from his usual practice. Perhaps because the work was not 

under contract, he wanted to act conservatively. In any case, the first reader, who only 

signed his initials M. C. J., was extremely positive. 

 This is the story of a large dog, half St. Bernard and half collie, who, on 

account of his size and strength, is stolen and sold to be a sledge-dog when the 

rush for the Klondyke begins. He has very hard experiences, naturally, and in the 

end he finds a friend in the shape of a man who saves his life, and to whom he 

devotes himself. One of the best things in the book is the account of the way in 

which he wins sixteen hundred dollars for his master. In the end, his master is 

killed by the Indians, and he joins the wandering bands of wolves, and relapses 

into semi-savagery. The whole thing is exceedingly clever, and while there is full 

sympathy shown for the dog, and he is left well-off, so far as freedom and 

masterfulness are concerned, there is nothing maudlin about the writer’s point of 

view, nor any attempt to make out that a dog feels as a man would under 

punishment or suffering. Altogether, I think it a very remarkable piece of work, 

cleverer than anything than Seton Thompson has ever done, and I advise you to 

take it, and push it, for I believe it can be made a success. The thing is real, both 

as to the men and the beasts—the author has lived among them, and knows what 



he is talking about. Parts of it are pretty grim, but so is the Virginian, and this is 

nearer the actual thing.70 

M. C. J. is not squeamish, and it is telling that he or she singles out the sled-pulling 

incident as particularly well written; it’s as if he or she knew it was London’s second 

attempt at telling the story. George Carpenter, the second and usual reader for Brett, was 

just as convinced of the quality of the story and whole-heartedly recommended 

publication. At first, and in a sly fashion, he determines that Jack London, and not 

someone else, wrote this novel; it would have been a fair question to ask—could the same 

person who wrote A Daughter of the Snows turn out as accomplished a novel as The Call 

of the Wild?—and he answered it by looking at the style: “The style is very clearly the 

author’s own, and is remarkably consistent.” He sounds like a modern-day professor 

checking for plagiarism.71 What really concerned him was the swearing: “Occasionally, 

there are adjectives and the like which are not, perhaps, in the best possible taste, but 

after all they are expressive and go with the author’s whole method. I do wish, however, 

                                                
70 M. C. J., 5 Mar. 1903, Macmillan Company records, New York Public Library. 

71 There is, of course, another way to read these sentences. Carpenter could be saying that 

no changes can be made to the style without fear of introducing a foreign element. Given 

the context—he is correcting the grammar and syntax in his copy of the manuscript, 

which he is mailing back to Brett along with his report—it is likely that he is indeed 

saying this. But because it can be read both ways, and because of the history (now in its 

fourth year) of editors and publishers wondering if Jack London is real and if he is indeed 

capable of writing such work, it is certainly more than plausible that there was some 

doubt in Carpenter’s mind about the true agency of this manuscript. 



that you could induce him, in this special case, to strike out the two or three instances of 

profanity.” For the sake of the children, says our uptight Columbia University professor 

of English, we must clean the prose.72 Brett passed on his namby-pamby concerns to 

London, making it clear that it was up to him to revise or not, but to do so would be in his 

best interest: 

There is one matter in connection with “The Call of the Wild” which I should like 

to have you consider very seriously indeed, i.e. as to whether it is possible for you 

to remove the two or three cases of profanity from the story and still have it retain 

the virility which is now one of its distinguishing marks. I rather hope, I must 

confess, that you will be able to remove these few instances of profanity in the 

story, because, in addition to the grown-up audience for the book, there is 

undoubtedly possible for it a very considerable school audience, i.e. though the 

recommendation of teachers, and through library lists, etc. etc., and the people 

who have the making up of these lists, and the recommendation of these books to 

children will NOT recommend a book which had any profanity in it whatever. Do 

not remove the profanity if it will spoil the book in any way from your standpoint, 

but if it can safely be done please leave the profanity out.73  

London had an aesthetic reason to keep the profanity; it was a language that a hobo / 

miner / author needed in order to succeed. So he told Brett, “Concerning the oaths. Inside 

                                                
72 G. R. Carpenter, “A Reader’s Report for The Call of the Wild,” Jack London Journal 1 

(1994): 231-32. This was the first publication not only of this report but of any report on 

a London manuscript. 

73 Brett, letter to London, 1 Apr. 1903, JL 2991. 



the back cover [of the proof copy of the book] I have given the pages & lines of the book 

wherein oaths occur. I have a feeling that some of the less vigorous ones (two or three at 

any rate), should remain. But I have been both loth & unable to tackle their elimination. 

This I leave to you, and you have my full permission to do whatever you please with all 

the paths in the book—only, if possible, I pray you leave me two or three.”74 Brett took 

the yellow light for green and raced ahead with linguistic and aesthetic destruction. 

“`Rest be blanked,’ said Hal, with his beardless lips; and Mercedes said, `Oh!’ in pain 

and sorrow at the oath” so unnecessarily censored.75  

 Later, soon after publication in July 1903, Frederick Macmillan, the old man 

himself from overseas, sent his version of a reader’s report: “I am obliged to you for 

sending me a copy of Mr. Jack London’s `Call of the Wild’ which I have read with much 

pleasure. He probably errs in making the dog too human, that is to say, unlike the animals 

in Kipling’s books, he looks at everything not from the point of view of a dog but of a 

man. It is however an exceedingly attractive volume and ought to do well. It is very 

different from the vulgar ignorant stuff which the same author produced in `The People 

of the Abyss.’”76 Ah, the upper-class British were still upset about that book. And what 

would he have said about the aesthetics of profanity? 

 But even before Brett knew that The Call of the Wild would become a profitable 

book he was touched personally as well as professionally by this new submission from 

London. His letter explaining his reservations about cuss words begins with a new form 
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of address: “My dear London”; before this it had always been “Dear Mr. London.” He 

truly wanted to do right by Jack. On the same day he received the report from M. C. J. 

(could he or she have been a Macmillan employee? the report was sent to Brett so 

quickly; it took Carpenter almost a month)—Brett wrote to London, saying, first, that he 

did not like the title (a matter to get into a little later) and, second, forgetting (maybe he 

wasn’t forgetting after all) again that London had told him the serial rights had been sold, 

“In case you have not already arranged for the serial publication of this story would you 

like to sell me the entire copyright in the story? the title to be changed by mutual 

agreement. The story could then be published at any time that we saw fit, and as it is only 

generally covered by our specific publishing contract. The work could be made an 

exception very readily, by mutual agreement, to the general blanket-contract.” Brett not 

only wanted to do right by his new author, he also wanted all that he could get. He 

recognized the novel’s impact immediately, and he strove to be coy. He continued in the 

same letter: 

 If you cared to consider this aspect of the matter, i.e. selling all the rights 

in the story, I should be glad to give you two thousand dollars ($2000) in cash for 

such rights, which is about six cents a word and which, as I do not know at all 

whether the story could be serialized, and as I have not the remotest idea as to 

whether it will be successful, seems to me under the circumstances a fair offer.  

 My reason for making a different offer in this way is that I would like to 

try an experiment with the story, i.e. publish it in a little different form to the 



ordinary run of stories and possibly this might help, not only the book itself, but 

the general reputation of your books as well.77 

He really didn’t know how experienced London was in the business of authorship: “I’m 

glad you like the Call of the Wild,” he told Brett; he knew it was good, too. “But, 

unfortunately, I cannot accept your offer for all rights in it. You see, the Saturday 

Evening Post bought the American serial rights of it, and already have sent me over half 

of the proof-sheets; while Watt & Son are handling the English serial sale of it.”78 In 

other words, he was doubling down and getting away with it. More than doubling. He 

was getting 9 cents a word total from American publishers alone.  

 Undeterred by London’s independently conceived business plan, Brett told him he 

didn’t need the serial rights after all because he had had no intention of using them. He 

wanted this book, and he had two options for London. Either London could accept the 

cash offer, sign a one-off contract for The Call of the Wild, and see the book come out 

that summer, or they could fit it within the terms of the “general contract.” Either way, he 

said, was fine by him, though London could feel the anxiety to get started right away. 

Letting the Post prepare the ground was sound business practice. London’s plan could 

work because it made money for everybody. But Brett also wanted to remain on the very 

best terms with London. So he left it to the author: “Don't let me overpersuade you in the 

matter. I make the offer again because I think that it may perhaps be to both our interests 

that it should be accepted and that the experiment in question should be tried, but of 

course the decision in the whole matter is entirely in your hands and if you decide not to 
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accept the cash offer we will publish the book in due course under the terms of our 

general agreement.” The “cash offer” included  

 putting it out in a very attractive typographic form and spending a very 

large sum of money, comparatively speaking, in endeavouring to give it a wide 

circulation and thus assist the sale of not only your already published books but of 

those still to come and for which we have, of course, with you already a 

publishing agreement. 

 It was for the reasons of this experiment that I made you an offer of a 

definite sum for the copyright in the story and now that I know that serial 

publication is to end in time for me to try that experiment this summer I am 

willing still to let my offer in relation to this book hold good, proposing that if 

you accept this offer of a cash payment for the copyright (you, of course, 

reserving all sums received for serial publication prior to book publication, 

whether here or abroad) that we shall publish in book form on July 8th as 

proposed above, really endeavour, by spending an unusually large sum of money 

on the book, to see what can be done in the way of making a very decidedly large 

reading public for your future work; and, of course, in the event of your accepting 

the cash offer, releasing this book from the terms of our general agreement in 

relation to your unpublished volumes.79 

London was relieved. He accepted the offer by telegraph and then wrote, saying, “I had 

thought, previous to receiving this last letter from you, that my already having disposed 

of serial rights had knocked in the head whatever plan you had entertained for the 
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publishing of the book. I cannot tell how glad I am to find that I was mistaken. I am sure 

that pushing the book in the manner you mention will be of the utmost value to me, 

giving me as you say, an audience for subsequent books. It is the audience already 

gathered, as I do hope you will gather in this case, that counts.”80 The very next day Brett 

sent him the check and the contract. The rapidity with which Brett and Lorimer paid for 

the novel must have made London’s head spin after all these years of dunning publishers 

for payment for stories. He knew he was among professionals.  

 The proofs came quickly, a matter of days, and, contrary to Lorimer, Brett asked 

him if he would be interested in expanding the novel: “If in the revision of the proofs you 

find that you could add slightly in length to the book so that it would be say five or ten 

percent longer than at present it would be better than to cut out any part of the story, 

which is already quite short enough for the purpose that I have in view.” He also wanted 

London to add a “superscription” for all the chapters, like the poem from O’Hara that 

opens the books as a whole.81 Yet, Brett quickly changed his mind. Please don’t make 

any big changes, he wrote several days later, “as the book seems to me to be pretty 

perfect as it is and to be not likely to need much done to it.”82 Carpenter had just sent in 

his report, and he liked it just the way it was. Two weeks later, London concurred. “I 

have not added to it, or cut out from it; but merely contented myself with minor 

alterations,” a practice he would continue, with a few exceptions, for the rest of his 

career: obey the magazine’s need to cut, but save the whole for book publication. He 
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continued: “I have searched in vain for appropriate legends for the various chapters. I do 

not believe they exist. I have even tried to compose some myself, but not being a poet, 

have failed lamentably.”83 Truly he knew his strengths as a writer. He had become 

content to allow whatever poetry he felt within him to infiltrate his prose. He did want to 

work with Brett, though, so he made a subtle change; in the original manuscript, he had 

placed the O’Hara stanza at the beginning of both the first and last chapters. Now, he 

placed it at the beginning of the book as a whole.  

London had been both smart and honest. He had told Brett exactly what Lorimer 

was paying him. Brett, in his turn, had been up front. He told London that he had 

discussed the matter with Lorimer, and Macmillan would bring out the hardcover edition 

in July, four days after the final installment appeared in the Saturday Evening Post. The 

New York businessmen were all very anxious to get this story out in the public. London 

went sailing on a boat he bought with the Post’s money. Originally, as he told Brett, the 

plan was “engage cabin passage in a sailing vessel for the South Seas, take a typewriter, 

plenty of paper & ink, and the plot for my sea story along, and thus get the sea 

atmosphere on which I have during the last several years gone stale.”84 He had told Johns 

in the past that a good writer puts himself into the atmosphere of a story. But, despite the 

amount of money he was being paid, he still had family to worry about. So he bought a 

sloop. Not to worry, he told Brett: “I shall live on it a great deal, and on it I shall write the 
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greater part of my sea-novel.”85 Author under sail, indeed. Going to sea equals writing a 

novel.  

Despite all this goodwill and enthusiasm for publishing the book as quickly as 

possible, London’s insecurity as a novelist arises again when he and Brett discuss a 

possible change of title. First, when Brett read the novel in early March he told London 

that he hated the title:   

I do not like the title of “The Call of the Wild” at all, I am sorry to say, on 

further consideration. In the first place it reminds one too much of Roberts’ 

recently published “Kindred of the Wild,” and moreover it is a title which, it 

seems to me, the public would not understand until after they had read the book, 

which is the wrong end about of going to work. I hope something else will occur 

to you as I like the story very well indeed, although I am afraid it is too true to 

nature and too good work to be really popular with the sentimentalist public 

which swallows Seton Thompson or Thompson Seton, (whichever he calls 

himself for the moment) with acclamation and delight.86 

 

In response, London tells Brett that “I did not like the title, The Call of the Wild, 

and neither did the Saturday Evening Post. I racked my brains for a better title, & 

suggested The Sleeping Wolf. They, however, if in the meantime they do not hit upon a 

better title, are going to publish it in the Post under The Wolf. This I do not like so well as 
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The Sleeping Wolf, which I do not like very much either.”87 That word sleeping is 

significant because it signals the extreme absorptive quality of the work. It is effective on 

the surface, as a plot indicator: this will be the story of a dog that wakes the sleeping wolf 

inside himself, or, rather, more subtly, this will be the story of a dog that is transformed 

into the sleeping wolf that has always lived within him. But when Brett heard of the 

alternatives, he only became more assured that London had chosen correctly at the 

beginning: “I may say that `The Wolf’ seems to me to be a bad title, and `The Sleeping 

Wolf’ not a great deal better: indeed I am coming to like `The Call of the Wild’ better the 

more familiar I become with it and I suspect in the end that I shall like that title for the 

story pretty well. With regard to the matter of the title under which the story is to be 

published in book form I may say that the decision shall rest entirely with you.”88 At the 

risk of foreshadowing a Three Stooges routine, London insisted that he too liked the 

original title more “but, under any circumstance, I want the decision of the title to rest 

with you. You know the publishing end of it, and the market value of titles, as I could not 

dream to know.”89 It’s not that he wholeheartedly endorsed the financial reasons behind 

the choice of a title. It’s that, absent a rockhard confidence in his ability to choose a title 

for a novel he was willing to accede to the demands of the marketplace. Besides, it wasn’t 

about the money alone. It was also about the trust between author and publisher: “I 

cannot convey to you the greatness of my pleasure at knowing that the book has struck 

you favorably; for I feel, therefore, that it is an earnest of the work I hope to do for you 
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when I find myself. And find myself I will, some day.”90 Later, in John Barleycorn, he 

claimed “it was in the Klondike I found myself. There nobody talks. Everybody thinks. 

You get your true perspective. I got mine.”91 He is talking, not about his career as an 

author, but as individual. Finding himself as an author was more complicated, and he 

needed the affirmation of a dedicated publisher to complete the process. 

So, after the dust settled and Macmillan printed up the copies for deposit in the 

Library of Congress, London noted that “on outside of paper book brought out for 

copyright purposes, that the title is printed Call of the Wild.  To me this seems far less 

effective than The Call of the Wild. Somehow, the “The” seems to give it a different & 

and more definite meaning.” You bet it does. Suddenly, he has his mojo back. Here’s the 

same Jack who got angry at Overland Monthly when they changed “To the Man on Trail” 

to “To the Man on the Trail.” Six months later when Richard Gilder of Century wanted to 

change the title of The Sea-Wolf, London complained to Brett. The now galactically 

famous, newly accomplished novelist exhibited the old confidence of an accomplished 

short story writer. “The Sea Wolf is a strong and brief title,” he wrote Brett, strongly and 

briefly.92 London had seized control of the aesthetics of all of his writing completely, and 

Brett wisely acceded. London may have wondered until the end of his career whether 

each individual piece would be accepted, or would sell, or would last, but he now knew 

what it meant to be a novelist. 
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The artwork on the cover and spine of his first successful novel is at once 

extremely pleasing and deeply troubling. London did not choose the design, but it’s as if 

Macmillan’s designer knew the inner conflict that drove London to write this novel. At 

first glance symmetry and color please us so much that we agree with London that this 

may well be the most beautiful of his covers.93 The Christmas colors of red and green and 

white prompt a sense of celebration, love, and gift giving, but if we know the history of 

London and Christmas, we know there’s a deep sense of loneliness, abandonment, and 

doubt about his authorial abilities at the heart of the holiday. Perhaps we register that the 

sky in this illustration is red—unreal, weird. The white is the white of the White Silence, 

not snowmen and snowballs. The three strips picturing sled dogs and their drivers appear 

as if they were classical bas reliefs, a modern rendition of decorations on, say, the 

Parthenon, and we are struck by the Greek beauty of them. They alternate with the title 

and then the author’s name in gold. Uh, oh. Gold means trouble. The title and London’s 

name are set in bright gold lettering, gold that the strips of dogs, men, and sled wander 

past, first from left to right, then right to left, and then left to right again, as if lost and 

never able to reach that which they desire above all else. To further intensify the conflict 

and turmoil, the artwork repeats the illustrations from the chapter “The Toil of Trace and 

Trail.” The dogs’ heads are down, one has his tongue out, they look beaten, and one of 

the men has his whip raised, ready to strike again, and again. After we read the book, we 

realize that what we see on the cover is the team of Buck, Joe, Sol-leks, Teek, and Pike 
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being driven to their deaths by Charley and Hal.94 It’s like listening to the work of 

another California bohemian cultural collective, the Grateful Dead. The music is cheery, 

life-affirming, and then the lyrics hit you: there are monsters (alligators, wolves even) out 

there in bohemia, and if you don’t watch your step the dire wolf will get you. 

The book was done, its title became a catch phrase (you didn’t actually have to 

read the book to know who Jack London was or what he thought), and now came a fame 

to an author who had no idea that that kind of fame existed. Such a famous author might 

think about a different firm with which to publish, so, to further tighten the bonds of trust 

between publisher and author, Brett for the first and only time in their relationship 

informed London of the details about the finances of publishing the book:  

The first edition of about 9400 copies has been disposed of, some 8500 out 

of that number having been actually sold. 

 The second edition of 10,000 copies will be in stock from Saturday on and 

I trust may find an adequate demand, as the situation in regard to the book is a 

little peculiar and unless the public comes promptly to my aid I shall have to 

abandon my efforts to make a real success of it. 

 We have printed 20,000 copies of the book at a cost of about $6000, and 

we have so far spent somewhere between $6000 and $8000 in cash in advertising 

the book, which with the expenses of plates and illustrations and payment to the 

author will bring us something on the wrong side after the sale of 20,000 copies, 

if we sell them. So that it now depends upon the receptiveness of the publish as to 
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whether I can go on any further or not. I trust that I shall be able to do so because 

of my promise to you to make the book a success if it could by possibility be 

done. 

 I enclose you an advertisement which we had in the Post last night and in 

a number of other papers, and this is only one of a series that has been running 

every day since the book was published, in the principal literary papers of the 

East.95 

Brett, in turns out, had no need to worry about the public reception of “the dog story.” A 

month later, he told London that “the second edition” sold out as hoped and “that when 

the fall trade opens it may take a real start from the point of view of numbers. It is 

mentioned among the best selling books but books unfortunately do not seem to be 

selling quite as well this year as they have for several years past.”96 A year later, Brett 

would tell London that “the sale of the Call of the Wild goes on steadily. The book never 

succeeded quite as well as I had hoped nor as I believe it deserved to succeed but it 

certainly answered the purpose which I intended it should from the time I first saw it, vis. 

In making a reputation for your work which will stand you in good stead for anything that 

you like to publish.”97 The sale of The Call of the Wild seems enormous compared to 

London’s previous numbers, but Brett wanted him to put it all in perspective. The title, it 

seems, was circulating more widely than the actual book. As Frank Luther Mott summed 

up its first forty-five years of sales, “it did very well from the start; though it made no 
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impression on the best seller lists, it had a steady and growing sale.”98 By 1975, it had 

sold almost 1.8 million copies. Only one other work of fiction for adults published in his 

lifetime had sold as many—Charles Sheldon’s In His Steps—and no other novel created 

as sensational and labile a phrase as the call of the wild.99  
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