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			Jack London

			American writer

			
					Born in San Francisco in 1876

					Died in Glen Ellen in 1916

					Notable works: 	The Call of the Wild (1903), novel

	The Sea-Wolf (1904), novel

	White Fang (1906), novel 




			

			An adventurous and committed man, Jack London was born in San Francisco in 1876. From 1890, his love for the open sea led him to faraway destinations (Japan, England, the American Far North, Cuba) which inspired most of his novels. His literary career really took off in 1903 with The Call of the Wild, which was immediately successful. 

			Alongside his literary activity, Jack London became involved in politics by joining the socialist party. He was then a war correspondent in 1904 on the Russo-Japanese frontline. Worn down by never-ending financial problems and his overconsumption of alcohol, Jack London died in 1916 at just 40 years old. Today, he is considered one of the greatest American authors. 

		


		
			The Call of the Wild

			A human adventure

			
					Genre: children’s novel

					Reference edition: London, J. (1903) The Call of the Wild. [Online]. USA: Elegant Ebooks. [Accessed 1 September 2016]. Available from: <http://www.ibiblio.org/ebooks/London/Call%20of%20Wild.pdf>

					First edition: 1903

					Themes: wolf, North America, loyalty, instinct, survival

			

			The Call of the Wild was the root of Jack London’s success. It has been translated into numerous languages and continues to have the same success today as it had upon its release. This book, through its both poetic and very simple writing, celebrates the loyalty, greatness and unpredictable nature of dogs and the beauty of the wild parts of the North. But it also talks, metaphorically, about an impressive human journey. 

			Some literary critics have also seen a portrayal of the author as a dog in the text as well as references to Darwinism through the violent acts that are committed for dominance and survival.

		


		
			Summary 

			Into the primitive

			Buck the dog has been living with Judge Miller’s family in the south of the United States for four years when he finds himself caught up in the adventure of the northern gold rush. Sold to a dog seller, he is hit and travels for 48 hours on a train in a small cage without food or water. He ends up in Seattle with another dog seller who teaches him, with terrible ferociousness, his future place amongst men. Buck then understands that he cannot face up to an armed man (“A man with a club was a lawgiver, a master to be obeyed” p. 12). Nevertheless, he maintains his dignified attitude. 

			Perrault, a courier working for the Canadian government, and his friend François buy Buck. When getting off the boat with them, in the North, Buck discovers snow, which he has never seen before, and his surprised reactions make the two men laugh. 

			The law of club and fang

			Buck very quickly learns that in the North there is only one law; the law of fang (amongst dogs) and club (the weapon men use to control the dogs). He faces a new ordeal; he is put in a harness. Situated between Dave and Sol-Leks, Buck discovers all aspects of the life of a sled dog: 

			
					how to make a hole in the snow to sleep without losing body heat; 

					how to steal food (an act justified by the “ruthless struggle for existence”, p. 21); 

					how to put up with pain, pull out the ice that is stuck in his paws, dig through the ice to find water, wear leather slippers and run in temperatures verging on 50 degrees below freezing; 

					how to improve his sense of smell and hearing and see rabies;

					the fight for dominance in the group – Spitz, the leader of the pack, sees Buck as his strongest opponent. 

			

			Buck copes well with the work and tries to help the weaker dogs, but he hates Spitz and wants to take his place as leader of the pack. One night, when he goes to hunt a rabbit, Buck sees that Spitz is following and watching him. For Buck, this is the chance for a final battle. After a bloody fight, Buck beats Spitz and is delighted. He even allows the other dogs to eat his opponent’s dead body. 

			Buck takes command

			Buck thinks that he deserves his place as leader of the pack and Perrault and François are forced to accept this. They are not disappointed, as Buck knows how to make all the other dogs work and how to always find the right path. The dogs are then used by the postal service once again and make shorter, more regular journeys. Buck continues his work as leader, although the routes are now less interesting. He often thinks about the judge’s family, about Spitz and the fights, but he is not homesick as he feels his primal instincts and remembers life in the cold. 

			Growing tired of the harness and the road

			Overworked by a long job, the dogs are depressed and have lost weight when they return to the town of Skagway. They are bought for a dismal amount of money by two men and a woman who want to leave for the north to find gold. Their lack of experience quickly shows; the food and stress are badly managed, dogs begin to die from a quarter of the way through the journey and the men begin to argue. The travellers arrive at the mouth of the White River at the start of spring, when the river’s ice has already begun to melt, with only five dogs. John Thornton, a gold prospector who lives there, warns them of the dangers of crossing the river. Buck cannot do it, sensing the danger and being too weak. He does not react to the blows that are inflicted upon him, but Thornton cannot bear to watch this violent spectacle and stops the man. He unties Buck’s harness and brings him to stand next to him. Together, they watch the others drown as the ice gives way under their weight. 

			Buck is warmly welcomed by Skeet and Nig, Thornton’s dogs. A strong friendship develops between the man and Buck. His love for Thornton is all-encompassing; he proves this by risking his own life to save him from drowning and by dragging a weight of 1000 pounds so that he would win a bet. 

			The call

			With the money that he has won, Thornton, his two colleagues and their dogs leave to find gold in Eastern Canada. They travel through wild regions that have not been explored and end up finding a source of gold. They set up there and Buck, who is very comfortable in this isolated region, hears a faraway call more and more loudly that draws him towards the forest, and the memory of this region and of a “short-legged hairy man” (p. 73) haunts him.

			One night, this call becomes concrete in the cries of a wolf, whom Buck goes to meet. He understands that this is how he has responded to the call he heard within him. He hunts just as agilely as a wolf, but only to nourish himself and not for fun. He also learns that a final challenge is necessary; to hunt a moose, the oldest leader of its group. This psychological and physical mission takes him four days. 

			On returning to Thornton’s camp, Buck discovers that a tribe of Yeehats have just killed all of his friends, men and dogs. Filled with rage, Buck launches himself at the tribe and kills some of them, the rest fleeing as if attacked by the devil. Although overwhelmed by the death of his friend, Buck is happy to have defeated man (symbolised by the Native Americans), “the noblest game of all” (p. 83). He knows that from now on, he will not be afraid. 

			He then meets the wolf pack, who provoke him from the start by attacking him and testing his strength. He resists this challenge and the wolves recognise him as their leader. Buck then leaves with them, finally answering the call that resonated within him.

			The indigenous population say that the wolves in the region have since changed, that they are larger and no longer fear approaching and attacking farms, as they have a big, magnificent and imposing wolf as a leader. This same wolf leaves the forest from time to time to shout his sadness from the edge of the river that carried Thornton’s body away, where a cabin and bags of gold are engulfed by vegetation.

		


		
			Character study

			Buck

			This dog is a cross between a St. Bernard and a Scotch shepherd dog that inherited his size, behaviour, beauty and human intelligence from his parents. He is the king of the property in which he grew up, loved and respected by all (they consider him “king over all”, a “sated aristocrat”, carrying himself in a “right royal fashion”, p. 6).

			Being sold, hit and turned into a sled dog is therefore a considerable shock for him, but his moral superiority and strong character teach him to adapt and survive: 

			
					He stops reacting when he sees that his barking makes the men laugh; 

					He knows to show his strength when necessary;

					He learns to steal from and psychologically dominate others (dogs and men).

			

			At first glance, it seems that Buck experiences a fall in social status and ranking; having been such a king, he becomes a sled dog, beaten and humiliated. But in no way does his story stop there, as he joins the wolves and becomes their leader. From a king amongst humans, he returns to being what he is inside, thanks to his personal, profound history; the king of cold nature and of his kind, the wolves. He falls to then be raised up higher. This is the initiation process during which he suffers the humiliating challenges.

			His metamorphosis is not only internal. He also changes physically, becoming a true northern dog: “His development […] was rapid. His muscles became hard as iron, and he grew callous to ordinary pain. He achieved an internal as well as external economy. Sight and scent became remarkably keen, while his hearing developed such acuteness […] His most conspicuous trait was an ability to scent the wind […]” (p. 22). 

			
			
			Spitz

			
			
			Dave and Sol-Leks

			
			
			
			Perrault and François

			
			Manuel

			
			Hal, Charles and Mercedes

			
			
			Jack Thornton
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