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FOREWORD

The Valley of the Moon

There’s not a joy the world can give like that it takes away,

When the glow of early thought declines in feeling’s dull decay;

’Tis not on youth’s smooth cheek the blush alone, which fades so fast,

But the tender bloom of heart is gone, ere youth itself be past.

LORD BYRON, ‘There’s not a Joy’

One August afternoon I drove out of San Francisco, across the Golden Gate Bridge and through the vine-flanked valleys of northern California. Eventually, as the sun began to set, bathing the countryside in golden light, I found him. The final resting place of Jack London is deep in a grove of oak trees a short walk from the ruins of a great stone house.

A mile away, Jack’s study has been preserved in a museum. On his desk are his pencils, and against a wall are stacked his boxes of clippings and research. Above his roll-top desk, a photograph has been mounted. I still cannot erase it from my mind.

Following that visit, as I struggled to enter this man’s psyche, and as I read his love letters and marvelled at the raw passions and anger that drove him, my thoughts often returned to this image of Jack London – of a man in pain, paunchy in a light suit and soft open-necked shirt. It is a disturbing portrait to anyone with a sense of tragedy. For we have all seen the look on that bloated but still handsome face elsewhere: in the mirror, if we are not cautious, and always in the expressions of people who have lost the fight against disillusionment. As I read his final letters and imagined the pain of his last years, his agonised stare kept reminding me of the central tragedy of his life: that he failed to realise, until it was too late, that the soul can never be satisfied by wealth and fame alone.

Often I returned to Glen Ellen, half-hoping to meet London’s ghost. In his perfectly preserved office, I examined the tools of one of America’s first celebrity writers. I saw the souvenirs of a great explorer: tribal art from the South Seas, objects brought back from deepest Alaska. Here also were some of the notes, letters and manuscripts of a legend who came to believe in his own mythology.

How few, how precious, are our heroes. They do not have to be perfect in order to gain our respect. Far from it. But they must be fighters – men who strive and may even lose, but who recognise the battle as worth fighting. What animated Jack London’s life, above all, was a hope that one day poverty and social injustice would decrease, not increase; that the environment would not continue to be regarded as a resource to be endlessly exploited; that humanism would, one day, triumph.

Jack London embodied the promise of socialism. He exposed capitalism’s evils; its decimation of the workforce through ruthless profit-making. In some of his most powerful prose, he showed how expendable people are to the process of increasing a governing elite’s wealth. To his last breath, he championed the underdog. He did more to increase class-consciousness than any other writer of his time. Yet he ended his life sipping cocktails with the colonial bosses of Hawaii.

The short but relentlessly dramatic life of Jack London spans exactly the period between the American Civil War and the First World War, the age in which contemporary America took shape. He would witness the arrival of the lightbulb, the electric tram, the telephone, radio, motion picture, skyscraper, automobile and aeroplane. His was an epoch of ‘technological miracles and of profound cultural and spiritual instability’.

More than any other American writer, Jack London had an insatiable appetite for life. He often said he preferred living to writing, and he was true to his word. By the age of sixteen he had experienced more than most men do in a lifetime. His curiosity and lust for life never dulled. He was forever exploring new ideas, hungry to extend his knowledge in an astonishing variety of fields. His wanderlust was unequalled; his ‘adventure path’, as he labelled the journey of life, took him across several continents and provided the inspiration for all of his best fiction.

The best of Jack London’s writing has a raw power and lyrical brilliance which resonates to this day. Written off during his lifetime by America’s literary elite, he remains popular among readers. Few, however, realise the extent of his output or of his interests. In just eighteen years he produced more than two hundred short stories, four hundred non-fiction pieces and twenty novels. His subjects ranged from alcoholism, revolution, eugenics and lunatic asylums to bull-fighting, boxing and surfing. Hardly any aspect of the human condition escaped his attention.

In recent decades, a number of academics have performed detailed post-mortems of Jack London’s works. While these have been overdue, they have often overlooked the powerful drama of his life. In the popular imagination he remains the shadowy author of a couple of dog stories; yet if any American writer deserves a reassessment, it is Jack London. Viewed from the distance of almost a century, his quest for faith in a godless world, his existential angst, his belief in technology and his violent fictions all have resonance for contemporary man.

In an age when culture is increasingly homogeneous, when mass media and technology have dulled our senses, we yearn as never before for authentic experience. We live in a time of slick anti-heroes and cynicism, in which nihilism masquerades as art and the realm of adventure, of exploration, is a distant mirage. More than ever, we need to look to history for a sense of continuity, yet the past is becoming ever more obscure as we are swamped by digital information, by a relentless obsession with the detail of the present.

As long as we strive to make sense of the world, and of our place within it, Jack London will remain an inspirational figure. As the English critic Stephen Graham has written, London is ‘a living writer. His books will be read when many that are greater works of art will be dust-collecting … He wrote for “the unfinished and the not finished America”.’
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1

Aloha Hawaii

Somehow, the love of the Islands, like the love of a woman, just happens. One cannot determine in advance to love a particular woman, nor can one so determine to love Hawaii. One sees, and one loves or does not love. With Hawaii it seems always to be love at first sight.

JACK LONDON, ‘My Hawaiian Aloha’

DURING HIS PREVIOUS VISIT to Hawaii, at the height of his fame, Jack had learned to surf, to ride the waves that batter the island’s golden shores. Ten years later, in 1916, the sands in front of his beloved Seaside Hotel have washed away. Razor-sharp coral is all that remains. Now his Pacific paradise soothes neither his body nor his brain.

In pain from his rheumatic joints, Jack begins to shave. Once a ‘blond beast’, with the face and body of a ‘Greek god’, he is not yet forty but feels like an old man: his ankles are swollen, his deep blue eyes are bloodshot and lifeless. Months ago, he stopped exercising – he who once prized his image as the he-man of American letters, who boxed, surfed, fenced and swam to the peak of fitness for so many years. Now it hurts even to look in the mirror. The face that gazes back, ravaged by serious illness, is surely not that of America’s greatest ever literary hero.

Jack sips his fruit juice and begins to pick at his breakfast. The juice is essential for washing out the poisons in his body. Suddenly, he feels sick. He runs to the toilet and vomits. When he returns to the veranda, ghostly white, he lights another cigarette and watches the sun appear from behind the palm trees lining Waikiki Beach.

He can hear the first rumble of traffic passing behind his bungalow; even here, in the middle of the unending Pacific, Ford’s damned automobile has arrived. So this is what his century has brought: rubber tyres and prophylactics and the stink of gasoline. It seems to him now that the world, not just his body, has become old and tired. ‘The world of adventure is almost over now,’ he has recently written. ‘Even the purple ports of the seven seas have passed away, and have become prosaic.’

He turns to the Pacific Commercial Advertiser, the newspaper his Japanese valet, Sekine, leaves by his desk every morning. As he reads about the latest carnage in Flanders’ poppy fields, he is suddenly filled with rage. The mad dog of Europe – Germany – must be stopped. In France, tens of thousands are dying like cattle in the genocide they are already calling the Great War. Had he not predicted the horrors of trench warfare? The maze of mud, stinking of death, awash with the blood of a doomed generation.

His wife is awake. She is walking about the beach-house. Catching her eye, he mouths her a kiss. A few minutes later she is at his side, rubbing his swollen ankles. Can she fetch him anything?

‘I’m all right – don’t bother,’ he says. ‘You’re never up in time to see the huge breakfast I tuck away – three cups of coffee, with heavy cream, two soft-boiled eggs, half a big papaia.’

Jack loosens his royal-blue kimono and moves his chair towards the shade to protect his sickly skin from the sun. He dare not tell her that he throws up his breakfast every morning, nor that he seldom changes out of his bathing trunks and sandals because it takes too much effort to dress.

His wife is calling to him. She still has slim ankles, an innocent face, the snub nose of a small child. ‘Are you going to swim with me today?’ she asks.

‘Yes – I believe I will … No, I’m right in the thick of this new box of reading matter from home. Oh, I don’t know – the water looks so good … But no; I’ll go out in the hammock where I can read and watch you.’

All his life, Jack has looked to books for a philosophy of life, and to take him away from the ‘fever of living’. As an idealistic young man, he read everything he could about the great thinkers of the late nineteenth century: Nietzsche, Darwin and Marx. Now he is immersed in Jung’s seminal Psychology of the Unconscious. He has discovered the most significant of twentieth-century sciences.

Through reading Jung’s earliest writings, Jack is beginning to examine his own life, a story far more dramatic than any of his fifty books which line a shelf in his study. At last, he is studying his addictions and terrors. It is too late for denial.

‘Personality is too vague for any of our vague personalities to grasp,’ he once believed. ‘There are seeming men with the personalities of women. There are plural personalities. There are two-legged human creatures that are neither fish, flesh, nor fowl. We, as personalities, float like fog-wisps through glooms and darknesses and light-flashings. It is all fog and mist, and we are all foggy and misty in the thick of the mystery.’

Now the mists are being blown away. Slowly, Jack is turning his back on the beliefs of his youth, the mistaken philosophies that have damned his life. How naive of him to have thought that knowledge of the external world is all that counts, that the soul is not to be trusted …

Time to write. Time to begin his daily therapy. For twenty years his routine has never altered. Every day a thousand words before lunch, without fail, whether caught in a gale rounding Cape Horn, waiting for cannibals to attack, or lying hungover in bed in an expensive hotel in New York.

Jack picks up a blunt pencil, lights another filterless Russian Imperiale cigarette, one of sixty he smokes a day, and begins to scribble on the envelopes of several letters from his readers. He still receives hundreds each week, many from aspiring writers. He has rarely refused them advice, and still takes great pleasure in helping young men achieve success.

‘I assure you, in reply to your question,’ he writes, ‘that after having come through all of the game of life, and of youth, at my present mature age of thirty-nine years I am firmly and solemnly convinced that the game is worth the candle. I have had a very fortunate life, I have been luckier than many hundreds of millions of men in my generation have been lucky, and, while I have suffered much, I have lived much, seen much, and felt much that has been denied to the average man. Yes, indeed, the game is worth the candle. As a proof of it, my friends all tell me I am getting stout. That, in itself, is the advertisement of spiritual victory.’

Here in Hawaii, Jack feels distant from his past. The cobalt waters seem to wash much of it away. Yet when he turns his eyes to the shade, he still sees images he can never erase: of the frozen Arctic wastes, heavy with the ‘white silence’, where wolves had called his name; of gold nuggets glinting in the half-light; of great fires and storms that destroyed his dreams; of smoke-filled halls and red-flag-waving crowds; of fist-fights in dockside bars and midnight hours spent with twittering Oriental whores.

This afternoon, after he completes his thousand words, perhaps he will play high-stakes poker with the entrepreneurs who have turned Hawaii into a tourist destination for the rich. He used to threaten to string such men up in the streets. Once, he agreed with Karl Marx: ‘Accumulation of wealth … is at the same time accumulation of misery, agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, brutality, mental degradation …’

The sun is unbearably hot. It has wrapped the snow-capped volcanoes in haze. Jack wants to spend this afternoon doing more than lounging in a hammock under a palm tree or marvelling at the genius of Charlie Chaplin in a muggy movie theatre. He aches to feel the soothing, milky waters, to surrender himself to the Pacific, the ocean he tried to master in his youth.

His wife looks concerned. In the distance she sees the heavy surf, yet she follows her husband into the water and towards the ‘smoking curlers’, her forty-five-year-old body still that of a woman ten years younger, supple and slim as ever in her clinging wool bathing suit. Beyond the shallows, through thick wracks of seaweed they crawl, the crashing of the waves on the reef growing louder at every stroke.

‘Keep flat, keep flat,’ Jack commands as the breakers tower above them.

They swim on, past the surf into the calmer, deeper waters, below them strange marine life, coral all the colours of the rainbow. For half an hour they idle in the cobalt-blue ocean. Then Jack begins to sink. His ambition has outreached his strength yet again. He grabs at her, as a drowning man might grab at a piece of flotsam in an empty ocean. She goes under, swallows water, loses her swimming-cap, and then surfaces, blinded by her red hair, gasping for air.

‘Relax,’ she soothes. ‘Make yourself slack – slack in your mind; and your body will slack. Yield. Remember how you taught me to yield to the undertow.’

Mercifully, men on surfboards suddenly appear from behind a wave. In an instant, it seems, they lay Jack on a board, massage his cramped muscles, and then his wife ferries him to the shore.

For a few hours, he manages to hide his humiliation from her. ‘You’re so little,’ he finally says. ‘So frail, little white woman.’

Jack takes hold of her arm. ‘Look at that arm, with its delicate bones,’ he smiles proudly. ‘I could snap it like a clay pipe-stem, and yet your arms never failed in the sea today.’

He points to his head. ‘That’s where it comes from,’ he says. ‘That’s where it resides – that’s what makes the trivial flesh and bone able to do what it does.’

As the sun begins to set, Jack retires for cocktails. There is a long night ahead, and he must fortify himself well in advance. Three years ago he wrote a book, John Barleycorn, which he called his ‘alcoholic memoirs’. To the last page he catalogued a life of heavy drinking and then denied that he was an alcoholic.

But look at him now – feeling like a saint because only a couple of glasses get him jingled. Because his kidneys no longer process the alcohol.

‘Sometimes I think I’m saturated with alcohol, so that my membranes have begun to rebel,’ he says. ‘See! How little in the glass, and this is my first drink today.’

At dinner, against doctors’ orders, he gorges on raw aku, a Pacific fish. Like a ravenous wolf, he adores barely cooked meat: roast duck, lamb chops, tuna steaks. Any still-bloody flesh will do. His favourite midnight snack used to be a ‘cannibal sandwich’: raw beef chopped fine with small onions.

He has always had a great appetite, and can remember writing to his first girlfriend about the hunger he felt as a boy. He was so starved for meat, he claimed, that he stole from lunchboxes at school: ‘Great God, when those youngsters threw chunks of meat on the ground because of surfeit, I could have dragged it from the dirt and eaten it … This meat incident is an epitome of my whole life … Hungry! Hungry! Hungry! From the time I stole meat and knew no call above my belly, to now when the call is higher, it has been hunger, nothing but hunger.’

Jack swallows another chunk of raw fish and begins to rave about Psychology of the Unconscious. His wife listens patiently. She has learned that she must stand by ‘night and day, for his instant need’. For the next few hours, until he burns himself out, she struggles to get a word in edgeways. He is argumentative, and often pushes a point too far before exploding with resentment. Soon, she knows from experience, he will become less bullish, and will begin to rant about his current pet hate: East Coast socialists, the bleeding-heart liberals wearing their social conscience on their starched sleeves, whose beliefs now taste like ashes in his mouth.

A few weeks ago, after a decade as America’s highest-profile revolutionary, Jack resigned from the Socialist Party in disgust. His brothers wouldn’t support his call for America to go to war against the Kaiser. They had no guts. Now they accuse him of betrayal, of going soft. He has become, they sneer, one of the fat capitalists he once despised.

‘Radical!’ Jack snorts, lurching about in his chair. ‘Next time I go to New York, I’m going to live right down in the camp of these people who call themselves radicals. I’m going to tell them a few things, and make their radicalism look like thirty cents in a fog! I’ll show them what radicalism is!’

They think he’s finished. The critics write him off as a hack, a tragic sell-out, the author of a couple of brutal stories about dogs.

‘Just wait!’ he cries. ‘Wait until I’ve got everything going ahead smoothly, and don’t have to consider the wherewithal any more. Then I’m going to write some real books!’

A few drinks later, Jack changes tack again. He loosens his black tie and unbuttons his white silk shirt.

‘My mistake was opening the books,’ he almost whispers. ‘Sometimes, I wish I had never opened the books.’

His wife smiles. One day, she has already resolved, she will tell the world about her husband. His has been the story of ‘a princely ego that struggled for full expression, and realised it only in a small degree’.

It is now pitch black. Late at night, Jack often becomes maudlin and sentimental.

‘You are the only one in the world who could live with me,’ he says. ‘Bear with me. Please. You’re all I’ve got.’

‘I will,’ she soothes. ‘I will.’

After dinner, at 10.30, Jack retires to his sleeping-porch fronting the ocean. He and his wife have slept apart for several years because of her nightly battles with insomnia.

Until 2 a.m., as every night, he reads his mail. Then the quest for a few hours’ peace begins in earnest. To help him through the night he consults his medicine chest, the most important object in his life. It contains an array of pain-killers: strychnine, strontium sulphate, aconite, belladonna, morphine, and that sweetest of all escapes – opium.

‘Oh, have no fear, my dear,’ he reassures his wife whenever he reaches for his stash of narcotics. ‘I’ll never go that way. I want to live a hundred years.’

Jack is now his own anaesthetist. He prescribes himself enough to stop the pain, just as he used to down bottles of whiskey.

He takes out a silver hypodermic needle and with practised precision mixes the correct amounts of pain-killers, then pulls back the plunger. The skin breaks clean – a good vein. The drugs begin to work, jolting his heart and bladder muscles and making him drowsy at last.
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The Cruel Seas

Once a sailor, always a sailor. The savour of the salt never goes away. The sailor never grows so old that he does not care to go back for one more wrestling bout with wind and wave.

JACK LONDON, quoted in The Book of Jack London

JACK CLUNG TO SLEEP, ‘fighting for its oblivion as the dreamer fights for his dream’. He made feeble swipes at the air; they were intended for his mother, Flora, but she avoided them as she shook him by the shoulder.

‘Lemme ’lone!’

Jack’s cry began, ‘muffled, in the deeps of sleep, that swiftly rushed upward, like a wail, into passionate belligerence, and that died away and sank down into an inarticulate whine. It was a bestial cry, as of a soul in torment, filled with infinite protest and pain.’

Flora remained unmoved. She was a sad-eyed woman, less than five feet tall, and too tired to chivvy her fourteen-year-old son into waking up. She got a grip on the bedclothes and tried to strip them down, but Jack still clung to them desperately.

‘All right,’ he finally mumbled.

Flora grabbed the lamp and left the room, leaving him in darkness.

‘You’ll be docked,’ she called back to him.

Jack shivered and then dressed, groped his way to the kitchen sink and splashed himself with ice-cold water. For a few minutes he sat at the kitchen table, wolfed down some stale bread and sipped the dirty brown liquid his mother called coffee.

Emerging into the cold morning, the stars still shining above him, Jack jogged to another day’s work in Hickmott’s Cannery in Oakland, across the bay from San Francisco. For the next twelve hours he counted cans and watched the clock, trapped in a stench of gutted salmon and cod roe. Beside him at the production line other children buckled down and accepted their fate, resigned to a future of mind-numbing labour. Older men appeared even more imprisoned. Only death would release them from wage-slavery.

‘My wages were small, but I worked such long hours that I sometimes made as high as fifty dollars a month,’ Jack would later recall. ‘Duty – I turned every cent over. Duty – I have worked in that hell hole for thirty-six straight hours, at a machine, and I was only a child. I remember how I was trying to save the money to buy a skiff – eight dollars. All that summer I saved and scraped. In the fall I had five dollars as a result of absolutely doing without all pleasure. My mother came to the machine where I worked and asked for it. I could have killed myself that night.’

All his life, Jack would nurture a deep resentment of his mother. She had not been born into poverty. She had not been forced into child labour. She had grown up the youngest child in a wealthy household in Massillon, Ohio, and had been pampered by her father, Marshall Wellman, a wheat merchant. But then tragedy hit hard – she was ‘stricken with typhoid fever which not only ruined her looks and damaged her eyesight but stunted her growth’. She lost her hair and would wear a wig for the rest of her life, as well as a size twelve child’s shoe.

The fever caused bouts of depression and left her permanently unhinged: always, she ranted about the racial purity of her ancestors. She raised Jack with the belief that ‘dark-skinned races are not to be trusted’. He will never be able to shake this monkey off his back. All his life, he will believe, like most of his generation, that the Anglo-Saxon is the superior breed.

When she was about twenty-five, Flora left home. After a brief stay in Seattle she moved to San Francisco, then a boom town where rich gold prospectors and railroad magnates were beginning to erect an imperial city which would, in just a few years, boast some of the most lavish mansions and most beautiful civic architecture in all America. In the 1870s the city attracted tens of thousands of immigrants, for whom it promised a new beginning on the cusp of the Pacific. By the time Flora arrived, San Francisco was already the most cultivated metropolis west of the Rockies, with a thriving social scene and a growing artistic community.

At first, Flora gave piano lessons to support herself. In 1874 she moved in with a man named William Chaney, an itinerant astrologer who encouraged her fascination with spiritualism. Together, Flora and Chaney ran an ‘astrology parlour’. Smart hostesses dared not even hire a housekeeper without first consulting spiritualists such as Flora who, for a price, acted as a primitive psychotherapist, offering to communicate with the dead and to send messages to former loved ones.

But fleecing the superstitious did not pay the rent. William Chaney, who liked to call himself ‘The Professor’, had a day job with Common Sense magazine, which advertised itself as the only ‘free thought’ magazine west of the Rockies. On the side he gave private readings in horoscopes, dashed off articles, and delivered sociological lectures for a group called the Philomathean Society. He was irrevocably convinced that astrology was a science, not quackery, and that it could, for example, help a man and woman produce a ‘biologically superior child’.

On 12 January 1876, Flora produced such a child, a small boy whom she named John. Pregnancy had shattered her hopes of striking it rich. Now she was saddled with an unwanted child – her ‘badge of shame’. The birth itself had almost killed her. She was left so weakened by it that a local doctor recommended a wet-nurse, a local black woman, Virginia Prentiss, known as ‘Mammie Jennie’, who had just lost her own baby in childbirth. Baby John was taken to Mrs Prentiss’s home where, for eight months, he was suckled and cared for as if he were her own child.

Meanwhile, William Chaney deserted Flora. A few months after Jack’s birth, she met and quickly married a middle-aged Civil War veteran, John London, a widower who had recently arrived from the midwest with two young daughters, Eliza and Ida. They made their first home in a cramped apartment on Folsom Street, in a relatively safe and well-to-do neighbourhood of San Francisco.

When Jack, now known as John London, was finally returned to his family in late 1876, it was his stepsister Eliza, not Flora, who took on the duties of a mother. Eliza would continue to act as a surrogate mother for the rest of Jack’s life, and would become the one woman he would trust and love more than any other. It was Eliza, not Flora, who read to him at bedtime. When he cut his forehead Eliza, not Flora, ‘calmly treated the wound by smearing it with a mixture of cobweb and tar’.

John London the elder was just as kind, caring for Jack as if he were his own son; and indeed Jack believed that he was John’s son. But his health was so impaired – he had lost a lung during the war – that he had difficulty finding work to support his new family. He was also incapable of standing up to Flora, whose restlessness and mood swings would blight Jack’s childhood and the remaining years of her husband’s life.

Jack was her only child, yet, he later claimed, she showed him no affection. He would tell of being frightened by the séances she held in which she dealt with a medium called Plume, an Indian chief. He would never forgive her for making John London beat him, nor would he ever forget her hysterical breakdowns, her feigned heart attacks and her temper tantrums.

When Jack and Eliza came down with diphtheria, the family doctor recommended that the Londons move out of San Francisco, and so John London moved his family across San Francisco Bay to Oakland, a small community which was beginning to flourish due to its growing reputation as the pre-eminent railroad terminus in California and because it skirted a natural harbour.

Though San Francisco was only thirty minutes from Oakland by steam-ferry, the cities seemed far more distant from each other. While San Francisco was seen as a decadent city of nouveau riche excess and civic corruption, Oakland was a gritty, no-nonsense town built on true pioneer values of hard work and honesty. It had begun as a logging town, and soon became a centre where the vast natural resources of northern California – particularly its enormous redwood trees – could be exploited and then exported by rail and sea to the rest of America and the world. In Jack’s childhood it was a settlement of clapboard houses surrounded by poppy fields and meadows teeming with wildlife. Because it nestled alongside San Francisco Bay, the local diet was rich in seafood and wildfowl.

John London acquired a couple of acres and started a market garden. Within months, his produce was known as the finest in the region. But then the family fortunes began to change. Flora urged John to move to a small farm in San Mateo County, south of San Francisco. On 12 January 1883 he reluctantly piled his family’s belongings onto a cart, tied a lone cow behind, and moved on to a new life. At first, his success as a smallholder continued. With the profits from his San Mateo farm, he bought an eighty-seven-acre ranch in nearby Livermore, to the east of Oakland. Once again, Flora was behind the move.

While John planted olive trees and vineyards, Jack settled into the life of a hard-working farm-boy. With his dog, Rollo, as his only friend, he would wander the desolate surrounding countryside, hunting with his stepfather for duck. Aged five, Jack swallowed some ale which he was taking to John as he laboured in the fields, and became dreadfully ill. Two years later, he was given red wine at an Italian wedding. Again, he became delirious with the alcohol. ‘I was a sick child,’ he later recalled, ‘and despite the terrible strain on my heart and tissues, I continually relapsed into the madness of delirium. All the contents of the terrible and horrible in my child’s mind spilled out … All the inconceivable filth a child running at large in a primitive countryside may hear men utter was mine … My brain was seared for ever by that experience. Writing now, thirty years afterwards, every vision is as distinct, as sharp-cut, every pain as vital and terrible.’

Though the Livermore ranch was a success, Flora was still not satisfied. Having grown up in a wealthy family, she would not be content until her circumstances matched those of her childhood. On a whim, she offered to board Captain J.H. Shepard, a widowed Civil War veteran like her husband. He had three children.

Eliza, already a full-time mother to Jack, now took on responsibility for Shepard’s brood. Though he was old enough to be her father, Shepard seemed a romantic figure to Eliza, who was by now sixteen and who had spent all her life in drudgery, caring for others. In 1884 they eloped and moved back to Oakland. Eight-year-old Jack was devastated. Losing Eliza felt like losing a mother.

A few months later, an epidemic wiped out John London’s chicken coops. One misfortune followed another as John struggled to pay the interest on the farm’s mortgage. The potato wagon was once again loaded and John took his family back to Oakland, his hopes of establishing a profitable farm dashed forever.

Jack was delighted by the move. The new family cottage was only a couple of blocks from Eliza’s house and also within walking distance of Mammie Jennie, his old wet-nurse, who still treated him as her own son, providing the affection denied by his mother. In the neighbouring streets he learned how to defend himself from local bullies on his way home from the Garfield Elementary School. He was not a strong fighter, but even though he looked more like a cherub than a wiry brawler, he had soon earned a reputation among the local gangs, as a cunning fighter best left alone.

The family fortunes continued to deteriorate. When a scheme to house Scottish girls who worked in the local cotton mills fell through, the Londons lost their home and were forced to move to the least desirable part of town: West Oakland, a poverty-stricken community of immigrant Italians and brutally exploited Chinese. Flora was soon so preoccupied with her life’s obsession – spiritualism – that she continued to overlook Jack’s hunger for her love.

In 1890, aged fourteen, Jack graduated from Cole Grammar School in West Oakland. Because his family could not afford to put him through high school, Jack was sent to work at Hickmott’s, the local canning factory.

There had been no attempt to outlaw child labour in California, nor was there health and safety legislation, nor any limits on hours worked. Jack and his peers were at the mercy of ruthless employers. Fortunately, Jack’s physique was more than equal to the hard labour as a result of his years ranging the marshes and rugged coastline in the San Francisco Bay area. His muscles had grown lean and strong as he learned to fish, hunt and trap. He had also become skilled in sailing small boats, and often took great risks in trying to beat larger yachts in races across the bay. He had, however, developed his physical strength on his own. His had been a lonely childhood, with books as his companions and the local library in Oakland as his sole sanctuary. Jack would always worship its librarian, Ina Coolbrith, the first person of culture to enter his life. She had been a loyal friend to the writers Mark Twain and Bret Harte, and had helped found the Overland Monthly magazine, which had published Twain himself and several of California’s best writers, including John Muir, Bret Harte and Joaquin Miller.

Later to become California’s first Poet Laureate, Ina Coolbrith quickly warmed to Jack. He read everything she recommended: dime novels about Viking heroes and blonde goddesses; Horatio Alger’s rags-to-riches stories; The African Adventures of Paul du Chaillu, which would remain at his bedside even in his dying days; and Washington Irving’s novel Alhambra, with its images of a vast Moorish palace. All of these books opened up his mind to a world beyond Oakland.

The more jars Jack stuffed with pickles at Hickmott’s Cannery, the more he hungered for escape, for a life of excitement and adventure – for a world he knew existed because he had read about it. He began to fear that his mind was becoming as numb as those of his workmates, and he sensed that his ambition and wanderlust were dying.

As Jack would write in his most autobiographical short story, ‘The Apostate’, there was no pleasure in his life. ‘The procession of the days he never saw. The nights he slept away in a twitching consciousness. The rest of the time he worked, and his consciousness was machine consciousness. Outside this his mind was a blank.’

To escape his fate, at least for a few hours, Jack got drunk. In saloons along the Oakland and San Francisco waterfronts, which he had first visited when John London worked briefly as a special constable, he was treated like a prince if he bought a round of whiskey. His fellow drinkers did not sneer at his shabby appearance and his pittance of an income from the cannery. With a few shots settled in his stomach, Jack felt less at odds with his environment, and his sense of isolation melted away. ‘In the saloons life was different,’ he would later write in a confessional novel, John Barleycorn, his account of his lifelong association with alcohol. ‘Men talked with great voices, laughed great laughs and there was an atmosphere of greatness.’

While several biographers were to claim that Jack’s ‘alcoholic memoirs’ were exaggerated, he insisted that in fact he had toned down the full extent of his debauches in the book, for fear of repelling editors and readers. Alcohol closed the divide between his sensitive side, that of the bookish, shy boy, and the man he thought he should be. It seared its way into his brain, ‘melting his shyness, talking through him and with him and as him, his adopted twin brother and alter ego’.

After stumbling along Oakland’s wharves, sailors from every port in the world gathered in Jack’s favourite bar, Johnny Heinold’s First and Last Chance Saloon. Among the spittle and sawdust, Jack sat in rapture and listened to the tales of whalers, sealers, harpooners, every one an expert in killing. These were true men, not factory fodder, who had lived ‘big’ and who recounted their adventures with wry smiles, one hand grasping a bottle, the other caressing the stem of a whalebone pipe. Not one of them would have settled for a life filling cans, chained to a production line.

Jack heard about certain occupations open to young men with ambition, and about oyster pirates who stole from private beds and sold their booty for enormous profits. In one bar he discovered that one of the pirates, ‘French Frank’, was willing to sell a sloop, the Razzle Dazzle, for just $300.

Jack furiously set about trying to raise money to buy his escape. Finally, he turned in desperation to Mammie Jennie, now working as a nurse. According to him, she handed her ‘white child’ the $300, he dashed to meet French Frank in the First and Last Chance Saloon, handed over the glinting $20 gold pieces, and closed the deal with a swift whiskey before sprinting to the dock where he found a group of ‘wharf-rats’ sitting on the Razzle Dazzle’s deck around a jug of wine. Among them were two sisters, Mamie and Tess, and two oyster pirates, ‘Whiskey Bob’ and ‘Spider Healey’.

Mamie was known as ‘the queen of the oyster pirates’. A pretty waif, she went with the boat, providing ‘comfort’ to its skipper. And, sure enough, on his first day as captain, she took Jack on deck, while the others swigged their wine, and made love to him.

There were other rites of passage to be undergone. To become a man among men, Jack was forced to prove his masculinity not only through getting laid, but also by brawling, drinking and standing up to any tough who threatened him. On one occasion French Frank tried to run down the Razzle Dazzle in his schooner, so jealous had he become of Jack’s conquest of Mamie. Never one to turn and run, Jack stood defiantly on deck, steering with his feet, a double-barrelled shotgun cocked in his hands, and forced French Frank to give way.

Jack’s recollections of his days as an oyster-pirate, recounted twenty years later in John Barleycorn, were perhaps clouded by a desire to romanticise his youth. He was also inclined to exaggerate the poverty of his childhood – one contemporary, Frank Atherton, insisted that Flora in fact cooked steaks for the family’s dinner.

The morning after an oyster raid, saloon-keepers and hoteliers bartered for the finest pickings. One night’s work brought Jack at least $25 – far more than he would have earned in a month at Hickmott’s Cannery. He was soon able to repay Mammie Jennie her investment with interest. And his mother received more money from him than ever.

Jack was now the family’s sole breadwinner. John London had suffered from weak lungs since returning from the Civil War, and his health was failing rapidly. Shortly before Jack had begun work at Hickmott’s, John had been badly injured in an accident in the Oakland railroad yards. Now any kind of physical labour was beyond him.

Although Jack believed his means of supporting his family was ‘raw and naked, wild and free’, at times he felt the need to escape it. The countless dollars he blew at the bar didn’t give him half as much pleasure, he said, as a night with his books. What he enjoyed most was escaping to his candle-lit cabin where he could be alone with Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, Kipling’s The Light That Failed and Melville’s Typee.

The reality of Jack’s new profession was that death always stalked close by. Every night, he had to navigate without lights, his oarlocks muffled in case he alerted armed guards protecting the oyster beds. Often, his only guidance was gunfire lighting up the sky. Life was even cheaper on San Francisco’s Barbary Coast and Oakland’s estuary, where Jack spent afternoons drinking before the night’s adventure, and where his new associates thought nothing of stabbing a man in the back for a sack of rotting shellfish. The area was so violent that the police patrolled in pairs, armed to the teeth, their preferred weapon a knife more than a foot long with which they sometimes severed the hands of assailants.

Few places in America were as brutalising. Indeed, some parts of San Francisco and Oakland, even at the close of the nineteenth century, still deserved to be called the Wild West. Only three decades before Jack’s birth, the city beside the bay had been a small settlement of a few hundred hardy inhabitants. Then, in 1849, gold was found in the nearby hills. From across America and beyond came hordes of prospectors, cowboys, desperadoes all. Within a year of the gold rush, the boom town’s population mushroomed into the tens of thousands.

By the mid-1850s very little of the city’s wealth ‘remained in the hands of the men who had dug it from the earth’. Almost all of it had been consumed by the Barbary Coast; or rather by the unscrupulous owners of the bars, brothels and casinos to which the area was dedicated.

Until 1917, when its brothels and most of its bars were shut down by God-fearing politicians, the Barbary Coast remained the most depraved dockside in America, if not the world. In Jack’s youth, it enjoyed a golden age. Chinese gangs and exotic whores crammed the alleyways; syphilitic ‘hostesses’ opened doors to the most infamous bars and casinos in the west. Greenbacks bought any perversion imaginable. Murder was commonplace, as were vicious press-gangs.

In this environment, Jack was fortunate to survive. Several of his colleagues were killed in fights along the waterfront. Others were arrested and sent to the infamous San Quentin Prison. In John Barleycorn, Jack recounted how he himself was once knocked unconscious for seventeen hours in a fight.

His three months as an oyster pirate ended, Jack later claimed, when a fellow hoodlum, ‘Scotty’, tipped over a lantern and set the mainmast of the Razzle Dazzle ablaze. Jack joined forces with another wharfside youth, ‘Scratch Nelson’, and went sailing for a couple of weeks around San Francisco Bay. But he was still caught between two fates: either he remain a criminal or he return to wage-slavery. Unable to contemplate going back to a factory, he tried his hand at salmon fishing for a week. Then, without qualms, he decided to switch sides. Accepting a job with the local Fish Patrol, Jack would now pursue his former associates.

In the 1880s, San Francisco Bay was infested with Chinese shrimp raiders and Greek salmon thieves. The Fish Patrol’s objective was to catch these rogue fishermen and impose stiff penalties. Jack would receive half the fines collected from those he captured. In his 1902 book Tales of the Fish Patrol, he was to portray himself as a swashbuckling youth who fought off marauding Chinamen and proved himself far more courageous than his fellow officers. As in John Barleycorn, the adventures he recounted were without doubt reworked for an audience of young readers. On the flyleaf of one copy of Tales of the Fish Patrol he would write: ‘Find here, sometimes hinted, sometimes told, and sometimes made different, the days of my boyhood.’

He quickly discovered that his new colleagues drank even more than the oyster pirates did. One night, after a particularly long binge, Jack staggered onto a sloop at the end of a wharf to sleep it off. He lost his footing, fell overboard into the lethal Carquinez Straits at the northern end of the bay, and was swept away by the current.

Coughing and spluttering, the tang of salt water sobering him, he decided not to fight the pull of the tide, and so he drifted further and deeper into the bay. The gaslights of San Francisco flickered in the distance. The stars shone brighter, more clearly than he had ever noticed before. Some ‘maundering fancy’ of going out with the tide suddenly obsessed him. He had never been morbid. Thoughts of suicide, he wrote, had never entered his head. But now he thought it ‘fine, a splendid culmination, a perfect rounding off of his short but exciting career’.

Just as rapidly as it deserted him, Jack’s will to live returned. But now, as he tried to swim to safety, the ice-cold water began to cramp his muscles. About to sink for good, he was hauled to safety by a Greek fisherman who took him back to his hut, wrapped him in blankets and poured steaming soup down his throat.

Sobered by this experience, Jack realised he wanted more from life than an endless round of theft, brawling and drinking. His hunger for experience was now so great that any escape route from Oakland, no matter how dangerous, would do. Sailing one day up the Sacramento River, he came across a group of boys swimming naked. Instantly he hitched himself to the gang of homeless youths, and for a couple of weeks he learned the ways and means of young hobos. By ‘riding the rods’ – jumping from one train to another – he beat his way across the Sierra Nevada, the mountain range that had protected California for so long from pioneers.

The adventure was short-lived. Having earned the moniker ‘Sailor Kid’, Jack returned to Oakland as soon as he began to go hungry, and joined one of the many waterfront gangs that preyed on Chinese immigrants. Again he fell into a life of binge drinking and gang activity. Local barmen now gave him a year to live before he fatally overdosed on their cheap booze.

They were almost right. Late in 1892, Jack had possibly his worst experience with alcohol. One afternoon he and Scratch Nelson learned that local politicians were buying votes with free booze. Extra bar-keepers couldn’t keep up with the demand, and within hours Jack had drunk himself into oblivion. His head reeled, his heart pounded, his lungs gasped for air. Finally he was carried semi-conscious to a train bound for Oakland. ‘I often think that was the nearest to death I have ever been. I was scorching up, burning alive internally, in an agony of fire and suffocation, and I wanted air – I madly wanted air. My efforts to raise the window were vain, for all the windows in the car were screwed down. Nelson had seen drink-crazed men, and thought I wanted to throw myself out. He tried to restrain me, but I fought on. I seized some man’s torch and smashed the glass.’

The sound of breaking glass sparked a frenzied fist-fight. Jack was the first to be knocked unconscious. ‘Heavens! That was twenty years ago and I am still very much and wisely alive; and I have seen much, done much, lived much, in the intervening score of years; and I shudder when I think how close a shave I ran, how near I was to missing that splendid fifth of a century that has been mine since.’

Truly sobered, Jack considered his options. His way of life would have to change. ‘It made toward death too quickly to suit my youth and vitality,’ he would later explain. ‘And there was only one way out of this hazardous manner of living and that was to get out.’ By coincidence, a sealing-fleet was wintering in San Francisco Bay. In one saloon Jack met a seal-hunter, Pete Holt, and after several drinks he agreed to be his boat-puller and to sign on any schooner he signed on.

‘Rolling and climbing the moving valleys’, the Sophie Sutherland fought her way farther and farther into the heart of the Pacific. As he later described it in The Sea Wolf, Jack could hear the wind whining. It came to his ears as a muffled roar. Now and again feet stamped above his head. An endless creaking was going on about him, ‘the woodwork and the fittings groaning and squeaking and complaining in a thousand keys’.

The Sophie Sutherland was one of the last sealers to leave San Francisco Bay, and was now headed for the Bering Sea and ninety days of harpooning. The boat’s forecastle, into which Jack dropped his hold-all eight days after his seventeenth birthday, was lined on either side by bunks; on the walls hung oilskins, sea boots, and lanterns. When none of his fellow crew was watching, Jack stowed his most valuable belongings: books by Flaubert and Melville and a copy of Anna Karenina. He then rushed on deck to wave San Francisco goodbye.

As the Sophie Sutherland ploughed through the Golden Gate Strait, Jack’s spirits soared. At last he was headed for the strange and exotic lands he had read about, over and over, in Moby-Dick. He was a man among men. Life had begun.

To sign on as an able-bodied seaman, Jack needed to be nineteen or to have three years’ experience. He had neither qualification, but such was his reputation along the waterfront that an exception had been made for ‘young Johnnie’. By contrast, his new shipmates were old hands to a man, mostly callused Scandinavians who had spent years before the mast. In their eyes, Jack was an impostor, a callow boy pretending to be a sailor.

Jack quickly realised he would have to prove himself at least their equal if the nine-month voyage were not to become an insufferable ordeal. From the first day at sea, he was careful to pull his weight so his shipmates would not resent his presence. Early in the voyage he discovered that he would also have to resort to violence if he was not going to be abused by the older men. One day, as he sat on his bunk weaving a mat of rope-yarn, a bullying Swedish sailor swore at him. Jack answered back. The older sailor dropped the coffee-pot he was carrying and made to slap Jack for his insolence. Before he could land a blow, Jack smacked him right between the eyes. Choking with rage, the Swede lunged again at Jack, this time with a ‘sledge-hammer fist’, but again Jack managed to dodge aside. A split-second later, he vaulted onto the sailor’s back. His fingers were soon clamped around the Swede’s windpipe. He’d rip it out, he screamed, if the sailor didn’t back off.

The Swede ‘bellowed and charged like a mad bull, and with every frenzied jump, his head knocked against the deck beams’. A lamp fell to the floor; the rest of the crew jumped out of their bunks and gathered round. Jack looked as if he was being throttled to death. His eyes bulged, his face streamed blood, yet he continued to dig his fingers deeper into the Swede’s throat.

‘Will you promise to let me alone? Eh? Will you?’ Jack screamed.

The Swede, by now purple in the face, ‘gurgled an assent’, and when Jack’s ‘vise-like grip on his throat lessened, reeled and stumbled to his knees like a felled bullock. The sailors, jamming their way through a wild clutter of food and broken dishes, crowded around the jubilant hero of the hour with friendly offers of assistance and a noticeable increase of respect.’

When he wasn’t swinging his fists, Jack buried his head in his books, keeping the oil lamp burning through the night, and learning how Flaubert’s Madame Bovary had mythologised her childhood to find social acceptance. When a whining cockney – ‘the Bricklayer’ – died during a storm and was dropped overboard, Jack commandeered the dead man’s bunk, despite the superstition of his shipmates. The bunk was better lit than his former berth, but for years he would be haunted by the memory of the Bricklayer’s corpse bobbing in the Sophie Sutherland’s wake.

Several weeks into the voyage, Jack’s turn came to take the wheel. Could a seventeen-year-old greenhorn handle the eighty-ton schooner in high seas? After watching him for a few minutes, the captain nodded and went below. Jack was left alone, the gale whipping his salted, bleached hair into his eyes. For an hour, he kept the ship on course: ‘In my grasp the wildly careering schooner and the lives of twenty-two men … With my own hands I had done my trick at the wheel and guided a hundred tons of wood and iron through a few million tons of wind and waves … When I have done some such thing, I am exalted. I glow all over. I am aware of a pride in myself that is mine, and mine alone. It is organic. Every fibre of me is thrilling with it. It is very natural. It is a mere matter of satisfaction at adjustment to environment. It is success.’

Fifty-one days into the voyage, the Sophie Sutherland neared the Bonin Islands south-east of Japan. As they came into view, it was as if a scene from Melville’s Typee or Stevenson’s Treasure Island had come to life. Jagged volcanoes skirted by jungle greeted Jack, and as the Sophie Sutherland crossed the reefs, native canoes and Japanese sampans surrounded her. ‘It was my first foreign land; I had won to the other side of the world, and I would see all I had read in the books come true,’ Jack later recalled. ‘I was wild to get ashore.’

He was also gasping for a drink. With Victor, a Swedish sailor, and Axel, a Norwegian, he had planned his shore leave. First they would toast their arrival in paradise, then they would explore it. Leaving their boat on a white beach of coral sand, they walked under the coconut palms and into town. To their amazement, they found several hundred ‘riotous seamen from all the world, drinking prodigiously, singing prodigiously, dancing prodigiously – and all on the main street to the scandal of a helpless handful of Japanese police’. They had stumbled across other crews who had put in to port with the same intentions as their own.

Jack and Axel wandered from drink to drink before separating, and then Jack drifted alone ‘downing more drinks, getting hazier and hazier’. He sat in a circle with ‘Japanese fishermen, kanaka boat-steerers from our own vessels’, and with ‘due and proper and most intricate Japanese ceremonial’ drank ‘sake, pale, mild, and lukewarm, from tiny porcelain bowls’.

He would always remember his first sight of ‘runaway apprentices – boys of eighteen and twenty, of middle class English families, who had jumped their ships and apprenticeships in various ports of the world and drifted into the forecastles of the sailing schooners. They were healthy, smooth-skinned, clear-eyed, and they were young – youths like me, learning the way of their feet in the world of men. And they were men. No mild sake for them, but square-faces illicitly refilled with corrosive fire that flamed through their veins and burst into conflagrations in their heads.’

Jack eventually staggered back to the Sophie Sutherland, now bound for northern waters. Three weeks later he caught sight of his first seal herd as it barked its way to the rookeries of the Bering Sea. The fun was over. For the next three months, Jack joined the daily routine of butchery. Within minutes of beginning the cull, the Sophie Sutherland was a floating slaughter-house, her decks ‘covered with hides and bodies, slippery with fat and blood, the scuppers running red, masts, ropes, and rails splattered with sanguinary colour; and the men, like butchers plying their trade, naked and red of arm and hand, hard at work with ripping and flensing knives, removing the skins from the pretty creatures they had killed.’

For several weeks, Jack slept no more than three hours at a stretch before climbing down a flimsy rope-ladder to a small boat bobbing in the ice-floes. He would row to within a few yards of the icebergs while a harpooner took careful aim. So greatly had the value of seal fur declined on the international market that the Sophie Sutherland could only return to port when her holds were brimming with hides.

The Sophie Sutherland’s decks were a brutal place for any man who did not pull his weight and loudly revel in the slaughter. Here, in the most unpredictable waters in the northern Pacific, Jack first witnessed the lengths man will go to in killing animals for profit. The butchery seemed to make his fellow sailors as bestial as the animals they culled in the name of greed.

The long weeks at sea did, however, provide one unexpected bonus: time for self-reflection. Though Jack had fallen in with his shipmates, he now felt more detached than ever from the men of his own class as he waded through blood and blubber. He realised he was still a callow outsider, mingling without real ease with the killers around him. But he later wrote of how he quickly developed an ability to adapt to different environments. Among drinkers, he got drunk. Among sailors, he swore. This knack was essential, not to social advancement, but survival. Yet it bore a price: Jack never developed a robust sense of self, and he would enter adulthood with little self-esteem. His enthusiasms would be too easily encouraged. He would define himself in opposition to other classes and races, and be swayed too quickly by the prejudices of others.

In a letter to a lover in 1903, he wrote:

My child life was uncongenial. There was nothing responsive around me. I learned reticence, an inner reticence. I went into the world early, and I adventured among many different classes. A newcomer in any class, I naturally was reticent concerning my real self, which such a class could not understand, while I was superficially loquacious in order to make my entry into such a class popular and successful. And so it went, from class to class, from clique to clique. No intimacies, a continuous hardening, a superficial loquacity so clever, and an inner reticence so secret, that the one was taken for the real, the other never dreamed of.

While he was on board the Sophie Sutherland Jack heard of Alexander McLean, the notoriously brutal captain of another sealing ship, whom he would later portray as Wolf Larsen in his novel The Sea Wolf. ‘McLean had a big record as a rough character,’ Jack recalled, ‘and was known as the worst man, so far as physical violence was concerned, among the seal hunters.’ In 1906 he disappeared in a storm at sea.

In early summer 1893, the Sophie Sutherland headed for home with a heavy catch, docking en route at Yokohama on the east coast of Japan. Yokohama was a maze of docks and modern buildings with a population of a quarter of a million. Back on dry land, he took a rickshaw to the nearest saloon and for a fortnight repeated the excesses of the Bonin Islands. Drunk, day and night, on warm sake, he saw nothing but the inside of bars. At the end of this binge, he wrote in John Barleycorn, chased by port police, he dived into the harbour and swam a mile back to the Sophie Sutherland to escape arrest. He was apparently registered as drowned. On the voyage back to San Francisco he did almost die, of a sudden attack of the shingles.

On 26 August 1893 the Sophie Sutherland dropped anchor in San Francisco Bay. The voyage had lasted almost eight months. After finding his land legs, and again getting blitzed with his shipmates on the Barbary Coast, Jack crossed the bay to Oakland and home.

Flora was genuinely pleased to see him. But if he was to stay a sailor, he must ensure an effective means of getting his earnings to her. He could adventure to his heart’s content, so long as he remembered his true role: as a breadwinner with dependants. He must never forget his responsibilities, whether he was breaking the law to put bread on the table or was up to his waist in blood and guts in the perilous waters of the northern Pacific.

In Jack’s absence, the bay area had sunk further into depression. Capitalism’s cycle of boom and bust was wreaking havoc across America. It was impossible to find a job with even half-decent pay. Back where he had started, Jack did not avoid the fate of his peers for long.
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On the Road

Idleness so called, which does not consist in doing nothing, but in doing a great deal not recognised by the dogmatic formularies of the ruling class, has as good a right to state its position as industry itself. It is admitted that the presence of people who refuse to enter in the great handicap race for sixpenny pieces, is at once an insult and a disenchantment for those who do.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, An Apology for Idlers

DURING HIS MONTHS AT SEA Jack resolved to change his way of life, and to become a respectable young man. On returning to Oakland in August 1893, he discovered the fate of his former associates: his old oyster-pirate friend Scratch Nelson had been riddled by policemen’s bullets during a drunken brawl, and many of those still alive were stewing in San Quentin.

Jack’s fascination with the waterfront was now quite dead; he no longer cared for ‘the drinking, nor the vagrancy of it’. He wandered back to the Oakland Free Library and ‘read the books with greater understanding … Then, too, my mother said I had sown my wild oats and it was time I settled down to a regular job. Also, the family needed the money. So I got a job at the jute mills – a ten-hour day at ten cents an hour. Despite my increase in strength and general efficiency, I was receiving no more than when I worked in the cannery several years before.’

Jack was again imprisoned in a noisy factory. The stench of the cannery had been replaced by a mist of lint and an ear-piercing din. ‘It was humdrum machine toil,’ he later recalled. ‘I wanted life. I wanted to realise myself in other ways than at a machine for ten cents an hour. And yet I had had my fill of saloons. I wanted something new. I was growing up.’

In an attempt to distance himself from the past, Jack joined the YMCA, seeking more wholesome company. But he failed to fit in among the ‘clean-minded’ boys. ‘The life there was healthful and athletic, but too juvenile. For me it was too late. I was not boy, nor youth, despite my paucity of years. I had bucked big with men. I knew mysterious and violent things. I was from the other side of life so far as concerned the young men I encountered at the YMCA. I spoke another language, possessed a sadder and more terrible wisdom. (When I come to think it over, I realise, now, that I have never had a boyhood.)’

After several weeks in the jute mill, a promise of escape glimmered briefly. His mother noticed that the San Francisco Morning Call had announced a competition for a descriptive sketch written by a young reader, and she pushed her son to enter. As soon as Jack put pen to paper, word after word flowed from his store of mental imagery, tumbling onto the page faster than he could scribble them. By dawn he had finished four thousand words.

At just seventeen, Jack had produced a work of great vitality. He had not seen the inside of a classroom for three years, but he had read more books than his schoolmates would probably read in a lifetime. By his own reckoning, there were few novels in the Oakland Library which had not been checked out under his name.

Jack’s first published sentences swelled with the rhythm of the ocean itself:

Each mighty sea, all phosphorescent and glowing with the tiny lights of the myriad animalculae, threatened to overwhelm us with a deluge of fire. Higher and higher, thinner and thinner, the crest grew as it began to curve and overtop preparatory to breaking, until with a roar it fell over bulkwards, a mass of soft glowing light and tons of water which sent the sailors sprawling in all directions and left in each nook and cranny little specks of light that glowed and trembled till the next sea washed them away, depositing new ones in their places.

According to the San Francisco Morning Call, the most striking aspect of Jack’s story ‘Typhoon off the Coast of Japan’ was ‘the largeness of grasp and steady force of expression that shows the young artist’. Jack was awarded the first prize of $25, with second and third prizes going to men in their early twenties studying at the University of California and at Stanford University.

Jack’s first literary success began to change his relationship
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