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JACK LONDON

John Griffith London, the novelist, short story writer, essayist, and journalist whose own life proved as dramatic as his fiction, was born in San Francisco on January 12, 1876. He was the illegitimate son of Flora Wellman, a spiritualist and music teacher, and William Henry Chaney, an astrologer and itinerant lecturer. Renamed for his stepfather, Civil War veteran John London, he endured an impoverished childhood on various California farms and a succession of poorhouses in Oakland, where the family moved in 1886. London left school at the age of fourteen to work in a cannery. After a brief, dangerous stint as an oyster pirate on San Francisco Bay, he became a deputy for the California Fish Patrol, having adventures he later recalled in The Cruise of the Dazzler (1902) and Tales of the Fish Patrol (1905). In 1893 he boarded a sealing schooner headed for the Bering Sea. The seven-month voyage inspired “Story of a Typhoon Off the Coast of Japan” (1893), which was awarded first prize in a writing contest sponsored by a San Francisco newspaper, and The Sea-Wolf (1904), perhaps his best novel about the struggle of man against nature.

The following year London headed east by rail with other young hobos. He roamed across America as far as Niagara Falls, New York, where he was arrested for vagrancy. “I have often thought that to this training of my tramp days is due much of my success as a story writer,” he reflected. “In order to get the food whereby I lived, I was compelled to tell tales that rang true. At the back door, out of inexorable necessity, is developed the convincingness and sincerity laid down by all authorities on the art of the short story.” The Road (1907), a forerunner of the work of Dos Passos and Kerouac, recounts his experiences as a “road kid.” Upon returning to California, London resumed his education by studying the works of Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer, and Friedrich Nietzsche. He attended Oakland High School for a year and spent one semester at the University of California at Berkeley. During this time he became interested in Marxism and joined the Socialist Labor Party, gaining notoriety as the “Boy Socialist” of Oakland. The semi-autobiographical novel Martin Eden (1909) chronicles his dreams of literary fame that date from this period.

In the summer of 1897, London joined the Klondike gold rush, little realizing the wealth of material it would provide him as a writer. “It was in the Klondike I found myself,” he later attested. “There you get your perspective. I got mine.” He sold his first story, “To the Man on the Trail,” to the Overland Monthly in 1899, and the Atlantic Monthly published “An Odyssey of the North” in January 1900. London’s first book, The Son of the Wolf (1900), was a collection of Klondike tales that proved enormously popular. He quickly capitalized on its success with The God of His Fathers (1901) and Children of the Frost (1902). His other volumes of Klondike stories include The Faith of Men (1904), Love of Life and Other Stories (1907), Lost Face (1910), and Smoke Bellew (1912).

The Call of the Wild brought London international acclaim when it was published in 1903. Viewed by many as his symbolic autobiography, it recounts the story of the dog Buck, who learns to survive in the brutal Yukon wilderness. “No other popular writer of his time did any better writing than you will find in The Call of the Wild,” noted H. L. Mencken. “Here, indeed, are all the elements of sound fiction.” White Fang, which was conceived by London as “a complete antithesis and companion piece to The Call of the Wild,” appeared in 1906. “The quintessential Jack London is in the on-rushing compulsiveness of his northern stories,” noted James Dickey. “Few men have more convincingly examined the connection between the creative powers of the individual writer and the unconscious drive to breed and to survive, found in the natural world.”

London next focused on social and political issues. He journeyed to England in 1902 to research The People of the Abyss (1903), a study of the appalling slum conditions in the East End of London. In 1904 he traveled to Korea and Manchuria to report on the Russo-Japanese War for the Hearst newspaper syndicate. The Russian Revolution of 1905 prompted London to give a series of socialist lectures subsequently compiled in War of the Classes (1905) and Revolution and Other Essays (1910). And in The Iron Heel (1908), an astonishing political fantasy judged by Leon Trotsky to be a work of genius, he imagined the rise of fascism in America.

In 1907 London sailed for the South Pacific. The Cruise of the “Snark” (1911) recounts the writer’s grueling two-year journey through the islands of Polynesia and Melanesia in search of untouched civilizations. Forced to abandon his travels in Australia owing to illness, he returned to California in shattered health. Yet London soon produced South Sea Tales (1911), The House of Pride and Other Tales of Hawaii (1912), and A Son of the Sun (1912), works that attempt to reconcile his dream of an unfallen world with the harsh reality of twentieth-century materialism.

By 1913 London was the highest-paid writer in the world. In that year alone he published The Night-Born, a collection of stories; The Valley of the Moon, a novel of California ranch life; The Abysmal Brute, a fictional exposé of professional boxing; and John Barleycorn, a memoir about his struggles with alcoholism. In 1914 he traveled to Vera Cruz to cover the Mexican Revolution for Collier’s magazine. Jack London’s final years were spent at his ranch in the Sonoma Valley, where he died of uremic poisoning on November 22, 1916. His last works of fiction include The Mutiny of the “Elsinore” (1914), The Strength of the Strong (1914), The Scarlet Plague (1915), The Star Rover (1915), The Little Lady of the Big House (1916), The Turtles of Tasman (1916), The Red One (1918), and Island Tales (1920).

“Jack London was an instinctive artist of a high order,” said H. L. Mencken. “There was in him a vast delicacy of perception, a high feeling, a sensitiveness to beauty. And there was in him, too, under all his blatancies, a poignant sense of the infinite romance and mystery of human life.” James Dickey wrote: “The key to London’s effectiveness is to be found in his complete absorption in the world he evokes. The author is in and committed to his creations to a degree very nearly unparalleled in the composition of fiction.” As E. L. Doctorow remarked on the front page of The New York Times Book Review : “To this day Jack London is the most widely read American writer in the world.”
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The water-front decided that there was something to me despite my youth Frontispiece

I was sent from the house, half a mile away, to carry to him a pail of beer

I was a man, a god

A few words started the fray

Work! Let any youth just turned eighteen try to out-shovel two man-grown coal-shovelers

I had let career go hang, and was on the adventure-path again

I had the craving at last, and it was mastering me.

And yet, with jaundiced eye I gaze upon all the beauty and wonder about me


JACK LONDON AND JOHN BARLEYCORN

Pete Hamill

I.

Once upon a time, during the innocent first decade and a half of the twentieth century, Jack London was probably the most famous writer in America. This was no small accomplishment, in an era when Mark Twain was still alive and Henry James was writing masterpieces from his European exile. But Jack London was something new: the writer as media star. His books and short fictions were read by Americans of all ages. His ruggedly handsome face was familiar to millions because of the growing use of photography in mass-circulation newspapers and magazines. His passionate embrace of utopian socialism caused his opinions on society to be debated from elegant parlors to the back rooms of waterfront saloons. His public biography was a mixture of muddled fact and romantic myth. He was, in short, what we would now call a celebrity.

The power of his celebrity was derived from several entwined strands in the developing web of American mass culture, each the result of the rapid escalation of mass literacy. Like the heroes of many novels, Jack London had come from nothing, in a social sense, creating himself almost existentially out of the raw materials of his impoverished childhood in Oakland. The Bay Area of his childhood was still a kind of frontier and he grew up far from the “civilizing” influences of the East, where the decaying values of a corrupt Europe still retained power. He possessed none of the advantages or immunities of the middle class (or the wealthy American nouveaux riches), but at the same time he was free of the rigid, hobbling restrictions of ancient class structures. His literary accomplishments, and therefore his fame, London often insisted, were a triumph of his will.

In addition, there was a dangerous hint of the outlaw style in his public image. In his interviews, and in hundreds of photographs, there was a suggestion that he had seen or done some terrible things. As this book shows, there was some fact behind the outlaw image. He had been a teenaged oyster pirate, a waterfront brawler, a seaman who traveled as far as Japan, and a gold prospector in the Yukon. He had marched with Coxey’s Army of the unemployed (and deserted before it arrived in Washington). He had served thirty days for vagrancy in a vile prison in Erie County, New York. On the surface, his biography meshed neatly with the themes of two kinds of dime novels, those cheap fictions, produced by hacks, that created a modern American mythology. The first was the outlaw-as-hero tale, which usually concerned an innocent American set upon by dark forces and thus forced to pick up the gun. The other was the rags-to-riches saga, invented and popularized by Horatio Alger, Jr. This vein of mass fiction insisted that if you worked hard and stayed “clean”—and had the good fortune to rescue a boss’s daughter from a stampeding horse—you might rise to immense riches. As a boy, Jack London read both.

In the years of his fame, London seemed to epitomize the virile new American writer who drew his energy from experience and action rather than from the dusty shelves of libraries. In that sense, he was a kind of first draft of Ernest Hemingway. There were some odd parallels in their lives, although London was born in wretched poverty in 1876 while Hemingway, born twenty-three years later, was the son of a comfortable middleclass doctor. Both writers loved brawling and drinking and the company of men from the low life. Both rebelled against the perceived tyranny of domineering mothers. Both resisted formal higher education (although London managed to finish one semester at the University of California at Berkeley). Both spent time riding the rails as hoboes. Both served as war correspondents, adding further luster to their macho legends. Both were haunted by the temptation of suicide (Hemingway’s father killed himself in 1929, and he would reach for the shotgun himself in 1961). Surely the teenaged Hemingway, growing up in the genteel certainties of Oak Park, Illinois, must have read Jack London. But in the end there was one immense difference between them: In his best work, Hemingway was a great literary artist and London was not.

In this remarkable book, we can find some of the reasons for Jack London’s triumphs and his ultimate failure.

II.

From the beginning, John Barleycorn was intended to serve as a tract. In the opening scene London explains to Charmian, his second wife, why he voted earlier that day for the right of women to vote in the state of California. It is October 1911, less than a decade after his first great literary successes, The Call of the Wild (1903) and The Sea-Wolf (1904). Until that day, the thirty-five-year-old London, in spite of his passionate commitment to socialism, had opposed women’s suffrage. Now he has changed his mind, and he explains why to Charmian.

“When the women get the ballot, they will vote for prohibition,” he tells the surprised Charmian, and then goes into a rant about John Barleycorn’s, the name long used to personify drinking itself (by the Scots poet Robert Burns, among others). London has been drinking, before and after casting his vote, is “pleasantly jingled,” and continues to drink while explaining his reasoning to his wife. He has come to the conclusion, after years in the company of John Barleycorn, that the major problem is “the accessibility of alcohol.” The country must close the saloon everywhere in the land. “The saloon was the place of congregation. Men gathered to it as primitive men gathered about the fire of the squatting-place or the fire at the mouth of the cave.”

Here, and elsewhere in the tale that follows, London acknowledges that the saloon as a male institution offers great attractions and many rewards. “As a youth, by way of the saloon I had escaped from the narrowness of women’s influence into the wide free world of men. All ways led to the saloon. The thousand roads of romance and adventure drew together in the saloon, and thence led out and on over the world.”

But the worm in the argument is present from the start. London insists that he’s not an alcoholic, not what was then called a “dipsomaniac,” and Charmian agrees (in contemporary psychobabble, she would be called an “enabler”). She agrees with London that he is only a “habitual drinker.” Still, she thinks he should write a book about his long journey in the company of John Barleycorn. “Why not write all this up for the sake of the young men and women coming?” she says. “Why not write it so as to help the wives and sisters and mothers to the way they should vote?”

And so Jack London decided to add a book of “alcoholic memoirs” to his crammed writing schedule, vowing to write it up “for Youth.” This did not happen at once. By 1911, when he cast his vote for women’s suffrage, London was being pulled apart by financial obligations. Most of them came from his own hungry imagination. In 1905 he had begun buying land in the Sonoma Valley; by 1910, when he moved his family to a six-room bungalow on what he called the Beauty Ranch, the property totaled almost a thousand acres. London, the passionate socialist, was full of grandiose plans for the construction of an ideal farm community on the property, one that in today’s jargon would be called “environmentally correct.” To make this vision into reality, he needed a capitalist’s income, and he was only modestly rich (his earnings in those years before the income tax have been estimated by London scholars at seventy-five thousand dollars a year, about a million dollars today). He was bitterly stingy with his first wife and their two daughters, but he paid to build California’s first concrete silo, which towered forty-three feet above the land. He paid for a “Pig Palace” to house his precious pedigree hogs. He paid for the development of a manure-spreading machine. He paid for dozens of employees.

Then he conceived a true money pit. He began constructing an immense mansion he would call Wolf House. Its three wings would face a thirty-by-fifteen-foot reflecting pool and be constructed of slabs of volcanic rock and redwood logs. Among other amenities, there would be six guest rooms, a separate wing for Charmian and another for servants, a library that could hold fifty thousand volumes, and a poolroom where male guests could retreat to the pleasures of brandy and cigars. Wolf House was a poor boy’s vision of heaven.

There was only one way for a writer to deal with such a mess: He must write his way out. London wrote harder, faster, and with a thinning of literary power. He began to buy plots for short stories, first from his friend George Sterling, then from a young editor named Sinclair Lewis (in 1930 “Red” Lewis would become the first American to win the Nobel Prize for Literature, and later he would make his own dark journey in the company of John Barleycorn). London used the industrial methods of Grub Street to turn out a minimum of a thousand words a day, in good health or poor, in good times and bad. There was very little rewriting, the painful process that is so essential to transcending craft and making art.

“I have no unfinished stories,” he told one interviewer. “Invariably I complete every one I start. If it’s good, I sign it and send it out. If it isn’t good, I sign it and send it out.”

There was an almost manic quality to his literary production. When he and Charmian went off on a four-month tour of northern California and Oregon in 1911, he wrote every day. He seems to have worked every day during a disastrous two-month stay in New York at the beginning of 1912, in spite of prolonged benders, often in the company of chorus girls and boozy flatterers. In March of that year, he and Charmian went off on a voyage on board a four-master called the Dirigo, heading south from Baltimore, rounding Cape Horn, then heading north to home. The ship was “dry.” London worked hard, read much (from William James to Herman Melville and Robert Louis Stevenson), made many notes for John Barleycorn (dutifully typed by Charmian), and arrived back at the Beauty Ranch in August. Soon the drinking had begun again, the bungalow was often filled with male hangers-on, and London was railing against working people on the ranch and the way they were exploiting his good heart. In this atmosphere, and under increased financial pressure, he began to write John Barleycorn.

For a long time, as London admits in this book, his writing was always done first, the drinking later; slowly he began drinking in order to begin writing. His work continued to be published, although reviews were now more critical, and though Macmillan, his publisher, gave him a generous 20 percent royalty on sales above five thousand copies, he was convinced he was underpaid. The true problem was that he was publishing too much, each new book competing with the previous one for the attention of readers. He published four books in 1910, four more in 1911, three in 1912. By 1913 he needed a hit, and during his voyage on the Dirigo he began to think that his “alcoholic memoirs” might give him the financial windfall he needed. To begin with, the book would be nonfiction. He had signed a contract committing all future fiction to Cosmopolitan magazine, but he would sidestep that commitment with John Barleycorn and sell serial rights to the Saturday Evening Post. He also walked away from Macmillan, which had published his first twenty-three books, and made a hardcover deal with a publishing house called Century. At last he sat down and began to write his alcoholic memoirs, insisting all the while that he wasn’t an alcoholic.

III.

In many ways John Barleycorn still retains passages of great accuracy and power. London is very good on the manhood rituals of the drinking life, the rite of passage involved in first getting served at a bar, the need to buy a round for your companions to prove you are a man. He describes the ritualized courtesies of buying a drink for the bartender himself. He is superb on those explosive transitions from good cheer to brutal fighting, followed by slobbery reconciliation sealed with drinks. He captures the maudlin sentimentality of midnight drunks, the outbursts of male weeping, the descent into sodden unconsciousness. All of these rituals continued to exist a half-century later, when I spent my own time in the drinking life. Even some of the songs survived.

But for me the most powerful section of the book is a duologue: Jack London and the ghostly presence he calls the White Logic. I can find no references to London reading Dostoyevsky (although he did read Tolstoy’s Confession). But the White Logic chapters toward the end of John Barleycorn remind me in their chilly pessimism of the Grand Inquisitor section of The Brothers Karamazov. The White Logic comes to challenge Jack London direct from John Barleycorn, serving as his “argent messenger of truth beyond truth, the antithesis of life, cruel and bleak as interstellar space, pulseless and frozen as absolute zero, dazzling with the frost of irrefragable logic and unforgettable fact.”

London at this moment is facing the disintegration of his own splendid body; the ruin of his teeth, his thumbs battered in brawls, arthritic aches in his knees, suet encasing his once lean waist. He is only thirty-seven as he writes these pages; he sounds like a man of seventy. “To be afraid is to be healthy,” he says with bravado. “But the curse of the White Logic is that it does not make one afraid. The world-sickness of the White Logic makes one grin jocosely into the face of the Noseless One and to sneer at all the phantasmagoria of living.”

The Noseless One in this book is death, a name invented by London to suggest a human skull without a human face. For Jack London, the White Logic is a special, corrosive alcoholic clarity that allows the drinker to see the world without illusions: “The White Logic insists upon opening the long-closed books, and by paragraph and chapter states the beauty and wonder I behold in terms of futility and dust.”

All of this, of course, is a dialogue with death. It goes past drinking and deals with the subject that had haunted London for so long: death, and specifically suicide. His mother had tried twice to kill herself while carrying him in her womb. His autobiographical 1908 novel Martin Eden tells the story of a young man who fights his way out of poverty, achieves great success as a writer, is sickened by the world that success opens to him, and kills himself by diving out a porthole during an ocean voyage. And one of the most lyrical passages in John Barleycorn is an account of what happened when the teenaged Jack London, alone and very drunk, fell off a sloop in San Francisco Bay and was soon pulled by the tide toward the dangerous Carquinez Strait. At first he was not afraid. He was, after all, young and a good swimmer.


And then John Barleycorn played me his maniacal trick. Some maundering fancy of going out with the tide suddenly obsessed me. I had never been morbid. Thoughts of suicide had never entered my head. And now that they entered, I thought it fine, a splendid culmination, a perfect rounding off of my short but exciting career. I, who had never known girl’s love, nor woman’s love, nor the love of children; who had never played in the wide joy-fields of art, nor climbed the star-cool heights of philosophy, nor seen with my eyes more than a pin-point’s surface of the gorgeous world; I decided that this was all, that I had seen all, lived all, been all, that was worth while, and that now was the time to cease…

The water was delicious. It was a man’s way to die. John Barleycorn changed the tune he played in my drink-maddened brain. Away with tears and regret. It was a hero’s death, and by the hero’s own hand and will.



That night, after four hours in the water, London was pulled to safety by some passing Greek fishermen. But death, the Noseless One, was in him, and would stay for the rest of his life, his presence made vivid by the White Logic.

IV.

There are still debates among Jack London scholars about the accuracy of John Barleycorn as autobiography. In general, every autobiography is a brief for the defense; all could be entitled Guilty, with an Explanation. Some biographers claim that London exaggerated the meanness of his childhood and his heroic struggle toward artistic and commercial success. There are certainly some curious elisions in John Barleycorn. One of them is sex.

London presents himself as a two-fisted teenaged prodigy of the masculine ideal: skillful operator of boats, fearless brawler, great swimmer, a manly boy among boyish men. And yet he seems to have little interest in women. In one curiously vague passage he tells of being at a Sunday afternoon wine party on board a sloop called the Razzle Dazzle, which he has just purchased—aged fifteen—with borrowed money from an oyster pirate named French Frank. On board the sloop, with others (including her sister, Tess, and a chaperone!), is a woman named Mamie, famous as the Queen of the Oyster Pirates. French Frank is in love with the Queen, but she has turned aside his offers of marriage. Everybody is drinking wine, which young Jack London detests. He stands by the companionway, where it’s easier to toss his wine overboard. With no preliminaries, London writes: “And the Queen began to make love to me, the latest recruit to the oyster pirate fleet, and no mere hand, but a master and owner. She went upon deck to take the air, and took me with her. She knew, of course, but I never dreamed, how French Frank was raging down below. Then Tess joined us, sitting on the cabin… ”

Even given the puritanical censorship of the era, this is maddeningly vague and inadvertently comical. What exactly does London mean by “began to make love to me”? How long were they on deck before Mamie’s sister arrived, followed by the others? Where was the chaperone? And, besides, who ever heard of a pirate queen with a chaperone? Did Jack London, boy oyster pirate, lose his virginity to the Queen in the bright sun of a wine-dark afternoon, or was this a simple case of stolen kisses tasting of burgundy?

At this distance, we simply don’t know. London here rushes past the details to celebrate his feelings of “warm-glowing camaraderie” and the poor Queen of the Oyster Pirates then drops out of the narrative. Later, there’s a syrupy interlude with an insipid girl named Haydee, but not much else of an even vaguely sensual nature. London carouses with sailors in waterfront dives but manages to avoid seeing a single whore, never mind rolling with one in a feathery bed. It’s fashionable these days to blame such vagueness or guarded ambiguity on repressed or hidden homosexuality. That seems a stretch, based on the evidence of London’s later life. But something is going on here that is not spoken. The censorship was surely one factor in the blurry writing and the total absence of sex. London might have spent too much time reading those famous misogynists Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, both of whom deepened his own self-absorption and melancholy. Or there could have been another reason for his unease with women in ordinary life and his almost complete inability to create living, breathing female characters in his fictions.

Ah, yes: his mother.

Her name was Flora Wellman. She was born in Massillon, Ohio, the youngest daughter of a prosperous wheat merchant. When she was very young, she fell victim to typhoid fever. This left her permanently bald (she wore wigs throughout her life), with poor eyesight, ruined looks, a stunted body, and, not surprisingly, a lifelong struggle with depression. When she was twenty-five, for reasons that are not clear, Flora headed west, taught piano for a while in Seattle, and then moved south to San Francisco. By 1874 she was sharing a house and a bed with a wandering con man named William Chaney, who made a slippery living doing horoscopes out of an “astrology parlor.” Flora, by this time, was fully committed to the American version of spiritualism, but Chaney was not strongly committed to Flora. When she told him she was pregnant, the astrological signs must have been bad. Chaney walked out and never came back. That was when Flora tried to kill herself, at least twice. On January 12, 1876, her child was born and was named John.

The desperate Flora Wellman then met an older man named John London. He was a Civil War veteran, a widower, and the father of two daughters. They merged their mutual needs and were married. At that point, the infant, who was now named Jack London, was living with a black woman named Virginia Prentiss, the “Mammy Jennie” of this memoir. She was married to a white man, had just lost a baby of her own, and agreed to nurse Flora’s child. When the infant was eight months old, he was returned to his mother and her new husband, and John London’s teenaged daughter Eliza took over as a kind of surrogate mother. Flora Wellman London grew increasingly bitter, willful, and sometimes incoherent.

In some ways, the figure of Flora accounts for one of the noteworthy aspects of John Barleycorn: its orphan’s tone. As young Jack London moves into the world, trying to choose between what he calls the “adventure road” and the “death road,” the boy sounds like a narrator from Dickens, abandoned, without true support for his dreams and ambitions. After the departure of Eliza (she married young), the story is devoid of any emotional connection to the idea of family. Looking back at his life, the adult Jack London can’t completely hide his enduring anger toward his mother; his resentment, even in muted form, is scattered through the book. London is never free of the conventional pieties of the era, but he clearly remains furious about the choices imposed upon him as a son. In particular, he is still angry over Flora’s insistence that he drop out of school to support the family by ferocious manual labor in a cannery. He remains angry, too, about her cold indifference to his schoolboy writing, and the way she only took an interest later, when it seemed possible that his writing could lead to money.

In John Barleycorn, London never sees, or will not acknowledge, certain templates cut deeply into him by his mother. One of the worst was racism. Flora was, like many people (then and now), able to deal with her own misery and failure only by asserting a personal superiority—moral and ethnic—over others. She passionately believed that Anglo-Saxons were superior to all other peoples on the planet and she passed that belief on to her son. Jack London’s own racism, some of it virulent, infects much of his work as a writer, from his novels to his journalism. His embrace of socialism didn’t insulate him from a belief in the fundamental inferiority of immigrants, Asians, African-Americans, Mexicans, and the dark-skinned peoples he saw on his travels. It marred his work. It confused his life. The only child of Flora Wellman lived his entire life with multiple battles being fought on the terrain of his mind: the artist against the hack, the theorist against the storyteller, the macho he-man against the sensitive boy, the socialist idealist against the mean paranoid racist. He doesn’t seem to realize that he’s angry with his mother for the wrong things.

And while allowing the reader of John Barleycorn a few unsettling glimpses of his mother, he turns away from the major scenes. He doesn’t give us a moment of domestic life in which her husband plays a significant part. He doesn’t show her rages. He doesn’t show her communicating through the table-rappers with the spirit world. He doesn’t tell us why he abruptly stops living at home and takes to the road. Simple discretion might be the cause of such evasions, but it could also be that Jack London, a kind of poster boy for fearless writing, just didn’t have the guts to write the complete truth. Perhaps he was too afraid of its implications, refusing to see the more lacerating truths about his own character, a persistent trait of the common drunk. On some levels London must have hated his mother, and on others he must have feared her. At the same time, he wanted to love her, and perhaps even did. Somewhere in that tangled mesh lies the reason for the mixture of timidity and rage in his relations with women, and his failure to create convincing female characters in his fictions. It was a lot easier to write about dogs. Or to conjure utopias. Or to have another whiskey.

V.

John Barleycorn caused a sensation when it was serialized in the Saturday Evening Post in early 1913. No American writer of London’s rank had ever written such a confession. A few critics noted the most fundamental hole in the book: London’s insistence that he was not an alcoholic and would continue to drink in moderation. But the book was seized upon by the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Prohibition Party as an essential weapon in the war against saloons. Excerpts were used as propaganda and London threw his weight behind the movement. A silent movie version of the book was made and played to packed houses. London kept right on drinking. Upton Sinclair, a fellow socialist and associate in various campaigns, noted sardonically: “That the work of a drinker who had no intention of stopping drinking should become a major propaganda piece in the campaign for Prohibition is surely one of the choice ironies in the history of alcohol.”

London, meanwhile, was entering into his Job years. In July 1913 he had an emergency operation in California and was told his kidneys were badly diseased. He was told to stop drinking. He was given prescriptions for painkillers—that is, for heroin and morphine. He continued using both for the rest of his short life.

The most terrible blow of 1913 was struck on August 21. London, his wife, Charmian, and his stepsister Eliza were sleeping in the bungalow of Beauty Ranch. In a few days they would move a mile away, into Wolf House, that self-conceived monument to the talent and industry of Jack London. Around midnight, Jack was awakened. Wolf House was on fire. By the time they reached the great mansion, every room was burning. And because of the summer drought, there was no water to use against the flames. Jack London’s long, expensive dream burned to the ground. There was no insurance. The most likely cause of the fire was a pile of turpentine-soaked rags that were baked by the summer heat and spontaneously combusted. Jack London thought otherwise. He was convinced that the fire was the work of enemies, of envious local socialists, of unhappy workers. Of someone.

“I would rather be the man whose house was burned,” he said, “than the man who burned it.”

London continued writing, but the loss of Wolf House, and his dark suspicions about the cause of that loss, seemed to deepen his cynicism, to make him easier prey for the arctic arguments of the White Logic. If his dreams could not come true, well, he could at least get rich. He went to Mexico in 1914 to cover the American intervention in Veracruz for Collier’s magazine. He arrived by steamer with his wife and his Japanese valet. In 1911 he’d sent a message of socialist fraternity to the revolutionists in Mexico; now he sneered at them as “half-breeds.” He saw no action. He shot craps with the correspondents. He drank a lot. He contracted acute dysentery. He went home to the thousand acres in the Sonoma Valley. Now he was brooding about the Great War. He supported the British after the outbreak of hostilities, as he had when they battled the “lesser-breed” Boers in South Africa, but he regretted the loss of so much Anglo-Saxon blood on both sides. He chose not to cover the war.

In fact, his health was declining so rapidly that it was no longer easy for him to travel. By 1915 he was injecting himself with a self-prescribed cocktail of drugs, including opium. He continued drinking. He was eating gluttonously—including vast quantities of undercooked duck—and smoking sixty cigarettes a day. His weight soared to more than 200 pounds (in 1902 he was 170). He was almost certainly suffering from uremia but feared syphilis and began to use a mercury-based venereal drug called Salvarsan. And still he turned out his thousand words a day. One of his projects was an attempt to go back to his earlier successes with a pair of novellas about a pedigree Irish terrier named Jerry, “a white man’s dog” who was trained to pursue “niggers.” And he found other, more modern ways to make money. Hollywood was beginning to flourish as a market for writers and London sold the movie rights to at least four of his books. Then, in his lust for cash, he even took twenty-five thousand dollars from Cosmopolitan to “novelize” the screenplay for a film called Hearts of Three, written by another man. He used the money to pay off the debts of the ranch. At the same time he cashed in on the rise of the modern American advertising business. He took money to endorse a cigar. He took money to endorse a mint that would freshen a cigar smoker’s breath. He took money for endorsing the shop of a New York tailor. He became, in short, the first complete celebrity writer.

While the slaughter grew worse in Europe in 1916, London was in Hawaii. He spent his time working on the novelization, answering mail, and hobnobbing with local planters. On March 7 he resigned from the Socialist Party “because of its lack of fire and fight.” He was reading Carl Jung, after rejecting Sigmund Freud, and sketched plans for an autobiography: “The Dark Abysm of Sex-rising to the glory of the Sun God. All darks and deeps and fluxes of the abysmal, opening itself in God, basing itself on hell.”

London biographer Alex Kershaw believes (based on a close reading of Charmian’s posthumous writings on her husband) that Jung had opened London’s eyes to many truths about his life, few of which had been explored in depth in John Barleycorn. Kershaw writes:


Jack began to realize that at least some of his political ire had been fuelled by his rage at his mother’s refusal to show him love. He had been Flora’s only child, yet she had shown him no affection. She had made him lie on the kitchen table when she conducted seances. She had invoked dead spirits to damn him. Now, finally, Jack could see the reasons for his ravenous appetites, and his lifelong quest for fame and wealth, as well as his weakness for alcohol. He had been searching for the affirmation and selfesteem that had been denied him as a child.



In August 1916 he was back at the ranch in California. The physical agonies worsened and writing became impossible. He died during the night of November 22, probably of uremic poisoning, a condition that was certainly compounded by steady drinking and the use of the drugs that crowded the shelves of his medicine cabinet. The question of suicide is now beyond resolution, unless some scholar discovers a lost note of farewell. But there are many ways a person can kill himself. In his essay on London, the fine American novelist E. L. Doctorow suggests that London might have died of simple exhaustion. If you write fifty books, more than four hundred articles, and two hundred short stories in eighteen crowded years, someone eventually presents you with the bill. But the booze certainly played its part. Shortly after London’s death, H. L. Mencken, at that time probably the best American literary critic, wrote in a letter to a friend:


I daresay Jack London’s finish was due to his chronic alcoholism in youth. He was a fearful drinker for years and ran on hard liquor. I have often argued that he was one of the few American authors who really knew how to write. The difficulty with him was that he was an ignorant and credulous man. His lack of culture caused him to embrace all sorts of socialistic bosh, and whenever he put it into his stories, he ruined them. But when he set out to tell a simple tale, he always told it superbly.



Nobody knows what would have happened to London if he had lived into his sixties. As it was, he didn’t live to see the triumph of the Bolshevik Revolution the year after his death and its steady decline from Marxism to Leninism to Stalinism. Politically he might have remained an idealistic socialist, but he could just as easily have followed that other disenchanted socialist, Benito Mussolini, into some American version of fascism. He might have shaken his lifelong racism to battle the realities of the revived Ku Klux Klan and the invincible stupidity of anti-Asian laws, or he could have used his gifts for rhetoric in an even uglier form of human negation. Nobody knows how he would have reacted to the anti-Semitic racism of Adolf Hitler and the Hitlerian viruses that found some support in the United States. There were worse forms of bosh than socialism.

Certainly, if Jack London had lived to see Prohibition become a fact in 1920, he would have been forced to admit that he was mistaken in that part of John Barleycorn that was a temperance tract. Within a few years after 1920, it was clear to all intelligent Americans that Prohibition was a social calamity. For every saloon that closed, three speakeasies opened. Prohibition motivated even more people to drink, with naturalized European immigrants and their children insisting that defiant drinking was their patriotic duty. Prohibition led to the creation of the Mob, that network of organized criminals that poisoned American life for the rest of the century. It created a climate of corruption, hypocrisy, and cynicism that has never been completely erased from American culture. I like to think that London, admitting his terrible mistake, would have enlisted as a powerful warrior in the campaign for Repeal.

Perhaps the worst loss from London’s early death was literary. He didn’t live long enough to be exposed to the cleansing winds of postwar modernism. He never got to read Joyce or Yeats, Eliot or Pound, Hemingway or Fitzgerald, never listened to Satie or Ellington, Stravinsky or Louis Armstrong. He might have become just another literary reactionary, dismissing anything new as if it were a personal affront. But he might have taken those notes made in Hawaii about his sexual life, allowed them time to marinate, and written a masterpiece. In that process, he might have disciplined himself to write better about less.

Instead, Jack London died too soon, of self-inflicted wounds, some of which are recorded in this moving and enduring human document. Listen to his orphan’s tone. Listen to the chilly voice of the White Logic. They now whisper to us in another


OEBPS/images/Lond_9780307764904_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Jack LoNDON

]OHN BARLEYCORN

Introduction by Pete Hamill

Notes by Christopher Gair

"

e

THE MODERN LIBRARY

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Lond_9780307764904_epub_001_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Lond_9780307764904_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
MODERN

LIBRARY









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





