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Youtube Video  - A Short Biography of Jack London: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-p22IFu6ONM  

Jack London 

Jack London was a 19th century American author and journalist, best known for the adventure 

novels White Fang and The Call of the Wild. 

 

 “You can't wait for inspiration. You have to go after it with a club.” 

—Jack London 

Synopsis 

Jack London was born John Griffith Chaney on January 12, 1876, in San Francisco, California. 

After working in the Klondike, London returned home and began publishing stories. His novels, 

including The Call of the Wild, White Fang and Martin Eden, placed London among the most 

popular American authors of his time. London, who was also a journalist and an outspoken 

socialist, died in 1916. 

Early Years 

Journalist and author John Griffith Chaney, better known as Jack London, was born on January 

12, 1876, in San Francisco, California. Jack, as he came to call himself as a boy, was the son of 

Flora Wellman, an unwed mother, and William Chaney, an attorney, journalist and pioneering 

leader in the new field of American astrology. 

His father was never part of his life, and his mother ended up marrying John London, a Civil 

War veteran, who moved his new family around the Bay Area before settling in Oakland. 

Jack London grew up working-class. He carved out his own hardscrabble life as a teen. He rode 

trains, pirated oysters, shoveled coal, worked on a sealing ship on the Pacific and found 
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employment in a cannery. In his free time he hunkered down at libraries, soaking up novels and 

travel books. 

The Young Writer 

His life as a writer essentially began in 1893. That year he had weathered a harrowing sealing 

voyage, one in which a typhoon had nearly taken out London and his crew. The 17-year-old 

adventurer had made it home and regaled his mother with his tales of what had happened to him. 

When she saw an announcement in one of the local papers for a writing contest, she pushed her 

son to write down and submit his story. 

Armed with just an eighth-grade education, London captured the $25 first prize, beating out 

college students from Berkeley and Stanford. 

For London, the contest was an eye-opening experience, and he decided to dedicate his life to 

writing short stories. But he had trouble finding willing publishers. After trying to make a go of 

it on the East Coast, he returned to California and briefly enrolled at the University of California 

at Berkeley, before heading north to Canada to seek at least a small fortune in the gold rush 

happening in the Yukon. 

By the age of 22, however, London still hadn't put together much of a living. He had once again 

returned to California and was still determined to carve out a living as a writer. His experience in 

the Yukon had convinced him he had stories he could tell. In addition, his own poverty and that 

of the struggling men and women he encountered pushed him to embrace socialism, which he 

stayed committed to all his life. 

In 1899 he began publishing stories in the Overland Monthly. The experience of writing and 

getting published greatly disciplined London as a writer. From that time forward, London made 

it a practice to write at least a thousand words a day. 

Commercial Success 

London found fame and some fortune at the age of 27 with his novel The Call of the Wild (1903), 

which told the story of a dog that finds its place in the world as a sled dog in the Yukon. 

The success did little to soften London's hard-driving lifestyle. A prolific writer, he published 

more than 50 books over the last 16 years of his life. The titles included The People of the Abyss 

(1903), which offered a scathing critique of capitalism; White Fang (1906), a popular tale about 

a wild wolf dog becoming domesticated; and John Barleycorn (1913), a memoir of sorts that 

detailed his lifelong battle with alcohol. 

He charged forth in other ways, too. He covered the Russo-Japanese War in 1904 for Hearst 

papers, introduced American readers to Hawaii and the sport of surfing, and frequently lectured 

about the problems associated with capitalism. 
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Final Years 

In 1900 London married Bess Maddern. The couple had two daughters together, Joan and Bess. 

By some accounts Bess and London's relationship was constructed less around love and more 

around the idea that they could have strong, healthy children together. It's not surprising, then, 

that their marriage lasted just a few years. In 1905, following his divorce from Bess, London 

married Charmian Kittredge, whom he would be with for the rest of his life. 

For much of the last decade of his life, London faced a number of health issues. This included 

kidney disease, which ended up taking his life. He died at his California ranch, which he shared 

with Kittredge, on November 22, 1916. 

Source for Biography: 

http://www.biography.com/people/jack-london-9385499  
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An Intro to Alaska Dog Mushing History 

When Russian and then American pioneers moved into 

the Alaska frontier, they found a culture already greatly 

shaped and supported by its interaction with dogs. Alfred 

H. Brooks, the head of the US Geological Survey (and for 

whom the Brooks Range is named), wrote at the 

beginning of the twentieth century: “Countless 

generations of Alaskan natives have used the dog for 

transport, and he is to Alaska what the yak is to India or 

the llama to Peru.” 

Before contact with the Russians in 1732, Inupiaq and Yup’ik peoples of the Bering Straits had 

already adapted their masterfully designed wood latticed and gut-skin covered kayaks into an 

over-the-snow craft, minus the skin but plus ski-like runners to glide over snow when pulled by 

dogs. The average team was three dogs, with their master running ahead to guide their dogs 

between villages, fish camps, and hunting camps. Unlike today, teams were harnessed like a fan, 

with no leader.  

  

With their long distance fur-gathering forays, the Russians brought new efficiencies to dog 

mushing. Teams harnessed in single file or pairs were introduced, along with the concept of a 

lead dog that would follow voice commands and keep the team in order. Handlebars were added 

to sleds. Larger teams of dogs were used, with sleds sometimes carrying passengers. 

  

Demand for dogs and sleds skyrocketed exponentially with the gold rushes to Alaska in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. During one of the big rushes it was said that no stray 

dogs could be found on the streets of Seattle, having all been rounded up and shipped to Alaska. 

Malamutes, huskies, and other breeds were mixed to haul freight and passengers. Unlike today’s 

relatively small and sleek long distance racing sled dogs, the breeds of yesteryear weighed in 

around 75 pounds and pulled between 100 and 150 pounds. 

  

Sled designs proliferated, with manufactured sleds joining the ranks 

of toboggan-style handmade sleds. Most every sled at the turn of the 

twentieth century was equipped with a “gee pole.” The gee pole was 

a stout pole lashed to, and projecting from, the front of the sled, 

which the sled driver could use to leverage and steer the sled. Most 

dog drivers still did not ride the sled, instead running besides or 

riding skis or a sort of early snowboard between the dog team and 

sled. Riding the sled-runners was used only by drivers of light and 

fast mail and race teams. 

  

With the replacement of the dog team for intervillage travel by the airplane, sled technology and 

dog breeding languished for half a century. Sprint dog racing took the forefront after World War 

II, until Joe Redington, Sr. and others reintroduced the concept of long distance sled dog travel—

this time for racing purposes. Because racing loads are minimal, smaller breeds of dogs have 

gotten more popular. Sleds now incorporate lightweight plastics, and a design with a mid-sled 
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seat for the musher is becoming popular. Nonetheless, dog drivers still use commands from the 

mid-eighteenth century—“haw, gee”—to guide their teams on sleds that use centuries-old 

designs by Alaska’s Native people. 

 

Source for article: 

 

 
http://www.blm.gov/ak/st/en/prog/nlcs/iditarod/history/mush_hist.html  
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The California Gold Rush, 1849 

 

In January 1848, James Wilson Marshall discovered gold while constructing a saw mill along the 

American River northeast of present-day Sacramento. The discovery was reported in the San 

Francisco newspapers in March but caused little stir as most did not believe the account.  

The spark that ignited the gold rush occurred in May 1848 when 

Sam Brannan, a storekeeper in Sutter's Creek, brandished a bottle 

filled with gold dust around San Francisco shouting 'Gold! Gold! 

Gold from American River!' The residents of the city now had 

proof of the discovery and the stampede to the gold fields was 

on. San Francisco's harbor was soon cluttered with derelict ships 

deserted by their crews. Workers abandoned their jobs - San 

Francisco's two newspapers were forced to close their doors as 

their staffs were struck by gold fever. The populations of many 

of the coastal towns were depleted as prospective prospectors 

headed to the gold fields.  

The New York Herald printed news of the discovery in August 

1848 and the rush for gold accelerated into a stampede. Gold 

seekers traveled overland across the mountains to California (30,000 assembled at launch points 

along the plains in the spring of 1849) or took the round-about sea routes: either to Panama or 

around Cape Horn and then up the Pacific coast to San Francisco. A census of San Francisco 

(then called Yerba Buena) in April 1847 reported the town consisted of 79 buildings including 

shanties, frames houses and adobes. By December 1849 the population had mushroomed to an 

estimated 100,000. The massive influx of fortune seekers Americanized the once Mexican 

province and assured its inclusion as a state in the union.  

S. Shufelt was one of those gold-seekers. All that we know about Mr. Shufelt is contained in a 

letter he wrote from the gold fields to his cousin in March 1850. We don't know if he struck it 

rich or whether he ever returned to his wife and home - we don't even know his first name. On 

May 11, 1849 he boarded the steamer Panama in New York City along with about 200 fellow 

fortune hunters risking all on a gamble in California. Behind him he left a wife and child in 

Windham, NY near the Catskills.  

Mr. Shufelt reveals his motivation when he tells his cousin that: "I have left those that I love as 

my own life behind and risked everything and endured many hardships to get here. I want to 

make enough to live easier and do some good with, before I return." These same thoughts no 

doubt inspired the majority of those who made the trek to the gold fields - they were not 

intending to stay, but planned to make some money and return to their origins.  

Mr. Shufelt's letter was discovered at an auction in 1924 and is now part of the collection of the 

Library of Congress.  

Passage to California  
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On May 11, 1849 Shufelt sailed out of New York harbor headed for the Isthmus of Panama (at 

the time a part of Columbia). Although he experienced a few days of sea sickness, he describes 

the voyage as enjoyable. We pick up his story as he makes his way across the isthmus to the 

Pacific Ocean hoping to find passage on a ship bound for San Francisco:  

"(We) proceeded up the river in canoes rowed by the natives, and enjoyed the scenery & howling 

of the monkeys & chattering of Parrots very much. We pitched our tents at Gorgona & most of 

our party stayed there several weeks. S. Miller & myself went on to Panama to look out for a 

chance to get up to San Francisco. Of our ill success you have probably been informed & 

consequently of our long stay there, & of the deaths in our party. Yes, here Mr. Crooker, J. 

Miller & L. Alden yielded up their breath to God who gave it.  

After many delays & vexations, we at length took passage on a German ship & set sail again on 

our journey to the Eldorado of the west. We went south nearly to the Equator, then turned west, 

the weather was warm, the winds light & contrary for our course. Our ship was a slow sailer & 

consequently our passage was long & tedious. One of the sailors fell from the rigging into the 

water & it was known that he could not swim, so the excitement was great. Ropes, planks and 

every thing that could be got hold of was thrown to him. He caught a plank & got on it, a boat 

was lowered & soon they had him on board again. He was much frightened, but not much hurt. 

We had one heavy squall of wind & rain, that tore the sails & broke some of the yards in pieces, 

& gave us a quick step motion to keep upon our feet, but soon all was right again & we were 

ploughing through the gentle Pacific at the rate of ten knots pr hour.  

On the 85th day out we hove in sight of an object that greatly attracted 

our attention & ere long the green hills of San Francisco bay began to 

show their highest points, & soon we were gliding smoothly along 

between them, down the bay, & when the order came to let go anchor, 

we brought up directly in front of the City amidst a fleet of vessels, of 

all kinds & sizes."  

Mishap on the way to Sacramento  

"We took passage on a small schooner, crossed the bay with a gentle 

breeze & soon were winding our way up the crooked Sacramento. We 

soon entered Soosoon bay & our Capt. not being acquainted with the 

channel we ran on the ground at high tide & a stiff breeze, so that we 

were fast in reality. As the tide fell our little schooner fell also on her 

side & filled with water. We clung to the upper side, but were so thick that as night drew on the 

Capt. thought some of us had better go on shore. Some of our party went, myself among the rest. 

We came very near getting swamped on the water.  

We laid our frail bodies down to rest, & after a short nap the watch waked us with the sad news 

that the tide was rising fast & would soon overflow our resting place. Some found their feet 

asoak, others their blankets, & all jumped up exclaiming what shall we do, but we managed to 

keep out of the water by getting on old logs & bogs until morning, which being Sunday & being 

obliged to stay there all day made it one of the most unpleasant Sabbaths that I ever spent. At 

 

Sutter's Mill, where gold 

was discovered. 
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night the Capt. sent a boat and took us on board & at high tide at midnight we succeeded in 

getting off & after spending one week & getting fast several times more we at length reached 

Sacramento City to the joy of our hearts & the relief of our hands."  

On to the Gold Fields  

"We hired an ox team to carry our baggage & started for this place then called Hangtown, from 

the fact that three persons had been hung here for stealing & attempting to murder. Ten miles 

from the river we passed Sutters fort, an old looking heap of buildings surrounded by an high 

wall of unburnt brick, & situated in the midst of a pleasant fertile plain, covered with grass and a 

few scattering oaks, with numerous tame cattle & mules. We walked by the wagon & at night 

cooked our suppers, rolled our blankets around us & lay down to rest on the ground, with 

nothing but the broad canopy of the heavens over us & slept soundly without fear or molestation. 

After leaving the plains we passed over some hills that looked dry & barren being burnt up by 

the sun & the long droughts that we have here. We reached this place at night on the fourth day, 

& in the morning found ourselves in the midst of the diggings, being surrounded by holes dug.  

We pitched our tents, shouldered our picks & shovels & with pan in hand sallied forth to try our 

fortunes at gold digging. We did not have very good success being green at mining, but by 

practice & observation we soon improved some, & found a little of the shining metal. "  

Getting the Gold  

"It is found along the banks of the streams & in the beds of the same, & in almost every little 

ravine putting into the streams. And often from 10 to 50 ft. from the beds up the bank. We 

sometimes have to dig several feet deep before we find any, in other places all the dirt & clay 

will pay to wash, but generally the clay pays best. If there is no clay, then it is found down on the 

rock. All the lumps are found on the rock--& most of the fine gold. We tell when it will pay by 

trying the dirt with a pan. This is called prospecting here. If it will pay from six to 12 1/2 pr pan 

full, then we go to work. Some wash with cradles some with what is called a tom & various other 

fixings. But I like the tom best of any thing that I have seen.  

It is a box or trough about 8 or 9 feet long, some 18 in. wide & from 5 to 6 in. high, with an iron 

sieve in one end punched with 1/2 in. holes. Underneath this is placed a ripple or box with two 

ripples across it. The tom is then placed in an oblique position, the water is brought on by means 

of a hose. The dirt, stone, clay & all is then thrown in & stirred with a shovel until the water runs 

clear, the gold & finer gravel goes through the sieve & falls in the under box & lodges above the 

ripples. Three men can wash all day without taking this out as the water washes the loose gravel 

over and all the gold settles to the bottom. One man will wash as fast as two can pick & shovel it 

in, or as fast as three rockers or cradles."  

Life in Camp: "There is a good deal of sin and wickedness going on here"  

Shufelt lived in a cabin with six other miners. The cabin had windows, a fireplace and an oven. 

The miners' diet was poor with the result that many suffered from disease, particularly scurvy. 
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Shufelt himself fell seriously ill, became deranged and was not expected to live but recovered in 

a week's time. He describes life in camp:  

"Many, very many, that come here meet with bad success & thousands will leave their bones 

here. Others will lose their health, contract diseases that they will carry to their graves with them. 

Some will have to beg their way home, & probably one half that come here will never make 

enough to carry them back. But this does not alter the fact about the gold being plenty here, but 

shows what a poor frail being man is, how liable to disappointments, disease & death.  

There is a good deal of sin & wickedness going on here, Stealing, lying, Swearing, Drinking, 

Gambling & murdering. There is a great deal of gambling carried on here. Almost every public 

House is a place for Gambling, & this appears to be the greatest evil that prevails here. Men 

make & lose thousands in a night, & frequently small boys will go up & bet $5 or 10 (Equivalent 

to $115-$225 today) -- & if they lose all, go the next day & dig more. We are trying to get laws 

here to regulate things but it will be very difficult to get them executed."  

References:  

   Mr. Shufelt's letter is part of the collection of the Library of Congress A letter from a gold 

miner, Placerville, California, March, 1850; Holliday, J.S. Rush for Riches: Gold Fever and the 

Making of California (1999).  

How To Cite This Article:  
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(2003).  

Post Script: Filling in the Blanks:  

Since publishing this eyewitness account we have heard from a descendant of Mr. Shufelt who 

provided some additional information. His first name was Sheldon and he was born in 1818. He 

married his wife Margaret in 1844 and they had a son in 1847.  

Returning home from the goldfields, Sheldon was captured by Spanish bandits while crossing the 

Panama isthmus. He was confined and held for ransom. He managed to escape and make his way 

home but he had contracted a tropical disease from which he died in 1852 at age 34. His wife, 

Margaret, died in 1861 at age 42.  

Resource:  http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/californiagoldrush.htm   

  


