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Stephen Crane
(1871–1900)

R
Among the avant-garde writers of the 1890s, Crane was most clearly the herald of the twentieth-
century revolution in literature. Had he written Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893) or The Red Badge
of Courage (1895) twenty-five years later, he would still have been as much a pioneer as Sherwood
Anderson then was. Even more than Garland, Norris, Dreiser, or Robinson—his contemporaries—
he made a clean break with the past in his selection of material, his craftsmanship, and his point of
view. It was his nature to be experimental. At twenty he wrote Maggie, our first completely natu-
ralistic novel. By the age of twenty-four he had produced, in his earliest short stories and his mas-
terpiece, The Red Badge of Courage, the first examples of modern American impressionism. That
year, in his collected poems, he was the first to respond to the radical genius of Emily Dickinson,
and the result was a volume of imagist impressionism twenty years in advance of the official imag-
ists. He was in every respect phenomenal. At twenty-two, a failure in newspaper reporting, he
was living from hand to mouth and borrowing money to have Maggie printed; at twenty-four he was
the author of a classic that was then, and still is, a best-seller; at twenty-five he was a star feature
writer for a great syndicate; and before he reached his twenty-ninth birthday he was dead, leav-
ing writings that filled twelve volumes in a collected edition.

The fourteenth and youngest child of a Methodist minister, Stephen Crane was born on
November 1, 1871, in Newark, New Jersey. During his first ten years the family lived in Jersey City,
Bloomington, and Paterson, New Jersey, and finally in Port Jervis, New York, giving him the
experience of small-city and small-town life which he utilized in his Whilomville Stories. In 1880 his
father died, and after several removals the family settled in 1882 at Asbury Park, a New Jersey resort
town. There an older brother, Townley Crane, ran a news-reporting agency, and gave Stephen Crane
his first newspaper experience, as a reporter of vacation news. He attended school at nearby
Pennington Academy and later at the Hudson River Institute, a military academy at Claverack,
New York. His abilities were then chiefly observable on the baseball diamond, and his apprenticeship
on small-town sand lots and at preparatory school led, in college, to brief athletic distinction. After
a term each at Lafayette and at Syracuse (1890–1891) he brought his college days to an end, and
relieved his family of a financial burden that they could not sustain.

Crane was apparently a born writer, and he turned to newspaper work as the natural and expe-
dient means to earn a living. While in college he had sold sketches to the Detroit Free Press and
during the summers he had written news for his brother. However, in the three years from 1892
until the publication of The Red Badge of Courage he experienced professional difficulty and economic

The earlier standard editions—The Works of Stephen Crane, 12 vols., 1925–1927, and The Collected Poems of Stephen Crane, 1930, both edited by
Wilson Follett—have now been superseded by the CEAA University of Virginia Edition of the Works of Stephen Crane, 10 vols., 1969–1976. Robert
W. Stallman has edited Stephen Crane: An Omnibus, 1952. Olov W. Fryckstedt edited Stephen Crane: Uncollected Writings, 1963, and Thomas
Gullason has edited the Complete Short Stories and Sketches, 1963, and The Complete Novels, 1967. The Sullivan County Sketches of Stephen Crane
was edited by Melvin Schoberlin, 1949, and The Correspondence of Stephen Crane, 2 vols., 1988, was edited by Stanley Wertheim and Paul
Sorrentino. R. W. Stallman edited Stephen Crane: Sullivan County Tales and Sketches, 1968. Joseph Katz edited The Poems of Stephen Crane: A
Critical Edition, 1966.

Recent biographies include Christopher Benfey, The Double Life of Stephen Crane, 1992; and James B. Colvert, Stephen Crane, 1984. Stanley
Wertheim and Paul Sorrentino compiled The Crane Log: A Documentary Life of Stephen Crane, 1871–1990, 1994. Other biographies are R. W.
Stallman, Stephen Crane: A Biography, 1968; Thomas Beer, Stephen Crane: A Study in American Letters, 1923; and John Berryman, Stephen Crane,
1950. E. H. Cady edited C. K. Linson’s reminiscences, My Stephen Crane, 1958, and wrote the study Stephen Crane, rev. ed., 1980. Daniel G.
Hoffman gives a critical evaluation in The Poetry of Stephen Crane, 1957. Eric Solomon’s Stephen Crane in England: A Portrait of the Artist, appeared
in 1965, and his Stephen Crane: From Parody to Realism in 1966. Other studies include Marston LaFrance, A Reading of Stephen Crane, 1971; Milne
Holton, The Fiction and Journalistic Writing of Stephen Crane, 1972; Frank Bergon, Stephen Crane’s Artistry, 1975; James Nagel, Stephen Crane and
Literary Impressionism, 1980; David Halliburton, The Color of the Sky: A Study of Stephen Crane, 1989; and Bill Brown, The Material Unconscious:
American Amusement, Stephen Crane, and the Economies of Play, 1996.
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hardship. He was simply not adapted to doing the factual reporting of routine assignments then
required of the cub newsman. While still in college, during “two days before Christmas,” 1891,
he had written the first draft of Maggie, but newspaper reporting was something else. Editors were
not impressed by news stories in which sense impressions and atmospheric touches triumphed over
factual detail. He was reduced to hack writing “on spec,” placing feature stories individually wher-
ever he could, principally in the New York Tribune. In this free-lance experience he came to know
the mean streets and the poverty-ridden slums of New York and the adjacent New Jersey cities;
indeed, himself very poor, he lived for several years in such places. He had not found a publisher
for Maggie, now rewritten, and in 1893 he borrowed seven hundred dollars from his brother and
paid for a private printing. In yellow paper wrappers, under the pseudonym of “Johnston Smith,”
it appeared that year as Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, and it did not sell. But it was noticed by Hamlin
Garland, who became the friend of the younger man, helped him to find markets for his sketches,
and called the attention of Howells to the serial publication of The Red Badge of Courage in 1894.
Maggie was regularly published in 1896. Crane’s professional worries were over, for his high abili-
ties as a feature writer and special correspondent needed only initial recognition to secure him a
position in journalism.

Crane’s first two novels, and the short stories that he was already writing, were faithful to an
expressed creed which, if it came more directly from good journalism than from close study of the
European naturalists, produced much the same results in practice. He was convinced that if a
story is transcribed in its actuality, as it appeared to occur in life, it will convey its own emotional
weight without sentimental heightening, moralizing, or even interpretive comment. This view
coincided with what he knew of the objective method by which the French naturalists achieved
a correspondence between their style and their materials; and he was initially in agreement with
the naturalistic belief that the destiny of human beings, like the biological fate of other creatures,
is so much determined by factors beyond the control of individual will or choice that ethical
judgment or moral comment by the author is irrelevant or impertinent. His example, however,
found little response until the next century, when Dreiser and Sherwood Anderson, Hemingway,
Dos Passos, and many others were illustrating the same viewpoint.

Maggie is not a great book, but its terrifying picture of brutality and degradation in the New York
slums was unique for its time. The Red Badge of Courage employs the same technique to show the
actualities of war, in this case, the Battle of Chancellorsville. Written by a man who had had no
battle experience but whose imagination quickly absorbed the tales of Civil War veterans and
the dramatic reality of Mathew Brady’s photographs of combat, the story has continued to convince
veterans of later wars. First appearing in the Philadelphia Press in 1894, the following year, with
the help of Howells, it was published in book form and was immediately successful. Crane’s sub-
sequent experience reporting the Spanish-American and Graeco-Turkish wars for American and
British newspapers resulted in such fine volumes as The Little Regiment (1896), The Open Boat and
Other Tales of Adventure (1898), and Wounds in the Rain: War Stories (1900). His tour of the West
and Mexico in 1895 resulted in such famous western stories as “The Blue Hotel” and “The Bride
Comes to Yellow Sky.” His other major volumes include George’s Mother (1896), The Monster and
Other Stories (1899), Whilomville Stories (1900)—the last two being collections of short stories—
and his poems: The Black Riders and Other Lines (1895) and War Is Kind (1899).

Threatened with tuberculosis, he settled for a time in England, where he became the friend of
Conrad, James, Barrie, Wells, and others, but his ill health demanded further seclusion and he went
to Germany, where he died at Badenweiler.
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STEPHEN CRANE

The Open Boat1

A Tale Intended to Be after the Fact: Being the Experience 
of Four Men from the Sunk Steamer Commodore

I

None of them knew the colour of the sky. Their eyes glanced level, and were fas-
tened upon the waves that swept toward them. These waves were of the hue of slate,
save for the tops, which were of foaming white, and all of the men knew the colours
of the sea. The horizon narrowed and widened, and dipped and rose, and at all times
its edge was jagged with waves that seemed thrust up in points like rocks.

Many a man ought to have a bathtub larger than the boat which here rode
upon the sea. These waves were most wrongfully and barbarously abrupt and tall,
and each froth-top was a problem in small-boat navigation.

The cook squatted in the bottom, and looked with both eyes at the six inches
of gunwale which separated him from the ocean. His sleeves were rolled over his
fat forearms, and the two flaps of his unbuttoned vest dangled as he bent to bail
out the boat. Often he said, “Gawd! that was a narrow clip.” As he remarked it
he invariably gazed eastward over the broken sea.

The oiler, steering with one of the two oars in the boat, sometimes raised him-
self suddenly to keep clear of water that swirled in over the stern. It was a thin lit-
tle oar, and it seemed often ready to snap.

The correspondent, pulling at the other oar, watched the waves and wondered
why he was there.

The injured captain, lying in the bow, was at this time buried in that profound
dejection and indifference which comes, temporarily at least, to even the bravest
and most enduring when, willy-nilly, the firm fails, the army loses, the ship goes
down. The mind of the master of a vessel is rooted deep in the timbers of her,
though he command for a day or a decade; and this captain had on him the stern
impression of a scene in the greys of dawn of seven turned faces, and later a stump
of a topmast with a white ball on it, that slashed to and fro at the waves, went low
and lower, and down. Thereafter there was something strange in his voice. Al-
though steady, it was deep with mourning, and of a quality beyond oration or tears.

“Keep ’er a little more south, Billie,” said he.
“A little more south, sir,” said the oiler in the stern.
A seat in this boat was not unlike a seat upon a bucking broncho, and by the

same token a broncho is not much smaller. The craft pranced and reared and

1. Crane accepted an assignment from Irving Bacheller’s newspaper syndicate to report the Cuban Revo-
lution. On January 1, 1897, he shipped on the tug Commodore, loaded with munitions for the Cuban
rebels. The pumps failed, and the ship sank before morning on January 2. The New York Press, part of
Bacheller’s syndicate, which had publicized the excursion, sent news of Crane’s death around the world.
On January 4, the headline read, “Young New York Writer Astonishes the Sea Dogs by His Courage in
the Face of Death.” From the badly organized junket and the following confusion and terror of the
shipwreck came this brief, crystalline epic of men’s unity of spirit in the face of death. First published in
Scribner’s Magazine, XXI, no. 6 (June 1897), this story was first collected in The Open Boat and Other
Tales of Adventure, New York, 1898.
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plunged like an animal. As each wave came, and she rose for it, she seemed like a
horse making at a fence outrageously high. The manner of her scramble over these
walls of water is a mystic thing, and, moreover, at the top of them were ordinarily
these problems in white water, the foam racing down from the summit of each
wave requiring a new leap, and a leap from the air. Then, after scornfully bump-
ing a crest, she would slide and race and splash down a long incline, and arrive
bobbing and nodding in front of the next menace.

A singular disadvantage of the sea lies in the fact that after successfully sur-
mounting one wave you discover that there is another behind it just as important
and just as nervously anxious to do something effective in the way of swamping
boats. In a ten-foot dinghy one can get an idea of the resources of the sea in the
line of waves that is not probable to the average experience which is never at sea
in a dinghy. As each slaty wall of water approached, it shut all else from the view
of the men in the boat, and it was not difficult to imagine that this particular wave
was the final outburst of the ocean, the last effort of the grim water. There was a
terrible grace in the move of the waves, and they came in silence, save for the
snarling of the crests.

In the wan light the faces of the men must have been grey. Their eyes must
have glinted in strange ways as they gazed steadily astern. Viewed from a balcony,
the whole thing would doubtless have been weirdly picturesque. But the men in
the boat had no time to see it, and if they had had leisure, there were other things
to occupy their minds. The sun swung steadily up the sky, and they knew it was
broad day because the colour of the sea changed from slate to emerald green
streaked with amber lights, and the foam was like tumbling snow. The process of
the breaking day was unknown to them. They were aware only of this effect upon
the colour of the waves that rolled toward them.

In disjointed sentences the cook and the correspondent argued as to the dif-
ference between a life-saving station and a house of refuge. The cook had said:
“There’s a house of refuge just north of the Mosquito Inlet Light, and as soon as
they see us they’ll come off in their boat and pick us up.”

“As soon as who see us?” said the correspondent.
“The crew,” said the cook.
“Houses of refuge don’t have crews,” said the correspondent. “As I under-

stand them, they are only places where clothes and grub are stored for the benefit
of shipwrecked people. They don’t carry crews.”

“Oh, yes, they do,” said the cook.
“No, they don’t,” said the correspondent.
“Well, we’re not there yet, anyhow,” said the oiler, in the stern.
“Well,” said the cook, “perhaps it’s not a house of refuge that I’m thinking of

as being near Mosquito Inlet Light; perhaps it’s a life-saving station.”
“We’re not there yet,” said the oiler in the stern.

II

As the boat bounced from the top of each wave the wind tore through the hair of
the hatless men, and as the craft plopped her stern down again the spray slashed
past them. The crest of each of these waves was a hill, from the top of which the
men surveyed for a moment a broad tumultuous expanse, shining and wind-riven.
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It was probably splendid, it was probably glorious, this play of the free sea, wild
with lights of emerald and white and amber.

“Bully good thing it’s an on-shore wind,” said the cook. “If not, where would
we be? Wouldn’t have a show.”

“That’s right,” said the correspondent.
The busy oiler nodded his assent.
Then the captain, in the bow, chuckled in a way that expressed humour, con-

tempt, tragedy, all in one. “Do you think we’ve got much of a show now, boys?”
said he.

Whereupon the three were silent, save for a trifle of hemming and hawing. To
express any particular optimism at this time they felt to be childish and stupid, but
they all doubtless possessed this sense of the situation in their minds. A young man
thinks doggedly at such times. On the other hand, the ethics of their condition was
decidedly against any open suggestion of hopelessness. So they were silent.

“Oh, well,” said the captain, soothing his children, “we’ll get ashore all right.”
But there was that in his tone which made them think; so the oiler quoth,

“Yes! If this wind holds.”
The cook was bailing. “Yes! if we don’t catch hell in the surf.”
Canton-flannel gulls flew near and far. Sometimes they sat down on the sea,

near patches of brown seaweed that rolled over the waves with a movement like car-
pets on a line in a gale. The birds sat comfortably in groups, and they were envied by
some in the dinghy, for the wrath of the sea was no more to them than it was to a
covey of prairie chickens a thousand miles inland. Often they came very close and
stared at the men with black bead-like eyes. At these times they were uncanny and
sinister in their unblinking scrutiny, and the men hooted angrily at them, telling them
to be gone. One came, and evidently decided to alight on the top of the captain’s
head. The bird flew parallel to the boat and did not circle, but made short sidelong
jumps in the air in chicken-fashion. His black eyes were wistfully fixed upon the cap-
tain’s head. “Ugly brute,” said the oiler to the bird. “You look as if you were made
with a jack-knife.” The cook and the correspondent swore darkly at the creature.
The captain naturally wished to knock it away with the end of the heavy painter, but
he did not dare do it, because anything resembling an emphatic gesture would have
capsized this freighted boat; and so, with his open hand, the captain gently and care-
fully waved the gull away. After it had been discouraged from the pursuit the cap-
tain breathed easier on account of his hair, and others breathed easier because the
bird struck their minds at this time as being somehow gruesome and ominous.

In the meantime the oiler and the correspondent rowed. And also they rowed.
They sat together in the same seat, and each rowed an oar. Then the oiler took
both oars; then the correspondent took both oars; then the oiler; then the corre-
spondent. They rowed and they rowed. The very ticklish part of the business was
when the time came for the reclining one in the stern to take his turn at the oars.
By the very last star of truth, it is easier to steal eggs from under a hen than it was
to change seats in the dinghy. First the man in the stern slid his hand along the
thwart and moved with care, as if he were of Sèvres.2 Then the man in the rowing-
seat slid his hand along the other thwart. It was all done with the most extraordi-
nary care. As the two sidled past each other, the whole party kept watchful eyes
on the coming wave, and the captain cried: “Look out, now! Steady, there!”

2. Fine French porcelain of great delicacy.
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The brown mats of seaweed that appeared from time to time were like is-
lands, bits of earth. They were travelling, apparently, neither one way nor the
other. They were, to all intents, stationary. They informed the men in the boat
that it was making progress slowly toward the land.

The captain, rearing cautiously in the bow after the dinghy soared on a great
swell, said that he had seen the lighthouse at Mosquito Inlet. Presently the cook re-
marked that he had seen it. The correspondent was at the oars then, and for some
reason he too wished to look at the lighthouse; but his back was toward the far
shore, and the waves were important, and for some time he could not seize an op-
portunity to turn his head. But at last there came a wave more gentle than the oth-
ers, and when at the crest of it he swiftly scoured the western horizon.

“See it?” said the captain.
“No,” said the correspondent, slowly; “I didn’t see anything.”
“Look again,” said the captain. He pointed. “It’s exactly in that direction.”
At the top of another wave the correspondent did as he was bid, and this time

his eyes chanced on a small, still thing on the edge of the swaying horizon. It was
precisely like the point of a pin. It took an anxious eye to find a lighthouse so tiny.

“Think we’ll make it, Captain?”
“If this wind holds and the boat don’t swamp, we can’t do much else,” said

the captain.
The little boat, lifted by each towering sea and splashed viciously by the crests,

made progress that in the absence of seaweed was not apparent to those in her.
She seemed just a wee thing wallowing, miraculously top up, at the mercy of five
oceans. Occasionally a great spread of water, like white flames, swarmed into her.

“Bail her, cook,” said the captain, serenely.
“All right, Captain,” said the cheerful cook.

III

It would be difficult to describe the subtle brotherhood of men that was here estab-
lished on the seas. No one said that it was so. No one mentioned it. But it dwelt in
the boat, and each man felt it warm him. They were a captain, an oiler, a cook, and
a correspondent, and they were friends—friends in a more curiously iron-bound
degree than may be common. The hurt captain, lying against the water-jar in the
bow, spoke always in a low voice and calmly; but he could never command a more
ready and swiftly obedient crew than the motley three of the dinghy. It was more
than a mere recognition of what was best for the common safety. There was surely
in it a quality that was personal and heart-felt. And after this devotion to the com-
mander of the boat, there was this comradeship, that the correspondent, for in-
stance, who had been taught to be cynical of men, knew even at the time was the
best experience of his life. But no one said that it was so. No one mentioned it.

“I wish we had a sail,” remarked the captain. “We might try my overcoat on
the end of an oar, and give you two boys a chance to rest.” So the cook and the cor-
respondent held the mast and spread wide the overcoat; the oiler steered; and the
little boat made good way with her new rig. Sometimes the oiler had to scull sharply
to keep a sea from breaking into the boat, but otherwise sailing was a success.

Meanwhile the lighthouse had been growing slowly larger. It had now almost
assumed colour, and appeared like a little grey shadow on the sky. The man at the
oars could not be prevented from turning his head rather often to try for a glimpse
of this little grey shadow.
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At last, from the top of each wave, the men in the tossing boat could see land.
Even as the lighthouse was an upright shadow on the sky, this land seemed but a
long black shadow on the sea. It certainly was thinner than paper. “We must be
about opposite New Smyrna,” said the cook, who had coasted this shore often in
schooners. “Captain, by the way, I believe they abandoned that life-saving station
there about a year ago.”

“Did they?” said the captain.
The wind slowly died away. The cook and the correspondent were not now

obliged to slave in order to hold high the oar. But the waves continued their old
impetuous swooping at the dinghy, and the little craft, no longer under way, strug-
gled woundily over them. The oiler or the correspondent took the oars again.

Shipwrecks are apropos of nothing. If men could only train for them and have
them occur when the men had reached pink condition, there would be less drown-
ing at sea. Of the four in the dinghy none had slept any time worth mentioning
for two days and two nights previous to embarking in the dinghy, and in the ex-
citement of clambering about the deck of a foundering ship they had also forgot-
ten to eat heartily.

For these reasons, and for others, neither the oiler nor the correspondent was
fond of rowing at this time. The correspondent wondered ingenuously how in the
name of all that was sane could there be people who thought it amusing to row a
boat. It was not an amusement; it was a diabolical punishment, and even a genius
of mental aberrations could never conclude that it was anything but a horror to
the muscles and a crime against the back. He mentioned to the boat in general
how the amusement of rowing struck him, and the weary-faced oiler smiled in full
sympathy. Previously to the foundering, by the way, the oiler had worked a dou-
ble watch in the engine-room of the ship.

“Take her easy now, boys,” said the captain. “Don’t spend yourselves. If we
have to run a surf you’ll need all your strength, because we’ll sure have to swim
for it. Take your time.”

Slowly the land arose from the sea. From a black line it became a line of black
and a line of white—trees and sand. Finally the captain said that he could make
out a house on the shore. “That’s the house of refuge, sure,” said the cook.
“They’ll see us before long, and come out after us.”

The distant lighthouse reared high. “The keeper ought to be able to make us
out now, if he’s looking through a glass,” said the captain. “He’ll notify the life-
saving people.”

“None of those other boats could have got ashore to give word of this wreck,”
said the oiler, in a low voice, “else the life-boat would be out hunting us.”

Slowly and beautifully the land loomed out of the sea. The wind came again.
It had veered from the north-east to the south-east. Finally a new sound struck the
ears of the men in the boat. It was the low thunder of the surf on the shore. “We’ll
never be able to make the lighthouse now,” said the captain. “Swing her head a
little more north, Billie.”

“A little more north, sir,” said the oiler.
Whereupon the little boat turned her nose once more down the wind, and all

but the oarsman watched the shore grow. Under the influence of this expansion
doubt and direful apprehension were leaving the minds of the men. The manage-
ment of the boat was still most absorbing, but it could not prevent a quiet cheer-
fulness. In an hour, perhaps, they would be ashore.
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Their backbones had become thoroughly used to balancing in the boat, and
they now rode this wild colt of a dinghy like circus men. The correspondent
thought that he had been drenched to the skin, but happening to feel in the top
pocket of his coat, he found therein eight cigars. Four of them were soaked with
sea-water; four were perfectly scatheless. After a search, somebody produced three
dry matches; and thereupon the four waifs rode impudently in their little boat
and, with an assurance of an impending rescue shining in their eyes, puffed at the
big cigars, and judged well and ill of all men. Everybody took a drink of water.

IV

“Cook,” remarked the captain, “there don’t seem to be any signs of life about
your house of refuge.”

“No,” replied the cook. “Funny they don’t see us!”
A broad stretch of lowly coast lay before the eyes of the men. It was of low

dunes topped with dark vegetation. The roar of the surf was plain, and sometimes
they could see the white lip of a wave as it spun up the beach. A tiny house was
blocked out black upon the sky. Southward, the slim lighthouse lifted its little grey
length.

Tide, wind, and waves were swinging the dinghy northward. “Funny they
don’t see us,” said the men.

The surf’s roar was here dulled, but its tone was nevertheless thunderous and
mighty. As the boat swam over the great rollers the men sat listening to this roar.
“We’ll swamp sure,” said everybody.

It is fair to say here that there was not a life-saving station within twenty miles
in either direction; but the men did not know this fact, and in consequence they
made dark and opprobrious remarks concerning the eyesight of the nation’s life-
savers. Four scowling men sat in the dinghy and surpassed records in the inven-
tion of epithets.

“Funny they don’t see us.”
The light-heartedness of a former time had completely faded. To their sharp-

ened minds it was easy to conjure pictures of all kinds of incompetency and blind-
ness and, indeed, cowardice. There was the shore of the populous land, and it was
bitter and bitter to them that from it came no sign.

“Well,” said the captain, ultimately, “I suppose we’ll have to make a try for
ourselves. If we stay out here too long, we’ll none of us have strength left to swim
after the boat swamps.”

And so the oiler, who was at the oars, turned the boat straight for the shore.
There was a sudden tightening of muscles. There was some thinking.

“If we don’t all get ashore,” said the captain—“if we don’t all get ashore, I
suppose you fellows know where to send news of my finish?”

They then briefly exchanged some addresses and admonitions. As for the reflec-
tions of the men, there was a great deal of rage in them. Perchance they might be
formulated thus: “If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned—if I
am going to be drowned, why, in the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea,
was I allowed to come thus far and contemplate sand and trees? Was I brought here
merely to have my nose dragged away as I was about to nibble the sacred cheese of
life? It is preposterous. If this old ninny-woman, Fate, cannot do better than this,
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she should be deprived of the management of men’s fortunes. She is an old hen who
knows not her intention. If she has decided to drown me, why did she not do it in
the beginning, and save me all this trouble? The whole affair is absurd.—But no; she
cannot mean to drown me. She dare not drown me. She cannot drown me. Not after
all this work.” Afterward the man might have had an impulse to shake his fist at the
clouds. “Just you drown me, now, and then hear what I call you!”

The billows that came at this time were more formidable. They seemed al-
ways just about to break and roll over the little boat in a turmoil of foam. There
was a preparatory and long growl in the speech of them. No mind unused to the
sea would have concluded that the dinghy could ascend these sheer heights in time.
The shore was still afar. The oiler was a wily surfman. “Boys,” he said swiftly,
“she won’t live three minutes more, and we’re too far out to swim. Shall I take her
to sea again, Captain?”

“Yes; go ahead!” said the captain.
This oiler, by a series of quick miracles and fast and steady oarsmanship,

turned the boat in the middle of the surf and took her safely to sea again.
There was a considerable silence as the boat bumped over the furrowed sea to

deeper water. Then somebody in gloom spoke: “Well, anyhow, they must have
seen us from the shore by now.”

The gulls went in slanting flight up the wind toward the grey, desolate east. A
squall, marked by dingy clouds and clouds brick-red like smoke from a burning
building, appeared from the southeast.

“What do you think of those life-saving people? Ain’t they peaches?”
“Funny they haven’t seen us.”
“Maybe they think we’re out here for sport! Maybe they think we’re fishin’.

Maybe they think we’re damned fools.”
It was a long afternoon. A changed tide tried to force them southward, but wind

and wave said northward. Far ahead, where coast-line, sea, and sky formed their
mighty angle, there were little dots which seemed to indicate a city on the shore.

“St. Augustine?”
The captain shook his head. “Too near Mosquito Inlet.”
And the oiler rowed, and then the correspondent rowed; then the oiler rowed.

It was a weary business. The human back can become the seat of more aches and
pains than are registered in books for the composite anatomy of a regiment. It is
a limited area, but it can become the theatre of innumerable muscular conflicts,
tangles, wrenches, knots, and other comforts.

“Did you ever like to row, Billie?” asked the correspondent.
“No,” said the oiler; “hang it!”
When one exchanged the rowing-seat for a place in the bottom of the boat,

he suffered a bodily depression that caused him to be careless of everything save
an obligation to wiggle one finger. There was cold sea-water swashing to and fro
in the boat, and he lay in it. His head, pillowed on a thwart, was within an inch of
the swirl of a wave-crest, and sometimes a particularly obstreperous sea came in-
board and drenched him once more. But these matters did not annoy him. It is al-
most certain that if the boat had capsized he would have tumbled comfortably out
upon the ocean as if he felt sure that it was a great soft mattress.

“Look! There’s a man on the shore!”
“Where?”
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“There! See ’im? See ’im?”
“Yes, sure! He’s walking along.”
“Now he’s stopped. Look! He’s facing us!”
“He’s waving at us!”
“So he is! By thunder!”
“Ah, now we’re all right! Now we’re all right! There’ll be a boat out here for

us in half an hour.”
“He’s going on. He’s running. He’s going up to that house there.”
The remote beach seemed lower than the sea, and it required a searching

glance to discern the little black figure. The captain saw a floating stick, and they
rowed to it. A bath towel was by some weird chance in the boat, and, tying this
on the stick, the captain waved it. The oarsman did not dare turn his head, so he
was obliged to ask questions.

“What’s he doing now?”
“He’s standing still again. He’s looking, I think.—There he goes again—

toward the house.—Now he’s stopped again.”
“Is he waving at us?”
“No, not now; he was, though.”
“Look! There comes another man!”
“He’s running.”
“Look at him go, would you!”
“Why, he’s on a bicycle. Now he’s met the other man. They’re both waving at

us. Look!”
“There comes something up the beach.”
“What the devil is that thing?”
“Why, it looks like a boat.”
“Why, certainly, it’s a boat.”
“No; it’s on wheels.”
“Yes, so it is. Well, that must be the life-boat. They drag them along shore on

a wagon.”
“That’s the life-boat, sure.”
“No, by God, it’s—it’s an omnibus.”
“I tell you it’s a life-boat.”
“It is not! It’s an omnibus. I can see it plain. See? One of these big hotel

omnibuses.”
“By thunder, you’re right. It’s an omnibus, sure as fate. What do you suppose

they are doing with an omnibus? Maybe they are going around collecting the life-
crew, hey?”

“That’s it, likely. Look! There’s a fellow waving a little black flag. He’s stand-
ing on the steps of the omnibus. There come those other two fellows. Now they’re
all talking together. Look at the fellow with the flag. Maybe he ain’t waving it!”

“That ain’t a flag, is it? That’s his coat. Why, certainly, that’s his coat.”
“So it is; it’s his coat. He’s taken it off and is waving it around his head. But

would you look at him swing it!”
“Oh, say, there isn’t any life-saving station there. That’s just a winter-resort

hotel omnibus that has brought over some of the boarders to see us drown.”
“What’s that idiot with the coat mean? What’s he signalling, anyhow?”
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“It looks as if he were trying to tell us to go north. There must be a life-
saving station up there.”

“No; he thinks we’re fishing. Just giving us a merry hand. See? Ah, there, Willie!”
“Well, I wish I could make something out of those signals. What do you sup-

pose he means?”
“He don’t mean anything; he’s just playing.”
“Well, if he’d just signal us to try the surf again, or to go to sea and wait, or

go north, or go south, or go to hell, there would be some reason in it. But look at
him! He just stands there and keeps his coat revolving like a wheel. The ass!”

“There come more people.”
“Now there’s quite a mob. Look! Isn’t that a boat?”
“Where? Oh, I see where you mean. No, that’s no boat.”
“That fellow is still waving his coat.”
“He must think we like to see him do that. Why don’t he quit it? It don’t mean

anything.”
“I don’t know. I think he is trying to make us go north. It must be that there’s

a life-saving station there somewhere.”
“Say, he ain’t tired yet. Look at ’im wave!”
“Wonder how long he can keep that up. He’s been revolving his coat ever

since he caught sight of us. He’s an idiot. Why aren’t they getting men to bring a
boat out? A fishing-boat—one of those big yawls—could come out here all right.
Why don’t he do something?”

“Oh, it’s all right now.”
“They’ll have a boat out here for us in less than no time, now that they’ve

seen us.”
A faint yellow tone came into the sky over the low land. The shadows on the

sea slowly deepened. The wind bore coldness with it, and the men began to shiver.
“Holy smoke!” said one, allowing his voice to express his impious mood, “if

we keep on monkeying out here! If we’ve got to flounder out here all night!”
“Oh, we’ll never have to stay here all night! Don’t you worry. They’ve seen us

now, and it won’t be long before they’ll come chasing out after us.”
The shore grew dusky. The man waving a coat blended gradually into this

gloom, and it swallowed in the same manner the omnibus and the group of peo-
ple. The spray, when it dashed uproariously over the side, made the voyagers
shrink and swear like men who were being branded.

“I’d like to catch the chump who waved the coat. I feel like socking him one,
just for luck.”

“Why? What did he do?”
“Oh, nothing, but then he seemed so damned cheerful.”
In the meantime the oiler rowed, and then the correspondent rowed, and then

the oiler rowed. Grey-faced and bowed forward, they mechanically, turn by turn,
plied the leaden oars. The form of the lighthouse had vanished from the southern
horizon, but finally a pale star appeared, just lifting from the sea. The streaked
saffron in the west passed before the all-merging darkness, and the sea to the east
was black. The land had vanished, and was expressed only by the low and drear
thunder of the surf.

“If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned—if I am going to
be drowned, why, in the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea, was I al-
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lowed to come thus far and contemplate sand and trees? Was I brought here
merely to have my nose dragged away as I was about to nibble the sacred cheese
of life?”

The patient captain, drooped over the water-jar, was sometimes obliged to
speak to the oarsman.

“Keep her head up! Keep her head up!”
“Keep her head up, sir.” The voices were weary and low.
This was surely a quiet evening. All save the oarsman lay heavily and listlessly

in the boat’s bottom. As for him, his eyes were just capable of noting the tall black
waves that swept forward in a most sinister silence, save for an occasional sub-
dued growl of a crest.

The cook’s head was on a thwart, and he looked without interest at the water
under his nose. He was deep in other scenes. Finally he spoke. “Billie,” he mur-
mured, dreamfully, “what kind of pie do you like best?”

V

“Pie!” said the oiler and the correspondent, agitatedly. “Don’t talk about those
things, blast you!”

“Well,” said the cook, “I was just thinking about ham sandwiches and—”
A night on the sea in an open boat is a long night. As darkness settled finally,

the shine of the light, lifting from the sea in the south, changed to full gold. On
the northern horizon a new light appeared, a small bluish gleam on the edge of the
waters. These two lights were the furniture of the world. Otherwise there was
nothing but waves.

Two men huddled in the stern, and distances were so magnificent in the
dinghy that the rower was enabled to keep his feet partly warm by thrusting them
under his companions. Their legs indeed extended far under the rowing-seat until
they touched the feet of the captain forward. Sometimes, despite the efforts of the
tired oarsman, a wave came piling into the boat, an icy wave of the night, and the
chilling water soaked them anew. They would twist their bodies for a moment
and groan, and sleep the dead sleep once more, while the water in the boat gur-
gled about them as the craft rocked.

The plan of the oiler and the correspondent was for one to row until he lost
the ability, and then arouse the other from his sea-water couch in the bottom of
the boat.

The oiler plied the oars until his head drooped forward and the overpowering
sleep blinded him; and he rowed yet afterward. Then he touched a man in the bot-
tom of the boat, and called his name. “Will you spell me for a little while?” he
said, meekly.

“Sure, Billie,” said the correspondent, awaking and dragging himself to a sit-
ting position. They exchanged places carefully, and the oiler, cuddling down in the
sea-water at the cook’s side, seemed to go to sleep instantly.

The particular violence of the sea had ceased. The waves came without
snarling. The obligation of the man at the oars was to keep the boat headed so
that the tilt of the rollers would not capsize her, and to preserve her from filling
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when the crests rushed past. The black waves were silent and hard to be seen in
the darkness. Often one was almost upon the boat before the oarsman was aware.

In a low voice the correspondent addressed the captain. He was not sure that
the captain was awake, although this iron man seemed to be always awake. “Cap-
tain, shall I keep her making for that light north, sir?”

The same steady voice answered him. “Yes. Keep it about two points off the
port bow.”

The cook had tied a life-belt around himself in order to get even the warmth
which this clumsy cork contrivance could donate, and he seemed almost stove-like
when a rower, whose teeth invariably chattered wildly as soon as he ceased his
labour, dropped down to sleep.

The correspondent, as he rowed, looked down at the two men sleeping un-
derfoot. The cook’s arm was around the oiler’s shoulders, and, with their frag-
mentary clothing and haggard faces, they were the babes of the sea—a grotesque
rendering of the old babes in the wood.

Later he must have grown stupid at his work, for suddenly there was a growl-
ing of water, and a crest came with a roar and a swash into the boat, and it was a
wonder that it did not set the cook afloat in his life-belt. The cook continued to
sleep, but the oiler sat up, blinking his eyes and shaking with the new cold.

“Oh, I’m awful sorry, Billie,” said the correspondent, contritely.
“That’s all right, old boy,” said the oiler, and lay down again and was asleep.
Presently it seemed that even the captain dozed, and the correspondent

thought that he was the one man afloat on all the oceans. The wind had a voice as
it came over the waves, and it was sadder than the end.

There was a long, loud swishing astern of the boat, and a gleaming trail of
phosphorescence, like blue flame, was furrowed on the black waters. It might have
been made by a monstrous knife.

Then there came a stillness, while the correspondent breathed with open
mouth and looked at the sea.

Suddenly there was another swish and another long flash of bluish light, and
this time it was alongside the boat, and might almost have been reached with an
oar. The correspondent saw an enormous fin speed like a shadow through the
water, hurling the crystalline spray and leaving the long glowing trail.

The correspondent looked over his shoulder at the captain. His face was hid-
den, and he seemed to be asleep. He looked at the babes of the sea. They certainly
were asleep. So, being bereft of sympathy, he leaned a little way to one side and
swore softly into the sea.

But the thing did not then leave the vicinity of the boat. Ahead or astern, on
one side or the other; at intervals long or short, fled the long sparkling streak, and
there was to be heard the whirroo of the dark fin. The speed and power of the thing
was greatly to be admired. It cut the water like a gigantic and keen projectile.

The presence of this biding thing did not affect the man with the same horror
that it would if he had been a picnicker. He simply looked at the sea dully and
swore in an undertone.

Nevertheless, it is true that he did not wish to be alone with the thing. He
wished one of his companions to awake by chance and keep him company with it.
But the captain hung motionless over the water-jar, and the oiler and the cook in
the bottom of the boat were plunged in slumber.
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VI

“If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be
drowned, why, in the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed
to come thus far and contemplate sand and trees?”

During this dismal night, it may be remarked that a man would conclude that
it was really the intention of the seven mad gods to drown him, despite the abom-
inable injustice of it. For it was certainly an abominable injustice to drown a man
who had worked so hard, so hard. The man felt it would be a crime most unnat-
ural. Other people had drowned at sea since galleys swarmed with painted sails,
but still—

When it occurs to a man that nature does not regard him as important, and
that she feels she would not maim the universe by disposing of him, he at first
wishes to throw bricks at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact that there are
no bricks and no temples. Any visible expression of nature would surely be pel-
leted with his jeers.

Then, if there be no tangible thing to hoot, he feels, perhaps, the desire to
confront a personification and indulge in pleas, bowed to one knee, and with
hands supplicant, saying, “Yes, but I love myself.”

A high cold star on a winter’s night is the word he feels that she says to him.
Thereafter he knows the pathos of his situation.

The men in the dinghy had not discussed these matters, but each had, no
doubt, reflected upon them in silence and according to his mind. There was sel-
dom any expression upon their faces save the general one of complete weariness.
Speech was devoted to the business of the boat.

To chime the notes of his emotion, a verse mysteriously entered the corre-
spondent’s head. He had even forgotten that he had forgotten this verse, but it
suddenly was in his mind.

A soldier of the Legion lay dying in Algiers;
There was lack of woman’s nursing, there was dearth of woman’s tears;
But a comrade stood beside him, and he took that comrade’s hand,
And he said, “I never more shall see my own, my native land.”3

In his childhood the correspondent had been made acquainted with the fact
that a soldier of the Legion lay dying in Algiers, but he had never regarded the
fact as important. Myriads of his school-fellows had informed him of the soldier’s
plight, but the dinning had naturally ended by making him perfectly indifferent.
He had never considered it his affair that a soldier of the Legion lay dying in Al-
giers, nor had it appeared to him as a matter for sorrow. It was less to him than
the breaking of a pencil’s point.

Now, however, it quaintly came to him as a human, living thing. It was no
longer merely a picture of a few throes in the breast of a poet, meanwhile drinking
tea and warming his feet at the grate; it was an actuality—stern, mournful, and fine.

The correspondent plainly saw the soldier. He lay on the sand with his feet
out straight and still. While his pale left hand was upon his chest in an attempt to
thwart the going of his life, the blood came between his fingers. In the far Algerian

3. The lines are from “Bingen on the Rhine” by Carolyn E. S. Norton.
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distance, a city of low square forms was set against a sky that was faint with the
last sunset hues. The correspondent, plying the oars and dreaming of the slow and
slower movements of the lips of the soldier, was moved by a profound and per-
fectly impersonal comprehension. He was sorry for the soldier of the Legion who
lay dying in Algiers.

The thing which had followed the boat and waited had evidently grown bored
at the delay. There was no longer to be heard the slash of the cutwater, and there
was no longer the flame of the long trail. The light in the north still glimmered,
but it was apparently no nearer to the boat. Sometimes the boom of the surf rang
in the correspondent’s ears, and he turned the craft seaward then and rowed
harder. Southward, some one had evidently built a watch-fire on the beach. It was
too low and too far to be seen, but it made a shimmering, roseate reflection upon
the bluff in back of it, and this could be discerned from the boat. The wind came
stronger, and sometimes a wave suddenly raged out like a mountain cat, and there
was to be seen the sheen and sparkle of a broken crest.

The captain, in the bow, moved on his water-jar and sat erect. “Pretty long
night,” he observed to the correspondent. He looked at the shore. “Those life-
saving people take their time.”

“Did you see that shark playing around?”
“Yes, I saw him. He was a big fellow, all right.”
“Wish I had known you were awake.”
Later the correspondent spoke into the bottom of the boat. “Billie!” There

was a slow and gradual disentanglement. “Billie, will you spell me?”
“Sure,” said the oiler.
As soon as the correspondent touched the cold, comfortable sea-water in the

bottom of the boat and had huddled close to the cook’s life-belt he was deep in
sleep, despite the fact that his teeth played all the popular airs. This sleep was so
good to him that it was but a moment before he heard a voice call his name in a
tone that demonstrated the last stages of exhaustion. “Will you spell me?”

“Sure, Billie.”
The light in the north had mysteriously vanished, but the correspondent took

his course from the wide-awake captain.
Later in the night they took the boat farther out to sea, and the captain di-

rected the cook to take one oar at the stern and keep the boat facing the seas. He
was to call out if he should hear the thunder of the surf. This plan enabled the
oiler and the correspondent to get respite together. “We’ll give those boys a chance
to get into shape again,” said the captain. They curled down and, after a few pre-
liminary chatterings and trembles, slept once more the dead sleep. Neither knew
they had bequeathed to the cook the company of another shark, or perhaps the
same shark.

As the boat caroused on the waves, spray occasionally bumped over the side
and gave them a fresh soaking, but this had no power to break their repose. The
ominous slash of the wind and the water affected them as it would have affected
mummies.

“Boys,” said the cook, with the notes of every reluctance in his voice, “she’s
drifted in pretty close. I guess one of you had better take her to sea again.” The
correspondent, aroused, heard the crash of the toppled crests.
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As he was rowing, the captain gave him some whiskey-and-water, and this
steadied the chills out of him. “If I ever get ashore and anybody shows me even a
photograph of an oar—”

At last there was a short conversation.
“Billie!—Billie, will you spell me?”
“Sure,” said the oiler.

VII

When the correspondent again opened his eyes, the sea and the sky were each of
the grey hue of the dawning. Later, carmine and gold was painted upon the wa-
ters. The morning appeared finally, in its splendour, with a sky of pure blue, and
the sunlight flamed on the tips of the waves.

On the distant dunes were set many little black cottages, and a tall white
windmill reared above them. No man, nor dog, nor bicycle appeared on the beach.
The cottages might have formed a deserted village.

The voyagers scanned the shore. A conference was held in the boat. “Well,”
said the captain, “if no help is coming, we might better try a run through the surf
right away. If we stay out here much longer we will be too weak to do anything for
ourselves at all.” The others silently acquiesced in this reasoning. The boat was
headed for the beach. The correspondent wondered if none ever ascended the tall
wind-tower, and if then they never looked seaward. This tower was a giant, stand-
ing with its back to the plight of the ants. It represented in a degree, to the corre-
spondent, the serenity of nature amid the struggles of the individual—nature in the
wind, and nature in the vision of men. She did not seem cruel to him then, nor benef-
icent, nor treacherous, nor wise. But she was indifferent, flatly indifferent. It is, per-
haps, plausible that a man in this situation, impressed with the unconcern of the
universe, should see the innumerable flaws of his life, and have them taste wickedly
in his mind, and wish for another chance. A distinction between right and wrong
seems absurdly clear to him, then, in this new ignorance of the grave-edge, and he
understands that if he were given another opportunity he would mend his conduct
and his words, and be better and brighter during an introduction or at a tea.

“Now, boys,” said the captain, “she is going to swamp sure. All we can do is
to work her in as far as possible, and then when she swamps, pile out and scram-
ble for the beach. Keep cool now, and don’t jump until she swamps sure.”

The oiler took the oars. Over his shoulder he scanned the surf. “Captain,” he
said, “I think I’d better bring her about and keep her head-on to the seas and back
her in.”

“All right, Billie,” said the captain. “Back her in.” The oiler swung the boat
then, and, seated in the stern, the cook and the correspondent were obliged to
look over their shoulders to contemplate the lonely and indifferent shore.

The monstrous inshore rollers heaved the boat high until the men were again
enabled to see the white sheets of water scudding up the slanted beach. “We won’t
get in very close,” said the captain. Each time a man could wrest his attention
from the rollers, he turned his glance toward the shore, and in the expression of
the eyes during this contemplation there was a singular quality. The correspon-
dent, observing the others, knew that they were not afraid, but the full meaning of
their glances was shrouded.
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As for himself, he was too tired to grapple fundamentally with the fact. He
tried to coerce his mind into thinking of it, but the mind was dominated at this
time by the muscles, and the muscles said they did not care. It merely occurred to
him that if he should drown it would be a shame.

There were no hurried words, no pallor, no plain agitation. The men simply
looked at the shore. “Now, remember to get well clear of the boat when you
jump,” said the captain.

Seaward the crest of a roller suddenly fell with a thunderous crash, and the
long white comber came roaring down upon the boat.

“Steady now,” said the captain. The men were silent. They turned their eyes
from the shore to the comber and waited. The boat slid up the incline, leaped at
the furious top, bounced over it, and swung down the long back of the wave. Some
water had been shipped, and the cook bailed it out.

But the next crest crashed also. The tumbling, boiling flood of white water
caught the boat and whirled it almost perpendicular. Water swarmed in from all
sides. The correspondent had his hands on the gunwale at this time, and when the
water entered at that place he swiftly withdrew his fingers, as if he objected to
wetting them.

The little boat, drunken with this weight of water, reeled and snuggled deeper
into the sea.

“Bail her out, cook! Bail her out!” said the captain.
“All right, Captain,” said the cook.
“Now, boys, the next one will do for us sure,” said the oiler. “Mind to jump

clear of the boat.”
The third wave moved forward, huge, furious, implacable. It fairly swallowed

the dinghy, and almost simultaneously the men tumbled into the sea. A piece of
life-belt had lain in the bottom of the boat, and as the correspondent went over-
board he held this to his chest with his left hand.

The January water was icy, and he reflected immediately that it was colder
than he had expected to find it off the coast of Florida. This appeared to his dazed
mind as a fact important enough to be noted at the time. The coldness of the water
was sad; it was tragic. This fact was somehow mixed and confused with his opin-
ion of his own situation, so that it seemed almost a proper reason for tears. The
water was cold.

When he came to the surface he was conscious of little but the noisy water.
Afterward he saw his companions in the sea. The oiler was ahead in the race. He
was swimming strongly and rapidly. Off to the correspondent’s left, the cook’s
great white and corked back bulged out of the water; and in the rear the captain
was hanging with his one good hand to the keel of the overturned dinghy.

There is a certain immovable quality to a shore, and the correspondent won-
dered at it amid the confusion of the sea.

It seemed also very attractive; but the correspondent knew that it was a long
journey, and he paddled leisurely. The piece of life-preserver lay under him, and
sometimes he whirled down the incline of a wave as if he were on a hand-sled.

But finally he arrived at a place in the sea where travel was beset with diffi-
culty. He did not pause swimming to inquire what manner of current had caught
him, but there his progress ceased. The shore was set before him like a bit of scenery
on a stage, and he looked at it and understood with his eyes each detail of it.

110 American Literature Since the Civil War



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Stephen Crane The Open Boat © The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

As the cook passed, much farther to the left, the captain was calling to him.
“Turn over on your back, cook! Turn over on your back and use the oar.”

“All right, sir.” The cook turned on his back, and, paddling with an oar, went
ahead as if he were a canoe.

Presently the boat also passed to the left of the correspondent, with the cap-
tain clinging with one hand to the keel. He would have appeared like a man rais-
ing himself to look over a board fence if it were not for the extraordinary
gymnastics of the boat. The correspondent marvelled that the captain could still
hold to it.

They passed on nearer to shore—the oiler, the cook, the captain—and follow-
ing them went the water-jar, bouncing gaily over the seas.

The correspondent remained in the grip of this strange new enemy—a current.
The shore, with its white slope of sand and its green bluff topped with little silent
cottages, was spread like a picture before him. It was very near to him then, but he
was impressed as one who, in a gallery, looks at a scene from Brittany or Algiers.

He thought: “I am going to drown? Can it be possible? Can it be possible?
Can it be possible?” Perhaps an individual must consider his own death to be the
final phenomenon of nature.

But later a wave perhaps whirled him out of this small deadly current, for he
found suddenly that he could again make progress toward the shore. Later still he
was aware that the captain, clinging with one hand to the keel of the dinghy, had
his face turned away from the shore and toward him, and was calling his name.
“Come to the boat! Come to the boat!”

In his struggle to reach the captain and the boat, he reflected that when one
gets properly wearied drowning must really be a comfortable arrangement—a ces-
sation of hostilities accompanied by a large degree of relief; and he was glad of it,
for the main thing in his mind for some moments had been horror of the tempo-
rary agony. He did not wish to be hurt.

Presently he saw a man running along the shore. He was undressing with most
remarkable speed. Coat, trousers, shirt, everything flew magically off him.

“Come to the boat!” called the captain.
“All right, Captain.” As the correspondent paddled, he saw the captain let

himself down to bottom and leave the boat. Then the correspondent performed
his one little marvel of the voyage. A large wave caught him and flung him with
ease and supreme speed completely over the boat and far beyond it. It struck him
even then as an event in gymnastics and a true miracle of the sea. An overturned
boat in the surf is not a plaything to a swimming man.

The correspondent arrived in water that reached only to his waist, but his
condition did not enable him to stand for more than a moment. Each wave
knocked him into a heap, and the undertow pulled at him.

Then he saw the man who had been running and undressing, and undressing
and running, come bounding into the water. He dragged ashore the cook, and
then waded toward the captain; but the captain waved him away and sent him to
the correspondent. He was naked—naked as a tree in winter; but a halo was about
his head, and he shone like a saint. He gave a strong pull, and a long drag, and a
bully heave at the correspondent’s hand. The correspondent, schooled in the minor
formulæ, said, “Thanks, old man.” But suddenly the man cried, “What’s that?”
He pointed a swift finger. The correspondent said, “Go.”

Stephen Crane, The Open Boat 111



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Stephen Crane The Open Boat © The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

In the shallows, face downward, lay the oiler. His forehead touched sand that
was periodically, between each wave, clear of the sea.

The correspondent did not know all that transpired afterward. When he
achieved safe ground he fell, striking the sand with each particular part of his
body. It was as if he had dropped from a roof, but the thud was grateful to him.

It seemed that instantly the beach was populated with men with blankets,
clothes, and flasks, and women with coffee-pots and all the remedies sacred to their
minds. The welcome of the land to the men from the sea was warm and generous;
but a still and dripping shape was carried slowly up the beach, and the land’s wel-
come for it could only be the different and sinister hospitality of the grave.

When it came night, the white waves paced to and fro in the moonlight, and
the wind brought the sound of the great sea’s voice to the men on the shore, and
they felt that they could then be interpreters.

1897, 1898
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JACK LONDON
(1876–1916)

In the first decade and a half of the twentieth century, after the death of Crane and
after Howells, Twain, and James had completed their major work, while Dreiser
still struggled to find an audience, Jack London achieved suddenly an immense pop-
ularity that created a legend and lodged a few books in permanent places in literary
history. In some ways he was a culmination of nineteenth-century trends, like Dreiser
a spokesman for a scientific determinism and literary naturalism that had their intel-
lectual origins in an earlier time. In other respects he was a precursor of things to
come, possessor of a spontaneous myth-making ability Jungian in its effects and of
an apocalyptic vision of a future that at times seems closer with each passing decade,
a world increasingly endangered by collective and totalitarian madness.

His youth was difficult. Born in San Francisco to an unmarried mother, Flora
Wellman, a spiritualist, and denied as son by the man she said was his father, he
grew up on farms and in Oakland, California, as the son of John London, the man
who married his mother when he was less than a year old, and for whom he was
named. From early childhood he devoured books, haunting the public library. “I
always could read and write,” he claimed, “and have no recollection antedating
such a condition.” Largely self-educated, he left school at thirteen, returning six
years later to complete high school and attend the University of California at
Berkeley for a semester before joining the gold rush to the Klondike in 1897.
Meanwhile, in his teenage years he had worked in a canning factory, raided oyster
beds in San Francisco Bay, sailed on a sealing schooner to Japan and the Bering
Sea, tramped with western supporters of Coxey’s Army in their march on Wash-
ington to protest labor conditions during the financial panic of 1893, and been
jailed for thirty days as a vagrant while on a visit to Niagara Falls.

The gold rush provided London one last chance to apply the Horatio Alger
formula of pluck and luck to the problem of making a living before he settled down
to a life of predominantly intellectual rather than physical labor. He had already
written much, but unsuccessfully. Armed with a year’s experience and observation
of the hardships of the North, he returned to his mother’s house in Oakland in Au-
gust 1898 to begin the work that made him famous. Stories in the Overland
Monthly and the Atlantic paved the way for his first book, The Son of the Wolf:
Tales of the Far North (1900). Six books later, The Call of the Wild (1903) earned
him international fame, and this, one of the world’s great dog stories, has remained
his most popular work. For the next thirteen years the books poured out of him,
amounting to over forty by the year of his death, with another half dozen left for
posthumous publication. Twice married, he served as a war correspondent in the
Russo-Japanese War in 1904 and in Mexico during the Revolution of 1914,
ranched in Sonoma County, California, during the last decade of his life, and en-
gaged in an abortive attempt to sail around the world in 1907–1909.

A powerful writer and dynamic if sometimes incoherent thinker, he was a
leading socialist during much of his career, although frequently an embarrassment
to others because of his materialism, jingoism, and racism. A heavy drinker and
improvident spender, he drove himself to write too much too quickly. Yet he re-
mains interesting. His tales of adventure in far places, man against man or man
against the elements, provide a link between the cerebral fictions of Melville, the

114 American Literature Since the Civil War



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Jack London Author Bio © The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

finely crafted adventures of Kipling, and the men-without-women world of 
Hemingway. Among his books, The Sea-Wolf (1904), with its portrait of the 
Nietzschean superman Wolf Larsen, is often thought his masterpiece. White Fang
(1906) reverses the movement of The Call of the Wild, as a wolf-dog becomes
tamed. Before Adam (1907) is a dream vision relating a prehistoric confrontation
between the Tree People and the Fire People. The Iron Heel (1908) predicts cen-
turies of bloody struggle between capitalism and socialism before a satisfactory
world order can be achieved. Martin Eden (1909) portrays the life of a writer
much like its author. In passages in these and a few other books he attains the
mythic and symbolic power that provides his most enduring legacy.

London’s complete works are not available in English in a standard edition, although individual titles
are often reprinted. I. O. Evans edited an eighteen-volume Works, 1962–1968. Arthur Calder-Marshall
edited The Bodley Head London, 4 vols., 1963–1966. Individual works of interest besides those named
above include a study of London slums, The People of the Abyss (1903); a collection of tramping
sketches, The Road (1907); and an autobiographical fiction, John Barleycorn (1913). Earle Labor and
others edited The Complete Short Stories of Jack London, 3 vols., 1993, and The Letters of Jack Lon-
don, 3 vols., 1988. An earlier selection is King Hendricks and Irving Shepard, Letters from Jack Lon-
don, 1965.

The most reliable biography is Russ Kingman, A Pictorial Life of Jack London, 1979. Biographies by
London’s second wife and his daughter are Charmian London, The Book of Jack London, 2 vols., 1921;
and Joan London, Jack London and His Times, 1939. Other biographical and critical studies include
Franklin Walker, Jack London and the Klondike, 1966; Earle Labor, Jack London, 1974, revised 1994;
James I. McClintock, White Logic: Jack London’s Short Stories, 1975; Charles N. Watson, The Novels
of Jack London: A Reappraisal, 1983; Carolyn Johnston, Jack London: An American Radical? 1984;
and Clarice Stasz, American Dreamers: Charmian and Jack London, 1988; Jonathan Auerbach, Male
Call: Becoming Jack London, 1996; and Jeanne Campbell Reesman, Jack London: A Study of the Short
Fiction, 1999.
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JACK LONDON

To Build a Fire1

Day had broken cold and gray, exceedingly cold and gray, when the man turned
aside from the main Yukon trail and climbed the high earth-bank, where a dim
and little-travelled trail led eastward through the fat spruce timberland. It was a
steep bank, and he paused for breath at the top, excusing the act to himself by
looking at his watch. It was nine o’clock. There was no sun nor hint of sun, though
there was not a cloud in the sky. It was a clear day, and yet there seemed an intan-
gible pall over the face of things, a subtle gloom that made the day dark, and that
was due to the absence of sun. This fact did not worry the man. He was used to
the lack of sun. It had been days since he had seen the sun, and he knew that a
few more days must pass before that cheerful orb, due south, should just peep
above the sky line and dip immediately from view.

The man flung a look back along the way he had come. The Yukon lay a mile
wide and hidden under three feet of ice. On top of this ice were as many feet of
snow. It was all pure white, rolling in gentle undulations where the ice jams of the
freeze-up had formed. North and south, as far as his eye could see, it was unbro-
ken white, save for a dark hairline that curved and twisted from around the
spruce-covered island to the south, and that curved and twisted away into the
north, where it disappeared behind another spruce-covered island. This dark hair-
line was the trail—the main trail—that led south five hundred miles to the Chilcoot
Pass, Dyea, and salt water; and that led north seventy miles to Dawson, and still
on to the north a thousand miles to Nulato, and finally to St. Michael, on Bering
Sea, a thousand miles and half a thousand more.

But all this—the mysterious, far-reaching hairline trail, the absence of sun from
the sky, the tremendous cold, and the strangeness and weirdness of it all—made no
impression on the man. It was not because he was long used to it. He was a new-
comer in the land, a chechaquo, and this was his first winter. The trouble with him
was that he was without imagination. He was quick and alert in the things of life,
but only in the things, and not in the significances. Fifty degrees below zero meant
eighty-odd degrees of frost. Such fact impressed him as being cold and uncomfort-
able, and that was all. It did not lead him to meditate upon his frailty as a creature
of temperature, and upon man’s frailty in general, able only to live within certain
narrow limits of heat and cold; and from there on it did not lead him to the conjec-
tural field of immortality and man’s place in the universe. Fifty degrees below zero
stood for a bite of frost that hurt and that must be guarded against by the use of
mittens, ear flaps, warm moccasins, and thick socks. Fifty degrees below zero was
to him just precisely fifty degrees below zero. That there should be anything more
to it than that was a thought that never entered his head.

As he turned to go on, he spat speculatively. There was a sharp, explosive
crackle that startled him. He spat again. And again, in the air, before it could fall

1. “To Build a Fire” was published first in Century, August 1908, and collected in Lost Face, 1910.
Franklin Walker provides an account of the event that prompted the story in Jack London and the
Klondike, 1966, pp. 255–260. London published an earlier version in Youth’s Companion in 1902.
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to the snow, the spittle crackled. He knew that at fifty below spittle crackled on
the snow, but this spittle had crackled in the air. Undoubtedly it was colder than
fifty below—how much colder he did not know. But the temperature did not mat-
ter. He was bound for the old claim on the left fork of Henderson Creek, where
the boys were already. They had come over across the divide from the Indian
Creek country, while he had come the roundabout way to take a look at the possi-
bilities of getting out logs in the spring from the islands in the Yukon. He would
be in to camp by six o’clock; a bit after dark, it was true, but the boys would be
there, a fire would be going, and a hot supper would be ready. As for lunch, he
pressed his hand against the protruding bundle under his jacket. It was also under
his shirt, wrapped up in a handkerchief and lying against the naked skin. It was
the only way to keep the biscuits from freezing. He smiled agreeably to himself as
he thought of those biscuits, each cut open and sopped in bacon grease, and each
enclosing a generous slice of fried bacon.

He plunged in among the big spruce trees. The trail was faint. A foot of snow
had fallen since the last sled had passed over, and he was glad he was without a
sled, traveling light. In fact, he carried nothing but the lunch wrapped in the hand-
kerchief. He was surprised, however, at the cold. It certainly was cold, he con-
cluded, as he rubbed his numb nose and cheekbones with his mittened hand. He
was a warm-whiskered man, but the hair on his face did not protect the high
cheekbones and the eager nose that thrust itself aggressively into the frosty air.

At the man’s heels trotted a dog, a big native husky, the proper wolf dog, gray-
coated and without any visible or temperamental difference from its brother, the
wild wolf. The animal was depressed by the tremendous cold. It knew that it was
no time for traveling. Its instinct told it a truer tale than was told to the man by
the man’s judgment. In reality, it was not merely colder than fifty below zero; it
was colder than sixty below, than seventy below. It was seventy-five below zero.
Since the freezing point is thirty-two above zero, it meant that one hundred and
seven degrees of frost obtained. The dog did not know anything about thermome-
ters. Possibly in its brain there was no sharp consciousness of a condition of very
cold such as was in the man’s brain. But the brute had its instinct. It experienced a
vague but menacing apprehension that subdued it and made it slink along at the
man’s heels, and that made it question eagerly every unwanted movement of the
man as if expecting him to go into camp or to seek shelter somewhere and build a
fire. The dog had learned fire, and it wanted fire, or else to burrow under the snow
and cuddle its warmth away from the air.

The frozen moisture of its breathing had settled on its fur in a fine powder of
frost, and especially were its jowls, muzzle, and eyelashes whitened by its crys-
talled breath. The man’s red beard and mustache were likewise frosted, but more
solidly, the deposit taking the form of ice and increasing with every warm, moist
breath be exhaled. Also, the man was chewing tobacco, and the muzzle of ice held
his lips so rigidly that he was unable to clear his chin when he expelled the juice.
The result was that a crystal beard of the color and solidity of amber was increas-
ing its length on his chin. If he fell down it would shatter itself, like glass, into
brittle fragments. But he did not mind the appendage. It was the penalty all to-
bacco chewers paid in that country, and he had been out before in two cold snaps.
They had not been so cold as this, he knew, but by the spirit thermometer at Sixty
Mile he knew they had been registered at fifty below and at fifty-five.
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He held on through the level stretch of woods for several miles, crossed a wide
flat of nigger heads, and dropped down a bank to the frozen bed of a small stream.
This was Henderson Creek, and he knew he was ten miles from the forks. He
looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock. He was making four miles an hour, and he
calculated that he would arrive at the forks at half-past twelve. He decided to cel-
ebrate that event by eating his lunch there.

The dog dropped in again at his heels, with a tail drooping discouragement, as
the man swung along the creek bed. The furrow of the old sled trail was plainly vis-
ible, but a dozen inches of snow covered the marks of the last runners. In a month
no man had come up or down that silent creek. The man held steadily on. He was
not much given to thinking, and just then particularly he had nothing to think about
save that he would eat lunch at the forks and that at six o’clock he would be in camp
with the boys. There was nobody to talk to; and, had there been, speech would have
been impossible because of the ice muzzle on his mouth. So he continued monoto-
nously to chew tobacco and to increase the length of his amber beard.

Once in a while the thought reiterated itself that it was very cold and that he
had never experienced such cold. As he walked along he rubbed his cheekbones
and nose with the back of his mittened hand. He did this automatically, now and
again changing hands. But, rub as he would, the instant he stopped his cheek-
bones went numb, and the following instant the end of his nose went numb. He
was sure to frost his cheeks; he knew that, and experienced a pang of regret that
he had not devised a nose strap of the sort Bud wore in cold snaps. Such a strap
passed across the cheeks, as well, and saved them. But it didn’t matter much, after
all. What were frosted cheeks? A bit painful, that was all; they were never serious.

Empty as the man’s mind was of thoughts, he was keenly observant, and he
noticed the changes in the creek, the curves and bends and timber jams, and al-
ways he sharply noted where he placed his feet. Once, coming around a bend, he
shied abruptly, like a startled horse, curved away from the place where he had
been walking, and retreated several paces back along the trail. The creek he knew
was frozen clear to the bottom—no creek could contain water in that arctic 
winter—but he knew also that there were springs that bubbled out from the hill-
sides and ran along under the snow and on top the ice of the creek. He knew that
the coldest snaps never froze these springs, and he knew likewise their danger.
They were traps. They hid pools of water under the snow that might be three
inches deep, or three feet. Sometimes a skin of ice half an inch thick covered them,
and in turn was covered by the snow. Sometimes there were alternate layers of
water and ice skin, so that when one broke through he kept on breaking through
for a while, sometimes wetting himself to the waist.

That was why he had shied in such panic. He had felt the give under his feet
and heard the crackle of a snow-hidden ice skin. And to get his feet wet in such a
temperature meant trouble and danger. At the very least it meant delay, for he
would be forced to stop and build a fire, and under its protection to bare his feet
while he dried his socks and moccasins. He stood and studied the creek bed and
its banks, and decided that the flow of water came from the right. He reflected
awhile, rubbing his nose and cheeks, then skirted to the left, stepping gingerly and
testing the footing for each step. Once clear of the danger, he took a fresh chew of
tobacco and swung along at his four-mile gait.

In the course of the next two hours he came upon several similar traps. Usu-
ally the snow above the hidden pools had a sunken, candied appearance that ad-
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vertised the danger. Once again, however, he had a close call; and once, suspecting
danger, he compelled the dog to go on in front. The dog did not want to go. It hung
back until the man shoved it forward, and then it went quickly across the white,
unbroken surface. Suddenly it broke through, floundered to one side, and got away
to firmer footing. It had wet its forefeet and legs, and almost immediately the water
that clung to it turned to ice. It made quick efforts to lick the ice off its legs, then
dropped down in the snow and began to bite out the ice that had formed between
the toes. This was a matter of instinct. To permit the ice to remain would mean
sore feet. It did not know this. It merely obeyed the mysterious prompting that
arose from the deep crypts of its being. But the man knew, having achieved a judg-
ment on the subject, and he removed the mitten from his right hand and helped
tear out the ice particles. He did not expose his fingers more than a minute, and
was astonished at the swift numbness that smote them. It certainly was cold. He
pulled on the mitten hastily, and beat the hand savagely across his chest.

At twelve o’clock the day was at its brightest. Yet the sun was too far south
on its winter journey to clear the horizon. The bulge of the earth intervened be-
tween it and Henderson Creek, where the man walked under a clear sky at noon
and cast no shadow. At half-past twelve, to the minute, he arrived at the forks of
the creek. He was pleased at the speed he had made. If he kept it up, he would
certainly be with the boys by six. He unbuttoned his jacket and shirt and drew
forth his lunch. The action consumed no more than a quarter of a minute, yet in
that brief moment the numbness laid hold of the exposed fingers. He did not put
the mitten on, but, instead, struck the fingers a dozen sharp smashes against his
leg. Then he sat down on a snow-covered log to eat. The sting that followed upon
the striking of his fingers against his leg ceased so quickly that he was startled. He
had had no chance to take a bite of biscuit. He struck the fingers repeatedly and
returned them to the mitten, baring the other hand for the purpose of eating. He
tried to take a mouthful, but the ice muzzle prevented. He had forgotten to build
a fire and thaw out. He chuckled at his foolishness, and as he chuckled he noted
the numbness creeping into the exposed fingers. Also, he noted that the stinging
which had first come to his toes when he sat down was already passing away. He
wondered whether the toes were warm or numb. He moved them inside the moc-
casins and decided that they were numb.

He pulled the mitten on hurriedly and stood up. He was a bit frightened. He
stamped up and down until the stinging returned into the feet. It certainly was
cold, was his thought. That man from Sulphur Creek had spoken the truth when
telling how cold it sometimes got in the country. And he had laughed at him at the
time! That showed one must not be too sure of things. There was no mistake about
it, it was cold. He strode up and down, stamping his feet and threshing his arms,
until reassured by the returning warmth. Then he got out matches and proceeded
to make a fire. From the undergrowth, where high water of the previous spring
had lodged a supply of seasoned twigs, he got his firewood. Working carefully
from a small beginning, he soon had a roaring fire, over which he thawed the ice
from his face and in the protection of which he ate his biscuits. For the moment
the cold of space was outwitted. The dog took satisfaction in the fire, stretching
out close enough for warmth and far enough away to escape being singed.

When the man had finished, he filled his pipe and took his comfortable time
over a smoke. Then he pulled on his mittens, settled the ear flaps of his cap firmly
about his ears, and took the creek trail up the left fork. The dog was disappointed
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and yearned back toward the fire. This man did not know cold. Possibly all the gen-
erations of his ancestry had been ignorant of cold, of real cold, of cold one hundred
and seven degrees below freezing point. But the dog knew; all its ancestry knew, and
it had inherited the knowledge. And it knew that it was not good to walk abroad in
such fearful cold. It was the time to lie snug in a hole in the snow and wait for a cur-
tain of cloud to be drawn across the face of outer space whence this cold came. On
the other hand, there was no keen intimacy between the dog and the man. The one
was the toil slave of the other, and the only caresses it had ever received were the ca-
resses of the whip lash and of harsh and menacing throat sounds that threatened the
whip lash. So the dog made no effort to communicate its apprehension to the man.
It was not concerned in the welfare of the man; it was for its own sake that it yearned
back toward the fire. But the man whistled, and spoke to it with the sound of whip
lashes, and the dog swung in at the man’s heels and followed after.

The man took a chew of tobacco and proceeded to start a new amber beard.
Also, his moist breath quickly powdered with white his mustache, eyebrows, and
lashes. There did not seem to be so many springs on the left fork of the Hender-
son, and for half an hour the man saw no signs of any. And then it happened. At a
place where there were no signs, where the soft, unbroken snow seemed to adver-
tise solidity beneath, the man broke through. It was not deep. He wet himself
halfway to the knees before he floundered out to the firm crust.

He was angry, and cursed his luck aloud. He had hoped to get into camp with
the boys at six o’clock, and this would delay him an hour, for he would have to
build a fire and dry out his footgear. This was imperative at that low temperature—
he knew that much; and he turned aside to the bank, which he climbed. On top,
tangled in the underbrush about the trunks of several small spruce trees, was a high-
water deposit of dry firewood—sticks and twigs, principally, but also larger por-
tions of seasoned branches and fine dry last year’s grasses. He threw down several
large pieces on top of the snow. This served for a foundation and prevented the
young flame from drowning itself in the snow it otherwise would melt. The flame he
got by touching a match to a small shred of birch bark that he took from his pocket.
This burned even more readily than paper. Placing it on the foundation, he fed the
young flame with wisps of dry grass and with the tiniest dry twigs.

He worked slowly and carefully, keenly aware of his danger. Gradually, as the
flame grew stronger, he increased the size of the twigs with which he fed it. He
squatted in the snow, pulling the twigs out from their entanglement in the brush
and feeding directly to the flame. He knew there must be no failure. When it is
seventy-five below zero, a man must not fail in his first attempt to build a fire—
that is, if his feet are wet. If his feet are dry, and he fails, he can run along the trail
for half a mile and restore his circulation. But the circulation of wet and freezing
feet cannot be restored by running when it is seventy-five below. No matter how
fast he runs, the wet feet will freeze the harder.

All this the man knew. The old-timer on Sulphur Creek had told him about it
the previous fall, and now he was appreciating the advice. Already all sensation
had gone out of his feet. To build the fire he had been forced to remove his mittens,
and the fingers had quickly gone numb. His pace of four miles an hour had kept
his heart pumping blood to the surface of his body and to all the extremities. But
the instant he stopped, the action of the pump eased down. The cold of space
smote the unprotected tip of the planet, and he, being on that unprotected tip, re-
ceived the full force of the blow. The blood of his body recoiled before it. The
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blood was alive, like the dog, and like the dog it wanted to hide away and cover
itself up from the fearful cold. So long as he walked four miles an hour, he pumped
that blood, willy-nilly, to the surface; but now it ebbed away and sank down into
the recesses of his body. The extremities were the first to feel its absence. His wet
feet froze the faster, and his exposed fingers numbed the faster, though they had
not yet begun to freeze. Nose and cheeks were already freezing, while the skin of
all his body chilled as it lost its blood.

But he was safe. Toes and nose and cheeks would be only touched by the frost,
for the fire was beginning to burn with strength. He was feeding it with twigs the
size of his finger. In another minute he would be able to feed it with branches the size
of his wrist, and then he could remove his wet footgear, and, while it dried, he
could keep his naked feet warm by the fire, rubbing them at first, of course, with
snow. The fire was a success. He was safe. He remembered the advice of the old-
timer on Sulphur Creek, and smiled. The old-timer had been very serious in laying
down the law that no man must travel alone in the Klondike after fifty below.
Well, here he was; he had had the accident; he was alone; and he had saved him-
self. Those old-timers were rather womanish, some of them, he thought. All a man
had to do was to keep his head, and he was all right. Any man who was a man
could travel alone. But it was surprising, the rapidity with which his cheeks and
nose were freezing. And he had not thought his fingers could go lifeless in so short
a time. Lifeless they were, for he could scarcely make them move together to grip
a twig, and they seemed remote from his body and from him. When he touched a
twig, he had to look and see whether or not he had hold of it. The wires were
pretty well down between him and his finger ends.

All of which counted for little. There was the fire, snapping and crackling and
promising life with every dancing flame. He started to untie his moccasins. They
were coated with ice; the thick German socks were like sheaths of iron halfway to
the knees; and the moccasin strings were like rods of steel all twisted and knotted
as by some conflagration. For a moment he tugged with his numb fingers, then,
realizing the folly of it, he drew his sheath knife.

But before he could cut the strings, it happened. It was his own fault or, rather,
his mistake. He should not have built the fire under the spruce tree. He should have
built it in the open. But it had been easier to pull the twigs from the brush and drop
them directly on the fire. Now the tree under which he had done this carried a
weight of snow on its boughs. No wind had blown for weeks, and each bough was
fully freighted. Each time he had pulled a twig he had communicated a slight agita-
tion to the tree—an imperceptible agitation, so far as he was concerned, but an ag-
itation sufficient to bring about the disaster. High up in the tree one bough capsized
its load of snow. This fell on the boughs beneath, capsizing them. This process con-
tinued, spreading out and involving the whole tree. It grew like an avalanche, and
it descended without warning upon the man and the fire, and the fire was blotted
out! Where it had burned was a mantle of fresh and disordered snow.

The man was shocked. It was as though he had just heard his own sentence of
death. For a moment he sat and stared at the spot where the fire had been. Then
he grew very calm. Perhaps the old-timer on Sulphur Creek was right. If he had
only had a trail mate he would have been in no danger now. The trail mate could
have built the fire. Well, it was up to him to build the fire over again, and this sec-
ond time there must be no failure. Even if he succeeded, he would most likely lose
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some toes. His feet must be badly frozen by now, and there would be some time
before the second fire was ready.

Such were his thoughts, but he did not sit and think them. He was busy all the
time they were passing through his mind. He made a new foundation for a fire, this
time in the open, where no treacherous tree could blot it out. Next he gathered dry
grasses and tiny twigs from the high-water flotsam. He could not bring his fingers
together to pull them out, but he was able to gather them by the handful. In this
way he got many rotten twigs and bits of green moss that were undesirable, but it
was the best he could do. He worked methodically, even collecting an armful of the
larger branches to be used later when the fire gathered strength. And all the while
the dog sat and watched him, a certain yearning wistfulness in its eyes, for it looked
upon him as the fire provider, and the fire was slow in coming.

When all was ready, the man reached in his pocket for a second piece of birch
bark. He knew the bark was there, and, though he could not feel it with his fin-
gers, he could hear its crisp rustling as he fumbled for it. Try as he would, he could
not clutch hold of it. And all the time, in his consciousness, was the knowledge
that each instant his feet were freezing. This thought tended to put him in a panic,
but he fought against it and kept calm. He pulled on his mittens with his teeth,
and threshed his arms back and forth, beating his hands with all his might against
his sides. He did this sitting down, and he stood up to do it; and all the while the
dog sat in the snow, its wolf brush of a tail curled around warmly over its forefeet,
its sharp wolf ears pricked forward intently as it watched the man. And the man,
as he beat and threshed with his arms and hands, felt a great surge of envy as he
regarded the creature that was warm and secure in its natural covering.

After a time he was aware of the first faraway signals of sensation in his beaten
fingers. The faint tingling grew stronger till it evolved into a stinging ache that was
excruciating, but which the man hailed with satisfaction. He stripped the mitten
from his right hand and fetched forth the birch bark. The exposed fingers were
quickly going numb again. Next he brought out his bunch of sulphur matches. But
the tremendous cold had already driven the life out of his fingers. In his effort to
separate one match from the others, the whole bunch fell in the snow. He tried to
pick it out of the snow, but failed. The dead fingers could neither touch nor clutch.
He was very careful. He drove the thought of his freezing feet, and nose, and
cheeks, out of his mind, devoting his whole soul to the matches. He watched, using
the sense of vision in place of that of touch, and when he saw his fingers on each
side the bunch, he closed them—that is he willed to close them, for the wires were
down, and the fingers did not obey. He pulled the mitten on the right hand, and
beat it fiercely against his knee. Then, with both mittened hands, he scooped the
bunch of matches, along with much snow, into his lap. Yet he was no better off.

After some manipulation he managed to get the bunch between the heels of
his mittened hands. In this fashion he carried it to his mouth. The ice crackled and
snapped when by a violent effort he opened his mouth. He drew the lower jaw in,
curled the upper lip out of the way, scraped the bunch with his upper teeth in order
to separate a match. He succeeded in getting one, which he dropped on his lap.
He was no better off. He could not pick it up. Then he devised a way. He picked it
up in his teeth and scratched it on his leg. Twenty times he scratched before he
succeeded in lighting it. As it flamed he held it with his teeth to the birch bark. But
the burning brimstone went up his nostrils and into his lungs, causing him to
cough spasmodically. The match fell into the snow and went out.
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The old-timer on Sulphur Creek was right, he thought in the moment of con-
trolled despair that ensued: after fifty below, a man should travel with a partner. He
beat his hands, but failed in exciting any sensation. Suddenly he bared both hands,
removing the mittens with his teeth. He caught the whole bunch between the heels
of his hands. His arm muscles not being frozen enabled him to press the hand heels
tightly against the matches. Then he scratched the bunch along his leg. It flared into
flame, seventy sulphur matches at once! There was no wind to blow them out. He
kept his head to one side to escape the strangling fumes, and held the blazing bunch
to the birch bark. As he so held it, he became aware of sensation in his hand. His
flesh was burning. He could smell it. Deep down below the surface he could feel it.
The sensation developed into pain that grew acute. And still he endured it, holding
the flame of the matches clumsily to the bark that would not light readily because
his own burning hands were in the way, absorbing most of the flame.

At last, when he could endure no more, he jerked his hands apart. The blazing
matches fell sizzling into the snow, but the birch bark was alight. He began laying
dry grasses and the tiniest twigs on the flame. He could not pick and choose, for he
had to lift the fuel between the heels of his hands. Small pieces of rotten wood and
green moss clung to the twigs, and he bit them off as well as he could with his teeth.
He cherished the flame carefully and awkwardly. It meant life, and it must not per-
ish. The withdrawal of blood from the surface of his body now made him begin to
shiver, and he grew more awkward. A large piece of green moss fell squarely on the
little fire. He tried to poke it out with his fingers, but his shivering frame made him
poke too far, and he disrupted the nucleus of the little fire, the burning grasses and
tiny twigs separating and scattering. He tried to poke them together again, but in
spite of the tenseness of the effort, his shivering got away with him, and the twigs
were hopelessly scattered. Each twig gushed a puff of smoke and went out. The fire
provider had failed. As he looked apathetically about him, his eyes chanced on the
dog, sitting across the ruins of the fire from him, in the snow, making restless,
hunching movements, slightly lifting one forefoot and then the other, shifting its
weight back and forth on them with wistful eagerness.

The sight of the dog put a wild idea into his head. He remembered the tale of
the man, caught in a blizzard, who killed a steer and crawled inside the carcass,
and so was saved. He would kill the dog and bury his hands in the warm body
until the numbness went out of them. Then he could build another fire. He spoke
to the dog, calling it to him; but in his voice was a strange note of fear that fright-
ened the animal, who had never known the man to speak in such way before.
Something was the matter, and its suspicious nature sensed danger—it knew not
what danger, but somewhere, somehow, in its brain arose an apprehension of the
man. It flattened its ears down at the sound of the man’s voice, and its restless,
hunching movements and the liftings and shiftings of its forefeet became more
pronounced; but it would not come to the man. He got on his hands and knees
and crawled toward the dog. This unusual posture again excited suspicion, and
the animal sidled mincingly away.

The man sat up in the snow for a moment and straggled for calmness. Then he
pulled on his mittens, by means of his teeth, and got upon his feet. He glanced down
at first in order to assure himself that he was standing up, for the absence of sensa-
tion in his feet left him unrelated to the earth. His erect position in itself started to
drive the webs of suspicion from the dog’s mind; and when he spoke peremptorily,
with the sound of whip lashes in his voice, the dog rendered its customary allegiance
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and came to him. As it came within reaching distance the man lost his control. His
arms flashed out to the dog, and he experienced genuine surprise when he discov-
ered that his hands could not clutch, that there was neither bend nor feeling in the
fingers. He had forgotten for the moment that they were frozen and that they were
freezing more and more. All this happened quickly, and before the animal could get
away, he encircled its body with his arms. He sat down in the snow, and in this fash-
ion held the dog, while it snarled and whined and struggled.

But it was all he could do, hold its body encircled in his arms and sit there.
He realized that he could not kill the dog. There was no way to do it. With his
helpless hands he could neither draw nor hold his sheath knife nor throttle the an-
imal. He released it, and it plunged wildly away, with tail between its legs, and
still snarling. It halted forty feet away and surveyed him curiously, with ears
sharply pricked forward.

The man looked down at his hands in order to locate them, and found them
hanging on the ends of his arms. It struck him as curious that one should have to
use his eyes in order to find out where his hands were. He began threshing his
arms back and forth, beating the mittened hands against his sides. He did this for
five minutes, violently, and his heart pumped enough blood up to the surface to
put a stop to his shivering. But no sensation was amused in the hands. He had an
impression that they hung like weights on the ends of his arms, but when he tried
to run the impression down, he could not find it.

A certain fear of death, dull and oppressive, came to him. This fear quickly
became poignant as he realized that it was no longer a mere matter of freezing his
fingers and toes, or of losing his hands and feet, but that it was a matter of life
and death with the chances against him. This threw him into a panic, and he
turned and ran up the creek bed along the old, dim trail. The dog joined in behind
and kept up with him. He ran blindly, without intention, in fear such as he had
never known in his life. Slowly, as he plowed and floundered through the snow, he
began to see things again—the banks of the creek, the old timber jams, the leafless
aspens, and the sky. The sunning made him feel better. He did not shiver. Maybe,
if he ran on, his feet would thaw out; and, anyway, if he ran far enough, he would
reach camp and the boys. Without doubt he would lose some fingers and toes and
some of his face; but the boys would take care of him, and save the rest of him
when he got there. And at the same time there was another thought in his mind
that said he would never get to the camp and the boys; that it was too many miles
away, that the freezing had too great a start on him, and that he would soon be
stiff and dead. This thought he kept in the background and refused to consider.
Sometimes it pushed itself forward and demanded to be heard, but he thrust it
back and strove to think of other things.

It struck him as curious that he could run at all on feet so frozen that he could
not feel them when they struck the earth and took the weight of his body. He
seemed to himself to skim along above the surface, and to have no connection
with the earth. Somewhere he had once seen a winged Mercury, and he wondered
if Mercury felt as he felt when skimming over the earth.

His theory of running until he reached camp and the boys had one flaw in it: he
lacked the endurance. Several times he stumbled, and finally he tottered, crumpled
up, and fell. When he tried to rise, he failed. He must sit and rest, he decided, and
next time he would merely walk and keep on going. As he sat and regained his
breath, he noted that he was feeling quite warm and comfortable. He was not shiv-
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ering, and it even seemed that a warm glow had come to his chest and trunk. And
yet, when he touched his nose or cheeks, there was no sensation. Running would
not thaw them out. Nor would it thaw out his hands and feet. Then the thought
came to him that the frozen portions of his body must be extending. He tried to
keep this thought down, to forget it, to think of something else; he was aware of the
panicky feeling that it caused, and he was afraid of the panic. But the thought as-
serted itself, and persisted, until it produced a vision of his body totally frozen. This
was too much, and he made another wild run along the trail. Once he slowed down
to a walk, but the thought of the freezing extending itself made him run again.

And all the time the dog ran with him, at his heels. When he fell down a second
time, it curled its tail over its forefeet and sat in front of him, facing him, curiously
eager and intent. The warmth and security of the animal angered him, and he cursed
it till it flattened down its ears appeasingly. This time the shivering came more
quickly upon the man. He was losing in his battle with the frost. It was creeping
into his body from all sides. The thought of it drove him on, but he ran no more
than a hundred feet, when he staggered and pitched headlong. It was his last panic.
When he had recovered his breath and control, he sat up and entertained in his mind
the conception of meeting death with dignity. However, the conception did not come
to him in such terms. His idea of it was that he had been making a fool of himself,
running around like a chicken with its head cut off—such was the simile that oc-
curred to him. Well, he was bound to freeze anyway, and he might as well take it
decently. With this new-found peace of mind came the first glimmerings of drowsi-
ness. A good idea, he thought, to sleep off to death. It was like taking an anesthetic.
Freezing was not so bad as people thought. There were lots worse ways to die.

He pictured the boys finding his body next day. Suddenly he found himself
with them, coming along the trail and looking for himself. And, still with them, he
came around a turn in the trail and found himself lying in the snow. He did not
belong with himself any more, for even then he was out of himself, standing with
the boys and looking at himself in the snow. It certainly was cold, was his thought.
When he got back to the States he could tell the folks what real cold was. He
drifted on from this to a vision of the old-timer on Sulphur Creek. He could see
him quite clearly, warm and comfortable, and smoking a pipe.

“You were right, old hoss; you were right,” the man mumbled to the old-
timer of Sulphur Creek.

Then the man drowsed off into what seemed to him the most comfortable and
satisfying sleep he had ever known. The dog sat facing him and waiting. The brief
day drew to a close in a long, slow twilight. There were no signs of a fire to be
made, and, besides, never in the dog’s experience had it known a man to sit like
that in the snow and make no fire. As the twilight drew on, its eager yearning for
the fire mastered it, and with a great lifting and shifting of forefeet, it whined softly,
then flattened its ears down in anticipation of being chidden by the man. But the
man remained silent. Later the dog whined loudly. And still later it crept close to
the man and caught the scent of death. This made the animal bristle and back away.
A little longer it delayed, howling under the stars that leaped and danced and shone
brightly in the cold sky. Then it turned and trotted up the trail in the direction of
the camp it knew, where were the other food providers and fire providers.
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