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CALL: Could you tell us about the history of the 

Graphic Classics series? 

TP: While over a hundred illustrators and scripters have 

contributed to the Graphic Classics series, it remains basi-

cally a one-man operation. I publish the books from my 

home office in rural Mount Horeb, Wisconsin. 

   I got into comics by a rather different route than most 

publishers, coming from my experience as a literary 

magazine designer. 

   After many years as an art director in the advertising 

business, in 1993 I co-founded and designed a literary 

magazine called Rosebud (which continues under a new 

art director). Rosebud was a magazine of fiction, poetry 

and art, and in 2000 I began to add comics to the mix, 

with both original strips and reprints from artists         
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including Robert Crumb, Jack Jackson, Frank Stack, 

Skip Williamson, and Rick Geary. I found that the 

comics soon grew to be of more interest to me than the 

rest of the magazine, so in 2003 I left Rosebud to con-

centrate on Graphic Classics. 

   Graphic Classics is an update on the old Classics Illus-

trated line I enjoyed in my youth. Like that previous 

series, these are comics adaptations of the most famous 

and enduring fiction in the (mostly) English language. 

There are some major differences in my approach, 

however, which distinguish Graphic Classics from both 

the old Classics Illustrated and from most of the more 

recent variations on the idea. 

   While there are occasional adaptations of condensed 

novels as well as poems in the Graphic Classics series, 

the mainstay of the books are short stories. This empha-

sis allows me to present some of the lesser-known 

works of well-known authors, and to utilize a large 

number of illustrators with a wide range of graphic 

styles in each book. I prefer to choose artists with 

strong personal styles, who can contribute something 

new to a story in their visual interpretations. 

   Another difference in the Graphic Classics books is that 

while they are marketed to all ages, they are scripted at 

an adult level, retaining as much as possible of the au-

thor's original language. I aim the books at ages twelve 

and up. The challenge is to create books that are acces-

sible to younger readers, while still interesting to adults. 

Our operating theory is that by presenting the stories 

with bold, exciting graphics, we can encourage children 

to read at a higher level than they would normally at-

tempt. 

CALL: How did you decide to include Jack London in 

the series? 

TP: Since Eureka Productions is a one-man business, I 

am involved in nearly every aspect of the books' crea-

tion, from concept to shipping. I do all the original 

reading and selection of authors and stories. 

   As sources for the books I choose writers whose 

works have stood the test of time. These are usually 

considered "classics," though I perhaps apply the term a 

bit more broadly than do most. If an author was ex-

tremely popular in his/her time, and his works remain 

popular today, I consider him a candidate for Graphic 

Classics, even if the works are not 

GRAPHIC  CLASSICS  ADAPTS  LONDON’S  STORIES                                                     
AN  INTERVIEW  WITH  EDITOR  TOM  POMPLUN   

-Continued on page 4 

Graphic Classics is a series of books presenting enduring 

fiction in comics and illustration for contemporary readers of 

all ages. Each volume features the works of the world's greatest 

authors, illustrated by some of the best artists working today in 

the fields of comics, illustration, and fine arts. Two editions in 

the series have focused exclusively on adaptations of London’s 

stories, and his story “Keesh, Son of Keesh” is included the 

Horror Classics volume. In the following interview, Tom 

Pomplun, editor and publisher of Graphic Classics, discusses 

the series and the adaptation of London’s stories to the me-

dium of sequential art. 
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generally considered as classics by academia. Thus we 

have featured such writers as H.P. Lovecraft, Rafael 

Sabatini, and Fitz-James O'Brien, along with the more 

familiar classic authors. 

   While we occasionally do novel adaptations, I prefer 

authors who write short stories, and particularly those 

who write on a broad subject matter, or in several gen-

res. I also tend to favor stories that feature action and 

interesting locales, as I believe those tend to translate 

the best into comics. I am constantly reading prospec-

tive authors, and Jack London stood out as filling all 

three of my criteria. 

CALL: How did you select the  individual London 

stories that you included in the volume? 

TP: I must admit that like most people I knew Jack 

London mainly as the author of The Call of the Wild and 

thought that stories of the north were the extent of his 

range. I soon learned better. One of the first books that 

caught my attention was a fine collection of London's 

science fiction stories edited by Philip Jose Farmer. 

That opened my eyes, and from there I went on to read 

every London short story I could find and most of the 

novels. Then I made my selections. 

   As I read, I tried to visualize the stories as comics, 

and decided which I felt would 

work best as adaptations. I also 

tried to include a wide selection 

that would showcase the breadth of 

London's talent, as well as provide 

an opportunity for a number of dif-

ferent artistic styles to interpret the 

stories. 

   Of course there were also space 

requirements in a single 144-page 

volume, and some London stories 

may yet appear in multi-author 

anthologies in the series. We have 

already adapted "Keesh, Son of 

Keesh" in Horror Classics. I hope to 

do other London stories in the fu-

ture, and have a particular fond-

ness for The Star Rover. While my 

selections are made with previously 

mentioned criteria in mind, ulti-

mately they come down to my per-

sonal taste. 

CALL: What did you and/or the other artists enjoy 

most about adapting London's fiction? 

TP: I asked Mark Nelson, the artist on "The Red One" 

to answer this question:  "I've always been interested in 

different cultures and how they meet or clash with each 

other. Also growing up in North Dakota there is a tie to 

some of Jack London's isolation and how his characters 

have to come to terms with their relationship to the en-

vironment or with themselves. So, for me, the joy of 

'The Red One' was being able to play with these ele-

ments in a visual context, and to bring the words to-

gether with a visual that expands his work into a new 

collaborative narration. Also, a great deal of this goes 

back to Tom, who adapted the story, worked with the 

pacing, and framed it into the visual narrative that I 

worked from. Like all comic books, it is a joint effort 

between all the creative individuals. But, the source ma-

terial is a rich ground, which I hope we kept the flavor 

and feel, while also adding a personal touch in this col-

laboration." [See page 2 for the final page of the Graphic 

Classics adaptation of the ―The Red One.‖] 

CALL: Can you tell us about forthcoming titles in the 

series? 

TP: Coming in May 2007 is a new multi-author anthol-

ogy called Gothic Classics, pre-

senting stories by Poe, Jane 

Austen and Ann Radcliffe, and 

featuring J. Sheridan Le Fanu's 

vampire tale "Carmilla." I am 

now concentrating on bringing 

back other early titles in the se-

ries, several of which have been 

out of print for years. Scheduled 

for August is a revised Graphic 

Classics: Bram Stoker, and in No-

vember a new Graphic Classics: 

Mark Twain. And already in pro-

duction for 2008 is another 

multi-author anthology called 

Fantasy Classics, featuring Mary 

Shelley's Frankenstein to be fol-

lowed by Graphic Classics: Oscar 

Wilde and more. You can find 

news and previews at 

www.graphicclassics.com. 

http://www.graphicclassics.com


-Continued on page 6 
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 On 26 May 1905 Jack London revealed to George 

Brett of Macmillan that he had ―for a long time been 

keeping steadily the idea in mind of setting down some-

where in the country.‖1 He hoped Brett would advance 

funds for this purpose. Two days later he gave this plan 

to George Sterling as reason why he could not contrib-

ute to a new socialist periodical. The same day he 

urged Frederick 

Bamford to settle in 

the country.  Living 

in a tent, Bamford 

could ―cease being 

intellectual alto-

gether,‖ and ―take 

delight in little 

things, the bugs, the 

crawling things, the 

birds, the leaves, 

etc. etc.‖2  Though 

London advised his 

friend to return to 

pastoral bliss, as 

will be evident, he 

was not intending 

such for himself. 

 With Macmil-

lan‘s help, London 

purchased the first parcel of his Beauty Ranch, with its 

magnificent groves of redwoods, firs, oaks, and mad-

rone. Most significant was the water, which in semiarid 

California was essential. The Spanish approach to wa-

ter use was the zanja madre, the cooperatively managed 

irrigation ditch system; after statehood, whoever owned 

riparian lands had dominion of the water flowing 

through. London would control his water from the 

mountain sources so no one could cut him out. He 

mentioned this advantage in his description to Brett of 

the land‘s barns, livestock, harnesses, plows, and more.  

He clearly meant to work the land, and, as we know, 

poured much of his earnings from writing into this ef-

fort. 

 Moving to the country would also result in a series 

of writings that remarked up on the theme of what Leo  

Marx has called ―the machine in the garden.‖3 The gar-

den is the Virgilian pastoral idyll that continues to    

appear through American culture in many expressions, 

symbolic and material. It is a place of fecundity, 

growth, peace, even bliss, whether in a poem or a self-

sufficient homestead. Marx is less precise in his mean-

ing of ―the machine,‖ for in interpreting various 19th- 

century artistic works, he finds it may mean an actual 

machine, such as the railroad, technology in general, or 

just the city. For ―machine,‖ naturalists substituted  

―man,‖ its creator. 

Both perspectives 

described a non-

natural force that 

threatens to bring 

disorder, anxiety, 

deprivation, and 

struggle.  As Marx 

reminds us, most 

Americans in the 

19th century wel-

comed new technol-

ogy and had little 

difficulty reconciling 

a Jeffersonian agrar-

ian philosophy with 

the Hamiltonian 

steam behemoths.  

Among their beliefs 

was a conviction that the factory could be a stepping 

stone, a way a young man could earn a small sum to 

emigrate west and purchase a garden plot. Further-

more, as William Cronon has shown, by the close of 

the 19th century wilderness was more often portrayed 

as sublime rather than dangerous.4    

 It was the artists who more readily explored the con-

tradiction between the rural myth and the more domi-

nant power of the industrial, urban world, and who ap-

plied their talent to illuminate and attempt to resolve 

the contradictions. The ills of the era are well-known. 

Protests rose against alcohol abuse, white slave trade, 

slum housing, child labor, polluted water systems, cor-

rupt politicians, unsafe working places, and more. The 

locus of disorder was identified with cities; conse-

quently, the first suburbs and commuter transit devel-

oped for those who could afford to move out.   

LONDON  AND  THE  MACHINE  IN  THE  GARDEN  

CLARICE  STASZ ,  PH.D. ,  PROFESSOR  EMERITA ,  SONOMA  STATE  UNIVERSITY  



 Another preferred solution was the Country Life 

movement. A popular treatise, which London read, 

was Edward Payson Powell‘s The Country Home. Powell 

claimed this home would offer ―the primal art of nature 

to assist us, with its latest interpretation by science.‖5 

Not only was escape possible, but success as well. 

Though aimed at moral ends, the rhetoric translated the 

pastoral myth into a scientific, pragmatic discourse. 

Powell pointed to the proliferating research from the 

land-grant agricultural colleges established after 1862, 

and the Department of Agriculture experimental sta-

tions created 

in 1887. 

Readily avail-

able were bul-

letins urging 

the applica-

tion of sci-

ence towards 

―planting new 

empires in the 

wilderness.‖6    

 While 

Country Life 

writers wrote 

of self-

sufficiency, 

the scientists 

supported monoculture agriculture, which was well un-

derway in California. Following the Gold Rush, fac-

tory-scale food production ruled California valleys. 

Homesteaders were left to poorer, rock-laden foothill 

slopes. Efficiency, commercial value, and greatness of 

scale resulted in an agriculture dominated by elite ur-

ban men, not family farmers. Their role was explicitly 

stated: to break nature, to submit the virgin forest and 

prairie to man. (Hoes then were called ―breakers.‖) 

They deemed technology used by homesteaders–

Indians, Filipino, Japanese–as primitive.  

 London furthered the Country Life movement 

through both his ranch and his transforming of science 

into art through literature. Through his California writ-

ings he adheres to a tripartite model of the land, where 

wild nature is an actor in its own right, urbanism repre-

sents the fearful disorder of the capitalist machine, 

while the middle-ground small farm allows a separation 

from history, ―a simple life where wealth is of little   

London and the Machine in the Garden 
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importance.‖7 Though he had unpleasant childhood 

memories of rural life, London committed  to this re-

turn-to-land movement, though with his own special 

interpretation. 

 London‘s first forthright commentary on the Califor-

nia landscape, ―The Golden Poppy,‖ appeared in The  

Delineator in 1904.8  This charming example of Lon-

don‘s humor reminds us that he was interested in leav-

ing the city well before his commitment to Glen Ellen. 

Just before his precipitate affair with Charmian Kit-

tredge in 1903, London discussed with Bess a plan to 

move to Southern 

California, away 

from urban life. 

 The story‘s set-

ting is the bunga-

low in Piedmont, 

with Bess and the 

narrator serving as 

affectionate pro-

tagonists. Upon 

moving to the hills 

above Oakland, 

when the poppies 

burst forth they 

―danced, and 

clapped our hands, 

freely and frankly 

mad.‖ They agree to remove the ―No Trespassing‖ 

signs posted by the previous renter. Then come ―the 

Goths,‖ the city people who swoop up large armfuls of 

the plants and denude the field.9 Mannerly requests to 

stop fail. With Bess ―only a woman and not prone to 

fisticuffs,‖ the narrator takes to chasing, threatening, 

and even hoisting a rifle against the ―piracy.‖10  To em-

phasize the tall tale, the narrator descends into mad-

ness, and frightens friends with his monomania. Even-

tually an ―embittered and disappointed man,‖ he finds 

all the light has ―gone out of my life and into my blaz-

ing field. So one pays for things.‖11  

 What he was paying for was environmental preser-

vation as well as aesthetic pleasure. Explaining why he  

returns the No Trespass signs, the narrator invokes a 

Darwinian explanation. Where before the poppies 

maintained an equilibrium with the destructive forces 

of nature, the city folk disrupted that relation. By  



plucking ―those with the longest stems and biggest 

bowls,‖ only a ―stunted, short-stemmed vari-

ety...sparsely distributed as well‖ remain.12 But in his 

fenced yard, where unharvested wheat protected the 

poppy seeds, the plants thrived. The city dwellers have 

many faults.  They seem to have ―an alarming condi-

tion of blindness and deafness in their inability to heed 

to his requests.  Children ignore him. Women are the 

worst, for they are ―less afraid of guns than men‖ and 

―suckled the land-robbing Anglo-Saxon men.‖13  Most 

fail to realize that a few flowers in a bowl are more at-

tractive than ―five hundred poppies crushed and 

bunched.‖ Others pick for mercenary reasons, commit-

ting ―the most high-handed act of piracy‖ ever seen. 

Starved for the pleasure of nature, ―their relation to 

country flowers is quite analogous to that of a starving 

man to food.‖14  Defeated by the sheer number of in-

truders, the narrator, like nature, is simply mowed over 

by this human ma-

chine.   

 Among his 

most admired 

short stories, ―All 

Gold Canyon‖ 

was begun the 

very day he wrote 

of his Beauty Ranch plans to Bamford and Sterling.15  

The plot offers a more explicit account of the conse-

quences of the machine in the garden. The opening 

paragraphs brilliantly evoke a timeless, virginal spot in 

the Sierras. While a buck drowses in the quiet pool of a 

dustless canyon, ―three cottonwoods sent their snowy 

fluffs fluttering down the quiet air....An occasional but-

terfly drifted in and out through the patches of light and 

shade. And from all about rose the low and sleep hum 

of mountain bees.‖ Emphasizing the transcendental 

meaning, London describes ―a spirit of peace that was 

not of death, but of smooth-pulsing life...that was quick 

with existence without being violent with struggle and 

travail.‖16 London well knew that nature was fraught 

with death, struggle, and travail, but he was addressing 

a view of the wilderness more familiar to his readers, 

who would be steeped in John Burroughs and John 

Muir, naturalists who emphasized wild landscape as 

cathedral. 

 The awakening comes with the ―harsh clash of 

metal upon rock‖ and the chanting of a gold prospec-

London and the Machine in the Garden 
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tor, Bill. Though celebrating the ―warm, sweet breath 

of the canyon-garden,‖ he also reads the spot as ideal 

for pocket mining.17 ―Like a shepherd he herded his 

flock,‖ not of sheep, but of golden specks.18 London 

minutely details the technique of digging out the gold, 

all the while building sympathy for Bill, who addresses 

the land as ―Mr. Pocket,‖ and displays competence and 

industry to reach his goal. 

 Nonetheless, Bill‘s ―progress was like that of a slug, 

befouling beauty with a monstrous trail.‖19 When he  

mounts the canyon to scan the unbroken chain of 

white-peaked Sierras, he notes below ―the torn bosom 

of the hillside at his feet.‖20 The land is further sullied 

when he murders a miner and buries his body in the 

exposed pocket. Once Bill rides out with his heavy 

sacks of gold, silence returns, with only the torn hillside 

left, a reminder of the break in the peace.  In a brilliant 

ironic touch, London twice quotes in full Bill‘s song as 

he enters and de-

parts. This spiritual 

urges listeners to 

turn to ―them sweet 

hills of grace‖ and 

throw off their 

sins.21 But in one of 

these hills, the all-

gold canyon, sins abounded: lust, greed, envy, murder. 

Through understatement he hints that Nature‘s ulti-

mate victory remains. 

 ―All Gold Canyon‖ is an apt metaphor for the 1849 

gold rush, where the ecological damage extended well  

beyond that occurring from pocket mining. Hydraulic 

mining washed away entire mountainsides, with the 

debris so filling watersheds that even today it has conse-

quences for farming and flooding in the Sacramento 

Valley below. Accordingly, London‘s depiction of the 

Sierras as transcendental aligned him with the burgeon-

ing conservation movement. Under Theodore Roose-

velt and Gifford Pinchot, Congress had recently passed 

laws establishing new national parks and wildlife sanc-

tuaries, partly to meet the growing demand for a na-

ture-based recreation. Ever conscious of middle-class 

trends, London‘s story can be seen as consistent with 

his selecting some literary themes to please his market.  

Wilderness was to be visited, not destroyed by humans.  

Prior to becoming a park, Yosemite‘s ecology had been 

London well knew that nature was fraught with death, 

struggle, and travail, but he was addressing a view of 

the wilderness more familiar to his readers, who would 

be steeped in John Burroughs and John Muir, natural-

ists who emphasized wild landscape as cathedral. 
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ravaged by sheep grazing, lumbering, and hay grow-

ing.22    

 Then why would London write ―All Gold Canyon‖ 

as he was embarking upon his ranch? His doing so 

makes sense in light of contradictory forces in the con-

temporary discourse about the land. Where John Muir 

urged preservation of nature with limited human use, 

Gifford Pinchot urged for wise use through scientific 

management. Pinchot had been a forester who appreci-

ated the past error of wanton tree removal. He believed 

that administration based upon careful research could 

allow extraction of natural resources without destroying 

the natural equilibrium. It was a view congenial to busi-

ness and industry of course, and found its rural ana-

logue in schools of agriculture and agribusiness.23  

 London would apply ―wise use‖ practices at his 

ranch, yet in his writings he would continue his war 

against the large scale practices of monopoly capital-

ism. His agrarian novels form a trilogy here. Burning 

Daylight estab-

lishes the motive 

to settle in the 

country. The Val-

ley of the Moon 

provides a primer 

on finding and 

working the land. 

The Little Lady of the Big House tempers his valedictory 

for country life by warning of how the machine could 

destroy the garden.24 Throughout these works he blends 

myth and reality, and to be untutored in the agricultural 

and environmental discourse of the era is to miss part 

of his message. 

 Burning Daylight follows the classic monomyth pat-

tern. The eponymous hero leaves the countryside to 

find adventure in the Yukon, enjoys success in the 

―underworld‖ of San Francisco, struggles with antago-

nistic Dede Mason, and returns transformed to a rural 

homestead. Critic Charles Watson has emphasized the 

novel‘s comic elements, and argued that the domestica-

tion of the hero by the woman is more than mawkish 

sentimentality.25 Agrarian practicality weakens the cou-

ple‘s standard gender roles and strengthens their marital 

bonds. Interdependence is both necessary and complex, 

a blend of division of labor by gender with mutual in-

volvement. Christopher Gair views the conclusion a 

―retreat into history and into the economic structure of 

London and the Machine in the Garden 

the nation at least fifty years earlier.‖26   

 Pastoralism suggests a more complex message. Sig-

nificantly, the settings form a tripartite structure. The  

Yukon is dominantly wilderness, a Nature ruthless to-

ward the ignorant or foolish; San Francisco is civiliza-

tion gone awry, greedy capitalists robbing and murder-

ing; Sonoma Mountain is the middle ground, a place 

relatively free from threats on either side. It is during a 

ride on the mountain that Daylight‘s meditation on the 

land leads to a transformation of his thinking. Apart 

from unpredictable cataclysms, the homesteader has 

little to fear from nature if he treats it with respect. And 

through the market mechanism, nature‘s bounty allows 

one to feed the city without being prey to its nefarious 

forces. 

 Gair is correct is recognizing how Daylight contin-

ues to protect his money rather than give it up. Thus 

the couple do not repudiate the big capitalism they ab-

hor, nor their easy access to money. Gair asserts there 

is a lie in the 

story, but it is not 

in being nostalgic 

and reactionary.  

Small farming in 

1910 had more 

reason for suc-

cess, thanks to 

improved transportation, horticultural science, soil sci-

ence, animal husbandry, and more. California‘s micro-

climates and diverse ecosystems favored specialty 

crops, but required a capital investment beyond most of 

London‘s readers, and as we‘ve noted, London himself.  

Overall, Burning Daylight focuses upon the reasons for 

adopting the country life, and not the consequences of 

taking it on. London‘s readers would understand that 

the new country home was hardly a 19th century home-

stead. 

 The Valley of the Moon concerns only two aspects of 

pastoralism: the city/machine and the middle ground.  

Through his own familiarity with working-class life in 

Oakland, London graphically and sensitively relates the 

various trials of Saxon and Billy Roberts: the gritty ele-

ments of their jobs, the bleak settings of their homes, 

the violence during a strike, the tensions of all upon a 

marriage. Watson sees Saxon‘s emotional breakdown 

as one of questioning both the economic system and 

-Continued on page 9 

Burning Daylight establishes the motive to settle in the 

country. The Valley of  the Moon provides a primer on find-

ing and working the land. The Little Lady of  the Big House 

tempers his valedictory for country life by warning of 

how the machine could destroy the garden. 
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religious faith. Where Sonoma Mountain provided the 

epiphany for Daylight, another natural setting, the Oak-

land estuary, provokes an insight to Saxon: ―It was a 

more rational world....There were no men there, no 

laws or conflicts of men. The tide ebbed and flowed; 

the sun rose and set, regularly each afternoon the west 

wind came romping in through the Golden Gate  

....Everything was free.‖ She reflects upon ―the smudge 

of Oakland at her back,‖ where man had ―made a rot-

ten job of it,‖ and nature was ―right, sensible, and be-

neficent.‖27 Yet it takes modern technology, a movie 

about chickens, to spur Saxon and Billy to consider a 

move to the country. 

  Watson questions 

how the Roberts could 

in fact find escape from 

the chaos they have 

fled. Gair agrees,  

and relates how the 

couple have moved 

into the world of free 

will by adopting mid-

dle-class behaviors and 

its accompanying privi-

leges. As owners of 

property they can em-

ploy rather than be em-

ployed. In striking con-

firmation, it is a vein of 

clay good for brick making, just what the city requires, 

that alerts Billy to the potential wealth from the earth. 

Their long odyssey in the later section of the book has 

been characterized properly as little more than a trave-

logue combined with an agricultural bulletin. The lure 

of success is always present. 

  London marked up magazines and pamphlets as 

sources of information for the story.  In addition, he 

annotated books by men who had left other careers to 

establish small farms, such as William Streeter‘s 1904 

The Fat of the Land, an account of a physician turned 

rancher.28 Streeter argued that success should be meas-

ured less by the size of the profits and more by self-

sufficiency, a position London took in own ranch, 

though less so in his fiction. In addition, London was 

familiar with the achievements of immigrant farmers on 

the poorer soils. He had been to Japan and saw first-

hand the value of terracing hillsides and applying ma-

nure on fields, and would adopt such older methods.  

Yet the Roberts‘ preoccupation with their American 

identity leads to a rejection of that approach. As Joan 

Didion observes, they are too determined to redeem 

their birthright as ―old stock‖ Americans, and will de-

pend upon scientific agronomy.29  

 The achievement of The Valley of the Moon is its de-

piction of ―the machine‖ in its first section. Despite 

portraying many examples of successful farming during 

the odyssey sequence, the appeal of country life re-

mains undeveloped. The Madrono ranch purchased by 

the Roberts is an investment bought on time. There is 

little hint of a more 

moral or healthy life. 

Perhaps the city has not 

left them, which may 

be why so many read-

ers find the second part 

of the story faulty. 

 London‘s ranch 

practices rejected the 

stark individualism of 

his fictional characters.  

Among values incorpo-

rated by the Country 

Life movement missing 

from his novels was the 

Arts and Crafts aes-

thetic emphasis upon 

beauty and function. The design and cleanliness of a 

barn were deemed good for the animals through the 

conscious expression of purity, unity, and repose. 

Again, profit was secondary to environmental con-

cerns. For example, Powell asserted it was important to 

feed birds, to devote some field segment to their needs 

because birds provided both beauty and pest control. 

Furthermore, animals were to be treated humanely, the 

horses educated, not ―broken.‖ London extended these 

ideas further, by using animal power in preference to 

machinery, and by choosing ecological over chemical 

practices.30 He incorporated some of the latest scientific 

findings, such as in planting eucalyptus or inoculating 

his pigs, but only within his own framework of wise 

use. 

 London‘s ecological model also extended to his 

work- force. Not only should one cooperate with nature 

London and the Machine in the Garden 

-Continued on page 10 



rather than dominate it, one should consider relation-

ships among those living on the farm, in effect, a rural 

application of cooperative commonwealth. Where the 

Roberts looked forward to others doing the labor, Lon-

don was attentive to the workers‘ conditions. His man-

agement applied principles of capital industry–

efficiency and economy–to ease labor. If he could man-

age his own labor to have afternoon hours free, then he 

wished the same for his workers. One sees this in the 

design of the Pig Palace, which ingeniously met the 

needs of animals and their handlers in a perfect solu-

tion. His plans were still unfolding, for, as he shared 

with Eliza just before his death, he was about to add 

more facilities for 

workers and the 

families. Though 

aspects of the 

padrone run through 

his ranch manage-

ment, his intentions 

were honorable. 

 The Little Lady of 

the Big House is not 

located in Sonoma 

County, and with 

good reason.  This 

dark, puzzling 

novel reinforces 

London‘s agrarian 

vision through 

counterexample.31  

  The Central Valley 

ranch managed by Dick Forrest is so gargantuan that 

he must spend all his time in the office. He is ―the cen-

ter of a system‖32 dominated by attention to ―the last 

tick of the clock‖ and calculates ―an hour‘s labor for a 

draught horse to the third decimal place.‖33 In addition 

to devotion to efficiency, Dick has become successful 

partly by buying the expertise of university agricultural 

specialists. Being preoccupied with ranch business, he 

ignores his wife Paula, who initiates a flirtation with 

guest Evan Graham as a provocative gesture. As Wat-

son has noted, in this regard the story is one of middle 

age and loss. Falls from hubris affects all three charac-

ters, leading to the suicide of Paula. 

 Dick Forrest is Billy Roberts reincarnated into more 

fortunate circumstances. In his drive for profit, he  
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perverts Country Life values. He plans to divide five 

thousand acres into twenty-acre holdings, pay a salary 

to men to farm intensively, in return for a profit of six 

percent. ―The stupid and the inefficient will be bound 

to be eliminated.‖34 A visitor chides him for so 

―repulsive‖ a plan, one where men would toil for a bit 

of bread and shelter from the cold. ―Is meat an‘ bread 

an‘ jam the end of it all, the meaning of life, the goal of 

existence?‖35   

    It is the Little Lady, Paula, a musician and athlete 

full of zest for life, who expresses opposing values. Her 

intuitive and successful  breeding of horses ignores 

Dick‘s scientific husbandry, and she enjoys needlework, 

though he would 

rather hire someone 

to do it for her.  

(Nonetheless, she 

maintains a gold- 

fish breeding busi-

ness, and pays her 

husband for the 

costs incurred.) 

 Dick‘s practices 

encourage ready 

destruction of na-

ture. He drains tule 

swamps, ―worthless, 

save for ducks and 

low-water pastor-

age.‖36 The result is 

new fields that earn 

two million dollars 

in potatoes and asparagus. He also invents a device that 

allows a tractor to control itself, thus saving the expense 

of a worker. Though he is fascinated by Paula‘s atten-

tion to the simpler life, one enhanced by beauty, he be-

littles her to shore up his own false sense of control in 

the world. As London repeatedly reminds readers, this 

man who brings so much fecundity in the fields is un-

able to conceive a child.   

 The epiphany in this novel occurs during a moun-

tain ride, when Evan kisses Paula and realizes one of 

the romantic triad will be hurt as a result. A later ride 

between Dick and Paula results in killing squirrels and 

no kisses. Tensions mount as a result of the flirtation: 

thus the ―Big House ran on in its frictionless, happy, 
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and remorseless way.‖37 Loving both men, Paula plans 

her exit. Before doing so, a visitor observes how she is 

―like the wild canaries you see bathing in the foun-

tain....Everything on earth and in the sky contributes to 

the passion of her days.‖38 Dick is observed as ―flat on 

the good ground...four square to fact and law, set 

against all airy fancies and bubbly speculations.‖39 Art 

and nature meet science in a fatal encounter, and as in 

the reality of the 20th century, science prevails. 

 Little Lady succeeds insofar as it reveals the complex 

intertwining of masculinity, domination over nature, 

and imperialism. Influenced by his own preoccupation 

with his ranch and Charmian‘s actual flirtation with a 

guest, London offers a brutal self-realization. Trans-

forming this private episode to industrial agriculture 

was exactly appropriate for his purpose. It is as much a 

confessional as John Barleycorn, though transformed 

into a critique of corporate agriculture. 

 Little Lady’s accurate depiction of California‘s agri-

business reminded readers that the ills of capitalism  

were not limited to the city. Paula admires her hus-

band‘s achievements, and therein lie the seeds of her 

self-destruction. The Jeffersonian agrarian submits to 

the Hamiltonian marketer. The ravaging of the land-

scape reached a new peak during London‘s life when 

business elites in Los Angeles and San Francisco de-

stroyed the Owens River and Hetch Hetchy valleys for 

water to fund development. London exposes the men 

who would make such destructive decisions. 

 Once again we are reminded of the importance of 

distinguishing the authorial voice from the authorial 

life. London replied upon well-known scientific and 

Country Life experts in both his writing and his Beauty 

Ranch operations. His California fiction continued the 

pastoral tradition within the context of contemporary 

naturalist rhetoric, Progressive era discourse, and his 

own anti-capitalist stance. Both Burning Daylight and 

Valley of the Moon were less eloquent than his shorter 

fiction in achieving his purposes. Both plots failed to 

deliver a convincing proof of the Country Life promise.  

On the other hand, Little Lady of the Big House well pro-

vided the dystopian counterexample, yet was marred by 

overwritten, sometimes mawkish prose. As a rancher, 

London was more successful directing his actions to fit 

his commitment to the land and a lifestyle less devoted 

to profit than to experience.    

 

London and the Machine in the Garden Clarice Stasz’s  latest book is Jack London’s Women (Univ. 

of Massachusetts, 2001). She is also the editor of 

http://London.sonoma.edu. 

Notes 

1. Labor, Earle, Robert C. Leitz III, and I. Milo Shepard, The Letters 

of Jack London, 3 Vols. Stanford: Stanford Univ, Press, 1988, 483. 

2.Letters, 484. 

3.Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden, New York: Oxford Univ. 

Press, 1999. 

4.William Cronon, Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature.  

New York: W. W. Norton, 1995. 

5. E. P. Powell, The Country Home.  New York: McClure, 1904: 9. 

6. Frieda Knobloch, Agriculture as Colonization in the American West, 

Chapel Hill: Univ. Of North Carolina Press, 69. 

7. Powell, 12. 

8. ―The Golden Poppy,‖ in Noto, Sal (ed.), Jack London’s California, 

New York: Beaufort Books, 1986.  First published in The Delineator 

(Jan., 1904). 

9.Ibid., 6. 

10. Ibid., 9. 

11. Ibid., 13. 

12. Ibid., 7. 

13. Ibid., 10. 

14. Ibid., 8. 

15. ―All Gold Canyon,‖  in Noto, Sal (ed.), Jack London’s California, 

New York: Beaufort Books, 1986.  Originally published in Century 

Magazine 71 (Nov., 1905): 117-127. 

16. Ibid., 71. 

17. Ibid., 72-3. 

18. Ibid, 

19. Ibid, 80. 

20. Ibid, 81. 

21. Ibid, 87. 

22. An exceptional gateway to the conservation movement and 
figures mentioned in this paper is ―The Evolution of the Conserva-

tion Movement: 1850-1920,‖ http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/

amrvhtml/conshome.html 

23. Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, New Haven: 

Yale Univ. Press, 2001. 

24. Jack London, Burning Daylight, New York: Macmillan, 1910. 

25. Charles N. Watson, The Novels of Jack London: A Reappraisal, 

Madison: Univ. Of Wisconsin Press, 1983. 

26.Christopher Gair, Complicity and Resistance in Jack London’s Nov-

els, Lewiston, New York: Edwin Mellen, 1993. 

27. New York: Macmillan, 1913, 252-3 

28. John Williams Streeter, The Fat of the Land, New York: Macmil-

lan, 1904. 

29.Joan Didion, Where I Was From, New York: Vintage, 2003, 81. 

30.Roberta Wirth, ―Jack London and Organic Farming,‖ The Call 

XV (2004): 3-5. 

31. The Little Lady of the Big House, New York: Macmillan, 1916. 

32. Ibid., 35. 

33. Ibid., 233. 

34. Ibid., 129. 

35. Ibid., 130. 

36. Ibid., 320. 

37. Ibid,, 308. 

38. Ibid., 339. 

39. Ibid., 344. 



Jack London at the American Literature           

Association Conference 

 

  The Jack London Society sponsored two panels at the       

  May 2007 American Literature Association Confer-      

  ence in Boston: 

  

  Jack London I:  Performing Authorship  

  Chair:  Jeanne Campbell Reesman, University of    

  Texas at San Antonio 

 

  1. ―London and Orwell:  The Quest for Dystopia,‖         
   Martin Haber, New York City Schools/City             

       College of New York 

 

  2. ―Jack London, Plagiarist—or Author?‖ Keith        
  Newlin, University of North Carolina, Wilmington 

 

  3. ―Jack‘s Neglected Daughter:  Frona‘s Scholarly        
   and Pedagogical Uses,‖ Andrew J. Furer,  

       Fordham University 

 

  Jack London II:  Performing Masculinity  

  Chair:  Andrew J. Furer, Fordham University 

 

  1. ―Masculine Collapse in London‘s Far North,‖           
   Kenneth K. Brandt, Savannah College of Art  

        and Design 

 

  2. ―Teaching Martin Eden‘s Narrative Acts of Trans- 
   valuation,‖ Debbie López, University of Texas,       
   San Antonio and María DeGuzman, University  

       of  North Carolina, Chapel Hill  

 

  3. ―‗Things Men Must Do‘:  Performing American      
   Manhood in Jack London‘s The Valley of the  

   Moon,‖  Katie O‘Donnell Arosteguy, Washington  

   State University 

NEWS  AND  NOTES  

 

Jack London Society 2008 Symposium at the  

Huntington Library, San Marino, California 

 

The Ninth Biennial Symposium of the Jack London Soci-
ety will take place October 9-11, 2008, at The Huntington 
Library, San Marino, California. 

 Home to Jack London‘s papers, The Huntington 
boasts a world-class collection of rare books and manu-
scripts in the fields of British and American history and 
literature, as well as such art masterpieces as the famous 

portraits of Pinkie and Blue Boy, plus 100 acres of 
themed botanical gardens, including a spectacular new 
Chinese Garden, set to open in the autumn of 2008. 

 The exhibitions and gardens will beckon conference-
goers, but the Symposium will afford strong competition 
with its sessions, which will be held at The Huntington.  
A call for papers will be forthcoming, with a deadline of 
May 1, 2008, for sending proposals and CVs to Executive 
Coordinator Jeanne Campbell Reesman. 

 The conference hotel is the Westin Pasadena, a four-
star facility in a Spanish-Mediterranean setting on the 
edge of historic Old Town. At the opening reception, you 
will be able to relax and share news with friends on the 

fountain terrace of the Westin, and preceding the closing 
banquet you will be treated to stunning, sunset views of 
City Hall dome and the rooftops of Pasadena. 

 For those who want to do some research at The Hunt-
ington, you will need to apply for reading privileges well 
in advance.  Space is very limited, so we ask that you 
seek a reader‘s card only if you are doing research leading 
to original, scholarly publication. To apply for a reader‘s 
card, download the application from the library‘s web 
site, www.huntington.org, and follow the instructions 
provided. 

 We look forward to welcoming you to The Hunting-
ton and to Pasadena, so start making your plans to join 

us in celebration and exploration of the worlds and writ-
ings of Jack London. 

 

Sue Hodson 

Curator of Literary Manuscripts  

The Huntington Library 
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NEWS  AND  NOTES  

AMERICAN LITERATURE ASSOCIATION   

SYMPOSIUM ON 

AMERICAN LITERARY NATURALISM 

October 5-6, 2007 

Hyatt Regency Newport Beach 

1107 Jamboree Road,  

Newport Beach, California, USA 92660 

Conference Director: Jeanne C. Reesman, University 

of Texas-San Antonio 

 

CALL FOR PAPERS: 

The American Literature Association solicits paper 
and panel proposals for its Symposium on American 
Literary Naturalism October 5-6, 2007, at the Hyatt 
Regency Hotel in Newport Beach, California. Propos-
als can address any aspect of the topic. Proposers are 
encouraged to submit traditional formats of 15-minute 
papers suitable for a 3-paper + chair session of 1 hour 
and 20 minutes, as well as other formats including 
panel discussions, round-table discussions, 2-paper pan-
els, and others. Please submit via email to 
jeanne.reesman@utsa.edu by the submission deadline 

of June 15, 2007, including a one-page description of 

the paper or panel plus exact paper title(s), names, af-
filiations, and, on a separate page, full address informa-
tion and email address for each participant. Participants 
may read one paper at the symposium and chair one 
panel other than the one they read a paper on. Please 
note that a/v equipment is not available for the Sympo-
sium. 

Naturalism Slam! There will be a special panel made 
up of scholars who want to propose an author for con-
sideration as a Naturalist who is not ordinarily thought 
of as such—or perhaps not enough. Presentations (or 
exhortations?) should be no more than 5 minutes long 
and should attempt to persuade the audience to accept 
this ―new‖ Naturalist. Places are limited; please submit 

the name of your author and a brief rationale outlined 
for all proposals above. ―Slammers‖ may still appear on 
another panel to read a paper. 

Program Arrangements include two concurrent ses-
sions running Friday and Saturday and two luncheons 
covered by the conference fee of $120. An afternoon 
keynote address by Donald Pizer, ―Naturalism and the 
Jews,‖ will conclude Friday‘s sessions, to be followed 
by a cocktail reception. On Saturday, Earle Labor will 
be featured as keynote speaker at a conference lunch-
eon on the topic of ―Naturalism and the Biographer.‖ 
A closing celebration will be held Saturday evening.  

Hotel Reservations: The Hyatt Newport Beach offers 

all the usual luxury hotel conveniences, including fine 
restaurants with room service, full-service spa and fit-
ness center, and room amenities, but also dramatic 
Newport Bay views, refrigerators in all rooms, wireless 
High Speed Internet, full-service Business Center, 3 out-
door pools, outdoor whirlpools, shuffleboard, table ten-
nis & volleyball. Nearby are the beautiful beaches of 
Southern California, the Henry E. Huntington Library, 
the University of California-Irvine, golf courses and 
tennis courts, world-class shopping at Fashion Valley, 
international cuisine at Orange Country restaurants, 
and Newport Dunes Aquatic Park. The sunshine and 
fresh orange juice are guaranteed. Participants are re-
sponsible for making their own hotel room reservations 
by the hotel‘s cut-off date of September 4, 2007 
(reservation requests received after the cut-off date will 
be based on availability at the Hotel's prevailing rates). 

Make your hotel reservation by mentioning the spe-

cial ALA conference rate of $139 single or double 

room. Phone: 949-729-1234 or 800-233-1234; web-

site: www.Hyatt.com. 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

NEH INSTITUTE ON JACK LONDON 

 

The National Endowment for the Humanities, School 

of Extended Education at Sonoma State University, 

and The North Bay International Studies Project 

present:  

 

JACK LONDON, BEAUTY RANCH, AND RE-
IMAGINING THE AMERICAN DREAM  

 

This program is part of the California "Landmarks of 

American History and Culture Workshops," which 

are offered by the National Endowment for the Hu-

manities to provide K-12 educators with the opportu-
nity to engage in intensive study and discussion of im-
portant topics and issues in American history and cul-
ture, providing direct experiences in the interpretation 
of significant historical sites and the use of archival and 
other primary evidence.  

   There will be two, one week Institutes: July 15-20 or 
July 22-27, 2007 at Sonoma State University in Rohnert 
Park, California and Jack London State Park in Glen 
Ellen, California. For further information contact: Julie 
Barnes at 707-664-2600. 
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The Call is produced twice yearly at the Savannah 

College of Art and Design, Department of Liberal 

Arts, P. O. Box 3146 Savannah, GA 31402-3146 

(www.scad.edu). Members are encouraged to send 

their London related items to  Kenneth Brandt at 

the above address or via e-mail at 

kbrandt@scad.edu. 
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