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CHAPTER I:
INTO THE PRIMITIVE

Old longings nomadic leap,
Chafing at custom’s chain;
Again from its brumal sleep

Wakens the ferine strain.

uck did not read the newspapers, or he would have known
Bthat trouble was brewing, not alone for himself, but for every
tide-water dog, strong of muscle and with warm, long hair, from
Puget Sound to San Diego. Because men, groping in the Arctic dark-
ness, had found a yellow metal, and because steamship and trans-
portation companies were booming the find, thousands of men were
rushing into the Northland. These men wanted dogs, and the dogs
they wanted were heavy dogs, with strong muscles by which to toil,
and furry coats to protect them from the frost.

Bucklived at a big house in the sun-kissed Santa Clara Valley. Judge
Miller’s place, it was called. It stood back from the road, half hidden
among the trees, through which glimpses could be caught of the wide
cool veranda that ran around its four sides. The house was approached
by gravelled driveways which wound about through wide-spreading
lawns and under the interlacing boughs of tall poplars. At the rear
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things were on even a more spacious scale than at the front. There
were great stables, where a dozen grooms and boys held forth, rows of
vine-clad servants’ cottages, an endless and orderly array of outhouses,
long grape arbors, green pastures, orchards, and berry patches. Then
there was the pumping plant for the artesian well, and the big cement
tank where Judge Miller’s boys took their morning plunge and kept
cool in the hot afternoon.

And over this great demesne Buck ruled. Here he was born, and
here he had lived the four years of his life. It was true, there were other
dogs, There could not but be other dogs on so vast a place, but they
did not count. They came and went, resided in the populous kennels,
or lived obscurely in the recesses of the house after the fashion of
Toots, the Japanese pug, or Ysabel, the Mexican hairless,—strange
creatures that rarely put nose out of doors or set foot to ground. On
the other hand, there were the fox terriers, a score of them at least,
who yelped fearful promises at Toots and Ysabel looking out of the
windows at them and protected by a legion of housemaids armed
with brooms and mops.

But Buck was neither house-dog nor kennel-dog. The whole realm
was his. He plunged into the swimming tank or went hunting with
the Judge’s sons; he escorted Mollie and Alice, the Judge’s daughters,
on long twilight or early morning rambles; on wintry nights he lay at
the Judge’s feet before the roaring library fire; he carried the Judge’s
grandsons on his back, or rolled them in the grass, and guarded their
footsteps through wild adventures down to the fountain in the sta-
ble yard, and even beyond, where the paddocks were, and the berry
patches. Among the terriers he stalked imperiously, and Toots and
Ysabel he utterly ignored, for he was king—king over all creeping,
crawling, flying things of Judge Miller’s place, humans included.

His father, Elmo, a huge St. Bernard, had been the Judge’s insep-
arable companion, and Buck bid fair to follow in the way of his fa-

ther. He was not so large,—he weighed only one hundred and forty



CHAPTER II:
THE LAW OF CLUB AND
FANG

uck’s first day on the Dyea beach was like a nightmare. Every
B hour was filled with shock and surprise. He had been suddenly
jerked from the heart of civilization and flung into the heart of things
primordial. No lazy, sun-kissed life was this, with nothing to do but
loaf and be bored. Here was neither peace, nor rest, nor a moment’s
safety. All was confusion and action, and every moment life and limb
were in peril. There was imperative need to be constantly alert; for
these dogs and men were not town dogs and men. They were savages,
all of them, who knew no law but the law of club and fang.

He had never seen dogs fight as these wolfish creatures fought, and
his first experience taught him an unforgettable lesson. It is true, it
was a vicarious experience, else he would not have lived to profit by it.
Curly was the victim. They were camped near the log store, where she,
in her friendly way, made advances to a husky dog the size of a full-
grown wolf, though not half so large as she. There was no warning,
only a leap in like a flash, a metallic clip of teeth, a leap out equally

swift, and Curly’s face was ripped open from eye to jaw.
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It was the wolf manner of fighting, to strike and leap away; but
there was more to it than this. Thirty or forty huskies ran to the spot
and surrounded the combatants in an intent and silent circle. Buck
did not comprehend that silent intentness, nor the eager way with
which they were licking their chops. Curly rushed her antagonist,
who struck again and leaped aside. He met her next rush with his
chest, in a peculiar fashion that tumbled her off her feet. She never
regained them, This was what the onlooking huskies had waited for.
They closed in upon her, snarling and yelping, and she was buried,
screaming with agony, beneath the bristling mass of bodies.

So sudden was it, and so unexpected, that Buck was taken aback.
He saw Spitz run out his scarlet tongue in a way he had of laughing;
and he saw Francois, swinging an axe, spring into the mess of dogs.
Three men with clubs were helping him to scatter them. It did not
take long. Two minutes from the time Curly went down, the last
of her assailants were clubbed off. But she lay there limp and life-
less in the bloody, trampled snow, almost literally torn to pieces, the
swart half-breed standing over her and cursing horribly. The scene
often came back to Buck to trouble him in his sleep. So that was
the way. No fair play. Once down, that was the end of you. Well, he
would see to it that he never went down. Spitz ran out his tongue and
laughed again, and from that moment Buck hated him with a bitter
and deathless hatred.

Before he had recovered from the shock caused by the tragic passing
of Curly, he received another shock. Frangois fastened upon him an
arrangement of straps and buckles. It was a harness, such as he had
seen the grooms put on the horses at home. And as he had seen horses
work, so he was set to work, hauling Francois on a sled to the forest that
fringed the valley, and returning with a load of firewood. Though his
dignity was sorely hurt by thus being made a draught animal, he was
too wise to rebel. He buckled down with a will and did his best, though

it was all new and strange. Francois was stern, demanding instant



CHAPTER III:
THE DOMINANT
PRIMORDIAL BEAST

The dominant primordial beast was strong in Buck, and under
the fierce conditions of trail life it grew and grew. Yet it was a
secret growth. His newborn cunning gave him poise and control. He
was too busy adjusting himself to the new life to feel at ease, and not
only did he not pick fights, but he avoided them whenever possible.
A certain deliberateness characterized his attitude. He was not prone
to rashness and precipitate action; and in the bitter hatred between
him and Spitz he betrayed no impatience, shunned all offensive acts.

On the other hand, possibly because he divined in Buck a danger-
ous rival, Spitz never lost an opportunity of showing his teeth. He
even went out of his way to bully Buck, striving constantly to start the
fight which could end only in the death of one or the other. Early in
the trip this might have taken place had it not been for an unwonted
accident. At the end of this day they made a bleak and miserable
camp on the shore of Lake Le Barge. Driving snow, a wind that cut
like a white-hot knife, and darkness had forced them to grope for a
camping place. They could hardly have fared worse. At their backs

rose a perpendicular wall of rock, and Perrault and Frangois were
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compelled to make their fire and spread their sleeping robes on the
ice of the lake itself. The tent they had discarded at Dyea in order to
travel light. A few sticks of driftwood furnished them with a fire that
thawed down through the ice and left them to eat supper in the dark.

Close in under the sheltering rock Buck made his nest. So snug
and warm was it, that he was loath to leave it when Francois dis-
tributed the fish which he had first thawed over the fire. But when
Buck finished his ration and returned, he found his nest occupied. A
warning snarl told him that the trespasser was Spitz. Till now Buck
had avoided trouble with his enemy, but this was too much. The beast
in him roared. He sprang upon Spitz with a fury which surprised
them both, and Spitz particularly, for his whole experience with Buck
had gone to teach him that his rival was an unusually timid dog, who
managed to hold his own only because of his great weight and size.

Frangois was surprised, too, when they shot out in a tangle from the
disrupted nest and he divined the cause of the trouble. “A-a-ah!” he
cried to Buck. “Gif it to heem, by Gar! Gif it to heem, the dirty teef!”

Spitz was equally willing. He was crying with sheer rage and ea-
gerness as he circled back and forth for a chance to spring in. Buck
was no less eager, and no less cautious, as he likewise circled back and
forth for the advantage. But it was then that the unexpected hap-
pened, the thing which projected their struggle for supremacy far into
the future, past many a weary mile of trail and toil.

An oath from Perrault, the resounding impact of a club upon a
bony frame, and a shrill yelp of pain, heralded the breaking forth of
pandemonium. The camp was suddenly discovered to be alive with
skulking furry forms,—starving huskies, four or five score of them,
who had scented the camp from some Indian village. They had crept
in while Buck and Spitz were fighting, and when the two men sprang
among them with stout clubs they showed their teeth and fought
back. They were crazed by the smell of the food. Perrault found one
with head buried in the grub-box. His club landed heavily on the



CHAPTER IV:
WHO HAS WON TO
MASTERSHIP

« h? Wot I say? I spik true wen I say dat Buck two devils.”

EThis was Francois’s speech next morning when he discovered
Spitz missing and Buck covered with wounds. He drew him to the
fire and by its light pointed them out.

“Dat Spitz fight lak hell,” said Perrault, as he surveyed the gaping
rips and cuts.

“An’ dat Buck fight lak two hells,” was Francois’s answer. “An’ now
we make good time. No more Spitz, no more trouble, sure.”

While Perrault packed the camp outfit and loaded the sled, the
dog-driver proceeded to harness the dogs. Buck trotted up to the
place Spitz would have occupied as leader; but Frangois, not noticing
him, brought Sol-leks to the coveted position. In his judgment, Sol-
leks was the best lead-dog left. Buck sprang upon Sol-leks in a fury,
driving him back and standing in his place.

“Eh? eh?” Francois cried, slapping his thighs gleefully. “Look at dat
Buck. Heem keel dat Spitz, heem t’ink to take de job.”

“Go 'way, Chook!” he cried, but Buck refused to budge.
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He took Buck by the scruff of the neck, and though the dog growled
threateningly, dragged him to one side and replaced Sol-leks. The old
dog did not like it, and showed plainly that he was afraid of Buck.
Francois was obdurate, but when he turned his back Buck again dis-
placed Sol-leks, who was not at all unwilling to go.

Frangois was angry. “Now, by Gar, I feex you!” he cried, coming
back with a heavy club in his hand.

Buck remembered the man in the red sweater, and retreated slow-
ly; nor did he attempt to charge in when Sol-leks was once more
brought forward. But he circled just beyond the range of the club,
snarling with bitterness and rage; and while he circled he watched the
club so as to dodge it if thrown by Francois, for he was become wise
in the way of clubs. The driver went about his work, and he called to
Buck when he was ready to put him in his old place in front of Dave.
Buck retreated two or three steps. Francois followed him up, where-
upon he again retreated. After some time of this, Frangois threw
down the club, thinking that Buck feared a thrashing. But Buck was
in open revolt. He wanted, not to escape a clubbing, but to have the
leadership. It was his by right. He had earned it, and he would not be
content with less.

Perrault took a hand. Between them they ran him about for the
better part of an hour. They threw clubs at him. He dodged. They
cursed him, and his fathers and mothers before him, and all his seed
to come after him down to the remotest generation, and every hair
on his body and drop of blood in his veins; and he answered curse
with snarl and kept out of their reach. He did not try to run away, but
retreated around and around the camp, advertising plainly that when
his desire was met, he would come in and be good.

Francois sat down and scratched his head. Perrault looked at his
watch and swore. Time was flying, and they should have been on the
trail an hour gone. Francois scratched his head again. He shook it and

grinned sheepishly at the courier, who shrugged his shoulders in sign



CHAPTER V:
THE TOIL OF TRACE AND
TRAIL

Thirty days from the time it left Dawson, the Salt Water Mail,
with Buck and his mates at the fore, arrived at Skaguay. They
were in a wretched state, worn out and worn down. Buck’s one hun-
dred and forty pounds had dwindled to one hundred and fifteen. The
rest of his mates, though lighter dogs, had relatively lost more weight
than he. Pike, the malingerer, who, in his lifetime of deceit, had often
successfully feigned a hurt leg, was now limping in earnest. Sol-leks
was limping, and Dub was suffering from a wrenched shoulder-blade.

They were all terribly footsore. No spring or rebound was left in
them. Their feet fell heavily on the trail, jarring their bodies and dou-
bling the fatigue of a day’s travel. There was nothing the matter with
them except that they were dead tired. It was not the dead-tiredness
that comes through brief and excessive effort, from which recovery is
a matter of hours; but it was the dead-tiredness that comes through
the slow and prolonged strength drainage of months of toil. There
was no power of recuperation left, no reserve strength to call upon. It
had been all used, the last least bit of it. Every muscle, every fibre, ev-

ery cell, was tired, dead tired. And there was reason for it. In less than
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five months they had travelled twenty-five hundred miles, during the
last eighteen hundred of which they had had but five days’rest. When
they arrived at Skaguay they were apparently on their last legs. They
could barely keep the traces taut, and on the down grades just man-
aged to keep out of the way of the sled.

“Mush on, poor sore feets,” the driver encouraged them as they
tottered down the main street of Skaguay. “Dis is de las’. Den we get
one long res’. Eh? For sure. One bully long res’.”

'The drivers confidently expected a long stopover. Themselves, they
had covered twelve hundred miles with two days’ rest, and in the na-
ture of reason and common justice they deserved an interval of loaf-
ing. But so many were the men who had rushed into the Klondike,
and so many were the sweethearts, wives, and kin that had not rushed
in, that the congested mail was taking on Alpine proportions; also,
there were official orders. Fresh batches of Hudson Bay dogs were
to take the places of those worthless for the trail. The worthless ones
were to be got rid of, and, since dogs count for little against dollars,
they were to be sold.

Three days passed, by which time Buck and his mates found how
really tired and weak they were. Then, on the morning of the fourth
day, two men from the States came along and bought them, har-
ness and all, for a song. The men addressed each other as “Hal” and
“Charles.” Charles was a middle-aged, lightish-colored man, with
weak and watery eyes and a mustache that twisted fiercely and vig-
orously up, giving the lie to the limply drooping lip it concealed. Hal
was a youngster of nineteen or twenty, with a big Colt’s revolver and
a hunting-knife strapped about him on a belt that fairly bristled with
cartridges. This belt was the most salient thing about him. It adver-
tised his callowness—a callowness sheer and unutterable. Both men
were manifestly out of place, and why such as they should adventure

the North is part of the mystery of things that passes understanding.





