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Lessons and Naturalistic Features of To Build a Fire 

 To Build a Fire is a story with lessons to be learned, for both adults and children. Two 

versions were published with minute changes that allowed the story to reach younger and older 

audiences. One change to be noted immediately is the adult version mentions no name for the 

main character, although the child’s version mentions the name of Mr. Tom Vincent. Jack 

London, the author, is a naturalist writer who uses the reality of nature’s non-giving attitude to 

teach the reader. To Build a Fire is very straightforward in the plot as well as the teachings given 

to those who pay attention despite not seeing the story as very meaningful. The reader can earn 

many benefits from this story as it is something which has happened in real life, and may very 

well happen again. 

  The children’s version of To Build a Fire has a few key differences that change the 

outcome of the story or portray things differently depending upon the age of the reader. One of 

the first differences noticed is the companionship of a dog with Mr. Vincent. In the child’s 

version, no dog is mentioned, which I believe is important for a few varying reasons. First, the 

main lesson of the story for all ages is not to travel alone. A child views a dog as “someone” so 

they would not consider the character alone. Secondly, Mr. Vincent begins to view the dog as a 

means of survival and contemplates killing it. An adult would be more open to this situation, 

though not necessarily agreeing with it, but a child would be distraught if they knew the dog 

would be killed. A dog symbolizes a best friend and a companion to a child. A child, being very 
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young in maturity, has no concept of a pet dying for their brains are not fully developed to 

understand that all lives eventually must come to an end, humans and animals. I believe London 

omits the use of a dog to benefit a child and their innocence. Another reason I feel that the dog 

was not included in the earlier version is due to how Mr. Vincent treats the dog. He yells at the 

dog and drags him along when he will no longer continue on the journey. The man has no 

remorse for the dog or the fact that it is cold and in pain as well, rather the man is selfish and 

only looks out for himself. I do not believe any parent would want their kid to learn the lessons 

presented here, for they are lessons of cruelty. 

The man’s willingness to keep fighting and not give up is another crucial difference 

between the two editions. “At a place where there were no signs, where the soft, unbroken snow 

seemed to advertise 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,” London writes of the accident 

the man has while traveling alone (London 1817). To prevent hypothermia from setting in, the 

man must build a fire fast, with no mistakes or need for second tries. He lights the fire on his first 

try, but makes a huge error in placing the fire, “under the spruce tree” (London 1818). Snow 

from the top limbs falls downward and extinguishes the fire. At this point, his hands are numb 

from being out of his mittens the whole time in below freezing weather, causing him to no longer 

be able to grasp. He tries his best to start another fire but ends up burning his hands resulting in 

him dropping the match into the snow. From this point on in the children’s story, the man begins 

to travel and comes upon a lodge, except it’s abandoned. Instead of giving up, he tries his best 

again to start a fire, even if it means burning his hands. Once the fire is started, he fights for his 

life and makes the best effort at restoring his circulation in his upper and lower limbs. He makes 
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it to camp where his men have been waiting and recalls the words he was told, “Never travel 

alone.”  

In the adult version, his fight for survival is quite different and not as easy as the 

children’s version seems. Once his fire is put out by the snow falling off the tree and he cannot 

make another one, he gets up and begins to run in the path of his destination. The man accounts 

of the hypothermia setting in which London writes, “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” (1821). Despite no sensation in his feet, he continues on until another setback happens, 

“he lacked the endurance,” to keep on at this pace (1818). After he stumbled a few times he 

decides to rest and then tries to run again, but once he falls a second time, he cannot get back up. 

The reality of life and death then set in for the man and he decides to, “sleep off to death” (1822). 

Once asleep, he imagines his spirit with his friends finding his dead body in the snow, and 

ultimately wishes he had listened to the old man who told him, “not to travel alone.” The man 

has now died, but the dog is still alive. London states, “It (the dog) crept close to the man and 

caught the scent of death. This made the animal bristle and back away” (London 1822). As can 

be seen in the differences, the adult version shows no empathy for the man or his condition. He 

ultimately gives up when he no longer feels he is capable of surviving any longer and the 

harshness of nature takes over his body and ends the life within it.  

Within both versions of this story, one main lesson is taught, but the children’s edition 

contains many more lessons since it is a cautionary tale more so than a naturalist writing like the 

adult edition. One main thing that came to my mind after reading this story is that no matter how 

cautious one is, nature is still nature; dangerous and out of everyone’s control. Mr. Vincent took 

many precautionary measures such as dressing appropriately, bringing matches to start a fire, 
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carrying food upon his warm skin to keep it from freezing, and much more. He also showed 

cautionary measures in his travels, checking for springs that may be partially frozen over. 

Someone who had not prepared for this dangerous expedition beforehand would never have 

known to check for non-frozen springs, or may not have thought of carrying food where it would 

be least likely to freeze. All these measures, as simplistic as they may seem, teach kids to be 

prepared in all situations for no one can control nature and what nature may or may not do. One 

must be able to react in certain situations to reduce the risk of danger. This lesson is also taught 

in the story when the man’s lower limbs get wet and he knows that in negative seventy-five-

degrees temperature he cannot travel on or he stands the chance of hypothermia. He followed his 

teachings. He never once thought himself to have enough circulation in his lower extremities that 

he did not need to take care of himself like others would have too. Another lesson to be learned 

from this story is to never give up. Although nature was relentless and never gave the man a 

break, he continued to fight even harder for his life, and did whatever he felt necessary to stay 

alive. For younger children especially, this story could show the dangers of extreme cold, or even 

heat. The story revolves around a man in seventy-five degrees below zero weather. The freezing 

point as learned at a young age is thirty-two degrees above zero, so beyond that is much more 

dangerous. This story shows the danger below that degrees with the example of a small stream. 

Water flowing out of the mountains does not freeze, but rather only the top layer of a pool of 

water freezes. The most dangerous part of this is that the water underneath the thin layer of ice 

cannot be seen, so no one knows it is there unless they have studied matters such as these or have 

heard it from someone. If one was to fall into a pool of freezing water with no one around to help 

get them out, they would die from hypothermia. This is the main reason the traveler was told, 

“not to travel alone;” the biggest lesson of the story for all ages. Dangerous situations can be 
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avoided or lessened if someone else is there to help. Many lessons can be taken from this story 

and applied to everyday situations in real life.  

The adult version of To Build a Fire takes a different approach as to what one can learn 

from it. London seems to have written this version to depict aspects of naturalism. Throughout 

the whole story, nature has no feelings for the man. Nature; however, is always the same in 

regards to people and how uncontrollable it is; therefore, it seems the man should not have been 

traveling in nature’s treacherous conditions. Nature has no regards for someone who is foolish 

enough to travel in harsh conditions when advised not to. Whether the man lived or died, nature 

did not care. The loss or gain of a human has no impact on nature, it remains the same regardless. 

As seen in the story, nature never changed drastically or in the smallest amount, it remained 

constant, but the man; however, made mistakes that cost him to lose the battle against nature. He 

went out into the cold alone, built a fire for survival under a tree, panics when the fire is put out, 

and runs to warm up despite not having the strength. These mishaps by the man are what caused 

his life to end, not nature in its never changing self. “In effect, the man dies because he lacks 

respect for the power and danger of the natural world's sublime force, because he is unable to 

imaginatively conceive of his place in nature,” Hilfer writes in his analysis titled “The Nothing 

That Is” (Hilfer 285). The man does not see nature as a force which can cause death; he never 

envisioned nature as dangerous and as a keeper of everyone in their rightful place within it. 

Hifler does however realize the man never knew this aspect of nature, hence he never thought of 

himself as being a part of nature with everything else. 

London expresses many traits of both nature and the human race. The human race as a 

whole think of themselves as strong enough to face anything. Nature, however, is never 
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wavering or changing in any aspect of how it acts towards people. These two things are boldly 

shown throughout both versions of London’s To Build a Fire. 
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