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		To Build a Fire
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The day was cold and grey. The man turned aside from the Yukon trail. He climbed a bank and paused for breath at the top. He looked at his watch. It was nine o’clock. He did not see the sun for days. He knew that he must wait for a few more days.
The man looked along the way. There was three feet of ice on the Yukon. It was all pure white. The man was a newcomer in the land, and this was his first winter.
The man was clever, but he did not know about the meanings of things. 50 degrees below zero meant 80 degrees of frost. For him, it was just cold. He did not think about the other facts.
50 degrees below zero was just 50 degrees below zero for him. Actually, it meant a lot of things.
He wanted to do an experiment. He forced some water from his mouth. There was a sudden noise. He was surprised. He tried it again. The drops of water became ice in the air before they fell onto the snow.
It was surely colder than 50 below zero. But he did not know how much exactly. The temperature did not matter.
He was on his way back to the old camp on Henderson Creek. The boys were already there. They came across the mountain from the Indian Creek Country.
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He wanted to be at the camp at six o’clock that evening. It would be a little after dark. The boys would be there, and a hot dinner would be ready then. There was a sandwich under his jacket for lunch. It was also under his shirt, in a handkerchief. Otherwise, the bread would freeze. He smiled to himself as he thought of his lunch. It was a meat sandwich, and it was delicious.
He walked among the big pine trees. He was happy that he did not have a sled. He did not want to carry it. He only carried his sandwich.
There was a native dog with him. He followed his footsteps. It was a wolf-dog. The animal was worried by the great cold. It knew that it was not a good time for traveling. It was colder than 60 below, or perhaps 75 below. The freezing point is 32 above zero.
The dog did not know anything about temperatures, but he sensed the danger. He wanted the man to go to his camp or to build a fire somewhere. The dog knew about fire, and it wanted fire. The dog’s fur and the man’s beard frosted. It took the form of ice. The man could not open his mouth to drink any juice. He went out twice, but that day was the coldest. He knew it.
He continued in the forest for several miles. He looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock. He wanted to reach the stream’s divide. He decided to eat his lunch there.
The man started to walk along the frozen stream. The dog followed him again. The man would eat his lunch at the stream’s divide, and at six o’clock he would be at the camp with the boys. He only thought about these. There was nobody to talk to, and he could not speak anyway. There was ice around his mouth.
As the man walked along, he rubbed his face and nose. He did this without thinking. What was a little frost? A bit of pain, that was all. It was not serious.
The man did not think much. He observed more. He was careful about his steps. He was like a frightened horse. He knew the dangers of frozen streams. They had deep pools of water under the snow. Sometimes there was both water and thin ice.
The man suddenly felt the ice move under his feet. He jumped away quickly. He also heard the noise of ice breaking. He did not want his feet to get wet. It meant trouble and danger in that cold. He did not want to stop and build a fire to get dry. He did not want to be late.
He thought for a while. He rubbed his nose and face again. Then, he walked to the left. He stepped carefully and tested the ice at each step. He was away from the danger now.
During the next two hours, he survived similar dangers. Once he was about to fall through the ice. He sensed the danger and made the dog move away. The dog did not want to go. Suddenly, it fell through the ice. It quickly climbed out onto a piece of ice. Its feet and legs were wet. The cold turned them to ice. The dog made quick movements to get the ice off its legs.
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Then, it laid down in the snow. He began to bite the ice on his legs and feet. The man took off his gloves and helped the dog.
At twelve o’clock the day was bright, but there was still no sun. At half-past twelve, he was at the divide. He was happy with his speed.
He took out his lunch. He sat down on a snow-covered log. It was impossible for him to eat. The ice around his mouth prevented him.
He knew what was wrong. He forgot to build a fire to warm himself up. He laughed at himself. He stood up and walked a few steps. He also waved his arms to become warm again. Then, he took some matches to make a fire. There were a few sticks around. He got them for his fire. He worked carefully and made a great fire.
First, he melted the ice from his face. He then started to eat his lunch. For a moment, he forgot about the cold. The dog sat next to the fire and enjoyed the warmth. After he finished eating, the man started to walk again.
The dog was sorry to leave. He looked at the fire. This man did not know cold, but the dog knew all about it. And it knew that it was not good to walk outside in this cold. It was time to be inside and wait for it to stop being so awfully cold. There was no real bond between the man and the dog. The dog actually did not care about the man. But the man whistled, and it started walking with him again.
The man looked around him. There were not so many pools of water under the snow on the left side of Henderson Creek. There were no signs of any pools for half an hour. And then, it happened. The man suddenly broke through the ice. It was not deep. He was wet to the knees.
He got out of the water quickly.
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He was angry. He hoped to get to the camp with the boys at six o’clock. He did not want any delays. Now, he had to build a fire and dry his boots and socks. This was the most important thing at that low temperature. He knew that much.
He turned aside to the bank. Under some small pine trees, he found some firewood. There were some sticks, some dry grass and some larger branches. He took out a piece of bark from his pocket. This burned better than paper. He worked slowly and carefully and made a fire. Then, he sat in
the snow.
He was safe. The fire was strong. He fed it with sticks first. Then, he would feed it with larger branches. He could then take off his boots and socks. He could keep his feet warm by the fire. The fire was a success. He was safe.
He remembered the old man on Sulphur Creek and smiled.
“No one should travel alone in that country after 50 below zero,” the old man said to him.
Well, here he was. He had the accident, he was alone, and he saved himself.
“That old man was not right,” he thought to himself. “Any man can travel alone.”
It was surprising to see how quickly his nose and face froze. His fingers were about to lose their feeling. It was difficult for him to make them move to get a stick.
These did not matter. There was the fire. He started to untie his boots. They were frozen. He pulled them with his fingers. But he did not feel his fingers. He took out his knife. But before he could cut the strings, it happened. The snow on the tree fell on the man and the fire. The fire was
dead now.
The man was shocked. For a moment he just sat and looked at the dead fire. Then, he
became calm.
“Why did I make the fire under a tree?” he thought to himself.
Perhaps the old man on Sulphur Creek was right. He did not have anyone to help him. Now, he must build the fire again, and this time he must not fail.
He started to make another fire, this time in the open space. There were no trees above the fire. Next, he gathered dry grass and tiny sticks. It was too difficult for him to bring his fingers together. He worked carefully. He also gathered larger branches. The dog watched him all the while. He looked anxious. He also needed the fire.
When everything was ready, the man wanted to take out the second piece of bark from his pocket. He knew that it was there. He tried again and again, but he could not hold it. His feet were about to become frozen. This idea made him uncomfortable, but he tried to keep calm.
He pulled on his mittens with his teeth. Then, he began to wave his arms. After some time, he had
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some feeling in his fingers. It was painful, but it was good for the man. He put his hand in his pocket again and found the bark this time. Next, he took out his box of matches. When he was about to take out a match from the box, the box fell in the snow. He tried to pick it out of the snow, but he failed. His dead fingers could not touch or hold anything.
Now, he was very careful. He did not think about his freezing feet, his nose, and his face. He only wanted to pick up the matches. He followed the movement of his fingers with his eyes. When he saw his fingers on the pack, he closed them. His fingers did not obey him. He put the mitten on his hands again, and he lifted up the pack of matches. He carried it to his mouth. The ice broke when he opened his mouth. He used his teeth to get a match. He tried twenty times to light the match. At last, he managed it, but the match fell into the snow and the flame died.
The man on Sulphur Creek was right. A man should travel with someone else. Suddenly, the man removed his mittens with his teeth. He took the pack of matches between his hands. His arm muscles were not frozen. He pressed his hands against the matches. Then, he drew the pack along his leg. 70 matches burst into flame at once.
There was no wind to blow them out. He burnt his hand. He could smell it. The flaming matches fell into the snow. He put dry grass and tiny sticks on the flame. He could not choose carefully, but he could not stop. The fire meant life.
A large piece of wet plant fell on the little fire. He tried to push it out with his fingers. He tried to put the burning grass and sticks together again. His shaking fingers did not obey him. Each stick smoked a little and died.
As he looked around, he saw the dog. It was away from him. It made slow movements. He lifted one foot and then the other slowly. Suddenly, the man had an idea. He remembered a story. In the story, a man killed an animal and sheltered himself inside the dead body.
He would also kill the dog and bury his hands in the warm body. Then, he could build another fire.
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He spoke to the dog. His tone of voice frightened the animal. Something was wrong, and it sensed danger. He did not come to the man. The man got down on his hands and knees and went towards the dog. The scared dog moved away.
The man sat in the snow for a moment. He tried to calm down. Then, he stood up. He called the dog with his usual voice. This time the dog obeyed and came to him. He held the dog, but he could not do anything. He remembered that his fingers were frozen. He could not kill the dog. There was no way to do it. The dog escaped and moved away from him.
He began to wave his arms again. He did this for five minutes. There was still no feeling in
his hands.
A fear of death came upon him. The fear made him lose control of himself. He began to run on the old trail. The dog joined him and followed him. The running made him feel better. He did not shake anymore. He wanted to run more so that he could find the camp and the boys. He would lose some fingers and toes, but the boys would take care of him.
There was also another thought in his mind. Perhaps he could never reach the camp and the boys. They were too many miles away. He did not want to think about this. He pushed this thought away. He tried to think about other things.
He kept on running, but he suddenly fell to the ground. When he tried to stand up, he failed. He decided to sit and rest. He felt warm and comfortable. But when he touched his nose or face, there was no feeling. Running did not bring life to them. It did not help his hands and feet. He tried to forget about these things. He stood up and began to run again. Sometimes he walked, sometimes he ran.
All this time, the dog ran with him. When the man fell again, it sat in front of him. The warmth of the dog made the man angry. He began to shake again. He was about to lose his battle with the frost. He began running again, but he fell after 100 feet.
It was his last moment of fear. He began to think about death. He wanted to sleep his way to death. Freezing was not that bad. There were many worse ways to die.
He thought about the old man of Sulphur Creek.
“You were right, old man,” he said. “You were right.”
Then, the man dropped into a comfortable sleep. The dog sat next to him and waited. It waited until the evening. It started to bark loudly to wake up the man, but the man was silent. Then, the dog turned and ran to the camp.
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