Jack’s Relationship with his Mother, Flora, and her “Strangeness”

To best understand Jack’s relationship with his mother, we look to his own
words. Take for example this exchange of letters between Charmian’s Aunt Netta and
Jack on July 11, 1907. Jack was in the south seas aboard his sailboat, the Snark, when he
received this letter from Netta about his mother:

“...that woman is a horror in flesh and blood. She is in fact unforgiveably vile,
and she isn’t your mother, dear Jack. The very idea is preposterous . .. That
ungrateful old hag!!! ... Sometimes I feel like choking off the allowance you make
just to see her wriggle awhile . . . She is horrible, horrible — full of mean innuendoes
about the ones she depends upon for her living, and she would do you an injury as
quick as the chance came. I never saw so utterly hopeless a woman — no redeeming
trait in her. I should sicken and die outright if I had to live with her. And she is
fattening on the good things you provide for her — swelling hideously in hips and
paunch like a gorged swine. Jack, Jack — you darling, darling — don’t you ever
think you were born of anything so repulsive.”

In response, on July 25, 1907, Jack wrote:

“There is one thing at least, upon which you and I agree — namely, the character of
my mother. I chortled with joy at every word you uttered anent your interview
with her. Let me tell you right now that you have not seen one thousandth part of
the real devil she is.”

Flora has been described as an “emotionally labile woman,” prone to “hysterical
outbursts,” someone “who seemed unloving and rejecting to her only child, Jack.” She was
given to gambling (the Chinese lottery) and “get-rich-quick-schemes.” Of his early life,
Jack said: “I do not remember ever receiving a caress from my mother when I was
young.” Jack’s daughter, Joan, similarly commented: “[lJove in all its warm humanness is
something I cannot associate with Grandma.” Joan said she never heard her grandmother
and father laugh together. She also believed that no one influenced her father more than
Flora, and that “her role was almost wholly negative.”

Flora relied upon Jack financially starting in his childhood. One biographer
reports that Flora encouraged Jack to work while in grammar school because he had
developed “nervous tics” and she believed a job after school “would calm him down.”

Joan said Flora believed “he needed the exercise.” Regardless of the reason given, Flora
eagerly pocketed Jack’s earnings from his various childhood jobs, telling him he had the
stamina to take on even more. While he remained emotionally distant from his mother,
Jack’s financial support of her never wavered; it continued throughout her life.!

On Flora’s death, Charmian wrote in a letter to Anna Strunsky that “Jack had
never loved his mother,” and that she (Charmian) had “underplayed” Flora’s
“strangeness” in recounting his childhood.

! Jack gave Flora $60/month (when average income in U.S. was $500/year), furnished her a house, and paid all her bills.
Flora does not appear to have visited Jack at the ranch although in 1905, before Jack and Charmian moved into the

ranch’s cottage, Flora and Johnny (the son of Jack’s stepsister, Ida) stayed overnight in Glen Ellen to see the new ranch.
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That said, Flora encouraged young Jack to write,” to enter the Call’s pivotal writing
contest where he won first prize for his essay about a typhoon, to turn down what could
have been a financially stable postal job in favor of a wholly uncertain writing career, and
she supported his return to school. Another indication of Flora’s love is found in a letter
she wrote him while he was tramping, stating that when she had not heard from him for
three weeks, she was unable to eat or sleep from worry.

In contrast to Jack’s and Joan’s descriptions, Jack’s childhood friend, Frank
Atherton, described a warm and generous Flora. Johnny, Ida’s son who Flora raised, had
a loving bond with her. The principal of Jack’s elementary school (Cole), described Flora
as “a remarkable woman” with “a wonderful command of language,” a “bright, cheerful
philosophy of life and best of all, knew the nature of her boy thoroughly.”

Her “strangeness,” as noted by Charmian, however, does not appear in dispute.

It stemmed in part from her interest in Spiritualism and the seances she hosted; seances in
which she used young Jack as a prop.

A review of Flora’s background sets the stage for her later occult endeavors. Flora
Wellman (8/17/1843 — 1/4/1922), was from Massillon, Ohio. Her father was the “Wheat
King” of Massillon so she grew up in comfort in a 33-room mansion. Flora’s mother died
shortly after she was born and while Flora was not fond of her stepmother, both her father
and stepmother indulged Flora with the finest clothes and toys from New York, home
tutoring, private schools, piano and elocution lessons. As a four-year old, she was
described as “willful, stubborn, hot tempered.”’ At a young age, Flora developed a
fondness for “performing highly gesticulated dramatic presentations of poetry,” which no
doubt came in handy years later in her séance theatrics.

Besides the untimely death of her mother, Flora’s formative years were marred by
other hardships. At age twelve or thirteen she suffered from typhoid, stunting her growth
(she only grew to 4’ 6” tall), weakening her eyesight, and leaving her with little hair. A
short time later, her father lost his fortune in the financial panic of 1858, bringing to an
end “the fountain of luxury” to which she had become accustomed.

As a teenager, in 1860, she ran off to live with a sister. While she told one of her
granddaughters that her leaving was spurred by an argument with her stepmother, “local
history hints at an affair with a married man.” She returned to Massillon for awhile and
then left again, living at a boarding house in Seattle run by the former mayor of
Springfield, Ohio. It was in Seattle where she met astrologer, William Chaney, and the two
would eventually move to the more liberal city of San Francisco, living together from
around 1874-1875. Chaney had no interest in Flora once she became pregnant with Jack
and abandoned her, despite her two suicide attempts.* She married John London, a
widower with children of his own, in 1877. Flora did some work for the feminist publisher,

2 Clarice Stasz writes that Flora also taught and encouraged Jack to read starting at age four. Jack wrote “I learned to
read and write about my fifth year, though I do not remember anything about it. I always could read and write, and
have no recollection antedating such a condition.”

3 Flora continued her temper tantrums as an adult and Chaney found that Flora’s “temper was a great trial . ..”
According to some biographers, she also feigned heart attacks and fainting spells when unhappy with a situation.

4 For more information see “William Chaney — Jack’s Putative Biological Father” (Johnston) and “Jenny Prentiss —

Jack’s Wet Nurse/Foster Mom” (Johnston).
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Amanda Slocum,® and supported liberal causes including the rights of women.® She also
earned money working as a seamstress, teaching piano, and giving seances.

Flora and her seances were part of the larger Spiritualism movement which was
sweeping the U.S. in the late 1800s. The infamous Fox sisters are often credited with
igniting its popularity with their fake seances.” The sisters had cleverly learned to make
rapping noises by cracking joints in their toes and hands, successfully fooling audiences
into believing the “raps” were the spirits of the dead.

As a youngster, Flora would have been exposed to another “rapper,” Abby Warner,
who lived in her hometown and claimed to communicate with spirits through various
noises. Abby, virtually illiterate with a facial deformity, had been taken in by another
Massillon woman, Mrs. Kellogg (a.k.a. Mrs. Gillett), who “trained” Abby in “various tricks
of mediumship.” Abby was accused, tried and acquitted of making loud noises which
disrupted Christmas eve services at a Massillon church in 1851. Eight-year-old Flora
could not have escaped all the attention the Warner case garnered.

Seances and Spiritualism drew in millions of people from all walks, including
scientists like Marie and Pierre Curie, or notables like Mark Twain, Frederick Douglass,
and Queen Victoria, each curious enough to attend a seance. Mary Todd Lincoln even
hosted seances in the White House.

After Jack’s death, Netta’s second husband, Edward Biron Payne, wrote the book,
The Soul of Jack London, claiming Jack was communicating with him from beyond the
grave. According to Payne, Jack was mostly communicating to apologize to Payne for not
treating him better while Jack was alive. Payne also proffered that Jack was trying to
continue his writing from the after-life through Payne.

Flora and Payne were not alone in their occult beliefs among Jack’s circle.
Cloudesley Johns sent Jack clippings on telepathy to which Jack wrote back, “[p]lease do
not forget that I am fairly scientific, & that I have a fair knowledge of fakes and fakirs
[sic].” Upton Sinclair did telepathic experiments with his wife and noted that a psychic
correctly predicted that he was carrying a letter from Jack in his coat pocket. Sir Author
Conan Doyle, a contemporary of Jack’s, similarly held such beliefs and supported Payne’s
claim of communications with Jack’s spirit in Doyle’s book, The Edge of the Unknown.

Flora may have viewed the Spiritualism movement as much as a lucrative business
opportunity as a belief. In her money-making seances, she made use of her theatrical flair
developed as a child. Five-year old Jack who was “nude except for an Indian loincloth,
with Indian symbols painted on his face and chest . . .[was] forced by Flora to lie down on
this table in this dark room . ..” and not move while Flora brought forth the spirit of a
Native-American named “Plume.” Plume’s messages were punctuated with Flora’s
“unexpected yells and gibberish.”® Jack’s foster mother, Jenny Prentiss, objected to

5 Slocum “was a Spiritualist, suffragist, editor and master printer.” She and her husband published Common Sense, a
journal about Spiritualism, suffrage, and other issues. Flora lived with the Slocums after Chaney abandoned her and
while pregnant with Jack.

¢ Flora may have supported some liberal causes but she boasted about her racial purity and had an extreme dislike of
Italians, among others, which she inculcated in Jack at a young age. This racial indoctrination could have proved fatal
for young Jack who became very ill after an Italian boy urged him to consume tumblers of wine. Jack felt compelled to
drink the wine or risk being stabbed in the back by the Italian boy.

7 The huge number of deaths during the Civil War and the desire of those grieving to stay connected with their deceased
loved ones is thought to have contributed to the movement’s popularity.

8 Flora would fall into these Plume trances without warning and when Jack’s first wife, Bessie, first saw her do this, she
threw a glass of water on her believing Flora was having a seizure. Flora became infuriated while Jack “was roaring

with laughter.”
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Flora’s use of Jack in her seances after witnessing the nightmares and emotional distress it
caused him.” Jack’s childhood home was known as the “spook house” to his classmates.

Given these early childhood experiences, it’s not surprising that as an adult, Jack
had little tolerance for Spiritualism or anything occult. He wrote that having “lived my
childhood and boyhood life amongst spiritualists” made “an unbeliever of me.”!’ Jack’s
friend, Harry Houdini, even worked to expose psychics as frauds or illusionists. Towards
the end of his life, however, Jack was very much taken with the work of psychologist, Carl
Jung, a proponent of such theories as myths as expressions of the collective unconscious,
archetypes, and synchronicity.!" It would be interesting to know how Jack would view
Jung’s theory of synchronicity (basically a meaningful coincidence), which developed
largely after Jack’s death, given its paranormal overtones. Maybe we should have a séance
and ask him. ©

Written by Kate Johnston, updated 4/25/26. (Jack’s Facts #18)
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