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The Ballad of the Northern
Lights

By Robert Service

One of the Down and Out—that's me. Stare ot e well, ay, storel
Stare and shrink—say! you wouldw't think that I was  willionaire,

Lok at my face, it's crimped and gouged—one of them deathomask things;
Don't seem the sort of man, do 1, as might be the pal of Kings?

Stouching along in swelly rags, o beary-eyed, no-good bum;

A kight of the holloww needle, pard, spewed from the sodden shm.

Lookane all over from head to foot; harw wuch would you think I weas worth?
Adollar? a dime? a wickel? Why, I'’M THE WEALTHIEST MAN ON EARTH.

No, dow't sou think that I'm off my base. You'll sing o different tune
1f only yow'llet me stin my yarn. Come over to this saloon;

Wet my throat—it's dry as chalk, ond seeing os how if's true

T kel of the hoteling swiderness and the haggard Arctic heights,

Of a reckless vow that [ made, and how I STAKED THE NORTHERN LIGHTS.

Remember the year of the Big Stampede and the trail of Ninety-cight,
When the eyes of the world were turned to the Novth, ond. the hearts of men elate;
Hearts of the old dare.dewil breed thilled of the wondrous strike,
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NORTHWEST ROMANCES

And 1o cvery man who could hold o pan come the message, “Up ond hike."
Well, 1 was there with the best of them, and 1 bnew I would not fail
You wouldwt belive it o see me now; but wait 1ll yow've heard my tale.

Vowve recd of the trail of Ninety-cight, but its woe o man way tell;
It was all of o piece and a whole yard wide, ond the name of the brond was “Hell.”
We heard the call and we staked our all; we were plungers playing blind,

And no man cared how his neighbor fored, and o wan looked behind

For a ruthless greed was born of neet
And o curse might avail where o prayer would foil, and the gold lust erazed us all

and the weakling went to the wall,

Bold were we, and thy clled s three the “Unholy Trinity";
There was Ole Olson—the Saior Swede, ond the Dogo Kid and me.
We were the discards of the fuck, the foreoapers of Unrest,
Reckles spirits of ferce revol in the fermen of the West

We were bound to win ond we reveled i the Rordships of the woy
We taked our ground ond our hopes swere crouned, ond. we hoisted out the pay.
e were rich in o dey beyond our dreans, it s gold from the grass-roots doun;
But we weren't used 10 such sudden sweolth, and there was the siren toun,

We were crude and coreess frontiersmen, with mach in us of the beas,

We coud bea the fomine
The toun tooked mighty bright to u, with o bunch of dust to spend,

And nathing was alf too good them days, and eversone wos owr friend.
Wining meant more than wining then, ond life was a dissy whir
Ganbling and dropping chunks of gold doxem the meck of a donce-hal gir;
Till e wwent cleon mad, i seems 10 me, and we squandered o las poke,
And we s0d o claim, and swe found ourslves one bitker morning—brol

sworthily, but we lost our heads af the feast

The Dago Kid he dreomed o dream of his mother’s ount who died—
I the down-light dim she came to him, ond she stood by his bedside,

And she sid: “Go forth to the highest North til a lonely troil ye find;
Follow it far and trust your stor, and fortune wil be kind."

But I jeered at him, and then there come the Suilor Swede to me,

UAnd he s0id: “I dreomed of my sister's som who erooked at the oge of three,
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From the herded decd he snesked and soid: “Seek you an Arctic trail;
"Tis pale and grim by the Polor rim, but seck ond ye shail ot fuil "
And Lo that wight I too did dream of wy wiother's sster’s son,

And he soid to me: “By the Arctic Sea there's o treagure fo be won.
Followw and follow o lone moose trail, il you come to a valley grim,

On the stope of the lonely wtershed that borders the Polar brin
Then 1 woke my pals, ond soft we swore by the mystic Sitver Flol,
*Twas the hand of Fate, ond to-morrow straight wwe would seck the lone moose tril,

We watched the groaning ice surench free, crach on with o hollow din;
Men of the widerness were we, freed from the taint of sin.

The mighty viver snatched us up ond it bore us s along

The days were bright, and the morning light was et with jewelled song.
We poled and lined up nameless streoms, portoged o'er hil and ploin;
We burt our boot to swve the wais, and bt owr boat ogain;

We guessed and groped, North, ever North, with many o it and turn
We caw abtoze in the desthless daye the splendid sunsets bur.

O'er coundlcss lkes swhere the grayling wokes o rush ot the clumy fiy;
By blufi so stecp that the hard-hit sheep fulls sheer from out the sky;

By Hitied pools where the bull moose cools ond wolloes in huge content;
By rocky lors where the pig-eyed bears pecred ot our tiny tent.

Through the black conyon's angry foam sce hurled to dreamsy bors,

And round in a ring the dog-nosed peaks buged to the wacking stors.
Spring and summer and autumn went: the sky had  tallow gleam,

Vet North and ever North we pressed to the lond of owr Goldew Dream.

S e come ot lost to o tundra vast and.dark ond grim and lone;
A there was he litle one woose trol and we ke it for ovr oo,

By wskeq holloe and igger-head it sondered endlcsly;

Sorry of heart and.sore of foo, sceory men sere e,

The short-lined su had a leaden glare and the dorkmess came too s00m,

And statoned there th a solemn store was the pinched, ansemic moon
Sitence ond sitoern sofitude il it made you dumbly shrink,

And you thoxght 1o hear with an owtward eor the things you owght o hink.
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O, it was wild and weird and wn, and. ever in camp o' nights

We swould watch and watch the siver dance of the mystic Northern Lights,
And soft they donced from the Polar sky and swept in primrose hase,
And suift they pronced with their stver feet, and pierced with a blinding blase,
They danced a cotilion in the sky; they were rose and sitver shod;

18 wos wot good for the eyes of man—'twas a sight for the eyes of God.

1t made us wmad ond stronge and sad, and the gold sherecf wc dreamed

Was alt forgot, and our only thought was of the lights that gleamed.

O, the tundra sponge it was golden brown, and some was a bright blood-red,
And the reindeer woss gléamed here and there like the tombstones of the dead.
And in and out and arownd about the ltle trail ran clear,

And swe hated it with o deadly hate and we feored with o deadly fear.

And the skies of wight were alive with light, with a throbbing thrilling flame;.
Amber ond rose and violet, opal and gold

1t swept the sky like o giant seythe, it quivered back to @ wwedge;
Argently bright, it cleft the wight with o wavy golden edge.
Pennants of silver waved and streamed, lazy banners unfurled
Sudden splendors of sabres gleamed, lightning javelins were hurled,
There in our awe we crouched and suxw with our wild, uplifted eyes
Charge and reive the hosts of fire in the battlefeld of the skies.

Bu all things come to an end a lost, and. the wuskeg welted oy,

And frowning down to bar our path & muddle of mountains loy.

And a gorge sheered up in granite walls, and the moose trail crept betwizt;
“Tuas as if the carth had guped too for and her stony jaws were fist,

Then the winter fell with o sudden swwoop, ond the heavy clowds sagged low,
And carth and sky were blotted out in 6 whirl of driving smor.

We wwere climbing up a glacier in the neck of a mountain pass,

When the Dago Kid sipped down and fell into a deep crevasse

When we got him out one leg hung limp, and his brow was wreathed with pain,
And he says: “Tis badly broken, boys, and I'll never walk
125 death for allif ye linger here, and that's no cursed li;
Go om, go on while the trail is good, and leave me down to

He raved and swore, but we tended him with our uncouth, clumsy c
The comp-fire gleamed and he gosed and dreamed with o fixed and curious stare,
Then al ot once he grabbed my gun and he put it 1o his head,

And he soys: “Dll fix it for you, boys"—them are the words he said.
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So e sewed him up in a cancos sack and we slang hims 10 o iree;

And the stars ike needies stabbed our eyes, and wacful men were we.

Andon we went on our woeful way, wrapped in o dase of drem,

And the Northern Lights in the crystal wights came forih with a mysic gleom.
They danced and they danced the devil-donce over the naked snow;

And soft they roled like a tide upshosled with o ceaseless ebb and flow.

They rippled green with a wondrous sheen, they flttered out like a fun;

They spread wcith a blaze of rose-pink roys never yet seen of man.

They wwithed like a brood of angry suakes, hissing and sulphur poley

Then suift they changed 1o a dragon wast, lahing  cloven il

1t seemed o s, o5 we gazed aloft with an everlating stare,

The sky scas a it of bale and dreod, and @ wonster reveled there,

We climbed the rise of a hog-back range that was desolate and drear,
When the Suilor Swwede had a crazy i, and he got fo talking queer.

He talked of his home in Oregon and the peach trees all i bloom,

And the fern head-high, and the topas sky, and the forest's seented gloom,
He talked of the sins of his misspent life, and then he seemed to brood,
And I watched him there like a fox a hare, for I knew it was wot good.

And sure enough in the dim dasen-light I misscd him from the tent,

And a fresh trail broke through the crusted snow, and I knew not where it went,
But I followed it 'r the seamless waste, and I ound him o shat of day,
Naked there as @ new-born babe—so I left him where he loy.

Day after day seus siister, and 1 fought fierce-eyed despair,

And I clung to lfe, and 1 struggled on, T kneso wl schy nor where,
1 packed my gru i short reloys, and I coscered doun in wy tent,
And the world arownd scas purged of sound like a frozen continent,
Doy ofter day ws dark as death, but ever and ever af nights,

With a briliancy that grese and grese, bazed wp the Northern Lights,

They rolled around with o soundless cound like softly bruised stk
They poured into the borel of the sky with the gentle flow of milk,
In cager, pulsing violet their wheeling chariots came,

O they poised ab
From

e the Polar vim like a coronal of flame,

pihs of darkness fthomiess their lancing roys were hurled,
Like the allconbining search-ights of the navies of the sworld,
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There on the rooj-pole of the world as one bewwitched I gased,
And howled and grovelled ke a beast as the aweful splendors blased.
My eyes were seared, yet thralled T peered through the parka hood nigh blind;
But I staggered on to the lights that shone, and never I looked behind.

There is o mountain round and low that lis by the Polar rim,

And 1 climbed it height in a whir of light, and I pecred e its jogged brim;
And there in o crater deep and vas, ungained, unguessed of wan,

The mystery of the Arcic world ws flashed into my ken.

For there those poor dim eyes of wine beheld the sight of sights—

The hallow ring was the source and spring of the wsic Northern Lights

Then I staked that place from crown to base, and 1 hit the homeward trai,

Ak, God? it was good, though my eyes were blurred, and I crawled like asickly swail.
I the vast shite sorld where the sient sky communes with the silent o,

In hunger and cold and misery I wondered to and fro.

But the Lord took ity on my pain, and He led me to the scs,

And some ice-bound whalers heard my moon, and they fed and sheltered me.
They fed the feeble scarecromw thing that stumbled out of the wild

With the rovged foce of o mask of death and the wandering wits of @ child—

A eraven, cowering bag of bones that once had been o man.

They tended me and they brought me back to the world, and here I am.

Some say that the Northern Lights are the glare of the Arctic ice and snow;
And some that it's electricity, and wobody seems to know.

But Il telt you mow—and if 1 lie, may my lps be stricken dumb—

18 @ MINE,  wine of the precious stuff that men call radium.

18 a millon dollars a pound, they say, and there's tons and tons in sight.
You con see it gleam in o golden stream in the solitudes of night,

And it's mine, ol mine—and.sayt if you have a hundred plunks to spore,
Tttt you have the chance of your Iife, I'll sell you a quarter share.

it down’? Wel, I'll make it ten sceing as you are my friend.
Nothing doing? Say! dow't be hard—have you got a dollar to lend?

Just a dollar to help e out, I know you'll treat me wwhite;

11t do as much for you some day ... God bless you, si; goodnight.
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