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_____ ...._.. James Patrick Kinney 

James .Patrick Kinney is an American poet who wrote 

this poem in the 1960s. Although it was firs t rejected as 

being too controversial, it gained popularity rapid.Iy after it 

had been read out at a council meeting of al1 religjons. 

The poem describes the tragic death of a group of six 
who stand around a fire - each holding on grimly to a log of 
wood. Allowing their selfishness, prejudice, malice and 

suspicions to dictate their actions, they refuse to share the 
log to fuel the dying fire and keep each other warm. 
Eventually, the fire dies out and in the morning all six of 
them are found frozen to death, each clutching, even in 
death, a log that could have so easily saved their lives if on.ly 
they had overcome the petty barriers of class, race and 

religion that divided them. 

The poem is a simple yet powerful reminder that if we 
selfishly hold on to the world's resources, and the wealth 

that it has to offer, if we persist in discriminating on grounds 
of race, religion, caste, gender and ethnicity, we are all lost! 



The Cold Within 

-James Patrick Kinney 

Six humans trapped by happenstance 

In bleak and bitter cold. 

Each one possessed a stick of wood 

Or so the story's told. 

Their dying fire in need of logs, 

But the first one held hers back, 

For, of the faces round the fire, 

She noticed one was black. 

The next man looking 'cross the way 

Saw one not of his church, 

And could not bring himself to give 

The fire his stick of birch. 

The third one sat in tattered clothes. 

He gave his coat a hitch. 

Why should his log be put to use 

To warm the idle rich? 
~ - - -

o'(l ·u, Y ~ -., 
The rich man just sat back and thought ~'t'-/ ~ ~ 
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And how to keep what he had earned ,i \ Acade71y 
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Of the wealth he had in store, 

From the lazy, shiftless poor. 
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TRI POEM· 

--- ----...--------,: Signposts Jr-------- -------
► SL.x hu mnns. earh possessing a. stick of wood, are trapped by chance in . 

biting cold. 

► The fire is sinking and is in need of logs to be kept alive. 

► Out of a group of six people, a woman on seeing a black man does not give 

her log. 

► The second man on finding that one of them does not belong to his church 

(religious comn1unity), hold s back his log. 

► The poor n1an does n ot put h is log to u se to prevent the rich man from 

getting warm. 

► The Iich man 's concern is his wealth and how to keep it safe frorn the lazy 

poor m an . 

► The black n1an's face is filled with revenge and thus to harm the white does 

not use his s tick of wood. 

► The last man is ruled by selfishness and gives only to those who give him 

in return. 

► Their logs held tight in their hands invite death. 

► These six people die not of the cold outside but of "the cold within". 

The Poem in Detail 

Stanza 1 

Six humans are trapped together by chance in biting cold. Each one of them has 

a stick of wood. This forms the setting of the poem and against this background, 

the story is narrated. 

Stanza 2 

It is extremely cold and the fire that is keeping them warm is dying. It can be 

kept alive only if one of them puts his log to use. The first person in the group, 

a woman is preju diced when she n otices that one of the faces rou nd the fire is 

black. Sh e therefore, holds her log back. 

THE COLD WITHIN 



Stanza 3 

Another man looks a cross the way and find~ out tha~ one :f them doc.., no t be1 -~ 

to the san1e church (i.e. religiou s community) as h1s. Th1~ fact s top8 him f~n, f; 
I c,n 

using his stick in the fire. 
r 

Stanza 4 

The third one is a poor man, who sits in ta ttered clothes: To protec t him~elf frorr 

freezing cold he gives his coat a hitch. He does not use his l.og to prevent the ricr 

man sitting there from getting warm. 

Stanza 5 

s 

-
The rich man, on the other hand, thinks of the wealth h e has tn store and ho1,1 

to keep it safe from the poor man. 

Stanza 6 

The black man's face looks revengeful and the only thing vis ible to him in hi~ 

stick is a chance to harm the white man. 

Stanza 7 

The last man. of ~his lonely group does nothing except something for his benefit. 

What rules him 1s selfishness He gives onl t th h · · th · 

back in return. · Y O ose w o g1ve hun some mg 

Stanza 8 

Their logs being held tight in th . h . . 

of human sin The eir ands invite death. It is nothing but a prooJ 

. . poem ends with a not th t h . h 

freezing cold outside b t f th e a t ese six people die no t from t e 

u o e cold within them. 
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