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Introduction


Though he is now principally remembered as the author of the poem ‘Leisure’ (‘What is this life if, full of care…’) and the memoir The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp, William Henry Davies (1871–1940) was a prolific, engaging and often highly original writer, in many genres. The intention of this book is to bring together a selection of the most intriguing, troubling and enjoyable work of this great literary maverick for a twenty-first-century readership.


Davies’s life experiences almost always ostensibly informed his work. Thankfully, then, his life story is a remarkable one – and he made it so. William was born the second of three children in Newport, a large and rapidly-expanding Welsh port on the Severn Estuary, eight miles from the English border. His mother’s family were Welsh. His paternal grandparents were English, and his grandfather was a former man of the sea, who had become landlord of the Church House Inn. When Davies was two, his father Francis died and his mother Mary remarried. She remained in Newport, but was forced to leave her first three children to grow up with their father’s parents. The two grandparents had very different influences on the young boy: Lydia was a prim and puritanical Baptist, whereas Captain Davies was outwardly gregarious, beer-swilling, and full of stories of the sea. At thirteen, Davies had his first brush with the law when he was caught shoplifting with a group of other boys and received twelve strokes of the birch for his troubles. He left school at fourteen, around the time his grandfather died, and the following year began a five-year apprenticeship to a picture-framer. This came to an end in 1891; Davies moved to London for a few hard months, and soon began working at his new profession in Bristol, where he seems to have spent most of a year living in a terrible slum called the Pity, drinking to excess, and making use of prostitutes. He did not much enjoy the working life.


By this time, his grandmother had also died – and had helped to transform the young man’s life. She had invested in property, and her will specified that the rents should be shared between her three grandchildren. This gave Davies a small private income of ten shillings a week: a further temptation not to work. By June of 1893, he had negotiated a fifteen-pound advance and set sail for the USA. He was twenty-two and desperate for adventure.


Davies arrived in New York with his picture-framing tools, but he appears never to have used them, and soon gave them up in lieu of rent. After a short period in New York, he travelled north to Connecticut, where he asked a man on a town park bench how he might travel to Chicago. This man was Brum, who introduced Davies to the concept of ‘beating’ one’s way: hitching free rides on freight trains by running alongside them as they pull out of stations or goods yards, jumping aboard, and hiding – usually in a goods wagon, but sometimes by taking more precarious but surreptitious locations, such as ‘riding the rods’ under the car. Brum became Davies’s first friend in the USA, travelled with him for several months, and instructed him in the ways of the tramp. The men took some temporary manual jobs, but mainly lived as vagrants, before – at Brum’s instigation – beating a journey to Michigan. Here, as the bitter Midwestern winter took hold, they spent long stretches locked happily in the relative warmth of the jailhouse, taking advantage of a legal loophole that allowed corrupt jailers to receive tax money for every prisoner they incarcerated. Davies spent the next summer picking fruit in Michigan, intending to return to Britain with his earnings at the end of the season. However, upon arriving in Chicago he bumped into a tramp called Australian Red and blew his money on debauchery instead.1 They beat their way to Baltimore, and eventually took work on cattle ships across the Atlantic, first to Liverpool and back, then to Glasgow, and then to London, where he particularly enjoyed the free museums and magnificent parks before returning to America.


His travels between then and 1898 took him across much of the USA. In Chicago, he briefly worked on digging the Chicago Drainage Canal. He sailed south along the Mississippi from St. Louis. He contracted malaria and was treated in a charity hospital in Memphis. At other times he was in Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana – all the while travelling on freight trains and more often than not staying at beggars’ camps. In the summer of 1898 he was employed as a fruit picker in Illinois, then travelled to Baltimore, once more intending to work his way back home on a cattle boat. The plan ultimately worked this time: he arrived in Newport later in 1898, where his mother and relatives were somewhat surprised and delighted to discover that he was still alive.


After a brief period of joy at being home, Davies became bored and depressed and started drinking heavily, rapidly eating into his accumulated rentier’s income. Within two months he had set off to London with half-hearted plans to open a bookshop, though he had no idea how to go about doing so. Walking through Trafalgar Square in early 1899, he spotted a newspaper report about the Klondike gold rush in north-western Canada. That settled it: within days, he had set sail for Saint John, New Brunswick, from where he travelled to Montreal to see the long winter out before heading across the continent. He was travelling west through Ontario with a tramp called Three-Fingered Jack, whose disability does not need spelling out, when an event occurred that would alter Davies’s life dramatically – and lead to one of the most famous chapters of The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp. Beating a ride from Renfrew, Ontario, Davies did the honourable thing and let Jack jump aboard first; Jack clambered up the steps but did not move out of the way very quickly, and by the time Davies could jump himself, the train had gathered pace. He slipped, and his right foot was severed beneath a wheel. A three-fingered Jack inadvertently had led to a one-legged William; he spent some time in hospital in Renfrew, where his leg was amputated below the knee, and then he returned to Wales.


Not only did the accident nearly kill Davies and destroy his slim chances of making a fortune in the Klondike, it also took away some of his much-prized physical prowess. Davies’s strength of character appears to have been remarkable, however, and he took the incident as a spur. He needed to find another scheme to make money without the grind of a day job, and had always wanted to become a writer. Writing his way to financial comfort may have seemed a quixotic plan even by Davies’s standards, but ultimately it worked, and made his name.


The road to success was circuitous, however. Immediately upon his return to Wales, Davies started writing poems and submitting them for publication, but without success. In the late summer of 1899 he moved to London, where his private income just about paid for a cheap life in London doss houses. Existence was hard, but he stayed for several years as his writing life began in earnest. His earliest unpublished works included a blank verse tragedy called The Robber, which nobody wanted to publish and which was soon lost to posterity, and a sequence of one hundred sonnets. He decided to print a few of his poems on sheets and hawk them door to door, but found almost nobody willing to part with pennies for his poetry wares – leading him to burn the lot in a fit of resentment and anger.


Nonetheless, he persevered with the grand plan. It is worth remembering that, though his private income may have been tiny, it obviously set him apart from the vast majority of the other tramps he met. Compared to George Orwell, of course, whose time in similar London establishments a quarter of a century later is recorded in Down and Out in Paris and London, Davies certainly lived in genuine destitution – but he nevertheless might have escaped much of that poverty had his literary pipe dream not got the better of him. His dedication to making a literary life for himself is not in any question. In the autumn of 1902, he registered as a hawker in an attempt to save money towards the publication of his first volume of poems, and set off north with a stock of pins and shoelaces, walking arduously on a wooden leg that had been acquired from the Surgical Aid Society.2 Poor weather ruined his goods, but Davies refused to resort to ‘standing pad’: purposely capitalising on pathos by begging passively. He headed north through the West Midlands, then over to Newport for Christmas. Early in 1903, he returned to London, to a giant lodging-house called The Farmhouse, from where he sent his manuscript of poems to the printers Watts and Co. The fee required for the printing of 250 copies of his book forced him back to Newport, to negotiate another agreement for a lump sum with the trustee of his grandmother’s estate. The agreement he reached was that his income would be accumulated for six months, then at the end of that period double the amount would be added in a loan (and he would forego regular income for another year), giving him the required sum. This meant that he had to leave The Farmhouse and once again take to the road as a beggar in June 1904. At the end of the year he returned to London, the loan came through, and early in 1905 his first collection, The Soul’s Destroyer, was printed. The title refers to drink, which in the title poem is shown to be deadly. Unfortunately for the author, sales were woeful, and a period of depression and heavy drinking of his own soon followed.


But Davies was nothing if not resourceful and determined. His next ploy was to post copies of the book to eminent literary figures from Who’s Who, on a sale or return basis – the cost being 2s 6d. George Bernard Shaw received one of these bizarre packages, and sent Davies a pound, also enclosing a list of further names and addresses that might be of use. This put the entrepreneurial author in touch with various influential figures such as the journalist and future poet Edward Thomas. Davies was a bit of a cause célèbre all of a sudden: in July an article, written by Arthur St. John Adcock, appeared in the Daily Mail, titled ‘A Cripple Poet: Realistic and Whimsical Word Pictures, Curious Life History’, and many further reviews and articles followed.


Davies was again living at the rather less than bucolic London lodging-house called The Farmhouse, working enthusiastically on his second collection, when Edward Thomas, in the capacity of journalist for the Daily Chronicle, called in to see him. Thomas came quickly to admire Davies’s poetry and his spirit, and thus began a long friendship that would last until Thomas’s death at Arras in 1917. Thomas nurtured and championed Davies’s writing, gave him rent-free use of a cottage in rural Kent near to where the Thomas family lived, and arranged for the local wheelwright to make him a new wooden leg, commissioning it as a novelty cricket bat in order to save the future owner’s blushes. Thomas also introduced Davies to friends in the London literary scene, and encouraged him to write the first book that would make him a proper income, The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp, which related much of his rather fabulous life story. In 1911, Thomas would use what influence he had to help Davies be granted a Civil List pension of £50 per annum (which was later raised to £100, then to £150).


At last, by 1908, Davies was living in comparative comfort, and enjoying the acclaim that being a writer brought him. His books of poems came out on something approaching an annual basis, and in 1912 he had the good fortune to be included in Edward Marsh’s hugely successful anthology Georgian Poetry 1912–13. His prose works were almost as frequent. These included Beggars and The True Traveller, further accounts of tramp life, and the semi-biographical and half-baked novel A Weak Woman, the hero of which is a glorified Davies: an artist who sails down the Mississippi, contracts malaria, jumps trains, and fights his way out of trouble. A Poet’s Pilgrimage would appear in 1918, and present as a literary man’s journal of a long walk from south Wales, via Newport, and through south-central England.


The autodidact tramp-poet had come a long way and seen a lot of things. However, at times his prose demonstrates a naïve tendency to accept received wisdoms and resort to stereotypes and over-simplifications. In 1915, the Welsh author Caradoc Evans angered many in Wales with a collection of short stories, My People (1915), which is harshly critical of the Welsh peasantry, with portrayals of violence, madness and even incest; the title page of Evans’s first edition stated that ‘the justification for the author’s realistic pictures of peasant life, as he knows it, is the obvious sincerity of his aim, which is to portray that he may make ashamed’.3 Evans’s intention was clearly political, for he wanted to shock the Welsh from complacency at their national condition. But just three years later, Davies was noting in passing, and without any apparent motivation other than to foreground his own minor narrative, that ‘the poorer classes in Wales have very few interests besides singing, football and fighting’.4 The Scottish fare little better. In the same book, Davies expresses surprise that an ale which has made him want to laugh was produced in Scotland, ‘where there is supposed to be a lack of humour’ (p. 92). And the first chapter of Beggars, included here, shows Davies turning his bold generalisations on almost every race and nationality he had encountered, and perhaps a few more besides. There seems to be no irony in these wide-eyed comments. Far more shockingly, in the Autobiography, Davies describes the mob lynching of a black prisoner in the Deep South of the USA, without stopping to question its circumstances. He could be very aware of his environment, a champion of underdogs, a man of acute social conscience; but at other times, he was none of these things, and many of his attitudes are straightforwardly racist.


In January 1914, Davies moved from rural Kent up to London, partly to be among his growing circle of literary friends. He settled in a bedsit on Great Russell Street, and would remain in the capital for eight years. By this time, he appears to have developed a strong sense of his own self-importance, and though he delighted some literary acquaintances, such as Edith Sitwell, others – perhaps unwittingly demonstrating their own class-consciousness – found his combined egotism and lack of sophistication insufferable. Robert Frost, whom Davies visited in Gloucestershire, wrote to a friend in 1914 that Davies’s ‘is the kind of egotism another man’s egotism can’t put up with. He was going from here to be with [Joseph] Conrad. He said that would be pleasant because Conrad knew his work thoroughly. […] We asked him if he knew Conrad’s work thoroughly. Oh no.’5 Davies’s view of himself as one of the country’s finest writers was unshakeable, but he was also insecure and fearful of losing his success as quickly as he had eventually found it, which only served to exacerbate his apparent self-regard. It also prompted jealousy of poets more successful than himself, among them Walter de la Mare, John Masefield, Henry Newbolt and W. B. Yeats – and some of this would later come across in his 1924 memoir centred on London literary life, Later Days.


Davies’s literary response to the Great War was almost to ignore it, though when it took Edward Thomas, by then his closest friend, he wrote a moving poem in commemoration.6 Certainly, he never fell into any of the exuberant and naïve jingoism that overwhelmed other often younger poets, including his fellow ‘Georgian’ Rupert Brooke. He did take part in elaborate reading evenings in London, however, which were intended to raise money for the war effort. These cannot have been an unmitigated joy for him: he was alert to the fact that many in fashionable literary London regarded the ‘tramp-poet’ as a quaint curiosity, which he hated, and he was also naturally shy. By 1921, the year Davies turned fifty, he was tiring of London and its literary bunfights, and keen to find a wife and move to the country. After a few missteps, he eventually met Helen Payne, a woman almost three decades his junior. She quickly became his mistress and housekeeper, and soon his wife, though not until she’d almost died after miscarrying the child of a previous partner, and he’d almost died from venereal disease (also from a previous partner). They moved to East Grinstead, Sussex in 1922, and eventually to Nailsworth, Gloucestershire in 1930, where they would remain. He was back in the countryside, close to Wales without being in it, and within striking distance of his relatives in Newport – all of which suited him.


His poetry had settled into a very familiar pattern, however, and the Georgian poets had by now become unfashionable. Moreover, his later prose works, which he still produced at a fair rate, suffered from a lack of new material or original concerns: his second novel, Dancing Mad, is no better than the first, and little more than an overtly fictionalised version of parts of his earlier prose memoirs. But Davies still found himself in demand for articles and other short prose pieces, such as his introduction to an edition of Moll Flanders, and was in many ways comfortable and content. This lasted until his last year, in which he suffered a stroke and a series of heart attacks. His quickly declining health, along with the outbreak of the Second World War, depressed him greatly. He died in September 1940 at the age of sixty-nine.


Throughout his hard-won career as a literary man, Davies certainly generated a considerable amount of interest, though it irked him that this was often more for his prose memoirs than for his poetry: he always saw himself as a poet, and his prose works as secondary. The neologism ‘Super-Tramp’ served him well, but also came to annoy him. Moreover, it was inaccurate, suggesting a man far more suited to the tramping life than Davies shows himself to be at various points in and beyond the Autobiography, such as in the anecdotes recalling Brum’s guidance. His second stroke of literary luck was that his initial success as a poet coincided with the rise of the Georgians, and that he fitted their aesthetic so comfortably. But this encouraged others to view him as a simple nature poet, and to dismiss him along with the other Georgians when the movement became unfashionable.7 He was in some senses a writer of fairly limited range and ability, both in terms of his prose and poetry, but he made the best of what he had, and what he had could be remarkable. Davies’s work regularly demonstrates an ear for surprising and apt images, and was unfettered by any concern for literary fashion. His less successful poems suffered from all the banalities and excesses of the worst Georgian poetry, but his best poems are substantial if minor achievements of thought and feeling, often energised by the author’s rather unusual perspectives. And beyond his talents as a raconteur, the prose autobiographies provide an exceedingly rare first-hand account of life as a Victorian and Edwardian beggar from one who had lived that life for a number of years. Contemporary stories corroborating Davies’s tales of the wiliness of beggars are not uncommon. In the memoir Goodbye to All That, Robert Graves, who was born in 1895, recalls the following anecdote from his childhood, at what must have been around the same time Davies was tramping around England after his return from Canada:


A blind beggar used to sit on the Wimbledon Hill pavement, reading the Bible aloud in Braille; he was not really blind, but could turn up his eyes and keep the pupils concealed for minutes at a time under drooping lids, which were artificially inflamed. We often gave [our pocket money] to him. He died a rich man […].8


This easily could be a character from one of Davies’s own memoirs. The immense difference, of course, is that Davies met such figures as an equal rather than a beneficent better. He gets to know them, as one of them, and so we get to know them a little too. That is what fascinated the first readers of Davies’s prose works, and that is a large part of why they remain fascinating now.


The stories Davies’s prose memoirs recount are frequently insightful, enchanting, enlightening or troubling, then; however, they are also at times quite repetitive. Davies wrote them for money, knew a good thing when he was on to one, and didn’t think twice about repeating a story from a previous book or fleshing out a narrative with a few meagre anecdotes, if it suited his imperatives to do so. It is a shame that, with the exception of the Autobiography, his books have been out of print for so long; but all of them are too flawed to be considered unmitigated successes from start to finish. The aim of this book is to address both of those matters. I would have liked to include more chapters from the Autobiography and more of the poetry, but elected not to on the grounds that readers can find these works elsewhere anyway with relatively little trouble. The focus here is equally on works that are out of print and harder to come by; this book therefore brings together much of Davies’s most remarkable writing, including striking excerpts from his memoirs, a selection of his finest poems, and other pieces of criticism, fiction and dramatic writing. Each section begins with a short introduction, giving some context to the work. Those looking for further reading will find a select bibliography at the end.





 


 


1. Australian Red, Brum: all of the tramps Davies describes are known by nicknames, and we never learn their real names. With Davies himself, it is the other way round, and we have no idea what his fellow tramps called him.


2. Davies’s first artificial leg had disintegrated beyond use by the beginning of 1902. For someone in his position, getting a replacement at this time meant relying on philanthropy: undergoing the humiliation of sending begging letters to a list of wealthy potential benefactors, the names and addresses of whom were provided by the Surgical Aid Society, until the correct number of ‘subscriptions’ (fifteen) had been reached.


3. John Harris, ‘Introduction’, Caradoc Evans, My People, ed. John Harris (Bridgend: Seren, 1995), p. 34.


4. A Poet’s Pilgrimage, p. 71. The chapter containing this quotation, ‘Welsh Song and Prize-fighting’, is included in the present volume.


5. Quoted in Lawrence Normand, W. H. Davies (Bridgend: Seren, 2003), p. 97.


6. ‘Killed in Action’, included in the present volume.


7. For example, Laura Riding and Robert Graves referred to his ‘simple ruralities’ in their A Survey of Modernist Poetry (London: Heinemann, 1927), p. 200.


8. Robert Graves, Goodbye to All That (1929) (London: Penguin, 1960), p. 13.
















	The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp


	1908








 


Though it ends in continued uncertainty, this is an improbable rags-to-more-rags-to-cusp-of-riches tale. Davies describes his six years living as a tramp across North America from 1893 to 1899, the incident in Canada that left him with one leg, his further years as a beggar and struggling would-be writer in England and Wales, and the eventual publication of his poetry.


Davies was encouraged to turn his tramping anecdotes into a book by his friend and sometime mentor Edward Thomas, and was assisted painstakingly in the editing by Thomas and the critic Edward Garnett, after they discovered that Davies’s first draft was an unpublishable and lurid account full of sex and booze. Thomas and Garnett encouraged Davies to develop his distinctively straightforward storytelling prose style. Though the book is perhaps best known for its anecdotes of tramping in America, Davies only included his American experiences after the bowdlerisation of his original draft had made it too short. George Bernard Shaw, asked by Thomas to provide a preface, also suggested the title – analogous to that of his play Man and Superman: in a letter to Thomas, dated 7 December 1907, Davies wrote: ‘Shaw has sent a postcard suggesting the title “Autobiography of a Super-Tramp”, which I have agreed to with pleasure.’9 Shaw’s preface referred to the Autobiography as ‘this amazing book’ and called its author ‘a true poet’, before noting that an ‘effect of this book on me is to make me realise what a slave of convention I have been all my life’. The book allowed readers to join Shaw in marvelling at the romantic resourcefulness of the ‘Super-Tramp’ without having to leave their armchairs. Davies came to resent the ‘Super-Tramp’ label, but it helped to give him the literary lifestyle he’d always wanted.





 



Chapter III : Manhood


On arriving at Liverpool,10 I made the acquaintance of a man who had been in America some years previously, and not having his hopes realised at that time, had returned desperate to England, taken in a fresh cargo of hopes, and was now making a second attempt with as much enthusiasm, if not more, than others in making their first. In him I placed implicit confidence, and received such an extraordinary description of that country, the number of stories of some of its highest buildings which were called skyscrapers;11 the houses of wood which could be moved from one street to another without in any way interfering with the comfort of the people within, cooking, sweeping and washing going on without hindrance; the loneliness of its prairies and deserts; engineering triumphs over high mountains; and how the glorious South was flushed with roses at a time the North could not save a blade of green from the snow; all this happening under the one wide spreading flag; this made such an impression on me that I at once went to the steerage cabin and wrote a full description of the country, that very first evening aboard; telling of my arrival in America, and the difference between the old and the new world. This letter was given to the steward at Queenstown,12 and was written to save me the trouble of writing on my arrival, so that I might have more time to enjoy myself. Several years elapsed before it occurred to me how foolish and thoughtless I had been. The post mark itself would prove that I had not landed in America, and they would also receive the letter several days before it would be due from those distant shores. I can certainly not boast a large amount of common sense.


It was in the month of June, when we made this voyage, and the great Atlantic was as smooth as an inland river. Everyone sought to escape the thoughts of home, and to do so, we often worked ourselves into a frenzy of singing and dancing. Sometimes our attention would be drawn to an iceberg on the port side, very innocent and beautiful to the eyes of passengers, but feared by mariners, who saw into its depths.13 And then a ship full sail; or another great Atlantic liner on the starboard bow. There was a total lack of ceremony aboard, strangers familiar with strangers, and the sexes doing each other little kindnesses, who had never met before and probably would never meet again, parting without even enquiring or giving each other a name. As we neared the coast we had a thunderstorm, and I was surprised and somewhat awed at the sound of its peals, and at the slower and larger flashes of lightning. Nature, it seemed, used a freer and more powerful hand in this country of great things than is her wont among our pretty little dales, and our small green hills. I thought the world was coming to an end, and in no way felt reassured when an American, noting my expression, said that it was nothing to what I would see and hear if I remained long in God’s own country of free and law abiding citizens.


My impression of Americans from the beginning is of the best, and I have never since had cause to alter my mind. They are a kind, sympathetic race of people and naturally proud of their country. The Irish-American is inclined to be the most bitter, remembering from his youth the complaints of his parents, who were driven through unjust laws from their own beloved land;14 and such a man is not to be idly aggravated, especially under the consideration that our conscience is not too clean in this respect, and that we are apt to be very slow in making that open confession which is good for the soul. The most pleasing trait in Americans, which cannot for long escape us, is their respect for women and the way in which the latter do their utmost to deserve it. No sight of a woman behind the saloon bar listening to the ribald jests of drunken men, and no woman at the bar’s front drinking glass for glass with her associates. However weak in this respect a woman may be in private, she is certainly too strong to make a public exhibition of her weakness. Husband and wife may be unhappy, but you seldom hear of a woman carrying the marks of a man’s brutality as witness against him which is common in the police courts of old England. A man in a fit of ungovernable passion may kill his wife; and better so, I should say, than to leave her half killed at the foot of the stairs every Saturday night and holidays for twenty or thirty years, and blacken her eyes before they can recover their natural colour, the brutality that shamed me so much in after years in the slums of London, hearing it so often recorded as a jest.


I was so anxious to see the different states of America that I did not stay long in New York before I succumbed to the persuasion of my Liverpool acquaintance to visit with him some friends in a small town in the state of Connecticut, at which place we soon arrived, with something like ten dollars between us. America, at this time, was suffering from a depression in trade, and people were daily returning to the old country, most of them with the intention of returning again to America at a more favourable time. Not being able to get employment at once, and resolved to be independent of the bounty of strangers, I walked out alone, and sat on a seat in the park, trying to conceive some plans for the future. My box, full of clothes, books, brushes, etc., would amply compensate, I thought, for the week’s lodging which I had had. Yes, I would see Chicago: and, suddenly becoming aware of a man occupying the other end of the seat, I enquired of him the way to Chicago, as though the distance was a paltry ten miles, instead of a hundred times greater. This man looked at me in astonishment, and at last asked me if I intended to beat my way. Seeing my lack of understanding, he enquired as to my financial resources. On shaking my head in the negative, implying that I had no money, he said: ‘No more have I: and if you are agreeable we will both beat our way to Chicago.’


This was Brum, a notorious beggar, who made himself at home in all parts of the country, from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast, and from the northern provinces of Canada to the Gulf of Mexico. The easy and sumptuous way of his catering made me indifferent to all manual labour. In that country, where food was to be had for the asking, where it often went begging to be received, and people were not likely to suffer for their generosity, I became, under Brum’s tutorage, a lazy wretch with but little inclination for work.


Cockneys15 make good beggars. They are held in high esteem by the fraternity in America. Their resource, originality and invention, and a never faltering tongue, enable them to often attain their ends where others fail, and they succeed where the natives starve. But my friend Brum held them in great scorn, for their methods were not his methods. Brum was a genuine beggar, who did not make flashes in the dark, having one day plenty and nothing on the next day. What he required he proceeded to beg, every morning making an inventory of his wants. Rather than wash a good handkerchief he would beg an old one that was clean, and he would without compunction discard a good shirt altogether rather than sew a button on – thus keeping up the dignity of his profession to the extreme. He scorned to carry soap, but went to a house like a Christian, and asked to be allowed to wash, with a request for warm water if the morning was cold. Begging was to him a fine art, indeed, and a delight of which he never seemed to tire. I have known him, when surfeited with an abundance of common food, such as steak, chops, etc. – to beg lozenges and sweets, complaining I suppose of throat troubles. Even in a new country like America, there are quite a number of hostile towns, owing to their lying on the main roads between large cities that are not far apart; but Brum never seemed to fail, and would certainly never lower his dignity by complaining of difficulty. In every street, he said, there lived a good Samaritan, and seeing that a good beggar knocks at every door, he must ultimately succeed. She may live in the last house, and therefore the unsuccessful beggar, having no patience and perseverance, fails in his calling. Brum was a slow man in action and went about his business in a dogged way. And that reminds me of how this slowness of action once saved his life. We had built a campfire in the woods, within a mile or more of a small town. Now, it was Brum’s habit, before lying down for the night to wind his handkerchief around his neck, and this he had done. Next morning I was the first to rise, and Brum, deliberately following my example, began in his own easy way to slowly unwind this handkerchief, when to my horror a large tarantula fell from its folds. Now, had Brum been an impulsive man, no doubt the spider would have been squeezed, and would have then fastened on his neck and poisoned his blood mortally.


I was soon initiated into the mysteries of beating my way by train, which is so necessary in parts of that country, seeing the great distances between towns. Sometimes we were fortunate enough to get an empty car; sometimes we had to ride the bumpers; and often, when travelling through a hostile country, we rode on the roof of a car, so as not to give the brakesman an opportunity of striking us off the bumpers unawares. It is nothing unusual in some parts to find a man, always a stranger, lying dead on the track, often cut in many pieces. At the inquest they invariably bring in a verdict of accidental death, but we know different. Therefore we rode the car’s top, so as to be at no disadvantage in a struggle. The brakesman, knowing well that our fall would be his own, would not be too eager to commence hostilities. Sometimes we were desperate enough to ride the narrow iron rods, which were under the car, and only a few feet from the track. This required some nerve, for it was not only uncomfortable, but the train, being so near the line, seemed to be running at a reckless and uncontrollable speed, whereas, when riding on the car’s top, a much faster train seems to be running much slower and far more smooth and safe. Sometimes we were forced to jump off a moving train at the point of a revolver. At other times the brakesmen were friendly, and even offered assistance in the way of food, drink or tobacco. Again, when no firearm was in evidence, we had to threaten the brakesman with death if he interfered with us. In this way Brum and myself travelled the States of America, sleeping at night by camp fires, and taking temporary possession of empty houses.


One night, when darkness had overtaken us, before we could find a fit and comfortable place for camping, we spied a house, and seeing no light in the window, presumed it to be unoccupied. We knocked at the door, and the hollow sound which followed convinced us that no living person was then on the premises. When we lifted the latch and entered we were surprised to see chairs, a table and various articles of domestic utility scattered in confusion on the floor. In spite of this we proceeded to make ourselves easy for the night, and coming out again began to feel in the darkness for wood. Being successful in our search we returned and made a fire, and there we slept until morning. As usual, I was the first to rise on the following day, and went forth in quest of water to make our breakfast coffee. This I soon found, and was bearing it along, when my attention was drawn to a board nailed to the front of the house. There I saw the letters ‘Haunted’, painted large, and ragged, as though by a hand that had shaken with fear. If we had seen this board on the night previous, no doubt we would have hurried on in dread of our lives, but as it was, we made our coffee and laughed heartily in the daylight. At this time I took a notion to work for a few days, but Brum showed his grinning face so often that I grew ashamed of him, and discharged myself. He seemed to have taken a strange liking to me, and would not leave me, but swore that not even for my sake would he become a working man.





 



Chapter XIV: The House-boat


I worked long enough on this canal to save fifty dollars, and then quit, feeling the old restlessness return, which had unsettled me for some time.16 With this comfortable sum in my possession I kept beating my way west until I arrived at St. Louis, a large city on the Mississippi, having up till now lived frugally, and spent nothing on travelling. This kind of life was often irksome to me, when I have camped all night alone in the woods, beside a fire, when one good sociable companion might have turned the life into an ideal one. Often have I waked in the night, or early morning, to find spaces opposite occupied by one or two strangers, who had seen the fire in the distance, and had been guided to me by its light. One night, in Indiana, when it had rained heavily throughout the day, I had made my fire and camped under a thick leaved tree, where the ground was dryer than in the open. Sometime about midnight, I felt myself roughly shaken, at the same time a sudden shower fell that pinned me breathless to the earth. I looked here and there, but could see no one. Then I left the shelter of the tree and saw to my surprise that the night was fine, and that the stars were thick and shining. As I replenished the fire with wood, of which I always gathered in an abundance before darkness came, it puzzled me much to account for this. Although I thought the shaking must have been a dream, my wet clothes were a sufficient proof of the rain’s reality. Every man I met on the following day enquired where I had lodged during the earthquake shock on the previous night, and that question explained everything. The earth had shaken me, and the leaves of the tree, which had been gathering all day the rain drops, had in one moment relinquished them all upon my sleeping form.


On reaching St. Louis I still had something like forty dollars, and being tired of my own thoughts, which continually upbraided me for wasted time, resolved to seek some congenial fellowship, so that in listening to other men’s thoughts I might be rendered deaf to my own. I had bought a daily paper, and had gone to the levee, so that I might spend a few hours out of the sun, reading, and watching the traffic on the river. Seeing before me a large pile of lumber, I hastened towards it, that I might enjoy its shady side. When I arrived I saw that the place was already occupied by two strangers, one being a man of middle age, and the other a youth of gentle manly appearance. Seating myself, I began to read, but soon had my attention drawn to their conversation. The young fellow, wanting to go home, and being in no great hurry, proposed buying a house-boat and floating leisurely down the Mississippi to New Orleans,17 from which place he would then take train to southern Texas, where his home was. ‘We will go ashore’, he said, ‘and see the different towns, and take in fresh provisions as they are needed.’ The elder of the two, who had a strong Scotch accent, allowed a little enthusiasm to ooze out of his dry temperament, and agreed without much comment. ‘Excuse me, gentlemen’, I said, ‘I could not help but hear your conversation and, if you have no objection, would like to share expenses and enjoy your company on such a trip.’ The Texan, being young and impetuous, without the least suspicion of strangers, jumped to his feet, exulting at the social project. Scotty, more calm, but with a shrewd eye to the financial side of the question, said that he thought the trip would certainly be enjoyed better by three, and that the expense would not be near so great per head. We had no difficulty in purchasing a house-boat. Hundreds of these are moored to the banks, lived in by fishermen and their wives, and others in various ways employed on the river. But, of course, the one we required was to be much smaller than these. We found one, at last, rather battered, and ill-conditioned, for which we were asked eleven dollars. Scotty, to our unfeigned disgust, acted the Jew in this matter of trade, and had succeeded in beating the price down to nine dollars and a half when we to his annoyance offered to pay that sum without more ado. But Scotty, although mean in these business matters, was strictly honest and just in paying an equal share; for, after I had paid the odd half a dollar, he did not forget that amount when we came to stocking the boat with provisions. We lost no time in getting these, and then went ashore for the evening’s enjoyment and the night’s sleep, intending to start early the next morning. And with these prospects before us, a very pleasant evening we had.


At nine o’clock the following morning, we weighed anchor – our anchor being a large stone – and drifted into the current, the young Texan using an oar as a tiller. And what a strange voyage we had, fraught with more danger than many would dream. This Mississippi river often had only a few yards for navigation purposes, even when the distance from bank to bank was between two and three miles. Sometimes we were in the middle of this broad river, and yet were in extreme danger of foundering, for we could touch the bottom with a short stick. Yes, we were in danger of foundering, and yet our ship drew less than six inches of water! Trees, whose branches were firmly embedded in the mud, had their roots bobbing up and down, bobbing up unawares, and we were often in danger of being impaled on one of these ere we could steer clear of it. Sometimes we would see villages and small towns that in the remote past had been built flush on the banks of this river: now they were lying quiet and neglected a mile or more away, owing to this river’s determination to take his own course. Hundreds of lives had been sacrificed, dying of swamp fever, in building levees and high banks to prevent this, and millions of dollars utilised for the same purpose – but the Father of Waters has hitherto had his own will, and can be expected to be seen at any place, and at any time.


Towards evening we would put ashore on a sand bar, making a fire of driftwood, of which there was an abundance. Here we cooked supper, slept and enjoyed breakfast the next morning. There was no other water to be had than that of the river, which the natives of the south claim to be healthy. We had no objection to using it for cooking and washing, but it was certainly too thick for drinking cold – or rather lukewarm, for it was never cold in the summer months. We would fill a large can and let the water settle for twenty or thirty minutes, and, after taking great care in drinking, a sediment of mud would be left at the bottom a quarter or three-eighths of an inch deep.


We put ashore at one place where a number of negroes and white men had assembled in expectation of work, when man again proposed putting forth his puny strength against the Mississippi, where we decided to wait a day or two and take our chance of being employed. Unfortunately the ill feeling which invariably exists between these two colours, came to a climax on the first day of our arrival. The negroes, insulting and arrogant, through their superiority of numbers, became at last unbearable. On which the white men, having that truer courage that scorned to count their own strength, assembled together, and after a few moments’ consultation, resolved to take advantage of the first provocation. This came sooner than was expected. A negro, affecting to be intoxicated, staggered against a white man, and was promptly knocked down for his trouble. The negroes, whose favourite weapon is the razor, produced these useful blades from different parts of concealment, stood irresolute, waiting for a leader, and then came forward in a body, led by a big swaggerer in bare feet, whose apparel consisted of a red shirt and a pair of patched trousers held up by a single brace. These white men, who were so far outnumbered, said little, but the negroes were loud in their abuse. This soon led to blows and in the ensuing fight, knives, razors and fists were freely used. Only one shot was fired, and that one told. When the negroes, whose courage had faded at such a determined resistance, were in full flight, the tall swaggerer was left behind with a bullet in his heart. Several men were wounded, with gashes on necks, arms, and different parts of the body. Small fights continued throughout the day, but it was left for the night to produce a deed of foul murder. A white man was found next morning with his body covered with blood from thirty-nine wounds. Half a dozen razors must have set to work on him in the dark. The razor is a sly, ugly-looking weapon, but is far less dangerous than a knife, a poker, or even a short heavy piece of wood; and as it cannot pierce to the heart or brain, that is why this man took so long in the killing. This deed roused the sheriff and his marshal, and they followed the black murderers to the adjoining state, but returned next day without them.


We embarked again, but owing to the young Texan being taken sick with malarial fever, resolved to put ashore for medicine at the first large town. This malarial fever is very prevalent in these parts, especially this state of Arkansas, which is three parts a swamp. He suffered so much that we decided to call on the first house-boat seen, and ask assistance of the fishermen, and soon we had an opportunity of doing so. Seeing a large house-boat moored at the mouth of a small creek we put the tiller – which as I have said, was an oar – to its proper work, and sculled towards the shore. We ran to land within ten yards of the other boat, and the fisherman, who had seen us coming, stood waiting on the sands to know our wants. He was a typical swamp man, with a dark sickly complexion, thin-faced and dry-skinned and, though he was nearly six feet in height, his weight, I believe, could not have exceeded one hundred and twenty pounds. His left cheek was considerably swollen, which I thought must be due to neuralgia until the swelling began to disappear from that side; and, after witnessing for a few seconds a frightful, even painful contortion of the face, I saw the right cheek come into possession of the same beautiful round curve, leaving the left cheek as its fellow had been. It was now apparent that the one object of this man’s life was to chew tobacco. To him we related our troubles, asking his advice, and for a little temporary assistance, for which he would be paid. Up to the present time he had not opened his lips, except a right or left corner to squirt tobacco juice, sending an equal share to the north and south. ‘I guess there’s some quinine in the shanty boat’, he said, after a long silence, ‘which I reckon will relieve him considerably, but he ought ter go home ter th’ women folk, that’s straight.’ He led the way to his boat, and we followed. We soon had the young Texan in comfort, and Scotty and myself returned to transfer some provisions to the fisherman’s house-boat, for the evening’s use. While doing so, we decided to sell our own boat, at any price, when we would walk to the nearest rail road, and send the young fellow home; after which we would seek some employment and settle down. We cooked supper, and then slept in the open air, beside a large fire, leaving our sick friend comfortable in the boat.


The next morning we offered our house-boat for sale for six dollars, with all its belongings. The fisherman explained to us that he not only had no money, but rarely had use for it. Everything he needed he paid for in fish, and often went months at a time without a glimpse of money of any description. To my surprise the one thing that did seem to claim his attention, for which he could not help but display some greed, was the large stone which we had brought with us from St. Louis, and which we had used for an anchor. This stone certainly had no vein of gold or silver in it, it was not granite or marble, and could boast of no beauty, being a very ordinary looking stone indeed, but it seemed to have a strange fascination for this man. The fisherman had no money, and had nothing to barter which might be of use to us, so we made him a present of the whole lot, and left him sitting on the stone, watching our departure. ‘He seemed very eager to possess that stone’, I remarked to Scotty, as we followed a trail through a thicket, so that we might reach the high-road. ‘Yes; said Scotty, ‘for in this part of the country, where there is little but sand, wood and mud, a stone, a piece of iron, or any small thing of weight, can be put to many uses.’


After reaching the road we had twenty miles to walk to reach the nearest railway station, at which place we arrived late that night, the young Texan being then weak and exhausted. A train was leaving at midnight for New Orleans, and, after seeing him safely aboard we sat in the station till day-break. Early the next morning we were examining the town, waiting for business to start, so that we might enquire as to its prospects for work. This seemed to be good, there being a large stave factory which employed a number of men. We succeeded in our quest, starting to work that morning, and at dinner time received a note of introduction to an hotel. That evening we associated with our fellow workmen, and, in the course of conversation, we discovered that there was no particular time to receive wages, there being no regular pay day. Sometimes wages ran on for a month, six weeks, two months, etc. ‘Of course’, he explained to us, ‘anything you require you can easily get an order for on the stores.’ We worked two weeks at this factory, when I was taken ill myself with malaria, and not being able to eat, soon became too weak for work. In this condition I went to the office for my money, but could not get it, and saw that nothing else could be done than to get an order on the stores, and take my wages out in clothes, shoes, etc. Scotty was scared at this, and quitted work at once to demand his wages in cash, and there I left him, waiting for a settlement. I intended going to Memphis, the nearest large town, and placing myself in its hospital, whilst Scotty was going to New Orleans, where I promised to meet him in a month, providing I was sufficiently recovered to do so.


I don’t know what possessed me to walk out of this town, instead of taking a train, but this I did, to my regret. For I became too weak to move, and, coming to a large swamp, I left the railroad and crawled into it, and for three days and the same number of nights, lay there without energy to continue my journey. Wild hungry hogs were there, who approached dangerously near, but ran snorting away when my body moved. A score or more of buzzards had perched waiting on the branches above me, and I knew that the place was teeming with snakes. I suffered from a terrible thirst, and drank of the swamp-pools, stagnant water that was full of germs, and had the colours of the rainbow, one dose of which would have poisoned some men to death. When the chill was upon me, I crawled into the hot sun, and lay there shivering with the cold; and when the hot fever possessed me, I crawled back into the shade. Not a morsel to eat for four days, and very little for several days previous. I could see the trains pass this way and that, but had not the strength to call. Most of the trains whistled, and I knew that they stopped either for water or coal within a mile of where I lay. Knowing this to be the case, and certain that it would be death to remain longer in this deadly swamp, I managed to reach the railroad track, and succeeded in reaching the next station, where most of these trains stopped. The distance had been less than a mile, but it had taken me two hours to accomplish. I then paid my way from this station, being in a hurry to reach Memphis, thinking my life was at its close. When I reached that town I took a conveyance from the station to the hospital. At that place my condition was considered to be very serious, but the doctor always bore me in mind, for we were both of the same nationality,18 and to that, I believe, I owe my speedy recovery.





 



from Chapter XV: A Lynching


Upon leaving the hospital, I remained several days in Memphis, spending most of my hours enjoying the shade and sunshine of a small park, which is pleasantly situated in the main portion of that town. One morning, while doing this, I was accosted by one whom I soon recognised as a fellow-worker of mine in the stave factory. From him I learnt that the firm had smashed, no pay day had come, and the stores had all absolutely refused to honour the firm’s orders; while some men had left the town disgusted, and others were patiently waiting a settlement that would never come. This man was going north, so I left him at Memphis, intending to beat my way to New Orleans, and from that town to the state of Texas.


These states of Tennessee, Arkansas, Mississippi and Louisiana, are the homes of the negroes of old. It is a strange contrast to see the old negroes, who in their young days were slaves, reverently raising their hats to any seedy looking white man whom they meet, calling him such titles as captain, major, colonel and even general – and the half defiant gloom of the free, young generations, who are still in some respects slaves to the white men. These negroes lived in small wooden shanties, and rarely received money for their labour. They worked for the planter at so much a day. This gentleman kept on the plantation a large general store, and supplied their wants at such an exorbitant price that the negroes were seldom out of debt, when the busy season commenced. In the cities, silk would be far cheaper than the common flimsy muslin which poor black Dinah so much coveted from her master’s store. I have heard many an old negro say that he was far worse off as a freeman than as a slave.


The prisons in the north were like hotels, but here in the south went to the extreme of cruelty. In some places a man would be tried and perhaps fined ten dollars and costs. A citizen, having need of a cheap labourer, would pay this fine, take possession of the prisoner, and make him work out his fine on the farm. This citizen would buy the prisoner cheap overalls, dungarees, shirts, shoes, etc., for a few dollars, and charge the prisoner four times their amount. The prisoner was not free to refuse these, and being forced to work out their price, was kept in this way twice the number of his days. I was very much afraid of all this, although a wandering white man was not in nearly so much danger as a negro.


Some days after leaving Memphis, I arrived at a small town, where I was surprised to see an unusual amount of bustle, the surrounding country for miles having sent in all its able bodied men. Every man was armed with a gun, and they stood in small groups talking outside the various stores. It seemed as though there had been rumours of an invasion, and that these men were organising to defend their homes and country, but I had not the least idea of what had really happened. The small groups now began to join together into larger ones, and the larger groups joined until they became one large body of men. This one body then shouldered guns and moved quickly along the main street, the men’s faces being drawn and pale. I followed on, perhaps the one unarmed man among them, curious to know the meaning of it all. They came at last to a halt, and, to see the reason for this, I stepped across the way, and saw that they had halted before a large building, which, by its barred windows, I had no difficulty in recognising as the jail. One man had curled around his shoulders a long rope, and this man with two others knocked loudly with the butt ends of their guns on the prison door. Almost in an instant the door was flung wide open, and the sheriff stood in the open way to know their wants. The men must have demanded the prison keys, for I saw the sheriff at once produce them, which he handed to these men without the least show of resistance. This man with the rope and several others then entered the jail, and the silent crowd without cast their eyes in that direction. Up to the present time I had not heard a distinct voice, nothing but the buzz of low whispering. But suddenly from the jail’s interior there came a loud shriek and a voice crying for mercy. Men now appeared in the open doorway, dragging after them a negro at the end of a rope. This unfortunate wretch was possessed of a terror that is seldom seen in a human being. He fell on his knees to pray, but was jerked to his feet ere he could murmur the first words, O Lord. He staggered to and fro and sideways, at the same time howling and jabbering, foaming at the mouth, and showing the horrible white of his eyes. I can well understand a man screaming, trembling and crying for mercy, when actually enduring bodily pain, but that one should show such a terror at the thought of it, filled me more with disgust than pity. That this prisoner should have been so brutal and unfeeling in inflicting pain on another, and should now show so much cowardice in anticipation of receiving punishment inadequate to his offence, dried in me the milk of human kindness, and banished my first thoughts, which had been to escape this horrible scene without witnessing its end. For it was now I remembered reading of this man’s offence, and it was of the most brutal kind, being much like the work of a wild beast.19
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