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Hobo Aptitude Test
WHY DO YOU WANT 
TO BE A HOBO? 
(IF IT’S FOR THE FAME AND FORTUNE, YOU’RE OUT OF LUCK)

In order to gauge your potential readiness to tackle some of what lies ahead, whether it’s eating nothing but bulgur wheat for three days in the winter while waiting for a train out of Deadwater, Maine, or scrubbing latrines for a few bucks at a national park in Colorado, take a few minutes and plumb the depths of your resilience by answering the questions below.



It can’t be stressed enough how dangerous hopping freight trains can be. Accidents can result in amputations and are often fatal.

You’re thinking:

1. Never thought it would be otherwise. I’m like a cat. No worries.

2. I thought that might be the case. I’ll check it out, talk to some people that have done it, and take it from there. If it’s too crazy, I’ll find another mode of transportation.

3. Whoa, that doesn’t sound so good. I was hoping for something different. Don’t think I’ll be trying this.

4. Of course it is dangerous! What nutjob would think otherwise? I like my life the way it is.



Despite what many might think, hopping freight trains and living a hair outside of society’s reach isn’t a constant fast rush of excitement, bouncing from one place to another. There’s a lot of waiting, for hours and even sometimes days.

You’re thinking:

1. Whatever, I’m awesome at making the most of the time that I have. I can entertain myself for hours.

2. I kinda figured that. No biggie as long as I have a good book.

3. That sucks, but what’re you gonna do? Can’t control life.

4. There’s nothing I hate more than waiting. I lose my mind just waiting in line for a cup of coffee. I think I’ll find another way to get around.



A lot of the people you’ll be meeting are a bit more “out there” than the people you met at the poetry slam who you thought were “out there.” Most folks are good, but like anywhere—now even more so—people can be . . . “challenging.”

You’re thinking:

1. That’s just what I’m looking for.

2. I can handle whatever comes my way.

3. Hmmm . . . I was kinda hoping not to meet anybody.

4. Forget it, just the thought creeps me out and makes me want to watch a Disney movie instead.



Dining on the road can be monotonous and a little rough around the edges.

You’re thinking:

1. I’m unfazed. Food is just another word for nourishment, and tastiness is just an unnecessary luxury. I could eat peanut butter and rice cakes till the cows come home, and just rice cakes if there isn’t any peanut butter; if there aren’t any rice cakes, I’ll eat the crumbs from the bottom of the bag, and if even those are all gone, I can always catch a grasshopper.

2. I’m not too worried. I can make do, and don’t need anything too fancy. Though I’d go a little hungry before dumpster diving.

3. Well, how rough are we talking?

4. Forget it. I live for gourmet grub, and minus that there’s just no reason for me to push forth.



Living the hobo lifestyle pretty much guarantees the end of steady paychecks. There is no job security, and not much opportunity for advancement. After two years of being a hobo—although you’ll be a more experienced hobo—you’re still a hobo. The freight cars will still be the same, and you won’t get to ride a nicer one because of seniority.

You’re thinking:

1. I am creating a new paradigm, and will manufacture my own advancements and will do what is needed. When the time comes, I’ll make do.

2. Duh. If I had a great job and was totally happy, would I even be considering this in the first place?

3. Whatever, I don’t plan on being a hobo forever, and while I am I’ll make the most of the adventure and worry about a 401(k) whenever I tire of traveling—or develop a sense of mortality. Whichever comes first.

4. This whole idea sounds crazy to me.



Do you want to be a hobo or more of a freewheeling traveler for a few months? A hobo is a person whose life takes place on the road, and who earns his money by working whatever jobs come his way.

You’re thinking:

1. I’m really into this. I’m tired of what I do and not looking forward to what currently lies ahead of me. I need something different.

2. I have no idea what a hobo is or does, but I want to be one.

3. An eco-tourism tour will make me feel like a hobo, right?

4. Yeah, I get what a hobo is, and if I stop and think about it, I’m not into it at all. Cabo, here I come.



Are you prepared to live your life moving from makeshift home to makeshift home, sometimes camping by the side of the railroad tracks while waiting for the next train or finding couches to crash on, and when neither is available, seeking out the best-looking ditch you can find to put up your flag?

You’re thinking:

1. I can sleep anywhere, and I mean anywhere. Sitting, standing, lying down, in motion, still, tree roots under my back, pillow, no pillow, inside, outside—it’s all the same to me.

2. I’m pretty open-minded, but sleeping in a ditch isn’t something I’m planning on. Now, sleeping in a cornfield, that I can handle.

3. I am planning on taking my life on the road, but I’m thinking more along the lines of crashing on other people’s couches and staying in hostels when I have to. When it comes to camping, the closest I can come is sleeping in a tent within walking distance of some campsite bathrooms and showers.

4. Dude, you’re kidding me, right? Why am I reading this book?



Are you daydreaming about comfortable, scenic, and slow rides in an open boxcar that will gently rock you to sleep? Today’s trains, though still trains, are a different breed from those traversing the country in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Today’s trains move fast, don’t make half as many stops as they used to, and pull into yards that are surrounded by security.

You’re thinking:

1. Fun schmun. This is business.

2. Hey, that was then, this is now. I’ll take what I can get. No rose-colored glasses on this guy.

3. As long as there’s a working bathroom, I think I’ll be OK.

4. If I’m not gonna be sitting on a cool train with a huge open window facing the world as we pass by herds of wild horses, my interest in all of this is pretty much less than nothing.



There’s a mystique surrounding the hobo making him something akin to the lone cowboy who has to keep rambling, moving off into the sunset. The reality is more that you’ll be cleaning out somebody’s basement and hiding in a lot of bushes while waiting for a train.

You’re thinking:

1. That’s awesome!

2. Well, not quite what I was expecting, but things can’t always be rocket ships and fireworks.

3. On second thought, I think I’ll pass.

4. Can’t say the idea ever occurred to me to put “romantic” and “hobo” in the same sentence in the first place.



Expecting a spiritual transformation along the way that that will bring you six steps farther from a Visa and one step closer to the Buddha? A few days covered in road grime without anything to sleep on but some battered cardboard might make a little help from a credit card seem to trump any gleaned wisdom from the Buddha.

You’re thinking:

1. Visa, along with every other credit card, exists purely to prey on people. I will do everything possible to deny them the pleasure.

2. I’m already a Buddhist and don’t blame the corporations—they’re just an illusion anyway.

3. Yeah, credit cards suck, but they serve a purpose—one of them being that after a few weeks of suffering with an inestimable number of coffee grounds stuck in my teeth from drinking cowboy brew I can go into a Starbucks and order a venti soy latte with an extra shot without even a dime in my pocket. The Buddha is cool and all, but if he were in my shoes he’d order one, too.

4. What’s the Buddha done for me lately? I wouldn’t be standing here in my Super Fly shoes reading this today if it weren’t for my credit card. No thanks.

Now take a look back and review your answer pattern:

If you answered predominantly “1s,” pack your bag, because there’s a train on its way; mostly “2s” and this hobo thing might be a pretty good idea for you; mostly “3s” and there are some good hobo movies you could always watch; and a few “4s” and you already know where you’re at.





INTRODUCTION
The New Hobo Code


“Just in my swim shorts, barefooted, wild_haired, in the red fire dark, singing, swigging wine, spitting, jumping, running_that’s the way to live. All alone and free . . .”

-JACK KEROUAC, IN THE DHARMA BUMS, 
HAVING JUST SET UP CAMP ON A BEACH 
AFTER A DAY RIDING A FREIGHT TRAIN.

The daily grind has ground you down and there are days when given the option of sticking pins in your eyeballs or listening to your voicemail you’re not sure which way you’d lean. Each day you walk the same paths, park in the same spots, eat at the same places, stare at the same ads, and stay up late watching the same movies; you note with jealousy cars bearing out-of-state license plates. An adventure at this point, you hate to admit, is a power outage during a thunderstorm. Taking stock of your life, you marvel at the subjective rules you’ve become accustomed to. What’s the big deal in substituting salad for fries? Why can’t you serve wine in a coffee cup? Why aren’t cell phone chargers universal? You wonder at a life free of bills, landlords, alarm clocks, parking tickets, the IRS, overdraft fees, and ads pushing you to choose one kind of cereal over another or promising salvation in a bottle. And a small bottle at that, given the price.

Then one day—perhaps today—after you’ve been on hold for twenty minutes and the automated customer service “person” is asking you to repeat your selection for the third time or press pound to return to the main menu, the obvious solution to your societal incarceration hits you: quit your job, donate your car, toss your credit cards, and become a hobo. Awestruck, you stop dead in your tracks and wonder why you didn’t see it before, thinking of all the time you could have saved if a hobo had just come in to school on career day and with a wink shown you the door marked “exit.”

You catch a glimpse of your possible future. Instead of the recycled air from the building’s central HVAC system pushing past your face you feel the breeze coming off a stream while you pass above in a boxcar, the door wide open and the sun on the horizon torching the clouds an electric blood-orange. Now that’s the life, you think to yourself, that’s where I’m gonna shine.

As the euphoria starts to fade from your decision to cast off your chains and raise your freedom flag, you will undoubtedly find that some questions arise; after all, the last hobo you can remember seeing was the guy modeling a “Harry the Hobo” costume at HalloweenMart. Can you do this? If you weren’t born on the backseat of a Greyhound bus are you irreparably preprogrammed for a life of car payments and resealing the driveway every three years? You’ve ridden the subway without incident, and as a kid your dad once took you on an Amtrak train for nostalgia’s sake, but boarding a moving freight train? Can you still call home if you get lonely? And what about a paycheck? In the past whenever you’ve been short of change you’ve found yourself staring helplessly at a vending machine while feeling really thirsty. Do we still even have hobos roaming the country?

Although some have declared the hobo “dead,” and it’s true the hobo lifestyle of the turn of the century—crossing a still-wild western frontier while earning money following the harvests—has largely caught its last train, there is indeed a niche for the twenty-first-century hobo. Adaptive modern-day hobos are just as likely to find a job on Craigslist while sipping a soy latte they put on a debit card as they are to brew a pot of cowboy coffee over a small campfire by the tracks as they wait for word to arrive on where the jobs are. In addition, they may intersperse traveling by freight car with a ride on a Greyhound when that proves more efficient. Or they may not travel by freight car at all and instead rendezvous with other hobos via an Internet newsgroup on their smartphone—no need to interpret chalk-drawn symbols left on a tree stump these days. However, mixing traditional hobo skills with more modern methods may very well become your de facto “new” way of life as you forge ahead on your path.

Enter The Hobo Handbook. This guide offers a crash course for taking your life on the road and funding it as you go. You’ll learn how to set up camp, find a job, catch some food, find yourself some transport, and when the time comes, how to sleep in a ditch. You might decide after a few days that you’ve found your true calling, or you may say to yourself, “Well, that was . . . terrible; nine to five and a little rent once a month doesn’t sound so bad, after all,” and return to your regular life. But either way, you will have tried it.

A word on freight-car hopping: Trespassing on railroad property and catching out on freight cars is not just illegal, but incredibly dangerous. The number of deaths and injuries over the years related to this activity is astounding (in just the ten-year period from 1929 to 1939 more than 24,000 people were killed and another 27,000 injured). We would never suggest you actually do it, and it’s not the only way to travel the country without handing over the keys to your freedom.
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Getting Started
THE HOBO EVOLUTION

“Every great advance in natural knowledge has involved the absolute rejection of authority.”

-ALDOUS HUXLEY

Hobos have been romanticized, caricatured, pilloried, and mythologized in both literature and pop culture since the first one hopped a train without a ticket. Norman Rockwell’s 1928 cover for the Saturday Evening Post of the “Fleeing Hobo” depicted him pot-bellied, with his shoes untied, bindle slung over his back, a harmless buffoon making off with someone’s freshly baked pie—the family dog still latched on to his behind. Red Skelton’s famous character, “Freddie the Freeloader,” was a clown who lived beside a garbage dump and slept in a bathtub. Neither of these characters is remotely close to resembling an actual hobo, yet stereotypes persist.


bindle: Specifically a hobo’s bedroll and belongings that he carried on his back, but more generically whatever bag a hobo used to hold his stuff. Stereotypically, a small handkerchief tied to the end of a stick carried over the shoulder. If you can fit all your belongings in a wrapped handkerchief, you have achieved elite minimalist hobo status.




Red Skelton’s hobo clown, “Freddie the Freeloader,” typified—and reinforced—the public’s perception of hobos as lazy and unemployed bums. Eternally optimistic, Freddie was always on the hunt for that which was free and easy. In one episode he breaks into a library in order to take a nap on top of the stacks, while in another he’s startled awake by his alarm clock and exclaims, “Great Scott! It’s Thursday! I’ve overslept and missed my unemployment check! Oh, well, easy come, easy go.”



Today, people are more likely to identify the fifth-grade kid in the Halloween parade with a fake cigar and a pillow stuffed up his shirt as a hobo than a guy with a pack on his back who just walked across the railroad tracks and asked them if they knew when the next freight train was coming. Do a search for “hobo” on the Internet and you’ll have to wade through a lot of high-end handbag sites and plastic clown hats, and that’s before you even get to the costume and comedy sites. The true hobo is a bit harder to find.

LET THERE BE HOBOS

Where exactly did hobos come from? The first people to ride the rails and the precursors to the American hobo came about toward the end of the Civil War. According to hobo folklore, they were Erie Crip and Philly Pop, two Union soldiers. After the war they found themselves far from home, and they decided hopping a passing freight train seemed the fastest and cheapest way to get back. As one might imagine, they beat a lot of their friends home, and soon other soldiers were following suit.

With the war over, there were hundreds of thousands of men who were suddenly left with nothing to do and nowhere to be. Many had been on the road for years, leaving them with a taste for adventure; others simply had no homes to go back to. But either way, these men saw in the railroads a direct route to a new beginning. Lincoln had authorized the first transcontinental railroad in 1862 to connect the tracks in the east with those in the west, and as the tracks surged forth the soldiers went with them—riding the rails while at the same time finding work building, repairing, and maintaining them. In desperate need of a labor force that didn’t mind being mobile and moving on when the job was done, the railroads were initially all too happy to provide the transportation needed (this would change). In addition to railroad work, many picked up odd jobs along the way working as farmhands and doing anthing else that would bring in money.

There is no shortage of explanations for how the term “hobo” came into being. Some say it was by combining homeward bound boys, a name used to describe the soldiers returning home by hopping freight trains, and hoe boys, given to the men who took work in the fields while riding the rails, as they were often associated with a tool of the trade. Others have suggested it came from the greeting, “Ho boy!” And others say it’s from a shortening of the New York City intersection of Houston and Bowery, a common hobo hangout. Whatever the origination, “hobo” was not the word first used to describe those wandering the railways. The initial waves of homeless and purposely unemployed young men moving across the country by rail were called “tramps.”


hobo: A migratory worker; originated from hoe boys, the name given to the men taking work in the fields while riding the rails as they were often associated with a tool of the trade. Hobos distinguished themselves from tramps, who traveled but didn’t work, and bums, who did neither.



Born of the Rail

The rails became even more populated during the depression of the 1870s by a new class of traveler: those who had lost their job in the city during the economic downturn and took to the railroads—not for adventure or excitement, but out of economic necessity. When the work dried up they moved on to the next town; some have attributed this period as marking the birth of the true hobo. These men developed annual traveling circuits that followed the growing seasons. They might be felling trees in the Pacific Northwest during the winter and harvesting wheat in Oklahoma during the summer. Others would simply follow the wheat harvest, traveling a route each year that led them from the plains of the Texas panhandle in June up to the Canadian border in August.


fruit tramp: A hobo who, yes, picked fruit to earn a living.



As time went on and their numbers grew, hobos—who previously were just individuals riding the trains in the hopes of making a buck—developed a culture of their own in a true community of migrant workers. They were people who shared the distinction of living without an address, carrying what they needed on their back, working to support themselves, and living a life free of convention. If they were proficient in a trade, they found jobs doing it. In fact, hobos have been credited with playing a major role in the development of the west—these workers moved ahead of the main population and helped lay the groundwork for the infrastructure that would soon come.


Living a hobo lifestyle might seem really romantic from a warm living room, but a better way to imagine it might be to go outside on a really cold and rainy night and sit under a tree getting soaked. If you still find it romantic, it just might be your calling. On one particularly rough night, Jack London recounts in his book The Road, a companion said to him while traveling, “Never again a hobo. I’m going to get a job. You’d better do the same. Nights like this make rheumatism.”



WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE

While hobos lived beyond society’s grasp and preferred to avoid putting down roots, not everything could be done within the confines of a boxcar. They were not hermits but active members of a community, and they sought the company of others with similar values. So while initially hobos quietly set up their own individual camps for the night, it wasn’t long before things got organized. As their numbers grew, so did their camps—sometimes to an enormous size (one was once rumored to be over a mile long). These camps were known as “jungles.” Here hobos could come and gather for the night and share food, stories, and information. They would learn news of other hobos as well as what traveling conditions they could expect up ahead, and in turn they could inform others about their experiences on the road.


Boxing great Jack Dempsey lived as a hobo for five years between 1911 and 1916. Traveling by rail and taking all manner of odd jobs, he changed his name to Kid Blackie. His official knockout count didn’t include those he had delivered in the jungles. The sportswriter Red Smith said of him, “He was 187 pounds of unbridled violence. This isn’t big by heavyweight standards, yet in the judgment of some, this black-browed product of Western mining camps and hobo jungles was the best of all pugilists.”




jungle: The camps, generally in the vicinity of the railroad tracks, that hobos set up. Some were huge and essentially served as permanent hobo base camps.



Jungles sprang up throughout the country and quickly became destinations unto themselves. There were temporary jungles—where a group would stop, set up for the night, and in a day or two break it all down and move on—as well as more permanent jungles that traveling hobos could consider “home.” Dinner in the jungle would often consist of “mulligan stew,” made from whatever food the hobos coming into camp that night had in their pockets. Though it sounds sketchy, these stews generally earned rave reviews.

Ground Rules

Due to vagrancy laws, hobos were routinely arrested, booted out of town, and generally abused. But in a clever display of cultural prowess, they exploited a legal loophole. If you were a member of a union, you were not subject to vagrancy laws because it was assumed you were traveling for work. So hobos established their own union, Tourist Union #63. In addition, their livelihoods were dependent on people having a favorable opinion of them, and the union allowed them to distance themselves from tramps and bums.

Even a group of nine-year-olds hanging out in a tree fort knows a club needs rules if it’s to function properly, and hobos were no different. They may have decided they didn’t want to be bound by society’s rules, but they realized that for the sake of all they couldn’t just be a population of wandering contract workers hopping freight cars and practicing anarchy. In Chicago at the 1894 Annual Convention Congress of the Hobos of America (not too shabby for a bunch of drifters), they came up with governing rules.


According to their own history, in the mid 1800s a large group of hobos who had been tossed from various towns found themselves together in a jungle by the railroad tracks, and they decided something had to be done. As there were sixty-three hobos gathered, they decided upon the name Tourist Union #63 (“Tourist” perhaps being one of the early examples of marketing genius) and established an annual hobo convention. Members were issued membership cards and there was even a small office near the B&O railroad in Cincinnati, Ohio. The convention is still held to this day in Britt, Iowa, although it’s now more of a hobo celebration than a serious call to order.



THE HOBO CODE OF ETHICS

1   Decide your own life; don’t let another person run or rule you.

2   When in town, always respect the local law and officials, and try to be a gentleman at all times.

3   Don’t take advantage of someone who is in a vulnerable situation, locals or other hobos.

4   Always try to find work, even if temporary, and always seek out jobs nobody wants. By doing so you not only help a business along, but ensure employment should you return to that town again.

5   When no employment is available, make your own work by using your added talents at crafts.

6   Do not allow yourself to become a stupid drunk and set a bad example for locals’ treatment of other hobos.

7   When jungling in town, respect handouts, do not wear them out, another hobo will be coming along who will need them as bad, if not worse than you.

8   Always respect nature; do not leave garbage where you are jungling.

9   If in a community jungle, always pitch in and help.

10   Try to stay clean, and boil up wherever possible.

11   When traveling, ride your train respectfully, take no personal chances, cause no problems with the operating crew or host railroad, act like an extra crew member.

12   Do not cause problems in a train yard; another hobo will be coming along who will need passage through that yard.

13   Do not allow other hobos to molest children; expose all molesters to authorities; they are the worst garbage to infest any society.

14   Help all runaway children, and try to induce them to return home.

15   Help your fellow hobos whenever and wherever needed, you may need their help someday.

16   If present at a hobo court and you have testimony, give it. Whether for or against the accused, your voice counts!


In addition to their own lingo, hobos developed a unique system for communicating with each other out in the world via chalk-drawn symbols. These could alert fellow hobos to everything from unfriendly dogs to good places to look for work, and could be found anywhere from telephone poles to the sides of houses to sidewalks. Being cryptic, they’d only make sense to someone in the know. The numbers 2 over 10, for example, was a warning to look out for thieves, and a squiggly line told that a judge was in residence. More on these in Chapter 6.



While the code of ethics may seem dated there’s an inherent message that’s not: don’t screw it up for the next person. You are not a rogue wandering the countryside, but a traveler whose health, safety, and well-being are dependent upon the kindness—and trust—of others. True hobos are welcoming and compassionate people looking out for one another while celebrating an unencumbered lifestyle. It is up to the individual to keep this tradition alive, and the first time you run out of water and someone says, “Here, have some of mine,” you’ll be happy you’ve built that trust.

THE HOBO UNDERGROUND

While jungles were good for a few nights camping, restive communal suppers, and the swapping of tall tales while en route to another destination, they didn’t provide much in the way of infrastructure or any significant R&R. When out of work and not riding the rails, hobos developed their own urban areas within major cities that had good railroad access. Known as the “main stem,” these areas were littered with cheap hotels, brothels, shops, artistic venues, and temp agencies through which hobos could land jobs all over the country (although these agencies could be exploitive and hobos sometimes referred to them as “slave markets”).

The stems were where hobos could spend their “stake,” the money they made while out on the road. As places where hobos were free to live their lives with little interference, stems became the birthplace of hobohemia, a term used to describe the resulting culture. The stems could be large, particularly during winter when jobs were scarcer. Many hobos became down and out in the stems and took to begging, or “stemming it.” In the early 1990s, the stem in Chicago on West Madison Street boasted a population of some 30,000 during the summer and 60,000 during the winter. To hobos, hobohemia was a place where all was fair and well, but the public at large had a different name for it: skid row. Viewed as locations filled with homeless men, drunks, bums, crime, and businesses catering to sordid activities where no respectable person would be caught dead, regular folks deemed them places to be avoided.


stemming: When a hobo went panhandling, he was “stemming.”



NOT IN MY BACKYARD

Hobos flourished from the late 1870s up until the Great Depression, but the seeds of their undoing were around from the start. The conditions that brought about the armies of homeless migrant workers of the late 1800s and early 1900s might be boiled down to war and large-scale unemployment. Groups of wandering unemployed men did not reflect well on federal or state government, and neither were communities across the country thrilled when the railroads dropped them at their doorsteps.


In 1879, Connecticut passed their Tramp Act, which not only obligated every sheriff and policeman to quickly arrest anyone suspected of being a tramp, but also offered them a reward of five dollars for every conviction. In July of 1879, an editorial in the New York Times began by noting, “This is the season of the year when the highways are lined with the ragged, filthy, and villainous-looking men, who slouch long the road.” The author went on to describe the various tramp laws and remarked, “Next to soap and water, the tramp dreads nothing so much as work.”



In a campaign whose target was pretty clear, Congress passed a series of laws between 1876 and 1886 known as the “tramp laws” that made it illegal for someone to travel looking for work without carrying money. This, of course, could make things pretty tricky given that you were traveling because you didn’t have any money and were trying to get some. States introduced their own vagrancy laws, many sending those convicted to hard labor camps. The newspapers of the times carried editorials describing the dangerous, villainous, and malicious character of tramps. A Los Angeles paper called for the creation in California of such hard labor camps for vagrants, referring to them in the headline as “boxcar tourists” (a derogatory name at the time; not such a bad name for the “recreational” hobos of today).

Social Pressures

It didn’t help the hobo’s cause that while he might be asking at the front door if a family needed any help in exchange for a meal there was a tramp in the backyard running off with one of the family’s chickens. An old hobo maxim, said fifty different ways, essentially boiled down to the following: Hobos traveled and worked, tramps traveled but didn’t work, and bums didn’t travel or work. While the public may have held a more blurred version of these distinctions—if they made any distinctions at all—hobos did not. Unfortunately for the hobo, if he happened to be between jobs and traveling with little or no money (par for the hobo course), the law viewed him as a tramp and vagrant, and he often, when caught, was sent to a labor camp.

The hobo was being hit from all sides. As the U.S. population grew and spread across the country and communities were able to provide their own labor, the need for migrant workers plummeted. In addition, as farms started to industrialize, the amount of labor required for crops such as wheat was halved, and it wasn’t long before the hobo became a pariah. Things also began to change with transportation. An increase in automobile and truck traffic meant people relied less on freight trains, and consequently, train lines began cutting back on their networks. Track mileage shrank. In 1916 there were some 254,000 miles of track in the United States, a number that would drop by more than 100,000 over the course of the next seventy-five years.

Don’t Build’Em Like They Used To

And the trains themselves were changing as well. To produce the steam that powered steam locomotives, trains would need to stop at water stations located along their routes and take on water. These proved great points of access for hobos, who would often locate their jungles in the same areas. By the late 1930s, however, diesel-powered locomotives began replacing the steam engines, eliminating the need to stop for water and enabling trains to travel long distances without stopping. Diesel trains also moved with greater speed than their steam counterparts, and this upped the difficulty—as well as the danger—of boarding them while in motion. The hobo-friendly boxcar was also becoming scarce as a surge of newer cars—among them container cars with no entrance points—began to populate the rails.

D-Day

Yet another imposing force bore down on the hobo lifestyle, and that was FDR and his New Deal. In order to prevent a recurrence of the massive transient population that developed after the earlier depressions of the 1870s and 1890s, FDR instituted massive social programs during the Great Depression aimed at putting people to work and created unemployment insurance and transient camps where people were housed near large public works projects. The programs absorbed large numbers of the unemployed population, and unemployment insurance put a damper on the incentive to bust your butt hopping around the country where there was no guarantee of a paycheck in the first place.

But perhaps the final blow to knock the hobo population down was the beginning of World War II, when the military-industrial machine sucked up all available manpower and essentially brought unemployment to zero. Fearing the country might experience another massive hobo population that would take to the road when soldiers returned from the war, the government created the GI bill—an incredibly successful method of keeping young men out of trouble, in school, and off of the rails.

THE NEXT GENERATION

Hobos did not completely disappear, however. Though fewer in number, there were still people who refused to settle down and who saw the railroads as providing an unparalleled opportunity for a nomadic life of adventure. They took to the rails with renewed dedication to lead a life of their own choosing, working when they had to, and keeping hobo traditions alive. Where once people took to hopping freight trains as their only mode of transport, people were now hopping them to escape the “machine.” Instead of the hundreds of thousands of hobos once traveling on the railroads, the community of hobos became much more intimate. Mention another hobo’s name around a campfire in a jungle and most likely others would know him—and his whereabouts. Word could spread fast.
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