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  Annually

  in the United States and Canada

  10,000

  Girls and Women take to the road

  2,500

  become confirmed vagabonds

  OF THESE

  2,000

  become drunkards

  500

  end their days as street beggars or peddlers

  400

  are injured or maimed

  250

  are killed by tramps, exposure, trains, etc.

   

  THERE ARE AT THE PRESENT TIME THOUSANDS OF FEMALE HOBOES, MANY OF THEM DRESSED IN MASCULINE ATTIRE, ROAMING ABOUT THE UNITED STATES AND THE DOMINION OF CANADA. THE NEWSPAPERS DAILY CONTAIN ARTICLES TELLING OF THE DISAPPEARANCE OF GIRLS AND WOMEN, MANY OF WHOM SOONER OR LATER DRIFT INTO THE RANKS OF THE HOBO ARMY, TO LEAD THERE THE MISERABLE EXISTENCE I HAVE SO VIVIDLY

  DESCRIBED IN THIS, MY FIFTH BOOK.

   

  THE AUTHOR.


  INTRODUCTORY

  CHAPTER I.

  “The Origin of the Tramp.”

  IN the days before the Civil War, the ragged “Brother of the Road,” the tramp we nowadays see so frequently, and of whom we hear so many evil reports, and of whose law defying and only too often revoltingly inhuman deeds we read almost daily in the press, was unknown in the United States and in Canada.

  Now and anon, with long intervals between their passing, aged and decrepit men were met with, dragging their diseased and poverty racked bodies along the public highways. They were poor fellows whom a cruel destiny had cursed in their old age with dire adversity, and who, too proud to eat the bread of the alms houses, preferred to wander about the land depending for their sustenance upon the morsels mercifully doled out to them by charitable citizens.

  The real tramp problem came into active existence only after the close of the Civil War. When the citizen-soldiers who had fought in this sanguinary struggle were discharged from the service, they went back to their homes and there readily exchanged the gaudy trappings of the warriors and the weapons of war for the sober garbs of the civilians and the implements of peace, and commenced anew where they had left off when they had hastened to respond to their country’s call for volunteers.

  But among those who had hurried to the front, were countless numbers of mere youths, who had cast aside their school books to serve their country, and who, now that peace had come to the land, had grown to man’s estate. When they returned to their homes they discovered that as they had never mastered a trade, they had lived the war existence of a soldier with its bivouacking, its marching and its battling entirely too long; so long in fact, that now it became a most difficult problem to learn, this late in their lives, the secrets of useful trades.

  Soon the yoke under which they had to buckle while being cooped up in shops or in factories, became so galling to them, and the routine of the workshops so wearisome that they could not resist the call of the out-of-doors, and they left their benches and their counters, and drifted out upon the public highway to seek employment among the farmers and the ranchers.
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  Nearly every one of these drifters immediately found a job, while those among them who were less fortunate, quickly discovered that wherever they chanced to stop, the rural population treated them as popular heroes and especially those among the settlers who during the Civil War had remained at home; for to this class, the ex-soldiers tales of the camps and of the battlefields proved a never tiring entertainment, as in those days before the telephone, the rural mail delivery and the many modern blessings, deathly monotony was the bane of the countryside, which these soldier storytellers at least temporarily dispelled, and for which easy task they were amply rewarded by their hosts who furnished them the best they could offer in the line of food and of shelter.

  These well-treated travelers spread reports concerning this “good thing” broadcast about the country and soon many more of the ex-warriors took to the highways. For a year or two the army of story-telling drifters increased, and then when most of them realized that this sort of nomadic and indolent existence offered neither a chance to provide for the paramount trait of human nature, a home, nor even for a future, they voluntarily quit the roving life and accepted steady employment.

  Gradually the numbers of the traveling ex-soldiers decreased to such a degree that the rural population offered all sorts of inducements to inveigle this class of story-tellers into sojourning at their farm houses, but in the end all of them disappeared from the highways, leaving the held to the afore-mentioned, aged and decrepit wanderers.

  Then came the fateful sixth of September, eighteen hundred and sixty-nine, the day which will be memorable by its accursed epithet “Black Friday,” and on which day legions of the wealthiest citizens in the land were reduced to penniless paupers, while from end to end of the country, banks closed their doors and as a logical sequence of the ensuing panic, everywhere shops and factories were forced to suspend operations, casting hundreds of thousands of toilers upon the charity of the world.

  Those among the former soldier-drifters who had no families dependent upon them, remembering the good times the public highways provided for them in the past, again returned to the road as a simple method to escape from the jobless cities in which ominous bread and soup lines were a common sight.

  Following in the footsteps of these ex-warriors, came other idle men who hoped that the country at large not only offered to them better chances to obtain employment, but would also provide them with ample sustenance until they found jobs.

  Once more the highways became the stamping grounds of a floating population of able-bodied men. Soon these wanderers became so numerous that the rural populace which had been most severely nipped by the collapsing of the banks, wearied of feeding the famished horde of out-of-works, and commenced to carefully discriminate between those to whom they doled out their bounties, with the result that many of the drifters, unable by fair means to procure the wherewith to appease their hunger, took by stealth and at times by force, that which they required to keep their souls and their bodies together. These petty crimes so embittered the farmers that the latter finally shut their hands and their homes against every appeal made by the wayfarers.

  “Good Roads” in those early days were never dreamed of and when the jobless, famished men became aware that the farm houses located along the public highways failed to yield sufficient food to compensate them for the exertions required to make progress upon those rut-torn lanes, they made use of the less uneven railroad tracks as paths to wander from settlement to settlement, which latter, with their more dense population, offered superior chances to beg food and to find employment than was offered by the hostile people of the countryside.

  Campaigning by the use of the railroad right-of-ways quickly became the common practice of the jobless, and in due time some “wise head” among them discovered that after dark, when all cats are gray, it required far less exertion to climb into an empty box car of a freight train, and since this style of traveling was quicker and far more congenial to the feet than the tiresome “counting” of railroad ties, this method of night journeying soon became exceedingly popular among the drifters.

  A little later they also discovered that to travel hidden in a box car, even during the broad light of day, was possible since nearly every member of the train crews had been to the war and was actuated by a streak of typical railroad man’s good-natured charity, into closing his eyes to these penniless and entirely harmless transgressors of the law—the original hoboes.

  In time, conditions improved so that most of the ex-soldiers and those among the other drifters who were skilled in a trade, voluntarily quit the road by taking employment, while some of them, and nearly all of those who had no regular vocation, continued their box car traveling.

  Soon dangerous criminals becoming aware of the fact that the nomadic life of the drifters provided a safe refuge for everyone who had reason to fear the strong arm of the law, promptly took advantage of this knowledge, and thus, not only escaped their deserved punishment, but taught the harmless hoboes everything criminal and perverted they themselves had mastered during their careers of crime. These idling hoboes in turn, taught every new recruit of the hobo army, and especially runaway and restless boys and youths, everything they had learned, and this process has ever since ceaselessly continued, until in our day, the road has earned for itself, at the hands of those who have made criminology their special study, the infamous reputation that in all the wide world it is the one school wherein, within the briefest space of time, anyone may acquire a thorough education in every known variety of crime and degeneracy.


  [image: ]

  CHAPTER II.

  “The Village Blacksmith.”

  Near the geographical center of the State of New York, in the days of the Civil War, the village—at the present time a pretentious little city—of Sidney was situated. Here resided a family by the name of Gordon. Martin Gordon, the head of this family, was the village blacksmith, and, while busily bent over his forge he ever proclaimed to the world at large thorough contentment with his earthly lot, by chanting carefree songs and ditties, the tunes of which mingled with the sharp reports of the hammer as it descended on the anvil upon which he forged red-glowing, sputtering steel and iron, with a master’s hand, into required shapes.

  Twofold were the reasons which caused Martin Gordon to so thoroughly enjoy his existence, for not only was his spacious smithy constantly filled with work demanding his attention, but when his day’s work had been accomplished and he swung with rapid strides down the village street to his own humble cottage, he knew that there his loving wife, their twelve year old son Barclay and their daughter Nellie, aged sixteen, who, on account of her beauty, had unanimously been acclaimed the village belle, were awaiting his home-coming at the garden gate to accord him a gladsome welcome.

  When “Black Friday” scourged the land with many ruthless disasters following in its wake, it was Martin Gordon’s cottage that seemed to have been singled out from among all the other homes in the village, by the throng of hungry jobless, who passed through Sidney.

  Morning, noon and many times after darkness had settled over the land, hungry and footsore wayfarers knocked at the kitchen door of the Gordon cottage, begging relief, and even long after all his neighbors, following the example set by some of the less charitably inclined villagers, had purchased vicious dogs to frighten away the more timid among the undesired callers, the humane blacksmith preached and practiced the Golden Rule, and ever impressed upon his faithful wife and children that as long as there was a single crust of bread in their cottage, no applicant for assistance should be permitted to depart empty-handed.

  Although the ever increasing number of hungry wanderers made heavy inroads upon the blacksmith’s earnings, and at times forced him and his family to deny themselves many comforts of life, no one was ever turned away from their door, until one morning while the family was breakfasting, the sublime text of the Golden Rule and the faith of Martin Gordon in his self-appointed charity received a withering jolt.

  A tramp, strong of limb and body, knocked at the kitchen door, and after Mrs. Gordon had listened to his appeal for food, she told him to wait a few minutes until she could put up a lunch for him. She closed the door and returned to the breakfast table, took from it some slices of home-made bread which she spread with butter; these she wrapped in a newspaper, and returning to the door, handed this lunch to the waiting man. The impudent scoundrel opened the parcel, and not satisfied with the pieces of God-blessed food, which had formed a part of her own family’s humble breakfast, amid a volley of the vilest oaths and curses, cast the slices of bread at the feet of the speechless stricken Mrs. Gordon.

  Martin Gordon who was sitting at the breakfast table, and had overheard every word uttered by the worthless vagabond, bounded to the door. No sooner had the reprobate placed his eyes upon the herculean built master of the house, than the coward, who had so cruelly insulted a frail woman, took to his heels. Although the blacksmith chased the miscreant to the limit of his own endurance, by a streak of exceptionally good luck the tramp outran his enraged pursuer and made his get-away by disappearing down the highway.

  By the time panting Martin Gordon returned to his cot-age a sudden change had come over his benevolence, which, like a flash, had been transformed into an unfathomable loathing for every tramp, be he worthy or unworthy, and explicit indeed were his orders to his weeping wife and his frightened children, that from this hour neither the least bite of food nor the scantiest attention be given to door-knocking applicants for charity.
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  Winter with its shortened daylight hours approached. Late one storm-riven afternoon, long after Mrs. Gordon had lighted the lamps to dispel the prevailing gloom, she heard someone timidly knock on the kitchen door. Busy with other work, she directed her daughter to step to the door and ascertain who the caller might be, and when Nellie obeyed her mother’s wish, she found a handsome fellow of perhaps twenty-five, standing before her in the driving rainstorm, holding his hat in his hand, and with water dripping from every corner of his rain soaked garments, he humbly pleaded that a single crust of dry bread be handed to him, wherewith he might appease his hunger, as he said he had not touched a morsel of food for a long time. He added that he had pleaded in vain for a crust of bread at every home in the village, and this cottage was the last habitation to whose inmates he had not, as yet, appealed for assistance.

  Nellie, obeying the stern and so often repeated command of her father, was at the point of closing the door, but while she listened to the starving fellow’s pitiful pleading, she became interested in the unfortunate’s story, and when bitter tears rolled down his cheeks and he told how disheartened he felt to be refused even a crust of bread by those for whose benefit he had battled through the sanguinary Civil War, the girl’s compassion for him overcame the obedience she owed to her father and she told the man to await her return.

  Nellie then went to her mother’s side and after repeating to her the poor fellow’s sad story, pleaded to be permitted to hand him a lunch.

  “Nellie,” Mrs. Gordon sternly reproved her daughter, “you certainly will not dare to disobey your father’s strict command, that we should never again feed a tramp, since that heartless scoundrel so contemptuously cast God’s staff of life at my feet?”

  But Nellie would not be so easily refused and she persistently pleaded that just once her father’s orders should be relaxed, so that this poor defender of their own hearth and home, who now stood starving in the pattering rain, could be given assistance. Still Mrs. Gordon steadfastly refused to give her consent. Then Nellie placed her arms around her mother’s neck and the words she whispered in her ear caused the hard lines in Mrs. Gordon’s countenance to make way for a more amiable facial expression and then the mother kissed her daughter on the forehead and nodded her assent.

  At this moment the squeaking of the garden gate announced the home coming of Martin Gordon, and while Nellie went to call the tramp into the kitchen, her mother arose from her chair to meet her husband to whom she briefly explained the predicament of the hungry fellow, and how Nellie had found a way to circumvent her father’s strict orders by having obtained her mother’s permission to go to bed without her supper so that her allotment of the family’s repast could be used to satisfy the hunger of the strange wayfarer.

  Touched by this great proof of his daughter’s benevolence, Martin Gordon accorded to the stranger, who had entered the kitchen, a most cordial welcome and placed a chair for him close to the kitchen range where its heat could dry the poor fellow’s wet apparel.

  Their tramp guest quickly proved himself far above the average wayfarers, who heretofore had stopped at the Gordon cottage. While his garments were drying, he told that his name was Frederick Palmer, and then gave a brief review of his career.

  He related how, when a mere youngster, he had run away from school to join the army and had been promoted for exceptional bravery, until he had attained the brevet rank of captain, when a bursting shell had so dreadfully wounded him that he hovered for many months betwixt life and death in a hospital from which he had been finally discharged as unfitted for further army service. Then he had made an application for a well-deserved pension, and while patiently waiting the unraveling of the official “red tape,” he had mastered the machinist’s trade, and he concluded his story by stating that Black Friday’s curse had closed his workshop and had now forced him and so many others to roam the country in search of employment.

  When supper was served, the stranger’s chair was placed beside the one upon which Nellie, his benefactress, proudly sat, and after the meal had been finished, Mrs. Gordon insisted that the ex-soldier spend the night as their guest.

  Later in the evening, after Mrs. Gordon and the children had retired for the night, Martin Gordon repeated to the astonished man the story of the other tramp, who by his brutal proof of utter heartlessness, had so effectively spoiled—as have so many other tough-faced and leather-hearted vagabonds since that day—the chances that other more deserving wayfarers had to receive kind treatment at the hands of the benevolently inclined citizens.

  After having breakfasted in the morning, their guest bade them farewell, promised to occasionally let them hear from him, and took his departure.

  When a year came and went and not a line was received, the Gordons forgot the tramp to whom they had so generously given food and shelter.
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  CHAPTER III.

  “No Greater Service Can Render a Man.”

  The summer of eighteen hundred and seventy-one arrived and when it approached its close it had become the firm conviction of even the oldest among Sidney’s inhabitants that no summer like it had ever scourged the land.

  One simmering, windless day followed the preceding one, and allied with the merciless heat, was a drought of such severity that even springs, heretofore never known to have failed, became dry, heat-cracked holes.

  This abnormal condition of the weather played havoc with the crops, causing in turn twofold suffering to the livestock on account of the lack of both necessities—fodder wherewith to appease their hunger, and water to quench their thirst.

  It is in times like these when the Destroying Angel is abroad in the land, gathering his woeful toll, that humans are forced to their knees by the knowledge of their impotence to terminate a disastrous calamity and are driven by sheer despair to humbly seek relief by turning in utter humility to the merciful Creator, praying that He lift their cross from them.

  Prayer meetings were the order of the day and to become the more worthy of divine succor, the various denominations cast aside their religious prejudices and differences, and offered up their humble supplications for heavenly assistance by means of “union” services.

  In Sidney a protracted union service had been announced for the following Sunday and every soul having the stricken country’s weal at heart, had been notified to add to its impressiveness by his presence.

  When Sunday arrived every able inhabitant was in attendance and so large was their number that the most spacious church of the village could not accommodate congregation, and on this account, the service was held in the open where all could better enter into the sober spirit of the occasion.

  At the edge of the throng, attentively listening to the solemn prayers of their leaders, stood Martin Gordon and his family. Suddenly Barclay frantically pulled his father’s coat, thus calling his attention to the place where members attending the union service had tethered their horses, and among which at this moment, a large dog was viciously snapping at the legs of the wildly plunging animals. After having injured several of the horses, the dog trotted into the middle of the village street, where he stood yelping while he angrily snapped his foam-dripping jowls at imaginary foes.
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  At this moment some of the children, too young to join the solemn service, and who had been left to themselves in the shade of a nearby tree, attracted the cur’s attention by calling the “good doggie” to come and play with them.

  As if undecided, the dog gazed with blood-shot eyes at the little ones, whose calls became evermore insistent; and then to the horror of the now thoroughly aroused congregation, which almost in unison gave vent to the warning cry of “Mad dog,” but seemed to be rooted to the ground by terror, the mad animal, ever snapping the air, trotted towards the children.
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These were the original hoboes.
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Nellie asked her mother's permission
the poor hobo.
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