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  To Every Young Man

  and Boy

  Who Reads this Book, the Author, who Has Led for Over a Quarter of a Century the Pitiful and Dangerous Life of a Tramp, gives this Well-meant Advice:

  DO NOT

  
    Jump on Moving Trains or Street Cars, even if

    only to ride to the next street crossing, because

    this might arouse the “Wanderlust,”

    besides endangering needlessly your

    life and limbs.

  

  Wandering, once it becomes a habit, is almost incurable, so NEVER RUN AWAY, but STAY AT HOME, as a roving lad usually ends in becoming a confirmed tramp.

  There is a dark side to a tramp’s life:—for every mile stolen on trains, there is one escape from a horrible death; for each mile of beautiful scenery and food in plenty, there are many weary miles of hard walking with no food or even water—through mountain gorges and over parched deserts; for each warm summer night, there are ten bitter-cold, long winter nights; for every kindness, there are a score of unfriendly acts.

  A tramp is constantly hounded by the minions of the law; is shunned by all humanity, and never knows the meaning of home and friends.

  To tell the truth, it is a pitiful existence all the way through, and what is the end?

  It is an even ninety-nine chances out of a hundred that the end will be a miserable one—an accident, an alms-house, but surely an unmarked pauper’s grave.


  CHAPTER I.

  “Where is My Wandering Boy To-Night.”

  “BRAXTON MANOR,” the palatial, stately home of one of Kentucky’s proudest families, built like a castle upon the apex of a gently sloping hill, in the midst of a well kept park of giant oaks, loomed like a specter into the moonless, balmy summer night, while stretching away to the valleys below and the hills beyond where broad, fertile acres, that gave up bountiful harvests to add annually a golden tribute to the wealth of the Braxtons. Off to one side, some distance from the manor are the “Negro quarters,” that section set apart on every large southern estate, for the humble homes of the colored house servants and farm laborers. The most pretentious one of these was the home of the manor’s expert cook, “Old Aunt Dinah,” as “her folks up the hill” affectionately called the trusty old-timer who was considered part and parcel of the Braxton family.

  She had just entered the log cabin and had deposited upon the rickety table a large wicker basket filled with all the left-overs from the manor’s supper table, which was hers by right of a long established “before the war” custom. After cautioning her pickaninnies—some her own and others adopted—to “hush up and behave,” she turned to her husband and said, “Joe, pore Missus Braxton shore had another one of her crying spells to-day. My pore Missus! How sorrow is eating out her pore heart evah since her boy ran away.” Then she wiped a tear away that had strayed down her ebony cheek and continued, “Just to think, that evah since that boy squalled the first time, I was his ‘Mammy.’ Watched him grow up to be a fine boy, and now, Oh! Lawd, bring him back to my Missus up the hill, as she shore will grieve herself to death if he does not come home purty soon.” This she followed with an audible sigh, and then she opened her wicker basket and handed each pickaninny, ranging in all colors and sizes, a generous “snack,” that constituted their daily supper.

  Later on the neighboring darkies, the onetime slaves of the “quality folks up the hill,” as they characteristically called their former masters, came visiting “Old Aunt Dinah,” their society leader, and soon the clear, care-free notes of a violin, the happy songs of the darkies, their laughter and their shouts of pleasure filled the air, while the red dashes of flame sputtering from the oak log burning even on this warm July night, in the cabin fire-place, furnishing both light and heat, gave a touch of color to this scene of absolute contentment.

  This revel kept up until far into the night, then the darkies wended their ways home to their own firesides, and soon complete silence and darkness reigned supreme.

  But look! There upon the hill amongst the majestic oaks, in the upper story in the left wing of the Manor, a lighted lamp was moved from room to room. It was held by the hands of the lady of the manor, Mrs. Braxton, clad in her night gown, who now entered the spacious library where she held the brightly burning lamp high before the large picture of a handsome, manly boy of about seventeen, and with her handkerchief she carefully brushed away every particle of dust that might have adhered to the painting and then gazed long and longingly at that beautiful, life-size portrait of her own, only child, her runaway son, Buford.

  Tears were streaming down her pallid cheeks and wearily she set the lamp upon the heavy oaken library table, and sank into a chair and placing her head between her hands she wept bitterly. All alone with her sorrow, the mistress of a grand manor, and of wealth, and yet—only a brokenhearted mother mourning for her runaway boy.

  What thoughts must have passed through her mind! For years the Braxtons had been childless, then came a welcome little stranger to turn the cold, lordly manor into a happy home. They named the boy after a beautiful little town in Georgia, Buford, as there, passengers upon the same train, the Braxtons had first met and had promptly fallen head over heels, victims to Cupid. She remembered each happy hour with the cooing baby, the complete happiness of its proud parents and their relatives; the devotion of the negro servants, who would have had themselves torn into shreds to protect his tiny body against harm and how they called him “Marse Buford” even while he was still in the daintily carved cradle, dressed in swaddling clothes. Oh, how happy were those days! Then he grew up, the only child of doting parents, went to school and then—here she sobbed out aloud—came that night which she cannot efface from her memory, when he slipped into her bedroom all dressed up in walking clothes, put his arm around her neck and kissed her with such a strange fervor as she had never known him to pet her before, and while she was arousing herself to ask him what his queer actions meant, he was gone and she heard him close the door of his own bedroom and thought that the divine love of a child for its mother had caused him to show his affection to her at such an unearthly hour of the night.
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  Then broke the dawn of the fateful day. She seemed to awake unusually early, impelled by a strange restlessness, and arose to hear the first notes of the birds as they warbled songs of happiness to their little ones in their nests scattered under the eaves of the manor and everywhere throughout the park.

  Then the breakfast bell rang, and she and Mr. Harold Braxton repaired to the dining room and seated themselves to the well-laden table, wondering why Buford, never late, and always ready to bid them a friendly morning’s greeting, had not put in an appearance.

  Jim, the old-time negro waiter, was dispatched to the boy’s room to inquire the reason why he had failed to join his parents at the breakfast table. Jim knocked and then cautiously opened the unlocked door, and with only one glance at the untouched bedclothes, bolted down the stairway, and ashen-gray, trembling like a leaf, he blurted out: “Marse Braxton, Marse Buford has not gone at all to bed last night and is not in his room.” She remembered how she had to hold onto the table to keep from sinking to the floor, and how she felt her heart jump up into her throat as she thought of that last embrace of him, whom she loved best in all the world.

  A hasty search of his room was made and everything only proved too plainly that he had run away, as he had dressed himself in his best Sunday clothes, carefully folding his discarded garments, and had only taken such things as a boy going out upon a camping trip into the woods and hills would need.

  The darkies were sent through the neighborhood and a thorough search of all the camping grounds and shady nooks for miles around was made. The relatives and authorities were notified by dispatches to be on a lookout for him; but all this was in vain. Only one faint clue was found. An old negro woman passing the Manor, coming home from a late sick visit, saw a rough-faced, heavily built man standing in the darkness of the trees near the main entrance-gate, and to whom, darky fashion, she bid a “good evenin’, Massa,” receiving only a rough grunt as an answer to her humble greeting.

  She remembered that awful first night, when she was yet strange to the fearful waiting that, since that day has extended over, oh, such a long stretch of solid sorrow! The first day passed, then the next one and as she gave up hopes to see him soon again, she prayed through all the long weary hours of the dreary, restless nights for just a line, just a single word from her wandering boy. But none came, although Mr. Braxton had assured her that runaway boys never write nor send a word to their homes until they are so far away that even a quickly sent telegram will not cause their being held by the authorities.

  Weeks passed on weeks, and she failed in health, from a happy woman she became an aged, haggard and brokenhearted wreck of her former self. That longing for her boy became her one overpowering passion, and she induced Mr. Braxton to offer a reward of five hundred dollars for information or apprehension of her boy, and an equal sum for the capture of the scoundrel who had enticed him from home.

  Gradually the picture upon the library wall, the only true likeness of her Buford, became her shrine. She did not feel so lonely when gazing at that mute portrait, and many times, sobbing as if her poor heart would break, she would rise, at all hours of the night to gaze at the picture of her runaway boy.

  She was as proud of that boy as only a mother could be. And, too, had not his preacher, his teachers, his classmates and playmates praised him many times to her for his manly qualities? He was a favorite with everybody he came into contact with, and now that he was gone, his mother, more than ever realized her loss.

  On another part of the library’s wall hung a large calendar. She arose heavily out of the chair to count the months, the weeks and the days since his disappearance, when suddenly with a loud thud, she fell heavily in a dead faint upon the floor.
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  Mr. Braxton, awakened by the noise, rose from his bed and seeing through the wide open door of the library the brightly burning lamp, investigated and found the limp form of his wife stretched out upon the hard floor. He tenderly lifted her upon the lounge and while tears of anguish were streaming down his face, he pitifully sobbed: “Poor, poor Helen! Oh! If only Buford could be home at this moment and see what he has done to his poor mother, he would never have run away, or at least would have written her a single word to allay her fears!” Then he dashed some cold water into her face and as she gradually revived, he made her as comfortable as possible.

  When Mrs. Braxton gained full consciousness, she pointed her trembling hand at the calendar, and between sobs, muttered: “Look, Harold, to-night, just one year ago, Buford gave me his last kiss, his sole reward, for the long seventeen years I slaved for him to make of him what he was the day he left! Oh, Harold, I only wished that some other mother would do for my Buford the same as I did for that little runaway boy who knocked a month ago, asking for a lunch, at our door. Oh! Harold, if only some other mother would feel for me as I did for that lad’s mother. I gave him all his starved insides would hold and then commenced to tell him what a fool he was, trying to leave his home to become a restless, good-for-nothing, homeless tramp, shunned and despised by all humanity and constantly hounded by those who represent the law. I spoke to him about his home, as I inwardly wished that someone would talk to our own boy, and described to him the sorrows of his own good mother and kept on in that vein until he finally commenced to cry and turned so homesick, that he gave me his true address and I notified his mother, who promptly answered to hold him for her arrival. Do you remember, Harold, when she came, how she was all dressed in silks and diamonds and yet picked up that little ragged and bedraggled looking boy and almost hugged and kissed him to death? And those letters we receive now and then tell a story of a satisfied mother’s love, and are these letters not a far greater reward to us than all this world’s gold?” And then Mrs. Braxton had another weeping spell.

  To console her Mr. Braxton remarked: “Buford will come home some of these days, Helen. He merely had his heart full of boyish dreams and longings to see the world that he had heard and read so much about and that he had been so eager to see, so when the rascally stranger the colored woman had seen at midnight, prowling in the shadows of the trees near the entrance-gate, no doubt promising to show him the cities and the countries he had longed to visit, the temptation to see these sights with his own eyes mastered his prudence and as he did not dare to ask for our consent, he ran away.” “I remember, wife,” he continued, “how my grandfather used to tell me how he too, ran away from his parents when a small boy and landed in the big city of New York with just two single silver dollars; how he found a job as cabin-boy on a ‘clipper’, then the fastest sailing vessels in the world, which was bound for the gold regions of California; how he landed four months later, after racing down the Atlantic, around Cape Horn and again up the Pacific, at San Francisco; how he received sixty dollars for the trip and deeming himself wealthy, found after landing on shore, that a pair of rough boots made of rawhide cost him twenty-five of his hard earned dollars and everything else in equally steep proportions. He became a pony express rider, conveying the mails to the Pacific Coast over the Overland Trail, by means of fastest horses and quickest relays. Later on he went into business, prospered, sold out, then returned with his fortune to Kentucky, purchased this farm and built this, our own house. Who knows, perhaps our boy has the restless blood of his great-grandfather coursing through his veins? So, Helen, dearest wife, do not worry, Buford will be with us soon, something strange seems to tell me that he is right now on his way to beg our pardon for his boyish prank.”

  Under these soothing words Mrs. Braxton’s grief gradually subsided, and with her husband assisting her, and holding the lamp, at such an angle that she could not again see the fateful date on the calendar, he led her to her bedroom, where, after affectionately kissing her upon her forehead he gently closed the door and returned to his own room. He did not go to sleep, but there, by the side of his bed, that strong, proud man prayed upon his bare knees for long hours to his Creator, to take from him this cross, that not only had robbed him of his child, had ruined his wife’s health and happiness, but came dangerously near destroying the mind of her whom he loved better than life itself.
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  CHAPTER II.

  “The Call of the ‘Wanderlust.’”

  HARDLY ever had the streets of Cleveland, Ohio, been more crowded with promenading people, than on the same July night mentioned in the first chapter. All during the sweltering day preceding it, people who had no important business to transact, requiring their personal attention, kept indoors, but now as the night with the cooling breezes off Lake Erie reduced the furnace-like temperature, they were crowding upon the streets, to give vent to the surplus of energy accumulated during an all day’s imprisonment behind sun-baked walls.
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