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“An excellent account.... The next time you’re sitting dead in the roadway in rush hour traffic, read this book.” —The Dallas Morning News
“Consistently interesting. . .. Our curiosity about tramps is part of a complicated fantasy concerning what we call freedom.” —The New York Times
“Rolling Nowhere is a book that stays with you.” —Los Angeles Times
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“A riveting read.” —The Fresno Bee
“His account of the weeks he spent crisscrossing America is a swiftly unfolding narrative of danger, violence, alienation, and sadness. ... Realistic, perceptive.” —American Library Association
Rolling Nowhere succeeds in its ability to bring out this forgotten world of railyard hoboes. Conover... picks up on dozens of fascinating little insights into these men and their way of life.” —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Lively and informative.... Conover’s vivid, personal style makes this well-written and well-paced book a worthwhile choice for the general reader.... Highly recommended.” —Library Journal
“A fascinating account of life in [a] dirty, shadowy, little-known and seldom understood world.” —Asbury Park Press
“His style in Rolling Nowhere reflects wide-eyed wonder and unquenchable curiosity. On the subject of hoboes today, Ted Conover is the best we’ve got.” —This Week in Denver
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By the time Rolling Nowhere came out, I had crossed the country on my bicycle, worked in a Spanish sausage factory, done community organizing as a VISTA volunteer in Dallas and, of course, spent four months on the rails with hoboes. I thought of myself as experienced and mature. Imagine my surprise, then, when I learned that my editor had appended to my chosen title, Rolling Nowhere, the line, “A Young Man’s Adventures Riding the Rails with America’s Hoboes.”
“ ‘A young man’s’?” I asked her on the phone, feeling I’d just been demoted by New York publishing.
“Well, we thought that best described it,” I recall her saying. “There’s nothing wrong with it—you are a young man, you know.” And clearly, I was; I was twenty-four.
With this edition, the subtitle has been improved. But I must admit, as I reread this first book of mine, that the description was accurate. These are a young man’s adventures. Now that I’m almost twenty years older and have seen more, done more, and written more, this younger man, despite his pretensions of experience, seems a bit callow. And so candid! Most of my first-person writing at the time had been for my journals and diaries, and I think I never really imagined that anyone would be able to take this book home from the store or library and read my deepest thoughts.
The world of the railroad hobo has changed considerably in the twenty years since Rolling Nowhere was first published. People have been proclaiming his death for years and years now; many were surprised, when my book came out, that there had been any hoboes left for me to travel with. At the time, I guessed there were several thousand railroad hoboes still out there. But now, it does seem there are practically none.
The hobo’s death, of course, has long been foretold. Back in 1974, Don McLean sang,
The ghosts of highway royalty have vanished in the night
The Whitman wanderer walking toward a glowing inner light
The children have grown older and the cops have gripped us tight
There’s no spot ’round the melting pot for free men in their flight.
He was premature, but not by much. A different term, “homeless,” was gaining currency around the time I wrote Rolling Nowhere; if hoboes weren’t going to die out on their own, it seemed, they were going to be subsumed into this new concept, which was purely about a social problem, with none of the romance of the railroad world. The wondrous thing about hoboes, who were spawned by the Great Depression, has always been the way we created something romantic out of the inevitable. Freedom of choice—the idea, real or not, that “I’d live this way even if I didn’t have to”—is an essential part of the notion, and the reason I wanted to live that life myself.
*
Of the many changes that have affected hoboes since my sojourn in 1980, some of the greatest actually have to do with trains. When I took my journey, there were still plenty of wooden-floored boxcars, the classic hobo roost. Now these boxcars are all but gone (along with cabooses, whose occupants used to alert the engine crew of wheel trouble or inform them when the end of the train was finally off the main track—jobs now performed by electronic sensors). More and more freight is “intermodal”: container boxes go straight from ships to the new “stack” and “doublestack” freight cars, truck trailers are lifted onto piggyback freight cars and unloaded again on the other side of the country. A guy can still catch a ride on those freight cars, but he’s more exposed to weather and scrutiny and the rides are less comfortable.
A second change has to do with the freight railroads’ attitude toward riders, which has become less tolerant. As recently as twenty years ago, the traditional cat-and-mouse game between hobo and bull prevailed. “As long as you weren’t a total jerk, and you got off when he told you to and climbed back on when he wasn’t looking—as long as it looked like he was keeping tramps out of the yard—everything was fine,” says an old-timer I know named North Bank Fred. “Now it’s totally different.” Todd Waters, a former marketing executive who goes by “Adman” on the rails— and “free-range human being” in his e-mails—complains that “now they’ll even chase you when it’s raining!” And often send you to jail if they catch you.
Employees who used to help the hobo on his way—brakemen, track crews—now actively turn him in. Citizens sometimes call police or regional railroad offices on cell phones when they spot a hobo at a railroad crossing. I still take the occasional pleasure trip; a while ago I rode with Todd Waters across the Rocky Mountains on the Canadian Pacific. Somehow the engineer of a Canadian National train across the river saw our heads through the windows of the rear locomotive we were in. Soon the train stopped, and Todd and I were busted by a Mountie.
Some blame corporate consolidation for these changes. Over the past few years, the Union Pacific Railroad has absorbed the Southern Pacific, the Western Pacific, and the Denver & Rio Grande Western. Burlington Northern has swallowed up the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe. Canadian National is acquiring the Wisconsin Central as I write. These corporations control not just railroads but trucking, high-tech, oil and gas, and hotel companies, and decisions are made by people who aren’t a part of the tradition. “Southern Pacific was a railroad, and Union Pacific is a corporation,” complains North Bank Fred. That oversimplifies things, but only somewhat.
The hobo’s world—not to mention his image—has also been darkened by a couple of serial killers who traveled the rails since the days of my journey. Robert Joseph Silveria—road name “Sidetrack”—is thought to have killed a dozen railroad tramps over fifteen years before he was apprehended in 1996. Worse from a public relations point of view, “Railcar Killer” Angel Maturino Resendiz used the rails to murder up to nine people who lived near railroad yards back in the late 1990s, which created tremendous pressure on companies to curb the travels of unauthorized riders.
When I wrote this book, hoboes could still get extra allotments of food stamps by applying multiple times in different train towns—Marysville, California; Everett, Washington; and Havre, Montana, for example. That scam kept a lot of people on the move. But tighter food stamp regulations have changed things. Most able-bodied adults without dependents (“a-bods,” in federal parlance) are now cut off after three months, unless they find a job.
But probably the worst thing for modem hobo life has been American prosperity. “The greatest peacetime economic expansion in history,” as Bill Clinton and Al Gore called it, without question shrank the ranks of the homeless and the unemployed. If train crews are a little less helpful to the guys they find in their yards, it may be because when they look at them they don’t see themselves, dispossessed, but rather recreational riders (Los Angeles actor Budd Hopkins often hit the rails with a guitar in the late eighties and early nineties, and made it into many newspapers, too) or a newer wave of “nose ring nation people,” as North Bank Fred calls them—punks, radical environmentalists, and other disaffected youth “with chains and mohawks and stuff.” Scrawled in chalk on the railroad underpass in Seattle is no longer, “Portland Slim was here,” but “Anarchy Rules!”
The hobo idea still resonates in articles about these modern-day riders and in memoirs by old-timers, but the world of hoboes with road names who cooked in jungles with “gunboats” (coffee cans) is a thing of the past, and Rolling Nowhere is now, I suppose, a historical document.
*
As for me, Rolling Nowhere remains the adventure that changed my life. The week before my college graduation, as I was packing my bags for a job at The Indianapolis Star, two calls came in quick succession from people claiming to represent the Today show and Good Morning America; they had seen a wire story about my travels, they said, and wanted to fly me to New York. It seemed so unlikely that I accused the second caller of playing a prank. But the tickets arrived, I went to New York, and, armed with evidence that people out there might want to read a book about my experience, I found a literary agent, skipped Indiana, and went home to write a book.
Though Rolling Nowhere was hard to find for several years, its readers continued to seek me out, as they still do—people’s interest in the hobo life seems stronger than ever. Maybe that has something to do with the corporate consolidation out there and the regimented quality of modern-day life, with its overwork and structure and the fetish I sometimes think we’ve made of safety.
The only problem with the book being back in print is that now my son, just learning to read, is going to find it easier to get his hands on a copy. Back in the day, I remember secretly rolling my eyes at my professor’s admonition that freight-hopping was probably a good way to get my legs cut off, or the tiresome refrain from spokesmen of the American Railroad Association, whenever somebody’s freight adventures made it into the newspaper, that hopping trains was illegal and dangerous. What I now admit—and yes, it has to do with parenthood—is that these warnings are reasonable. Enjoy the book, have your own adventures, and be careful out there.
New York
April 24, 2001
I crouched quietly in the patch of tall weeds. Around me fell the shadow of the viaduct that carried a highway over the railroad yards. From the edge of the yards, I squinted as I watched the railroad cars being switched from track to track. As hard as it was for me to look out into the late summer sun, I knew anyone in the sun would have a hard time seeing me in the shade. Cars and trucks were rolling over the viaduct, but what occupied my attention was the dark, cool corridor underneath it, where I hoped to intercept my train.
If the train ever arrived, that was. I was going on three days in St. Louis now, waiting for this train, or any train. Where it went anymore, I didn’t really care: I just wanted out. The downtown industrial area of St. Louis was not meant for travelers and was no place to spend the night—or the day, for that matter—yet I had done it twice now. And already today, the sun was on its way down.
How hoboes did this regularly, I did not understand. The railroad yards around St. Louis were fearsome places, enclosed by chain-link fences and patrolled by dogs or guards in unmarked security cars. My plan had been to wait at the end of a yard and jump a train as it emerged from the secured area. But so far the trains I had seen had either rolled out only a tiny bit, then reversed direction and returned to the yard, or had emerged at high speed. Running alongside them, gear bouncing on my back and in my hands, I had realized the futility of trying to grab hold. Even if I managed to snag a ladder, how long would I be able to hold on? Either hoboes had the grip of barnacles, or this was not how it was done.
The railroads were suspicious of telephone calls concerning freight schedules, too. “Who wants to know?” a yardmaster had snarled when finally I found his number in the telephone book. A train buff, I had answered. “Sorry.” Click.
This morning, a better ruse had occurred to me. I was going to be a local commercial photographer. I found the name of one in the Yellow Pages and called up the yard, saying I was interested in shooting a westbound freight, headed into the afternoon sun, for a calendar. I wouldn’t even have to enter the yard, I said—I could do my shooting from the bridge. After a few tense moments, the yard-master returned to the phone. “Well, we got one called outa here for three-thirty,” he said.
This time I scaled a fence into the yard, and at 3:30 I was ready. And at 4:00. And at 4:30. And now at 5:30 I began to lose hope. The night before I had given up on downtown and sought refuge on the suburban back lawn of some family friends a few miles away. They had been very kind, more understanding than most suburban families about discovering a transient asleep in their back yard in the morning. But I couldn’t go back—the idea of someone like me riding freight trains to learn about hoboes had seemed quaint and slightly comical to them, and until I had some experience under my belt, some credibility, I didn’t feel like doing any more explaining about my riding the rails.
Then finally I saw it. From the crowd of partial trains that cluttered the center of the yard emerged a train that looked to be whole—a train, anyway, that had an engine at the lead end and was quite purposefully leaving the yard, picking up speed. My heart jumped as the engine entered the shadow under my bridge, eight or nine cars visibly in tow. More cars appeared—where could I ride? Stories from friends who had hopped trains always had them comfortably situated in open boxcars—but what few boxcars I could see were resolutely shut. Did you simply hold on to the ladder? I didn’t think so, but I was nearing the point where I would give it a try.
I shouldered my small pack and bedroll, hung another bag around my neck, picked up my water jug, and, knees weak, rose to my feet. Now I was visible. I looked down the tracks toward the six-story control tower that the only hobo I had met to date had told me to watch out for. That was earlier this afternoon. He had strode directly up to my hiding spot in the weeds, his “howdy” catching me in the middle of a sentence in my journal. Embarrassed and uncomfortable at being discovered, I returned the greeting, and we talked briefly. I was in the wrong yard for getting to Kansas City, he maintained—the right one was several miles away, and that, in fact, was where he was headed. But as he walked off, he didn’t invite me to follow. At first dejected, I realized later that I hadn’t asked to tag along, either. Perhaps the time was not yet right for me to join up with a hobo. First I needed some credentials. First I wanted to hop a freight.
The train continued its journey out of the yard. The engine was almost even with the control tower now—plainly in sight of it—and fifteen or twenty cars were visible. Passing underneath the shadow of the bridge took each of them three or four seconds and within that space of time, I knew, I would have to meet the train and climb aboard. No sign would say where to sit, no porter would greet me. If the stories I had heard were true, a railroad cop, or “bull,” might be there to toss me back off.
Finally there appeared what looked like a boxcar with the top half missing—a gondola car, I would later learn it was called. Ladders ran up its side, front and rear, and I thought I could make it. The car was a weathered maroon, and it rocked ponderously from side to side as it approached the shadow. I timed my sprint: 4— 3—2—1—go! With the gondola still in the sun, I sprang out of the weeds and across the rails, sprinting gingerly over the ties. About twelve tracks separated me from the train; I narrowed the gap as the gondola rolled into the shadow. I slowed down as I approached it, suddenly awed by the immense size of a train up close. I heaved my jug up the twelve or so feet it took to clear the top of the gondola. The train looked impregnable, fortress-like. Out of breath too soon, I began running alongside on the gravel. I ripped my shoulder bag from around my neck, pitched it underhanded into the gondola, and then, both hands free, reached for the ladder. The steel-on-steel sounds of the huge, shining wheels rolling on the tracks underneath cautioned me to keep my distance, and my balance. One hand on, then two, and I hoisted myself up. A few quick steps up the rungs and I was over the edge, just as the train and I emerged into the sunlight.
It was a long drop to the gondola floor. I landed on all fours and quickly gathered up my belongings into a corner on the side of the gondola nearest the tower. If I could press far enough against the wall, I thought, I would not be seen. The train trundled along slowly, and I held my breath. Random pieces of scrap iron littered the gondola floor. The cotton of my pack and shoulder bag seemed out of place here, too soft. My sleeves, I noticed, had become stained with dirt and rust. I pressed against the wall, and the train rolled and rumbled. If they had seen me get on, I thought, now was about when the bull would arrive to make the arrest. Minutes passed. Keep going, I urged the train, keep going....
The train stopped with a jerk. A loud blast of air from somewhere underneath the car was followed by silence, and I was more afraid than ever of making a sound. For five minutes I didn’t dare to look. My third day out, and already in jail—what an auspicious start!
Stiffly, I rose to my feet, found a piece of junk to stand on, and peered over the side. The tower was nowhere in sight—nor, anymore, were any of the other trains. Woods lined the track on either side, and a dirt road paralleled it. A small wooden shack was set off in the shrubbery, but there were no signs of life there. “Goddamn,” I said under my breath, not knowing exactly what had happened but pretty sure it wasn’t good.
I gathered up my belongings and prepared to chuck them over the side and climb out. But just then I heard the sound of tires on gravel. I peeked out and saw a plain-colored sedan with a tiny antenna on top and searchlights near the rear-view mirrors creeping along the length of the train on the dirt road. Quickly I fell back into the car and waited. In time the cruiser passed by; had he been looking for me? I waited a few more minutes, until the coast was clear, and climbed out of the gondola.
Nobody answered my knock on the door of the shack. More and more disconsolate, I gazed at my surroundings. The train was only about twenty cars long. There was no engine anymore, and no caboose: I had been dropped off on a siding. I had gotten nowhere again.
In the distance I heard the noise of cars on a busy street. I sighed and began trudging toward it. I still had my map of St. Louis; with it I could walk to the road, figure out my location relative to my suburban friends, and either hitchhike there or give them a call to pick me up. The thought of conceding defeat was sickening, but not as bad as spending another night in the weed-patch, like two nights ago, or, as on the night before that, on top of a public restroom building in a small park.
At first I thought the rumbling was in my imagination. Hallucinations of passing freights would have been perfectly logical at this point, but this was a real sound, and more: in my chest I felt the deep bass vibrations of diesel locomotives. I stopped walking. Where was that noise coming from? It was definitely a train, and it seemed to be moving parallel to my siding, but the thick brush on either side of the track confounded my efforts to pinpoint it. Finally I took a chance and went crashing through the brush on the side that seemed most likely.
I came out in the empty parking lot of a large factory. More shrubbery cluttered its far side, but through gaps in the green leaves and branches I saw bright colors passing. I tore across the parking lot.
The train was huge, somehow made bigger by its greater speed. I caught a glimpse of the engines: four of them hooked together, not just one. This train was longer, already well out of the yard, and already moving rather fast. This train meant business.
Like airplanes, trains often appear to be traveling more slowly than they really are. To gauge the speed of this one better, I ran alongside it for twenty or thirty feet, seeing if I could keep up. Barely, I could. I stopped, caught my breath, and made sure the gravel ahead was free of obstructions. Then I looked back on the monster I was planning to board.
Its speed, I guessed, was fifteen miles per hour. Most of the cars were large boxcars; if the raised track they rode on was figured in, their tops were probably twenty-five feet from the ground. Interspersed with these were big tank cars, grain cars, and flat cars. The ground trembled as they passed over it, and the railroad ties creaked and sagged. Some cars swayed perilously from side to side, so much that I feared they might topple over on me. Ten or twenty cars rolled by, seeming to pick up speed, and again, there was no sign of an empty boxcar, or even another gondola. I began to panic. What if I didn’t find a place to ride by the time the caboose appeared?
Then something that looked like a caboose, but wasn’t quite, came into view. I regarded it curiously, and the one like it, which followed right behind. These were apparently cabooses-in-progress, caboose bodies of unfinished steel with no upholstery, doors in the frames, or glass in the windows. They were certainly empty, and the ladders at one end of them were actually steps, which extended toward the gravel and had railings up the side. I wanted to board but could not resolve to jump on until it was too late.
My eyes turned back to the cars still to come. Two more boxcars passed, and then—another caboose-in-progress! This was it. I started running before the car even reached me, sprinting in the dimming light over the loose gravel. My flopping pack and shoulder bag pulled at my back and shoulders, uncoordinated with my running, nearly making me lose my balance. The train was now moving faster than I could run. The caboose appeared at my side, slowly gaining on me. I saw its railings out of the comer of my eye and, feet pounding the gravel, swung an arm wildly out and grabbed on. Being attached to all that energy panicked me at first, but then I realized I was also more stable. Twisting my body, I grabbed on with the other arm and, in the same motion, pulled myself onto the steps. The train’s greater speed caused me to swing backward, and my packs swung perilously over the back of the caboose. The straps held, though, as did my hands, and I was on. I climbed the steps two at a time, ducked under the chain at the top, and stood on the rear platform of the caboose. It was steady enough here, so I took off my gear, leaned it against the caboose wall, and took a deep breath of relief.
The train speeded up and was soon traveling probably thirty miles per hour. We passed through St. Louis’s outlying areas, through crossings where scores of rush-hour drivers were stalled, awaiting passage of the train. I walked into the caboose proper, leaned on a windowsill, and put my head out into the breeze. Now and then my presence in the middle of this train would catch the eye of some pedestrian or bored driver, and in surprise, amusement, or, I imagined, envy, they would turn their heads, wondering what in God’s name this kid was doing on the train. Long rows of back yards opened themselves up to my privileged view: many people were out in them this evening, barbecuing or having drinks. Some, especially the young, waved to me, and as I waved back, it finally dawned on me what I had done. I was on a freight! I had hopped it! After weeks of excited anticipation and days of bored, frustrated waiting, my dream was coming true.
A big smile crept onto my face and wouldn’t go away; I let out a whoop. To know this feeling, it was suddenly clear, was at least one reason I had wanted to take this trip.
The other reasons I never found easy to explain. I know that as a boy growing up in Denver, I had been entranced by the older boys who found their way downtown, jumped the Denver & Rio Grande Western up into the mountains, and returned with tales of courage and narrow escapes. I understood that some men did it professionally, and I grew up with a romantic vision of hoboes as renegades, conscientious objectors to the nine-to-five work world, men who defied convention and authority to find freedom on the open road. “Knights of the road” were subjects of some of my favorite folk songs and short stories. Whenever I brought up the subject, somebody’s father, uncle, or brother-in-law had always done some hoboing. No matter if it was in the middle of the Great Depression—they too returned with great war stories. Hopping freights, those mythic behemoths so tied to the growth and exploration of the West, seemed something a red-blooded American boy just ought to do.
Later, my curiosity was sparked by homeless men I met while serving as a VISTA volunteer in Dallas. Drunk or hungry, they would stumble into the storefront office of the community group I worked for—sometimes literally, since the wooden front door had no latch, and those who leaned against it found themselves sprawled across our floor the next instant. We fed them soup, and they went on their way. Perhaps they interested me because they seemed so unlike me, so devoid of ambition and unconcerned about any moment but the present. An overdose of the opposite was one thing that had made me want to take the volunteer year away from school: status-consciousness, competitiveness, and clubbiness seemed the rule at my small New England college. Perhaps I came up with the idea of living with hoboes because it looked like a way of escaping the limiting habits and attitudes of my own social class, of getting an outside perspective on who I was. Perhaps it was the challenge of seeing if my tender, college-bred self could make it in their tough world: did I have it in me? Or maybe it was simply through wondering what life for them was like: was theirs, as one sociologist suggested, “a world of strangers who are friends”? Was there a brotherhood of the rails?
The idea of hoboes in this age of postwar affluence seemed a paradox. Most people told me that freight-hopping hoboes had gone out with the Depression, the “Java men of industrial time.” Most of the books on hoboes were forty years old. If hoboes still existed, they were invisible; their niche had been filled by bag ladies and hitchhikers.
Still, a Canadian Pacific engineer I met in Alberta one summer swore that he saw them quite often (and offered some tips on how to travel their way and not get caught), and a buddy of mine who commuted daily on a freight from his home on the Washington state line to college in the Idaho panhandle had seen them too. These reports were corroborated by a recent book of hobo photographs I found on a friend’s bookshelf.
My only other lead was something called the National Hobo Convention in Britt, Iowa. I had first read of it while folding newspapers for my delivery route, when I was barely a teenager. The brief article, which I clipped, quoted “Steamtrain” Maury Graham, the “King of the Hoboes,” as saying he could tell how the nation’s economy was doing by the length of the cigarette butts he found on the sidewalk. I thought such a character would be worth meeting.
Authorities in Britt confirmed that the August convention was an annual event, and that it had been going on for eighty years. The Chamber of Commerce sponsored it, they added. The Chamber of Commerce sponsored a meeting of hoboes? It sounded strange, but I knew I would have to attend, as a serious onlooker if not a conventioneer.
A month before I began my hobo trip, I took a long weekend off from my summer job in the East and went to Britt. I flew into Minneapolis, the nearest big city. A map showed a freight line passing south from there to Britt but, still ignorant of how to hop a freight, I chose to hitchhike down. I had good luck until I was only twenty miles away. The narrow country road leading from the interstate to Britt was choked with motor homes full of hobo fans, on their way to watch the convention. Good news, I thought: the driving would be slow, but I would get plenty of ride offers. The hobo fans expressed plenty of interest in me but, to my dismay, almost nobody stopped. It took me five more hours to get to Britt, past the illuminated welcome sign with its cartoon hobo.
The annual Hobo Day parade was just starting. Down Main Street came the American Legion, high school baton twirlers, gargantuan farm machines, and then, to my disbelief, a hobo float! Seated upon it were maybe fifteen men, all bearded, most with floppy hats, many holding walking sticks. They wore trousers that were heavily patched but spotlessly clean and flashed big, toothy smiles to the crowd. These are hoboes? I asked myself.
I looked for the men in the long lines of people waiting for free mulligan stew after the parade, but few were in evidence. I asked a server where they might be found.
“Probably over in the jungle,” she said.
“The jungle? Where is that?”
“Over by the grain elevators,” she said, pointing to the town’s tallest structures. “It’s really a park.”
The jungle was easy to find. A large open boxcar had been rolled into its middle—presumably for hobo accommodations, to judge by the sturdy wooden ramp that had been built up to the entrance. Next to this was a cooking area, with folding chairs and stumps for seats around it, and on the other side was a large party tent, set up to protect the hoboes from the weather.
But at that moment it was being used for a hobo press conference.
“So are there really many hoboes anymore?” a newspaper reporter inquired of a gentleman I would learn was Steamtrain Maury Graham.
“Nooo, not many,” intoned Steamtrain, sipping from a can of Mountain Dew and whacking flies with a swatter. “Reckon what you see here is just about the last of ’em. Hoboes are a dyin’ breed, y’know.” Stout, with a flowing white beard, Steamtrain would have made a good Santa Claus. Dark suspenders, stark against his gleaming white shirt, held up his old canvas pants. Reader’s Digest had once run an article about him: the author had searched night and day over miles of train track to catch up with the mythical Steamtrain. He had apparently been looking in the wrong place: Steamtrain’s pickup truck and camping trailer, just in from his home in Toledo, Ohio, were parked a few yards away from the tent, not far from the pair of San-O-Lets thoughtfully provided by the town for any hobo in need.
Further questions were cut short, because it was time for the annual election of the King and Queen of the Hoboes.
All the hoboes assembled on a stage erected near the site of the mulligan stew fest, and the media people crowded around to get it on film. The names of the hoboes filtered through the audience: there was Lord Open Road, the Arkansas Traveler, Portland Gray, Sparky Smith, Hood River Blackie, the Shadow, the Pennsylvania Kid, Virginia Slim, and others. There were even a few women. Cards were circulating through the crowd; “Vote for Hood River Blackie,” said one.
First to the microphone was Steamtrain himself, who announced that, due to health considerations, he would be unable to run for a sixth term. Disappointment rippled through the crowd of several hundred, among whom Steamtrain was evidently an old favorite.
Then began the “election.” One by one the hoboes got up and told the crowd why they were most deserving of the title King of the
Hoboes. “Why, I bin on the freights since before most of you was born,” a typical harangue began. “I remember the days of the coal-burnin’ locomotive and ridin’ the rods. I had dicks pull me off a train rollin’ forty miles an hour, and I’ve pushed some of them offa trains goin’ even faster.” The brief speeches were typically followed by an ovation; an emcee had explained that whichever hobo received the loudest applause, in the opinion of a three-judge panel, would be named the new King of the Hoboes.
I was about to go look for a bar when one of the contestants caught my attention. He was a massive, bearded, dangerous-looking man, younger than most of the others, wearing a railroad engineer’s cap, and he had something different to say. Stepping up to the podium, the man calling himself Portland Gray related his qualifications—“I rode twelve thousand miles on boxcars last year”—and then told the crowd something it had probably not expected to hear. “People get muddled in their image of hoboes,” he said. “Most guys you see on the road ain’t like us, all fat and sassy. Most guys on the road are sick and broke. They’re hurtin’. Hoboes built this country, and it’s workers you see on the rails— only most of ’em’s too old or sick to work anymore, or there ain’t jobs for ’em. And what do we do? We throw ’em on the scrap heap! Are we going to throw away our people, our resources, those who made us strong?” He took his seat to spotty applause.
Now this, I thought, was something new. When the speeches finally ended, I pursued this man, who seemed the lone truth-teller, back to the jungle.
I introduced myself, told him of what I was about to do, and we set off on a long walk down the railroad tracks. Portland Gray knew more about hoboes than anybody I had met. Here, at last, was someone who had ridden the rails and, more, was still riding them.
“Yeah, there’s still hoboes,” said Portland Gray to me, “but you ain’t gonna see any of them here. This is fun, but it’s fake. Nine out of ten of these guys have never been on a freight in their lives—they just come to have a little fun, get a little publicity.
Why, that Steamtrain’s got a head that’s three boxcars long! This isn’t the place to learn what you want to know.”
Gray told me what was: “Division points—the towns trains stop in to change crews—that’s where you’ll find the real tramps.” He mentioned a few places—Oroville and Stockton, California; Wishram, Washington; Havre, Montana—names I had never heard of, the capitals of tramp culture.
He himself had gone to college three years, he said, before realizing “I wasn’t getting too good a return on my investment.” A student of hobo lore, he took to the road just to see what it was like. He had read most of the good books on hoboes, and when we returned to the “jungle” he also showed me two reference books he carried, listing railroad timetables and routes.
We leaned back against a shade tree to enjoy the cool six-pack of beer we had bought. Across the jungle, Steamtrain Maury Graham ascended the boxcar ramp and executed a jig for a television camera crew. Later in the evening we would see him posing next to a bonfire, kids on his knee, for a National Geographic photographer, and autographing glossy portraits of himself boarding a train.
I felt cynical about the whole thing—the convention was a fake, as Gray had said. But it was fun, too. The convention was a celebration of an American myth. The hobo, scorned and outlawed during his golden age of the Great Depression, had somehow retained the affection of Americans. As Lady Bo had told the audience, “You all wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t a little bit of hobo in you!” The “hoboes,” most of whom had now retired to the shade of Steamtrain’s trailer, out of sun and limelight, understood what that meant. They represented not the scrap-heap hoboes alluded to by Portland Gray, but the footloose, vagabond, ruggedly individualistic hoboes celebrated by Whitman, Kerouac, Dos Passos, London, Steinbeck, and other American writers—the hoboes that some of us, sometimes, might wish we could be. Like the illuminated “Welcome to Britt” sign, the Britt hoboes were caricatures. They replicated rather well the things people like to see in hoboes—the iconoclasm, the freedom, the brotherhood of the road.
In the shade of Steamtrain’s trailer the hoboes told stories, keeping alive another American tradition. Meanwhile, a pair of motor homes slowly cruised the perimeter of the jungle. The windows were up, but faces peered intently out, steaming up the glass. I noticed a boy through one window. Somehow, he reminded me of myself. Suddenly he raised his hand, pointing excitedly to the knot of hoboes he had spotted in the shade: “Hey, hey, look!” I could see him say. “There they are! There’s the hoboes!”
*
My college professors, too, had been excited by hoboes, but in the wrong way. “Why, you could lose your legs,” my advisor pointed out, adding that sadism by railroad detectives, bulls, was not unheard of, that many tramps were criminals, and that the activity was, after all, illegal. All considered, my college thought the project was not the kind of research an anthropology undergraduate “ought properly to be engaged in.” Still, I thought I could learn much more on the rails than back in the library—and maybe, too, I would discover things no one in college knew anything about. Credit was an impossibility, which meant I would have to take more time off, but in a way that was for the best. If I were to enter the world of hoboes thoroughly, college would have to be the last thing on my mind.
*
My summer job finished, I drove in August to my aunt and uncle’s house in New Jersey. Buying used clothing was my first priority for the impending trip. I’d frequented charity stores before, in search of cool vintage clothing, but this felt different. When the cashier sorted through the old slacks, flannel shirt, belt, and overcoat I had chosen, my eyes fell to the floor. A healthy young man must have set his standards pretty low to do his shopping here, I imagined her thinking.
She studied me briefly. “Five dollars,” she announced. I dug a crinkled five out of my pocket, she stuffed the clothes into a paper sack, and I fled out the door. Pretty expensive, I was thinking: she must have seen through me.
Back at my aunt and uncle’s, I tried everything on again. When I looked in the mirror I realized that even in Dallas, I had never looked this bad. Blue jeans, sneakers, T-shirt and a decent belt—my workday clothing there—was worlds away from this ill-fitting, grossly colored, out-of-style garb. One pair of slacks was flared and pleated; the other, which I now noticed were old Cub Scout pants, were about three inches too short, even when I pulled the stitching out of the hem. The overcoat had holes in the underarms and a stain on the front. I wondered if it all was washed. What struck me most, in front of that mirror, was the way the crummy clothes affected not only my appearance but my state of mind. In them I felt downright seedy. The idea that “clothes make the man” had always struck me as silly and superficial, but now I saw there was something to it.
Next I bought one hundred dollars’ worth of traveler’s checks, for emergencies, and contemplated the irony of taking them on a trip like mine. Finally I assembled a crude bedroll: two blankets rolled up tightly into a bundle and then bound with rope, a leftover loop of which could be slung over my shoulder. Notebooks, eating utensils, and a small pan fit into my canvas army-surplus shoulder bag. The traveler’s checks fit in my hip pocket. A plastic gallon jug of water, such as I had seen hoboes use in photographs, rounded out my gear.
Still, I thought, taking one last look in the mirror, I didn’t look much like a hobo. My beard, struggling to make its presence known for over a week now, was light and uneven. A baseball cap only partly hid the symmetry of my latest haircut. My speech, certainly, would need adjusting; I looked at my orthodontist-straightened teeth and half-wished a couple were missing. I heard the words of a friend at work, wondering if I would have anything at all in common with the men who rode the rails. “I don’t think people are as different as you suppose,” I had answered. I repeated the words quietly to myself, to calm the butterflies in my stomach. Believing in that was the important thing.
My excitement and unease made it hard to eat supper that night; I knew it was time to leave. Anticipating a restless night, I told my aunt and uncle good-bye when they went up to bed. Then I sat down with a map of the United States. Railroad hoboes, it seemed, were a western phenomenon; hitchhiking would be my means of getting west, and my transition to the rails. I was up when it was still dark, and dawn’s light saw me walking down the highway, one arm outstretched in the hitchhiker semaphore and the other holding a sign that read ST. LOUIS.
Lightning flashed and was reflected in the Missouri River as the train ran along beside it. I had left the window of the caboose as darkness fell and rain began to splatter in. I tried to keep a match lit long enough to take a closer look at my accommodations, and was slightly horrified to see that, except for a few crossbeams, the floor consisted of rows of upward-pointing nails, like a huge fakir’s bed. Given the sometimes violent back-and-forth jostling of the car, I was lucky I hadn’t stepped on any. Gingerly I made my way over the nails back to the doorway, pulled in my wet gear, and tried to figure out how to lie down. By spreading out on the floor my blanket, overcoat, and some cardboard I had found, I came up with insulation nearly equal to the height of the nails. Little nail points protruded slightly from the mass but I was able, carefully, to lie down. Lightning flashed again through the window and lit up the car. Thunder must be following it, I thought, but the noise of the car being pulled over the tracks was like thunder itself, and if there was any outside, I couldn’t hear it.
I dozed fitfully, fearful that every time the train slowed it was because a report of my presence had finally caught up with the authorities. Flashes of lightning I imagined to be the flashlight beams of cops, or of a tramp who had been hiding in the next caboose down the train, and was sneaking over to knock me on the head and steal my traveler’s checks. Then it occurred to me that the big steel box I was riding in was probably a prime target for lightning. If the cops and tramps didn’t get me, nature would! How I slept soundly enough for what happened next, I’ll never know.
I remember feeling the train stop. This had happened a couple of times already, and I assumed the train had again pulled off onto what hoboes would later tell me was a “hole”—a short siding where one train waited while another, usually traveling the opposite direction, shot past. But this time I heard a monstrous whoooosh, the sound of a lot of highly pressurized air being released at once from both ends of the car. In my slumber it sounded vaguely and disturbingly familiar, but I was too tired to get up and see what was happening. Only later would I connect the noise with my first, abortive train ride in St. Louis, and remember it was the sound of the locomotive disconnecting itself from the train. That night, though, the thought that my poor little caboose was being abandoned never crossed my mind.
It was still dark when I finally awoke. The rain had stopped and the train had, too. I stuck my head out of the window: the “train,” now only three steel cabooses long, was parked in some train yard! I tiptoed to the other window, and in my lingering daze saw a great illuminated dome that looked for all the world like the Taj Mahal. Dislocated and disappointed, I sat gently back down on my blankets. I had absolutely no idea of where I was. It was the middle of the night. The yard was silent: no trains would be leaving anytime soon. Dark railroad yards are not the place for tired, inexperienced trespassers, and I decided to get out.
A small-sized town, dominated entirely by the huge white dome, spread out from one side of the yard. I climbed stealthily from the caboose, crossed a wooden rail fence, and started up the street. Immediately on my right was a classy old three-story clapboard building in the process of being renovated. Three balconies, accessible by staircase, looked out over the yards. No lights were on, and since it was the weekend, I felt sure no workmen would be around when dawn arrived. I climbed to the third balcony, untied my bedroll, and fell asleep.
In the morning, hungry and with a growing curiosity about where I was, I walked into town. Daylight made it clear, within a few blocks, that the mystery dome formed the top of a state capitol building, but shed no light at all on the name of the state. The streets were crowded with churchgoers, and many of them gave me—rumpled, unshaven, and sawdusty—a wide berth. One man, though, returned my “good morning!” with a decorous tip of the hat. I decided to break the big, embarrassing question.
“Um, excuse me, sir, but could you tell me what town this is?” He gave me an odd look, and said, “Why, sure, it’s Jefferson City.”
I mustered all my courage. “J-Jefferson City, where?” I sputtered. He narrowed his eyes, perhaps trying to assess whether I was from this planet or on drugs.
“Missoura. Jeff City, Missoura. The capital.”
“Ooh, hey, thanks a lot!” He walked hurriedly away. I realized then I was going to have to learn a lot of geography before I could profess to be any good at this. My respect for hoboes, who would have either known the town or how to take the situation in stride, jumped a notch.
My next stop was a grocery store. In the checkout line, a caption on the cover of a women’s magazine caught my eye: “Expert’s Advice to Hay Fever Sufferers.” Since I had been suffering lately, I leafed through the article. “Scientists agree that plants release most of their pollen between sunrise and nine A.M.,” summed up the expert. “Hay fever sufferers should make a point of staying inside during these hours.”
I laughed under my breath, realizing the impossibility of doing that. Soon, I suspected, as a hobo, few magazines would have anything to say to me.
I headed for the gracious lawns of the capitol and sat down to enjoy my brunch. Almost immediately, I felt out of place. The occupants of passing cars stared at me as I leaned back on my bedroll in the sun. Passing policemen looked hard too, but miraculously left me alone. On a bicycle ride I had taken across the country, my friend and I had made use of the parks in almost every town we rode through, for sleeping as well as for eating. If passersby gawked, it was usually just a prelude to coming over and asking us where we were headed and how far we had come. My answers to such questions would have been much more interesting that morning, but nobody stopped to ask.
The absence of a bike, of course, had much to do with that. A bike with packs told people that your grubbiness was temporary, that you were traveling for recreation and had a plan. That was all right. People admired your adventuresome spirit.
Hoboes too had plans, I would soon discover, but often not the means of achieving them. That made everything different. That made hoboes professional wanderers, and the legal term for wanderer is “vagrant.” But what is vagrant, I thought that day, other than being poor, in a public place, with no immediate plans? Do the same thing at home and it’s simply “laziness.”
The difficulty of living in public places is compounded by the need to go to the bathroom. It can be done in the restrooms of restaurants or public buildings on business days—but on a Sunday? I was many blocks from the yards, and, to make things worse, in a nice section of town. There were no woods, no dark alleys— nothing. As my discomfort increased. I recalled having been in the fashionable Georgetown district of Washington, D.C., that summer. I was walking down the sidewalk with a date when out of the comer of my eye I spied an old man, pants around his knees, crouching near the emergency exit of a fancy hotel. How disgusting! I thought.
Today I felt differently. Sure, public restrooms were unappealing—but some people really needed them. For blocks I walked in mild agony, my retention bolstered by the mortifying thought of being seen performing this necessary function. Finally I noticed a bridge over a creek that passed through the neighborhood. I hightailed it to streamside and, in the gloom, found relief.
I languished for much of the rest of the day back on the balcony, vagrant but out of sight. Jefferson City was not a big train town, and the two trains that did pass through stopped only momentarily, not long enough for a beginner to find a place to ride.
The next morning I awoke before dawn to a clamor in the yard below. A switch engine was shunting cars onto a newly arrived train, stopped in the middle of the yards. It was Monday, and within a few hours, I knew, workmen would likely return to the building and discover me. Hastily I rolled up my bedroll and slipped down the balcony stairs and into the yard. I was grateful for the darkness, which provided good cover for a furtive railrider.
But where could I ride? There were no empty boxcars. I felt I had to get out on this train, and so began considering other possibilities. The flat cars might work, though they were awfully exposed to wind and the sight of authorities. Most of the other cars were oversized automobile carriers, three levels high. I had heard stories of men riding these, but it seemed impossible: small gaps in the metal sheeting that formed the sides afforded a glimpse of the automobiles, but were way too small to squeeze through; and the ends, through which the cars were loaded and unloaded, had locked doors.
Or did they? In the dimness I gave them a second, careful look. The first two levels were definitely sealed, but there appeared to be just enough room to climb in the third. A narrow ladder led up the side of the car to the lofty roof. Draping my gear over my shoulders and making one last check for observers, I climbed it. The train would be leaving any moment now. I peered in the top opening; except for glints off the polished finishes of the new sedans, it was dark. Keeping hold of the ladder with first one hand and then the other, I removed my gear and tossed it in. I followed; the train designers apparently hadn’t counted on agile hoboes.
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