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Wobbly hobo:

The nomadic worker of the West embodies the very
spirit of the I.W.W. His cheerful cynicism, his
frank and outspoken contempt for most of the con-—
ventions of bourgeois society, including the more
stringent conventions which masquerade under the
name of morality, make him an admirable exemplar
of the iconoclastic doctrine of revolutionary
unionism....His anomalous position, half industr-—
ial slave, half vagabond adventurer, leaves him
infinitely less servile than his fellow worker in
the East. Unlike the factory slave of the Atlantic
Seabord and the Central States, he is most
emphatically not "afraid of his job."

His mobility is amazing. Buoyantly confident
of his ability to "get by" somehow, he promptly
shakes the dust of a locality from his feet when-—
ever the board is bad, or the boss is too
exacting,or the work unduly tiresome, departing
for the next jaob even if it be 500 miles away.
Cost of transportation does not daunt him.
*Freight trains run everyday® and his ingenuity is
a match for the vigilance of trainmen and special
police. No wife or family encumber him....Nowhere
else can a section of the working class be found
so admirably fitted to serve as the scouts and
advance guards of the labor army. Rather they may
become the guerillas of the revolution—the
francs-tireurs of the class struggle.®

At the 1908 I.W.W. convention in Chicago, it was a
contingent of hoboes——the “"overalls brigade"——that wrested
control of the I.W.W. from the Socialist Labor Party headed
by Daniel DeLeon.*©® DelLeon complained bitterly of the
"slummists® and "bummery" who “slept on benches at the Lake
Front" and disrupted convention sessions by singing
"Hallelujah I‘m a Bum."** This musical incursion
precisely represents the most distinct point of fusion

between indigenous hobo culture and the fledgling

revolutionary idealism of the I.W.W. The amalgamation of
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Finally, the masculine community of I.W.W. insurrectionism
——like that of literary vagabondage——was the exclusive
domain of ardent youth. Ralph Chaplin writes:
Youth has a logic all its own, and the I.W.W. was
an organization of young men. Sometimes it pays to
be out of step with the world as I was at that
time; sometimes it doesn’t. In step or out of
step, in jail or out of jail, we had the satisfac—
! tion of feeling that we were on the side of right
and justice and that it was the other fellow who
was beyond the pale. We weren’t willing and uncom—

plaining victims of exploitation—-—"work oxen,"”
"wage plugs,” "scissorbills.” We were rebel s—and

proud of it.=?

*E%

Harry Kemp, the resident tramp poet of the "new"
Bohemia in pre-war Greenwich Village, helped to reinstate a
cult of youth that had somewhat subsided since its brief
heyday during the Trilby-crazed °90s. In The Cry of Youth
(1914), Kemp writes: "Let youth dance forth to meet the
delicate dawn, rose—crowned and smiting lyres of ecstacy.
Live in your youth, and the everlasting spirit of youth
will never permit you to grow old."®2 According to Floyd
Dell, the restless temperament of the "young intellectuals"”

(to use Henry May’'s appellation) was derived directly from

the "immediate and profound” influence of Hovey and

R e e
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Carman’'s Vagabondia lyrics: "These books of song, with
their hearty gusto for accidental and irrelevant
experience, touched all youth to the quick."=% Yet, by

the turn of the century, a number of young literary-minded
individuals had already chosen a more vigorous road than
that marked out by Hovey and Carman. What was "accidental
and irrelevant” in Vagabondia, it seemed, did not commend
itself to those youth seeking authentic, intense experience
and a taste of "real life."

Carl Sandburg went hoboing in the summer of 1897 at
nineteen years of age. Harry Kemp was eighteen when he
began his first tramp in 1900. Other intellectually
inclined youth "hitting the hobo trail” during these years
included W.H. Davies, Robert Service, Vachel Lindsay, and
Jim Tully. Van Wyck Brooks commented later that, “one
might have imagined, that the roads of the West were
thronged with literary wanderers."24 0Of course, most of
the "throng® actually paid for their train fare, and
traveled toward a fixed goal—from small towns and villages
to the bright iights and burgeoning Bohemias of Chicago and
New York City. Dell ‘s Felix Fay, the hero of the
autobiographical novel Moon Calf, for instance, was
propelled to the big city in part through his dreamy

pbsession with a map posted in his home—town railway

station, "the map with a picture of iron roads from all
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over the Middle West centering in a dark blotch in the
corner... ‘Chicago! ‘"=® Escape from a seemingly limiting
and predictable home terrain was the motivation for many
who hit the road, and the urban "experience"——promising
excitement, culture and liberation--was the principal
attraction.
Notably, however, those who followed a more circuitous
route——exploring the hinterlands from a box—car and keeping
the rough company of hoboes——while desiring escape and
experience to be sure, seemed also to embrace a more
self—consciously introspective quest. Sandburg writes:
What came over me in those years 1896 and 1897
wouldn’t be easy to tell. I hated my home town and
yvet I loved it. And I hated and loved myself
about the same as I did the town and the
people...I came to see that my trouble was inside
of myself more than it was in the town and the
people...l decided in June of 1897 to head West
and work in the Kansas wheat harvest. .1 would beat
my way on the railroads and see what happened. I
would be a hobo and a “"gaycat”...I would take my
chances on breaking away from my home town where I
knew every street and people in every block and
farmers on every edge of town.... Now I would take
to The Road, see rivers and mountains, every day
meeting strangers to whom I was one more young
stranger.2®

For the scattering of earnest young vagabonds of Sandburg’s

stripe, the hobo’'s road promised more than the studied

bohemianism of the urban centers. It represented the

cleanest of breaks——both from external circumstances of

home and habit, and from diffuse internal conditions:

confusion, self-doubt, anxiety, lethargy, enervation. A
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selection from Vachel Lindsay’'s diaries——in which the young
poet reflects on his 1906 tramp through the South,
exchanging his verse for food and shelter——denotes the
revival of the spiritually bracing, transforming,
transcendent possibilities of the road, notions largely
quiescent (with the exception of Hovey and Carman’s
half—formed questing ideality) since Whitman:

1 have taken back and forth in the world, yet feel
as though I always stayed at home till I started
South. That was living for the first time. It
seems the beginning of wisdom to me, the first
time I have really revered and followed the
divine.... It is worth while to be alone. It is
worth while to mix with one’'s fellows. It is worth
while to be one‘s self on the road, and to study
to be that.... the dust of the road shall make
clay on my sweating face, and the eternal road
shall lead me on, till I have travelled every foot
of my ancient dwelling places, and gathered such
wisdom as is there distilled from a thousand
memories.Z”

On a more mundane level, these aspiring writers sought,
in the robust life of experience that they attributed to
the hobo, the impetus——either aesthetic or utilitarian—to
pursue their literary aspirations. Carl Sandburg’s hoboing
afforded an effective preparation for his craft:

1 was meeting fellow travelers and fellow
Americans.  What they were doing to my heart and
mind, my personality, I couldn’'t say then nor
later and be certain. I was getting a deeper
self-respect than I had had...I was getting to be
a better storyteller. You can be loose and easy
when from day to day you meet strangers you will

know only an hour or a day or two.=®

Harry Kemp’'s approbation of tramping, moving beyond

:
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Sandburg’'s estimation of it’'s efficacy for training in .
story telling, centered on the artistic and spiritual
liberation afforded by the wandering life. Kemp
represented himself as a "tramp for the sake of my
art."2® And while Kemp's hoboing provided extensive
material for future literary exploitation, it was the
intangible benefits of tramping as a mode of life and angle
of vision that Kemp most extolled. "The rambling haphazard
course of life,"” wrote Kemp, "was less comfortable but
better for the freedom of mind and spirit that poets must
preserve., "3°

The tentative cultural currency of a heroic——or at
least rebellious—ideclogy of the road that presupposed the
spate of intentional hobo wanderings by educated searchérs
around the turn of the century, was in turn compounded by
these very migrations. One may discern a certain impetus
here. Building on the limited challenge to cultural norms
posed by Wyckoff, Flynt, Hovey and Carman in the '%0s, and
reinforced by the naturalistic hobo tales of London and
Gorky beginning-to appear during the first years of the new
century, an explosion of writing by erstwhile mobile
intellectuals began to blend itself into the cultural stew
starting around 1910 and continuing for the next two

decades.

Kemp ‘s poems——actually preceded by his self—generated
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reputation as the "tramp poet” (a notoriety gained through
fortuitous national media attention)—first surfaced in The _
Independent in 19046. Claiming to have created a poetry of
"genuine vagabond moods——without dillettantism® (a

reference to Hovey and Carman’'s work), Kemp sought to
combine elements of Vagabondia type romanticism with the

realism of London‘'s writing.=* The Cry of Youth (1914),

containing a number of hobo pieces, juxtaposed the reality
of the road with a bohemian celebration of youth and
rebelliousness. Tramping on Life (1922), Kemp’'s prose
account of his travels, further extends these
themes——describing the adventures of an idealistic aesthete
wandering the hobo‘s rugged realm.®2 Meanwhile, Vachel
Lindsay’'s mystic, romantic travelogues, collected as A _
Handy Guide for Begqgars: Especially Those of the Poetic
Fraternity (1914) and Adventures While Preaching the Gospel

of Beauty (1914), were initially published in periodicals

such as Qutlook Magazine and Twentieth Century with titles

like "The Man Under the Yoke: An Episode in the Life of a
Literary Tramp” (1907) and "A Religious Mendicant"®
(1912) .3 |Lindsay’'s poetic treatment of the wandering

life included, The Tramp’'s Excuse and Other FPoems (1909)
and Rhymes to be Traded for Bread (1712). The

Autobiography of a Super Tramp, W.H. Davie’'s realistic

chronicle of his adventures as a British nomad in America

e e e
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(which were abruptly put to an end when his foot was
amputated by a train wheel), was published in 1908.
Beggars of Life, by Jim Tully appeared in 1924. And Henry
Herbert Knibb's, Songs of the Outlands——a collection of
Kiplingesque tramping poetry which imbued the hobo with
both the heroism of the Wild West and that of the age of
chivalry—-—came out in 1914.

This rash of tramp narratives and road verse held a
particular resonance for the evanescent bohemian enclaves
in Chicago and New York City. To begin with, the poetic
collaborations of Hovey and Carman had previously cemented
the link between Bohemia and Vagabondia—-—an integral
feature of a now glamorized "90s “rebellion® to which the
"new" bohemians looked for inspiration.™* Of more
immediate importance, a number of the literary hoboes
publishing in these years were themselves intimately
connected to bohemian communities. Sandburg and Lindsay,
for instance, were mainstays of the sChicago Renaissance,”
and Harry Kemp was an undisputed Greenwich Village
celebrity. dJohn Reed’s lionization of Kemp in The Day in
Bohemia (1913) reveals the power of Kemp’'s mystique, but it
also signifies the advancement of a new permutation in the

image of the intellectual vagabond:

The unkempt Harry Kemp now thumps our door;
He who has girdled all the world and more.
Free as a bird, no trammels can bind,

He rides a boxcar as a hawk the wind;

A rough, thin face, a rugged flow of words,——
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Fresh from a fiery ordeal that bas paved

The Pit anew—from terrors trebly braved

He rises, burning to avenge the wrong

By flooding all the stupid earth with song.

Here’'s to you HARRY, in whatever spot!

True poet, whether writing it or not.=®

The acceptance of the hobo’'s mode of life as an

option——an ideal——for restless, bookish, young rebels,
depended also on the more general ennoblement of the
proletariat itself. The tentative “humanization" of the
"lower sorts" for the "respectable" American public was
induced by diverse cultural and social developments
including the Settlement movement, the teachings of the
Social Gospel, reformist, "muckraking” journalism and
socially conscious realistic literature.>® It was
precisely the disfavor with which conventional society
viewed the working classes, however, that shaped the
attraction of the earnestly non—conventional artists and
intellectuals of Bohemia. A certain harmlessly rebellious
sentimentalizing of the working classes had long been in
vogue among urban free—thinkers——who, by the 1890s, were
affecting flannel shirts, freguenting ethnic restaurants
and renting cheap garrets next to tenement slums. The
close—knit working class and immigrant neighborhoods of the
cities were seen in romantic counterpoint to modernizing,

mercenary, Anglo Saxon, bourgeois society. They seemed to

embody two qualities high on the list of bohemian virtues:

buoyant poverty and exotic difference. As John Reed put
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it, "within a block of my house, was all the adventure in
the world; within a mile was every foreign country."3?
The gradual diffusion of socialist and anarchist
thought in bohemian circles, however, provided the most
powerful impetus for the energized glamorization of the
proletariat. Bohemian political radicalization was both a
logical extension of an oppositional cultural dynamic that
sought to challenge conventional society on an ever
widening front, and the result of the influx of specific
political ideas. Of the latter, Anarchist ideology as
propounded by Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman was the
earliest and most enduring influence; while Syndicalism,
incarnated in America by the increasingly notorious I.W.W.,
sparked a brief and intense bohemian enthusiasm.>® Both
of these-developments further invigorated an idealization
of the politically active proletarian——a configuration
promoted most conspicuously by leftist journalist and
arch-bohemian Hutchins Hapgood. In his, The Spirit of
Labor (1907), and Types From City Streets (1910), Hapgood
articulated a new proletarian persona——the sturdy,
virtuous, wise, simple, honest worker modestly engaged in
political action and labor organization; a commi tted
activist in the cause of revolutionary transformation.

The proletarian mystique apotheosized in Greenwich

Village bohemian circles was compounded by the brief
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incursion of the I.W.W. ‘s radical hoboes for the strikes at
the Paterson silk mills in 19213. The "American
intelligentsia’s" profound "sentimental attachment to
barbarism and savagery, preferably of a nomadic sort,"” as
Floyd Dell so aptly put it, was suddenly vivified through
face to face contact with the I.W.W. 's two—fisted,
free—wheeling Western radicals. The Wobblies, indeed,
seemed to represent the consummation of both the
proletarian and vagabond fantasies of city-bound non-—

! conformist youth. The spread of the “class war"” to New
Jersey (an event enthusiastically heralded by the Village’'s
radical organ, The Masses), and the location of the
I.W.W. ‘s headquarters in New York City, provided an
gpportunity for an extended intercourse between bohemians
and Wobblies——the latter including the principal custodians
of the industrial movement’'s hobo mythology: Ralph Chaplin,
Arturo Giovannitti and Big Bill Haywood himself. For the
Villagers, this contact afforded an unprecedented
opportunity for engaging in the "real life" social and
political struggles of the working classes. But the
bohemian ‘s romancing of the I.W.W. also reflected the
profound feelings of deficiency and doubt underneath the
Greenwich Village "perfect dream.” The Wobblies seemed to
possess, in Harry Kemp’'s words, a "surety of goal"

conspicuously lacking in the salons and cafes of the

e et e
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Village.
Big Bill Haywood swiftly became a salon celebrity. In

an article for the New York Globe, Hutchins Hapgood

describes the I.W.W. leader as a "simple, strong, big man,
with one piercing eye...a person as straight as a die.”
Hapgood writes, "I was struck again with the real marriage
there was between Haywood ‘s feeling and his active life.
His was not a complex or split up personality....His nature
was that of a straight line."®® Hapgood saw in the
Wobbly chief the antithesis of the privileged
sel f-absorbtion of the Village scene, and in his reporting
of Haywood’'s immersion in the social life of the Village,
he emphasized the Wobbly's dumiﬁance and force—a marked
contrast to the vacillation and dissipation of Village
poets and artists. Hapgood refers bitingly to the wistful
fawning of one cnterie.nf Haywood admirers, "Henri and his
friends want a new life...They want Haywood’'s life."4°

The cult of celebrity surrounding Haywood and his group
of I.W.W. organizers reached its apex with the Paterson
strike pageant——a dramatization of the strike conceived by
Mabel Dodge, the celebrated impresario of Village salon
culture. Madison Sguare Garden was engaged, and a huge
cast of strikers were enlisted to act out their suffering

on stage. In its transformation of “radical politics into

entertainment” (John Reed actually led the strikers in an
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original song called "The Haywood Thrill") ,4* the Pageant
epitomized the strain of sycophantism running through the
bohemian—Wobbly encounter. A salient footnote to this
event——and the collaboration that it culminated——is
provided by Floyd Dell ‘s 1925 piece for Century Magazine,
"Hallelujah I‘m a Bum." Dell describes an I.W.W. hobo’s
encounter with the Village scene:
...he had discovered in Greenwich Village a kind
of tramp he had never known before—-—the artist
kind. These painters, poets, story writers, were
old friends in a new guise. He and they understood
one another perfectly...We had him at all our
parties, and he taught us to sing the "Wobbly"
songs. It came natural enough to US...*2
Here, the rapprochement of hobo and vagabond——as was the
case in actuality——coincides with the reduction of the
hobo‘s militancy to attraction (a trend in which Dell ‘s
Nabbly, like Haywood and his troupe, is all too complicit).
It is in this context that the symbolic significance of
the convergence of radical bohemia‘s literary vagabonds and
radical labor ‘s defiant hoboes might be best interpreted.
Their meeting represents the zenith of both the heroic hobo
and the intellectual vagabond as independent cultural
formations, and the emergence of the more generalized
configuration of the road hero. It would be a mistake,
however, to read this intersection of cultural archetypes

as more than merely representative of an underlying and

ongoing cultural process. The strands of this process,
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again, included the proliferation of images produced in a
clamoring popular culture—from dirty bums to comic hoboes
and valiant vagabonds; the halting fabrication of a heroic
and rebellious category for the wandering hobo within
sociological, fictional, and autocbiographical discourse;j
the renewal of the figure of the intellectual/bohemian
vagabond, drawn from a timeless tradition of literary
wandering; and the increasing and cumulative commingling of
these trends.

The road hero, however, though constituted from all of
these strands, was ultimately activated by forces outside
the framework of hobo and vagabond idealism that has been
considered here. The automobile, first and foremost,
redefined the physicality of the American road, and
transformed the very experience of motion and passage.
Cnnjuihtly,'the expansion of a culture of consumption (with
the automobile its most triumphant commodity) created the
mechanisms for the re—integration and appropriation of
oppositional modes of culture. As such, the image of the
road ‘s rebellious possibilities—freedom, adventure,
mascul ine self—creation—have become irrevoc;bly tied to
the market world of technology and products. In one sense,
then, all that remains of the road experience is "diluted,

contrived, and prefabricated"——"pseudo—adventure," as

decried by Daniel Boorstin thirty years ago.*™
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Nevertheless, we are reminded——every time a pack of leather
clad Harley riders thunders past on the interstate-—of the
legacy of hoboes and vagabonds. For the road still
provides refuge to iconoclastic rebels, and its
image——despite its contemporary dessication-—still attracts

literary minded dreamers.

Rail-squatters ranged in nomad raillervy,

The ancient men—wifeless or runaway
Hobo—-trekkers that forever search

! An empire wilderness of freight and rails.

Each seemed a child, like me, on a loose perch,
Holding to childhood like some termless play.
John, Jake or Charley, haopping the slow freight
——Memphis to Tallahassee——riding the rods,
Blind fists of nothing, humpty dumpty clods.

Yet they touch something like a key perhaps...

Hart Crane, The Bridge, 1730

Take a second-hand car, put on a flannel shirt,
drive out to the Coast by the northern route and
come back the southern route....Don’‘t talk to your
banking friends or your chamber of commerce
friends, but specialize on the gasoline station
men, the small restaurant keeper, and the farmers
yvou meet by the wayside, and your fellow
autobmobile travelers.

FDR: advice to young man seek-
ing to learn about the country,
1939

=a=] was an oldtime bhikku in modern clothes
wandering the world (usually the immense triang-
ular arc of New York to Mexico City to San
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Francisco) in order to turn the wheel of the True
Meaning, or Dharma, and gain merit for myself as a
future Buddha (Awakener) and as a future Hero in
Paradise... I was a perfect Dharma Bum myself and
considered myself a religious wanderer.

Jack Kerouac, The Dharma Bums, 1958

To be a vagabond is simply {(to be free) to be
yourself. Thus to vagabond is to be fully alive.
Think about it.

Ed Buryn, Vagabonding in the USA, 1980
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