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Reitman, who like Nels Anderson became identified with Chicago’s
“Hobohemia” after experiencing life on the road: “There are three types
of the genus vagrant: ... The hobo works and wanders, the tramp
dreams and wanders, and the bum drinks and wanders.” A fellow worker
with Reitman at the Chicago Hobo College similarly called the hobo “a
migratory worker. A tramp is a migratory nonworker. A bum is a station-
ary nonworker.”

Peter Speek was aware of these divisions during his 1914 interviews
for the Commission on Industrial Relations, when he defined hoboes as
“a rank of casual laborers earning most of their living by labor, willing
and desirous to work, but in the time of unemployment, when hard
pressed, supplementing their living by such means as begging, applica-
tion for charity, and stealing . . .”

The attempt to distinguish between hoboes and tramps was often
complicated because it was easy to move back and forth between the
two groups, and many did. A hobo might tire of looking for work; a
tramp might decide that he had to work to survive. A writer in The Sur-
vey titled his article “How to Tell a Hobo from a Mission Stiff” and ex-
plained, “In the East the average public confuses the hobo with the
tramp, but in the West, where he obtained his nickname, he is often a
welcome guest at the farm in harvest time.” The writer told of encoun-
tering a “Hobo Employment Bureau” in Philadelphia, whose leader
welcomed hoboes as itinerant laborers but rejected bums as derelicts,
while defining “mission stiffs” as those who would not work but were
“willing to exchange ‘conversion’ for bread, coffee, and a free bed.”#
Romantic notions of hoboes as simply wanting a free and easy life could
not survive the inspections of investigators who followed them into the
harvest fields. Such studies all concluded that they were goaded by “the
whip of economic necessity.”*

The terms hobo, tramp, and vagrant and the images they evoked all
drew on the age-old popular fear of wanderers from outside the com-
munity. English laws had begun dealing with vagrancy by the late Mid-
dle Ages, and by the early sixteenth century unemployment itself was
termed a dangerous crime, “the very mother of all vice,” according to a
writer in 1509. A. Lee Beier, historian of England’s “masterless men,”
writes that this attitude was consistent with both contemporary law and
public opinion. A vagrant, or the earlier vagabond, came to be defined
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as a person with no fixed residence or employment. In 1577 a writer
said that the vagabond “will abide nowhere but runneth up and down
from place to place . . . 1o and fro over all the realm’—a definition that

awriter in The North American Review in 1909 argued that the wording
in the vagrancy laws of early England paralleled those of early 1900s
America because “up to the middle of the sixteenth century rural En-
gland was very much in the same circumstances as rural America to-
day,” with a dispersed population, weak police protection, and growing
numbers of the unemployed on the roadways.

The word tramp was widely used in England after vagabond and
then in the early United States, usually as a synonym for vagrant. Hobo

Atlantic, both were fastened with negative connotations, which became
attached to any man forced to move about hunting for work. 30

The tramp in America emerged from the early wanderer, such as the
Civil War—era vagabond along rural roadways, then loomed suddenly as
a new, dangerous threat in the industrial world developing in the 1870
and 1880s. Looking back almost half 4 century later, the president
of the Minneapolis, St. Paul & Sault Ste. Marie Railroad noted that
“the tramp was unknown until the Civil War, We have had them ever

and hanged.

Poet Walt Whitman saw something he “had never seen before” one
day in early 1879 “three quite good-looking American men, of re-
spectable personal presence, two of them young, carrying chiffonier-
bags on their shoulders, and the usual long iron hooks in their hands,
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in search of employment.” A year later the Herald reported on the new
Massachusetts tramp act, which “classes as tramps all persons who
rove from place to place begging or living without labor or visible means
of support,” excluding women, children, the blind, and those asking
charity. Tramps were to be put in a “house of correction or state work
house for not less than six months nor more than two years.” Massa-
chusetts, it noted, even had a state “tramp officer.”*?

These acts meshed with American public opinion, if reminiscences
and printed items may be believed. A woman recalling her childhood on
a Wisconsin farm near railroad tracks said, “There was always the lurk-
ing fear that a tramp might take refuge in the barn—a tramp with a pipe
or cigarette.” Texas, after the railroads arrived, saw an increase in re-
ports of arrests of tramps, sometimes linked to robberies. A reporter for
the Nebraska State Journal joined Lincoln policemen late one night in
mid-1894, when they raided the Rock Island yards and arrested seven
vagrants sleeping in empty boxcars. “It was the same old story of human
misery, of misfortune, of degradation and despair,” the reporter wrote:

It seemed hard that they should be taken from their miserable
bed on the floor of the box car and lodged in the city jail, but
such are the precautions which the authorities find it necessary
to take to preserve an immunity from the tramp nuisance. Crimes,
too, have been committed, attempted robberies have been re-
ported, and while many innocent persons suffer, a great many of
the guilty are caught.®*

The Denver Times called tramps a low level of humanity, and each
Denver policemen knew “as well as he knows his beat” that the tramps
would beg, insult, burglarize, and even assault “before they would work
for their bread . . .” In Kansas, the Salina Herald peppered tramps with
various slings. Above all, they were criminals: “Many tramps have shown
themselves in this section, much to the dislike of women and chil-
dren. Too much care cannot be taken in securing premises over night.”
When tramps were caught, the city jailer restricted their diet to “a
bucket full of water twice a day” in hopes of deterring them from ever
coming back.

Almost universally, hoboes were tarred with the same brush as were
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tramps; an article in Century in 1884 referred to hobo as “the nickname
of the American tramp.” Nels Anderson recalled from his years beating
his way around the West that “suspicion and hostility are the universal
attitudes of the town or small city to the hobo and the tramp.” When
the Nebraska State Journal complained in June 1915 of the seriousness
of the “cramp problem,” it added that “hoboes do not show vicious ten-
dencies unless they are cornered and are forced to make a fight.” The
so-called “King of the Hoboes,” Jeff Davies, pointed to the problem: “It
is the tramp who steals the farmer’s chickens—the hobo gets the blame.
It is the hobo who prevents the railroad wreck—yet newspapers, un-
thinkingly will give credit to the tramps.”?’

These were the men who converged on the Great Plains for the wheat
harvest, then often went beyond to pick apples or hops in the Northwest
or cotton in Texas, to dig sugar beets, or to head on to the orchards of
California. Despite their important role, however, they would meet
much opposition, whose source lay at least in part within the biases
carried west by settlers. These attitudes were then passed on. A west-
ern hobo who had no problem locating the source of his troubles com-
plained to a labor newspaper in 1910 that “the little school boys are not
to blame when they throw clods at us; they have been taught that a
hobo is everything that is vile and degraded . . ."*

Upon a foundation built of such contradictions, the New West be-

gan to emerge from its frontier era.
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