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ABSTRACT

SKID ROWERS: THEIR ALIENATION AND INVOLVEMENT IN COMMUNITY
AND SOCIETY.

by Ronald C. VanderKooi

This was a study of the involvement of skid rowers in
American society and the skid row community. To provide an
orientation to skid row, attention was first given to the
historical process by which skid rows developed and to the
general appearance of skid rows today. Next this study
reviewed the development of thought concerning skid row.
Then it surveyed the background of alienation literature and
attempted an analytic treatment of the concept. Finally the
hypotheses of this study, along with the methods employed,
were introduced.

It was considered important to observe a great variety
of social and other activity and attitudinal patterns within
skid row in order to characterize the overall alienation or
involvement of skid rowers. While a variety of approaches
utilizing some "participant observation" and resource people
were used, for descriptive and validity purposes, the chief
method employed for this study required the interviewing of
a random sample of residents drawn from a stratified selec-

tion of hotels, missions and other sleeping places.
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Interview schedules consisted of questions aboput many life
activities along with numerous items intended to measure
aspects of alienation. Some of the latter items were devel-
oped by the author and others were taken from scales of Dean,
Nettler, Srole and Rosenberg. Several attempts at developing
scales from these were not successful in this study, but one
five-item set, which we chose to call "Meaning of Life," did
show sufficient reproducibility to be called a scale.

Eight general hypotheses provided the framework for the
findings of this study. Concerning the first set of four,
the following summary of findings can be stated: Regarding

overall alienation, skid rowers showed themselves to be

little different from other populations in terms of four
comparative measures (Hyp. A). They showed the strongest

concern (and, possibly, alienation) about unemployment and

financial problems, skid row community-related problems,

and alcoholism (Hyp. B). In almost all institutional areas,

alienation of powerlessness was more prevalent than that of

normlessness (Hyp. C). None of Merton's nonconforming

"modes of adaptation," such as "retreatism," seemed suitable

in labeling the actions of skid rowers.
A second set of four general hypotheses was concerned
with the relationships between 1) certain kinds of alienation

and 2) activities and personal attributes of skid rowers.
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These were treated in 166 subhypotheses. "Meaning of Life"
alienation was significantly related to 138 of 55 generally

negatively-valued activity patterns and personal attributes

of skid rowers (Hyp. E). More specific kinds of alienation,

for example, regarding work or family, were related to "time

of residence in skid row" in only five of 41 tests (Hyp.F).
Those specific kinds of alienation were related to "Meaning
of Life" alienation in 12 of 41 tests. (Hyp. G). Finally,

those gpecific kinds of alienation were related to specific,

usually negatively-valued, activity patterns and personality

attributes in ten of 29 tests (Hyp. H).

The descriptive aspects of this study showed that
respondents tended to accept what are said to be important
American value-orientations and that they do not ascribe to
a unique lower class or skid row set of values. They showed
general interest and approval of what was going on in Amer-
ican society and they showed a limited acceptance of skid
row's generally deleterious conditions, while complaining
of jackrollers and similar hazards of skid row.

Skid rowers, many of whom have lived both in families
of origin and procreation, expressed generally positive
attitudes toward these. They showed themselves to be active

in a variety of friendship groups and appreciated these.
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They experienced a range of social interaction with women,
predominantly favoring heterosexual relations and being
repelled by the idea of homosexuality. Their attitudes
toward themselves were, in most regards, positive and not
in keeping with accounts of them as "alienated from self."

While only a minority worked, they almost unanimously
supported work values. Their financial status tended to be
critically low and they tended to use such resources quite
carefully. They were quite active in a range of rather
typical, if low-cost, American uses of free time. Similarly,
they were, with some limitations, active in politics, reli-
gion and education and gave very definite support to values
regarding such participation.

Skid rowers exist in a community and subculture which is
organized and thus facilitates the existence of poor males
who are often alcoholic, aged, unskilled and otherwise
handicapped. While this is an atypical community, its men
are at the same time accepting of, and willing to participate
in, general cultural patterns. Given their limitations,
careful planning, in cooperation with them, is necessary

before any attempts to change that community are made.
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PREFACE

A study that develops as this one did affords the
researcher an extensive and many-faceted experience. It
elicits the cooperation and contributions of many people
who many times provide pertinent ideas and sometimes give
continued effort to the research problem.

With beginnings in working with alcoholics in reha-
bilitation centers and then studying college student drinking,
I came to do research on skid rows and, after two such studies,
developed a conception of skid row as a community which
provides many social, economic and other facilities that are
useful to handicapped, poor and old men. My work with these
men has secured my interest in them and their community and
has led to a continuing interest in skid row research. Even
though skid row has stood out as a social area which could be
pointed to by Americans as the place for failures and "bums,"
many aspects of life there have not been systematically
investigated; and nearly all the interest shown in skid rows
is of a provincial sort, for example, focused on a particular
mission or on police work. Such phenomena as the workingman's
culture, visible in the business of the street after five a.m.,
have not received their fair recognition, probably because
most Americans would rather have a more simple picture of

"skid row bums."

ii
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The men of skid row, through patience, cooperation and
frequent, intense interest, gave this study whatever success
it may have. My chief regret is that I could not give an’
assuring answer to respondents' questions about how this
study would help them and other skid rowers. As is frequently
the case in the "culture of poverty," they had once again
"been had" by a social system which is skilled at using the
poor. I only hope that I can, through continued effort,
make the data here gathered useful in improving the lot of
skid rowers.

Hotel owners, mission workers and other professionals
were helpful in facilitating this study and providing infor-
mation. If their knowledge and ideas could be effectively
discussed and sponsored in a wholistic way, Chicago could
immediately embark on a precedent setting program of skid
row improvements.

One must have the help of persons removed from skid row
to accomplish such research as this. Three of these have my
greatest appreciation: Professor Walter Freeman, who helped
get this research through its planning stages and into the
field, Professor Arthur Vener, who assisted through the
middle stages and Professor Duane Gibson, who by steadfast
interest and diligent effort helped give the report that

follows whatever quality it has.

iii
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My wife, Betty, gave not only the patience and encour-
agement which is expected of a graduate student's wife but
also countless hours of assistance in the less glamourous
off-skid row tasks of this production.

This is necessarily the preface to an unfinished work.
I hope it will encourage others, as it has myself, to ask
new, more insightful questions of skid rowers and others

who hardly share in the "affluent society."

iv
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

This study is concerned with an American community
called "skid row"l and its effects on men, Skid row
exists as a legitimate object of sociological examination.
It is a form of social organization which is in certain
ways significantly different from other social organi-
=ations found in American society. It maintains a
deviant subculture which is generally disapproved by
those in the mainstream of American culture. Its
differences have frequently led laymen and some social
scientists to assume that skid row is socially-dis-
organized and populated by nothing more than an aggregate
Of alienated individuals.

This student, however, is in accord with others
who have seen skid row as somewhat organized and func-
‘Tional both for its members and for American society.2
This study, then,assumes the existence of skid row as
an organized, if deviant, community. It takes as its
Purpose the detailed examination of many social
activities of skid row and the involvement in or aliena-
tion of skid rowers in regard to these activities.

According to Mercer,3 the community is,

a functionally-related aggregate of people
who live in a particular géographical
locality at a particular time, share a
common culture, are arranged in a social

The term, "skid row,"(hereafter not in quotation
marks ) is used in a generic sense in this disser-
tation even though the findings are chiefly

based on one Chicago skid row. Rationale and
limitations regarding this generalization are
discussed at a later point.

See for example Warren Dunham, Homeless Men and
Thelr Habitat, p.1l2; Peterson and Maxwell, "The
Skid Row Wino," Socisl Problems, pp.308-316, V.5:4.

Blain Mercer, The American Community, p.27.

1
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2

gtructure, and exhibit an awareness
of their uniqueness and separate
identity as a group. (emphasis mine.)

These criteria are borne in mind throughout this study.
The conception of skid rowers as merely an aggregate

©of individuals, alienated from society for various
xeasons, becomes false to the extent that men seek in
skid row not simply an escape from society but a viable
comnunity in which many social activities and attitudes
similar to those found in all communities are sustained.
The understanding of skid rowers demands community
8study as was suggested by Park in his preface to Ander-
Son's classic, 223,2222.4

essevery community...tends to determine the
personal traits as it does determine the
language, the vocation, social values,

and, eventually, the personal opinions

of the individuals who compose it.

Skid row areas as such have existed for nearly one
hundred years and have long attracted the interest of
laymen and social scientists. Many studies have been
done and present interesting, surprising and useful
ini'ormation.5 None has produced a definitive theory
of skid row and its population. Similarly, movements
to abolish skid rows or bring them under rigid control
have failed. Skid rows have demonstrated their functional
nature in their persistence and show their complexity
by defying easy explanations.

Skid rows<have been studied in many theoretical
Perspectives and probably most often in one of "social
Problems."®™ Like other parts and issues of American
S8ociety so considered, they have received an sbundant

——

4 Nels Anderson, The Hobo, p.xXxv.

5 See the bibliography here or that of Samuel
Wallace's, Skid Row as a Way of Life, pp.207-214.
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3

but unsatisfactory treatment. They have been consider-
ed as areas where social problems, chief of which is
alcoholism, are concentrated and evident. Among other
problems so considered have been crime, unemployment,
family disorganization, sexual perversion, drug addic-
tion and mental illness. In recent decades, studies
have clearly shown that a "problem" focus, as well as
traditionally-similar social disorganization approaches,
dis inadequate in describing and understanding situations
such as skid row.6 Another focus on skid row, building
upon that of "social problems,™ has been concerned with
"social action." Many agencies have undertaken action
in the area, usually with only vague or impliecit theoreti-
cal background, and these attempts have been generally
inefi‘ective.7

Most studies have been of a descriptive nature and
likewise have been limited in scope and generalizing
Power. A number of survey researches and demographic
studies have been done but they have usually assumed
the existence of problems and disorganization. Few
Tresearchers have studied skid row by looking for its
organized and functional nature as a community.

The ecological area of skid row has never been
well-defined. It has sometimes been confused with
other slums or roughly defined as an area in which men
have collected as failures and withdrawees from society.

6 C. W. Mills, "The Professional Ideology of Social

Pathdlogists," American Journal of Sociology,
v.49 :2. pp0165-1800

For instance, see Minneapolis Housing and Redevelop-
ment Authority, A General Report on the Problem of
Relocating the Population of the Lower Loop Redevel-
opment Area: Social Planning Council of Toronto,
Report of the Committee on Homeless and Transient
en: Chicago Tenamkts Relocation Bureau, The Homeless
Man on Skid Row: The Greater Philadelphia Novement,
What to Do about the Men on Skid Row: City of Detroit,
Mayor's Rehabilitation Committee Re;f)ort on Skid Row
roblems. For evidence on the ineffectiveness o
Detroit's project, see "Skid Row," the Detroit Free
Press Magazine, August 11, 1963.
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4
Skid row men have often been taken as examples to
illustrate alienation and similar themes. Many times
the curious assume skid row alienation and want to
know its objects. The ask for instance, "What are
skid rowers running away from?" "Wives?" "Work?" and
so forth,

Vhile in some respects skid row men may be alienated,
their total alienation as a blanket assumption is viewed
here as subject to question. It is the purpose of this
dissertation to examine the nature and extent of this
alienation. Further discussion must await a definition
of terms. It is sufficient at this point to say that
skid row will be approached here as an on-going communi-
ty of men in American society who, though they are deviant
in important ways, still may have certain identity and
dAnvolvement as skid row dwellers and as Americans, and
will demonstrate these in their activities and attitudes.

In summary this study, in analyzing the alienation
of skid row men, examines a variety of important potential
types of alienation in American society. Its concern
is with the nature of the skid row community and the
effects that community has on the alienation of its
population. A good deal of descriptive treatment is
thus basic to this study but more intensive comparisons
and analyses are also undertaken.

Having selected alienation as a major concept, it
might be assumed that the study is negative in approach,
but such should not be taken to be the case. While
"social problems" approaches have been relatively negative
and have imposed middle class values, the alienation
approach is less judmental in that it allows participants
of a system to evaluate themselves. Thus, the relative
Presence of alienation and involvement can be measured
in the kind of quantitative study done here, and com-
Parisons with other communities become possible.
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5

Alienation as such is a personal quality but it is

very much the result of sociological circumstances.
The concept, therefore, is useful in observing such
social situations as the skid row community. In using
it, a consistent frame of reference is developed in
-which a variety of socially-induced effects can be
observed. The chief question, in addition to "Alienation
from what?" becomes "Does the skid row community en-
courage involvement in or alienation from its wvarious
dnstitutions as well as from those of American society?"

The concept of alienation has gained increased
acceptance in recent years among both social scientists
and the genmeral public. Its broad perspective facili-
tates the examination of many aspects of human existence.
The term has been used haphazardly, sometimes as an
all-revealing principle, sometimes in narrow operational-
dzations. It has been heavily criticized, and the concept
in itself is no more an explanatory tool than "sin"
has been. Alienation demands rigorous treatment if it
is to be useful in sociology. Though this study is not
primarily a methodological one, rather careful attempts
to order basic characteristics of the concept are made
in Chapter Four.

In connection with this study, an extensive research
Project was carried out in the city of Chicago on its
large West Madison skid row. The author obtained the
Principle data by means of one hundred survey interviews
but also accumulated a knowledge of skid rows in previous
studies in Chicago and other cities. Many contacts with
resource people permitted the collection of various
Perspectives on the situation. An extensive literature
was reviewed and the author used a limited amount of
Participant observation and casual contacts to help
determine the validity of this study.

Although this is primarily a study of one skid row,
insights gained in it may prove useful in generating
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hypotheses and theories about other such communities
and they may be helpful in providing some general know-
ledge about alienation and its meaning for all men.
Chicago's skid row is a large one with some special
features, but it has parallels in skid rows elsewhere.

In Chapter Two, the origin, development and current
status of skid row are outlined, with emphasis put
upon skid row's structural-functional place in society.
In Chapter Three, attention is turned to sociological
theory of skid row, observing its beginnings, classical
form and overall development to the present.

Chapters Four and Five deal with methodology. 1In
the first of these, alienation is introduced and its
meanings discussed. Attention is given to its current
definitions, treatment and criticisms, and its operation-
alization in this study. The latter chapter introduces
the general problem and some hypotheses explored in the
study.

Chapter Six provides a broad introduction to findings.
The eight hypotheses central to the study are treated
and some findings concerned with the daily life of skid
rowers are presented. Chapter Seven is a treatment of
the skid row man's orientation toward American society
and his community. His attitude toward people in general
and toward important American values are treated, as
is his lower class status and attitudes toward certain
"lower class values." Then the existence of skid row
@8 a community is examined. Some basic community
activities and attitudes of skid rowers are treated,

Bome special problems of that area are observed and
brief attention is turned to the issue of race.

The rest of the chapters treat particular institutions
which are relevant to skid rowers and their community.
Each institution performs "locality-relevant functions,"
and thus is part of the community to which skid rowers
Must react. In observing the participation in and
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psychological attitudes of skid rowers toward these
institutions, evidence is offered for the structure
and function of a skid row community in American society.
Chapter Eight investigates the skid rower's associ-
ation with various potential primary groups including
families and friendship groups. His apparent lack of
interaction with women is explored and finally his
very important relationship with himself is treated.
Chapter Nine is concerned with work and finance,
and with a wide range of free-time uses. Chapter Ten
ds a consideration of three other institutions: politics,
xeligion and education. Chapter Eleven contains a summary
of findings and some conclusions concerning this study.
Throughout the investigation of these institutions
there exists a predominant concern with the relative
adherence or conformity that skid rowers display in
Tregard to important value and behavioral patterns of
American society. The data will suggest the degree
to which skid row exists as a distinct community and
Ssubculture in which men are involved in or alienated
from society and its various component parts.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE DEVELOFPMENT AND NATURE OF SKID ROW

Skid rows in American society are communities that
are at once familiar and little-known areas of the
"invisible culture of poverty."1 Nearly everyone knows
of them: their mention stimulates quick interest and
preconceived ideas. Nevertheless available descrip-
tions of these areas have shown that skid rows have
different meanings for various observers in such vital
matters as the physical areas covered, the people who
occupy them and their life styles. Even the actual
existence of many particular skid rows is freguently
qQuestioned.

The idea of skid row as a community is introduced
in this chapter by examining its development in histori-
cal context and by some imitial descriptions of the
contemporary area and population. Skid row, like other
communities, experiences continual change and has,
within American societal development, evolved through
various stages which have affected its present condition.

It is important that a sociological perspective
be maintained in this admittedly historical and descrip-
tive chapter. In the account rendered here, skid row
can be positioned in the development of human culture
and in that of American society, and the structural
and functional development of skid row is suggested.
Reasons for skid row's development are important to
the understanding of it as a contemporary community
and its men as alienated or involved members of that
community and American society.

A. SKID ROWS IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE.

American skid rows form unique twentieth century

1 Michael Harrington, The Other America, pp.97-105.
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American communities with distinctive institutional
patterns. Though each had developed something of its
own distinct character, all have developed in a similar
pattern, for similar purposes and they maintain similar
forms today. An historical examination of skid rows
may be viewed meaningfully in terms of stages of their
development such as those that follow.

1. Before Skid Row; Beginning of History to 1850 (the
decline of nomadism and the increasing definition and
sanctioning of homelessness as deviant.)

The antecedents of American gkid rows and their
inhabitants date back apparently throughout man's history
with thq *homeless man" appearing as nomad, vagrant,
tramp and in other forms. Nomadism by definition was
the pervasive way of life before the beginnings of
civilization. With the growth of civilization until
now, the nomadic person has been increasingly defined
as a deviant, and often outcaste, person. Stable and,
especially, industrial societies tend to define the
wanderer as a liability to the system who must be dis-
couraged. Communities of nomads became less common and
the individual wanderer became more visible. Many
variations of the vagrant and beggar as they have existed
throughout history have been documented by Gilmore
and Ribton-Turner.

The beginnings of Western civilization brought
negative definitions‘and severe sanctions for homeless-
ness and vagrancy.

Edward VI's response to this growing prob-
lem was a statute of unparalleled severity
++s8ll persons loitering, wandering, and
not seeking work were to be...marked with
a8 hot iron in the breast the mark of V...

2 Harlen Gilmore, the Beggar; and C.J. Ribton-
Turner, A History of Vagrants and Vagrancy and

Beggars and Begging.




preserted
lor two ye
Fater,..C8
1f he ren
01 the cles
¢ gecond

Jevertzeles:
LD were v
2l amersally o
M8 resul v
= tei.’.g writ:
~&lterian gt
R tlearly pay
1;":33(3, at lea:
& Lstress of
! i h°=eles;~, .
Hlisive tre.:

iy
CREl ad4l
DR auutudes

~

Sivay
“3g

“T85 20 o,

-

B o
Y t\—iay.b

v ogep ey
o 'r\;a\* Ceve]
@ 0f LT




10

presented to his captors as a slave
for two years and...fed on bread and
water...caused to work by any means.
If he ran away he was to be branded
on the cheek in the sign of an §, and

the second time...put to death.?

Nevertheless, "the number of men, women and chil=-

dren who were vagabonds and rogues steadily increased,"
and eventually other less severe kinds of societal

Teactions resulted.

% By 1601 the English Poor Laws

were being written, witneseing for the first time some
humani tarian attitudes towards beggars and others who
were clearly handicapped. From 1524 until 1676 in
England, at least forty-nine works were published on
the distress of the poor and these included some studies

of the

homeless.5 Nevertheless, harsh judgment and

Txepressive treatment were to continue to be common.

Feudal

attitudes that people should permanently attach

themselves to one locale continued strong, and they

Persist toaay.6

2. Boomer Days:7 1850-1900. (Disorganization and
i1ndustrial development in America conducive to new
kinds of homelessness).

o U £ W

Wallace, op.cit. p.6.
ibid.
Dunham, op.cit. p.7.

To the extent that there is an alienation and
estrangement of the homeless from society (or

the existence of a deviant skid row community),

it has increasingly been a society-imposed state

of affairs. As Howard Becker states in Qutsiders (p.9)
"social groups create deviance by making the Tules
whose infractions constitute deviance." By enforcing
these rules societies create deviant groups such

as skid rowers and other outcastes.

The "boomer" was a temporary, migrant worker, either
by his own choice or his employer's. He was,
according to B.A. Botkin and A. Harlow in A Treasury
of Railroad Polklore (p.l64):
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a) Immigration, Industrialization and the Western
Movement

Emigration from the 0ld World to North America
established a startling new pattern for community-
bound Europeans. Whereas mobility had previously beenu
an unthought-of activity, many had been "uprooted,"8 and
the possibility of further migration was clearly realized.
With the intensive industrialization and development,
especially that occurring from 1850 to 1900, American
men were further encouraged to loosen community ties.
The expanded Industrial Revolution with its great effects
on labor and the Western Movement, which were vital to
This nation's character, also meant a "loss of community"
for many. They provided an impetus for new kinds of
homelessness, for the banding together of the homeless
and the later emergence of skid row communities.

b) Work as a Cause of Homelessness

It is argued here that the development of skid rows
can be traced chiefly to the need for a large mobile
male labor force and thus to a proportion of society
finding nomadism its most desirable way of life. The
migrant role was recognized as necessary but undesirable
both by the migrant people and by the communities which
they left and entered. Thus the case of these new home-
less was one which fitted the "price for progress® theme
often raised with regard to civiligation and industriali-
zation. Two earlier and two contemporary students
Imake this a strong point.

(7) «..an itinerant...who travelled light, skipping
at short notice from one frail] road to another
«o.{nis] heyday was the period of national expan-
sion between the Civil War and World War I. He
was bred of wanderlust, wars, strikes, depressions,
seasonal rushes, liquor, the desire to avoid
shotgun weddings, and often just plan bad luck.

8 Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted.
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The tramp comes with the locomotive,
and almshouses and prisons are as surely
the marks of "material progress"™ as are
costly dwellings, rich warehouses, and
magnificent churches.

These men are the necessary and inno-
cent victims of existing conditions who
are turned out every day as surely as 0
chaff is produced by a threshing machine.

While the phenomena of ¥agrancy and
mendicacy have been recognized since the
days of ancients, they assume their modern
form as a result of the industrial revolu-
tion in Europe and America, and the social

forces which were unleashed by this revolution.ll

It is clear that in the overwhelming
majority of cases, the migrant is the
product of economic and social conditions.
He is the end product, some have called
him the waste product, of a society in
which opportunity is limited.l?2

¥With early industrialization, a new kind of poverty,
particularly noticeable in urban centers, was developing.
Skid rows were being formed by industrial and cultural
forces and affected by such traumatic events as wars
and depressions, issues which will be treated below.
These forces,whether supporting the idea of alienation
or not, point out substantial reasons for the beginnings
of skid row. There is, moreover, evidence that migrant
workers did create certain kinds of communities in which
they shared common interests, special languages and
many facilities, and in which they maintained much
cooperation.

9 Henry George, Progress and Poverty, p.7.
10 Edmund Kelley, The Elimination of Tramps, p.140.

12 Dunham, op.cit. pp.6-7.
Frederick Feied, No Pie in the Sky: The Hobo as

American Cultural “HeTro, Dpp.l=8.
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Brief attention should be given to a few industries
which were prominent in recruiting men for migrant work.
It is clear that 1) in so recruiting, these industries
were weakening the traditional integration of many
families and communities and that 2) the men were
generally adhering to American values concerning work
and that any alienation found among them would have to
take into account such motivations. In times of growth
and prosperity, these industries employed "boomers"
by the hundreds of thousands; in depressed times or
whenever workers were not needed, they were simply
released. The actual operation of many industries was
made possible by the existence of a rootless male labor
force. The four industries to be considered here include
railroading, seafaring, farming and logging.

Railroads were once massive employers of the home-
less. The building and maintenance of railroad facili-
ties required a great many workers, domestic and foreign,
most of whom were unskilled but strong. The construc-
tion of level railroad grades required countless shovelers,
graders, mule drivers, track layers and others in an
era devoid of bulldozers and automated machinery.

The literature on railroading is replete with tales

of the boomers and their more adventurous experiences.

The railroads recruited their workers in massive campaigns
and gradually developed labor hiring centers, usually

in what came to be skid row areas. Meny railroad workers
came to reside in these areas during winter off-seasons

or when unemployed.

The Hobo Mecca of Meccas is right where it
has been for almost a hundred years - in the
city of Chicago, the Big Junction, and
specifically West Madison Street...Chicago...
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from which fan out forty railroad lines.13

The railroads came to hire men in great
numbers. They were located in the area.
(The large North Western Station is
located on the edge of skid row and

Union Station, which serves five major
railroads, is two blocks away.) Other
smaller employers came to realize that 14
West Madison was an ideal hiring place.

From today's perspective, it is clear that the
development of such industries as the railroads,
depending at first on much manpower and gradually
becoming automated, helped at first to develop a migrant
work pool and then later contributed to the unemployment
of that pool. Reformers were strong in their denuncia-
tion of early railroads for their dangerous and inhuman
operational practices.

Most American railroads are to blame for the
industrial conditions in which the unskilled
laboring class finds itself. They offer
starvation wages, under unsafe conditions...
After the job...has become completed, they
are left stranded wherever they have finished
their work....Hundreds of thousands of able-
bodied, eeonomically useful citizens of

the country are being put to immature death
by the railroads of America and an equally
appalling number are being maimed and
crippled by "accidents."l

The role of the railroad boomer, always an unstable
one, is nearly extinct today, as this summary suggests.

13 Stuart Holbrook, The Story of American Railroads, p.397.

14 From an interview with Frank Igolka, the Director
of the Chicago Office of the Illinois Unemployment
Compensation Agency.

Edwin Brown, Broke: Man without a Dime, pp.36-37.

15
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A million railroaders were uprooted

by the Civil War, the violent strikes
of '"77, '86 and '94, and a succession
of panics and business slumps. They
became floaters. Blacklisted as strikers
or furloughed when traffic fell off,
they roamed 10 areas where work was to
be had, at least temporarily. But the
top factor in creating boomers was the
seasonal rushes -- moving the various
crops as soon as they were harvested.
Nowadays the periodic needs of railroad
companies for additional help to wheel
the seasonal cfgps is met by recruiting
local workers.

Seafaring as an occupation was important in many
cities serving as sea or river ports from New York to
Seattle. In a day of no powerful unions, longshoremen
and sailors were free agents who found jobs in the
daily "shape ups."™ There the most able workers were
hired and released when work was short or when cheaper
or more able workers were available. The Bowery in
New York until fairly recently was a convenient place
to hire for ocean shippers. Anderson, in describing
Chicago's West Madison skid row, states that it was
located "near the river...a stronghold of casual
labor...a rendezvous for the seamen."17 Another
observer with forty years acquaintance with that Chicago
area stated that,

Skid row concentrated at the point where
West Madison crosses the...river....many
ships tied up there or nearby. Some men
were hired aboard the ships and many more

were hired through emplogment agencies
opened on West Madison.l

16 potxin, op.cit., p.165.

17 Anderson, op.cit., pp.5-6.

18 Frank Igolka, op.cit.
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Farming, too, required many mobile workers, es-
pecially in certain seasons, and this has been an en-
during pattern of employment for skid rowers. Some
workers learned a traveling circuit for harvest and
other work, similar to ones observable today, while
others came to urban hiring centers to obtain the jobs
available there. ZEarly farming required the hiring
of from one to hundreds of "hands" during harvest and
other peak seasons. Today automation has reduced this
labor market and evidently will soon affect the migrant
employment which has still remained rather extensive
in fruit and vegetable harvesting. But at the present
time farming is the one industry which consistently
recruits skid row men by the busload, whereas rail-
roading was formally the "large scale employer."

Although there were other notable employers, only
one more industry need be mentioned here. Logging
drew many men from urban areas and other settled
communities into unstable male work camps in backwoods
sections of the country, and it has been documented
as an important factor in the development of skid rowe.19
In such states as Michigan and Maine and in the whole
Northwest region, thousands of men became part- or
full-time workers and moved into the rugged and isolated
industry that fostered the legend of Paul Bunyan.

Loggers reputedly worked hard and waited for the
time when they would quit, be fired or more likely
deliver logs to port or to the mill. They would then
arrive at a town such as Saginaw or Seattle where the
logs were skidded down and into the river, and the
celebration would start. |

19 Peterson and Maxwell, op.cit., p.308, and
Stuart Holbrook, The American limberjack,
pp ° 90-112 [} 173-183 )
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Skid roads were where you blew her in. A
Skid road might be one, two or a dozen
streets of a lumber city. You didn't have
to ask how to find it, for it has a charac-
ter of its own. It was usually handy to
the waterfront, whether of river or ocean,
and not far from the railroad depot. 1Its
places of business catered to loggers,
miners, cowhands, fishermen, sailors and
construction workers, but on the West Coast
loggers were the most important customers.

Other such towns included Bangor, Maine and Muskegon,
Michigan.

Muskegon was close by the "down end" of the
Muskegon River and when a man had finished
his work on the drive, well -- there was Mus-
kegon. Keen-nosed loggers claimed they

could smell Muskegon booze as far upriver

as Big Rapids, fifty miles away, and said
they detected the first erotic whiffs of
Sawdust Flats (the red light diszrict)
perfume at Newaygo, half as far.<l

The naming of skid row is evidently derived from
the lumbering industry.

Even the useful term "skid road™ has been
corrupted in many places and turns up in

the press as "skid row." Ignorance and
carelessness bred the bastard "skid row"
from a term which originated in Seattle
seventy years ago. "Skid road" is a word

of unsullied etymology, derived from saloons
and fancy houses that grew up along Henry
Yessler's logging road in the Puget Sound
metropolis and is now Yesler's vay:.<22

Holbrook describes the general character of smaller
city skid rows as they have changed.

«++The 01d time slave markets -- as employ-
ment offices were known -- have largely

20
21
22

Holbrook, The American Lumberjack, p.l73.

Ibid., p.103.
Ibid., p.231.
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been supplanted by union hiring halls.
Time was when the skid road districts

of all logging towns were lined with
employment offices....Gone too are the
Wobbly Halls and Wobbly soapboxers. The
burlesque theaters have faded along with
«« shonkytonks...lodginghouses.... fewer
shops selling loggers' boots and clothing.
"For Rent" signs mark many store fronts
in skid road districts.23

The influx of workers encouraged the opening of saloons,
houses of prostitution, missions and other facilities,
and the area developed some notoriety among most towns-
men despite the profits obtained by some of them. Most
of the celebrating customers would return to work,
especially when their money was gone, but the area

came to maintain a few permanent characters, often
natives of the town, i.e., the "town bums."

In summary, work and the lack of it created and
encouraged the migrant worker and then led to his later
maladjustment and finally to the establishment of skid
row communities.

When Americans built a labor movement,

the Bowery played host to heroic hoboes,
singing songs and writing poetry that

was fierce and wistful or funny, spreading
the gospel of an organized working class
while they mistrusted all rules....24

¢) Other Reasons for Homelessness and the Emergence
of Skid Row: War, Wanderlust and Recreation.
While the funciion of early skid row areas in
relation to work is extremely important, attention also
should be turned to at least three other factors which
supported the development and persistence of skid rows.
The first two of these, war and wanderlust, helped
motivate the hobo, the forerunner of the skid rower.

23 Ibid., pp.230-231.

24 Elmer Bendiner, The Bowery Man, p.l1l92.
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The third, recreation, helped prepare skid row for its
eventual role.

War is perhaps the greatest of a variety of
traumatic events which can weaken the ties of men with
their communities. The Civil War was a major event
in which many men were rendered physically or psycho-
logically unfi¥ to return to their normal home lives.

Although the homeless had existed for
centuries both here and abroad, skid

TOW ... came into being roughly at the
close of the Civil War. The number of
persons uprooted, rendered destitute

and homeless by the Civil War is legen-
dary....Public Welfare in New York was
extended to persons removed from their
places of settlement because of War and
to disabled veterans and to the resident
families of soldiers wounded or killed in
action.... Eglief doubled /between/ 1861

Land/ 1877.

Many men, particularly in the South, found their
homes and the economic status of their communities too
devastated or changed to encourage their return. Others
experienced an awakening to the country around them
and dissatisfaction with their old communities. Many
of these took to the road and became the first of many
tramps or "knights of the open road" as their litera-
ture described them.

As the term "knights of the open road" suggests,
those made homeless by war and other events developed
a folklore of their wanderings that stressed "wander-
1ust" as well as the other romantic features of the
road. Their interpretation of this psychological
state is well-summarized in a hobo song stating, "Once

25 Vallace, op.cit., p.l3.
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you got the roamin' fever, why you're never gonna'
settle down.n2®

Some note should be made of this "romance" which
is said to have existed with regard to an ideal of
the "open road" with its adventure and freedom. An
extensive literature developed which was at once
critical of societal constraints and admiring of the
hobo 1life ranging from writers of the 1850's to
Kerouac27 and others today. The early hoboes told
of adventure and wanderlust that "got into the blood,"
and warned of the dangers thereof.

Restless young men and boys who read this
book, the author who has led for over a
quarter of a century the pitifully hard
and dangerous life of a hobo gives this
well-meant advice. DO NOT JUMP ON MOVING
TRAINS, even if only to ride to the next
street corner, 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 HOME....There is a dark side to
a tramp's life; for every mile...one es-
cape from a horrible death...many weary
miles of hard walking with no food er
water...there are...bitter, cold, long
winter nights...scores of unfriendly acts
«+.hhounded by minions of the law...oOne
never knows the meaning of home and friends
«eeWhat is the end?...ninety-nine of one
hundred times...an unmarked pauper's grave.28

It is an interesting note that this dire warning
came, as usual, from someone who practiced hoboing

26 mhig and the following lines quoted in this

section on "wanderlust" may be found in George
Milburn's, The Hobo's Hornbook.

21 Jack Kerouac, Lonesome Traveler.
28

Leon Livingston, Life and Adventures of A-no.l,
preface.
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extensively and throughout his book made many boasts
about his skills and experience. Whatever the meaning
of "wanderlust," there certainly have been romantic
forces drawing men to the open road. Moreover, Tul<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>