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a full-length treatise on the subject appeared in 1706.
Arthur Rickett's, The Vagabond in Literature concentrated
on seven writers who were claimed to epitomize the
“vagabond temperament": William Hazlitt, Thomas De Guincey,
George Borrow, Henry David Thoreau, Robert Louis Stevenson,
Richard Jefferies, and Walt Whitman.* These poets and
novelists, it is safe to assume, exercised considerable
influence on their literary—-minded descendants of the late
nineteenth century. Moreover, the vagabond clique offered
by Rickett might be widely extended. As Kingsley Widmer
aptly observes:

A considerable part of the subject matter of
literary rebels, past and present, is linked with
the road. This does not just derive from the
aesthetic aptness of the outsider to mirror life
on the highways and in the low—-ways of society,
but comes also from the glorification of the
outcast as hero, the kaleidescopic picaresque
modes, the rich amorality of pariahdom, the
radical perspective on the established order, the
almost mystic negative freedom and terror of the
wanderer——indeed, a whole complex of related ways
of showing man not at home in the universe....
Some of the greatest types in literature, such

as Odysseus and Don GQuixote, largely define them—
selves by their wanderings. Many of our most
profound probings in art appear through the eyes
of restless Ishmaels.®

While skirting the massive literary and cultural pool
suggested by Widmer,® it is necessary, nonetheless, to
come to terms with the archetypal "literary rebel” of

American letters, a figure whom Rickett calls, "the supreme

example of the Vagabond in literature”: Walt Whitman.
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In a 1908 letter to George Bernard Shaw, Floyd Dell
(with Harry Kemp, the most renowned of the Greenwich
Village intellectual vagabonds) identifies Walt Whitman as
a bohemian prototype. Dell credits Whitman particularily
with a "new and purer attitude toward sex."” Whitman,
according to Dell, was "a man who had loafed,...steeped his
youth in the glory of the metropolis, chummed with roughs
“and cab drivers, and begotten children of love."” Dell’'s
praise, inadequate as it may be, underlines those elements
of the Whitman mystique that most attracted the urban
intellectuals of subsequent generations. Anticipating a
centuryinf restless, unorthodox disciples, Whitman did in
fact, hover on the peripheries of the original New York
bohemian "scene"-—centered on Pfaff’'s saloon—in the late
1850 and early '460s.® But Whitman’'s cultural radicalism
far outstripped that of the ostentatious collection of
urban free—-thinkers at Pfaff’'s.  In the preface to the
first edition of Leaves of Grass (1855), Whitman
articulates his message of liberation. "Here is what you

shall do," he tells the reader:

Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise
riches, give alms to everyone that asks, stand up
for the stupid and crazy, devote your income and
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labor to others, hate tyrants, argue not concern-
ing God, have patience and indulgence toward the
people, take off your hat to nothing known or
unknown or to any man or number of men, go freely
with powerful uneducated persons and with the
young and with mothers of families, read these
leaves in the open air every season of every year
of your life, re—examine all you have been told at
school or church or in any book, dismiss whatever
insults your own soul, and your very flesh shall
be a great poem and have the richest fluency not
only in its words but in the silent lines of its
lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes
and in every motion and joint of your body.®
Whitman‘s call for an ethic of spontaneous generosity,
democratic inclusiveness, robust outdoor living, critical
reappraisal of received knowledge, strident
instinctiveness, and the merging of life and art was a
thorough assault on the materialism, class—consciousness,
and religious and artistic conservatism of his day——an
assault which continues to resonate. Long before Walter
Wyckoff masqueraded as a wandering worker to interpret the
experience of "low" society for respectable Americans, Walt
Whitman donned laborer ‘s garb for the portrait that forms
the frontispiece of Leaves of Grass—a visual repudiation
of literary convention and the genteel tradition on which
it rested.?*® Unlike Wyckoff, Whitman, throughout his
career, genuinely strove to be "of the people"-—their voice

and mentor. It was a quest that Whitman pursued on the

open road:?;

Away, from curtain, carpet, sofa, book~—from
“spciety"——from city house, street, and modern
improvements and luxuries—away to the primitive
winding, aforementioned wooded creek, with its
untrimm’d bushes and turfy banks——away from
ligatures, tight boots, buttons and the whole
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cast—iron civilizee life—from entourage of
artificial store, machine, studio, office, parlor-—
from tailordom and fashion’'s clothes——from any
clothes, perhaps...*#
However, Whitman's revolt was not strictly against the
apparatus of domestication, civilization, and progress.
Elsewhere, Whitman celebrates the creations of civilization
with as much zeal as those of the natural world. Rather,
Whitman stood against the constrictions and conventions of
society and culture that denied wholeness and independence.
On the open road, Whitman shucked off constraint and
convention, and pursued a holistic freedom and
individuality. But the road allowed Whitman more than the
transcendence of limiting circumstance, it was a path
toward a more encompassing and revelatory transcendence.
In "Song of the Open Road,"” Whitman celebrates the
exhilarations of passage but hints at the road’'s deeper
import:
0O public road, I say back I am not afraid to leave you,
vyet I love you,
You express me better than I can express myself,
You shall be more to me than my poem.
{"Song of the Open Road"*=
To Whitman the road is the channel through which the poet
joyfully devours the world around him. As such, journeying
becomes a profound act of self-creation. The road not only
expresses Whitman, it facilitates the making of him.

Whitman feasts sensually on panoramas——past, present,

future, real, imaginative--that open to him in his roving.

In consuming the world, and "cataloging” it, Whitman merges
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with a reality that transcends time and space. Whitman's
journey, then, is ultimately a spiritual one. A selection
from "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” illustrates Whitman's
perpetual disintegration and re-creation-—merged with a
transcendent whole:

The impalpable sustenance of me from all things at all hours of
the day,

The simple, compact, well-join‘'d scheme, myself disintegrated,
every one disintegrated yet part of the scheme,

The similitudes of the past and those of the future,

The glories strung like beads on my smallest sights and hearings,
on the walk in the street and the passage over the river,

The current rushing so swiftly, and swimming with me far away,

The others that are to follow me, the ties between me and them,

The certainty of others, the life, love, sight, hearing of others.

It avails not, time or place——distance avails not,

I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever so
many generations hence...3*

Inherent in Whitman’'s encompassing vision is a kind of ;amaraderie
of connectedness. Whitman’'s expansive community is ever widening
as new vistas open before the poet. His special comrade is the
reader—or, more accurately, a universal or generalized reader——
who is invited to join in intimate solidarity with the poet, to
partake of the feast with Whitman, ever the genial comrade and
guide: 2®

I lead no man to a dinner—table or library or exchange,

But each man and each woman of you I lead upon a knoll,

My left hand hooking you round the waist,

My right hand points to landscapes of continents, and a
plain public road.

It is not far, it is within reach,

Perhaps you have been on it since you were born,
and did not knaow,

Perhaps it is everywhere on water and on land.3?*
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The camaraderie of the road also becomes a metaphor for
Whitman‘'s idealized democracy. The figures whom Whitman
eulogizes in his impressionistic reveries—from the fleeing
slave to the sturdy workmen and mechanics—are actors in
what Whitman conceives as a unique democratic experiment.
Whitman strives to express their collective consciousness.
As Paul Zweig notes, the road in 1855 (when the first
edition of Leaves of Brass was published) still symbolized
opportunity, progress, personal betterment, and
fulfillment.*” Whitman's taking to the road launched him
into the main current of American aspirations——the
direction of which was optimistically upward and outward.
From the road Whitman could partake of his nation’'s rushing
dynamism:
cc-a calm man of deep vision will find, in this
tremendous modern spectacle of America, at least
as great sights as anything the foreign world, or
the antique, or the relics of the antique, can
afford him. Why shall I travel to Rome to see the
old pillars of the Forum, only important for those
who lived there ages ago? Shall I journey four
thousand miles to weigh the ashes of some corpses?
Shall I not vivify myself with life here, rushing,
tumultuous, scornful, masterful, oceanic——greater
than ever before known?3®

Well within Whitman’'s lifetime (he died in 1892), however,

his optimistic vision of America had become problematic.

Beyond the new physical limitations of the road (the road

west no longer led to the boundless spaces of Whitman's

youth), Whitman ‘s democratic heroes——the artisan, craftsman
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and mechanic——were being shouldered into the margins of
society by forces of specialization, mechanization, and
rationalization. Culturally, instead of dynamic, American
art, Whitman in 1871 found only "numerous congeries of
conventional, over—corpulent societies, already become
stifled and rotten with flatulent, infidelistic literature,
and polite conformity..."*® By the final decades of the
nineteenth century, Whitman’'s road poetry——as a celebration
of an American reality——was already quaint nostalgia.
Nevertheless, the idealized Democracy to which Whitman
gives voice (like the agrarian midwestern utopias venerated
by Wyckoff), invokes a fleeting, mythic America that has

continued to beckon restless searchers.

L 2 2

Richard Hovey and Bliss Carman, by contrast, had no
inclination to flood themselves with the "immediate age" or
plunge into the raw matter of the American experience the
way Whitman had. Their reticence is partly explained by
both poets’ advocacy of the high function of art. "Art for

life’'s sake", for Hovey and Carman, was art elevated from

the "trivial particularities of time and place."2°
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Hovey, in his 1895 essay "The Passing of Realism,”
disdainfully accounts for the movement that was a dominant
force in the literary establishment for all of his
productive life. He explains that: "Art having forgotten
the earth too long, needed to sprawl upon it for awhile for
refreshment. It is a good thing as a phasé, tho in itsel+¥
something unpleasant. It is an attitude of fatigue and
fatigue is usually unbeautiful."®* Hovey’'s opinion of
realism presumably extended to Whitman’'s earthy exaltation
of the most common "instincts and appetites."22 Hovey
and Carman strove to keep alive a poetic tradition of
highest romance. This agenda did not mesh with Whitman’s
democratic idiom of "the commonest, cheapest, nearest,
easiest..."23 The poetic mission was ultimately the
pursuit of beauty—a quest that Hovey and Carman felt
un#ulfillable, but of supreme worthiness nonetheless.=*4
Hovey and Carman were highly educated sons of the upper
bourgeoisie. They met in Boston in the summer of 1887, at
the tail-end of somewhat frustrating academic careers.
Both young men had a habit of neglecting their studies
(ane§ at Dartmouth and an Episcopal Seminary in New York;
Carman at Edinburgh, the University of New Brunswick, and
Harvard) in favor of various literary endeavors. It was

literature——and particularily poetry—as well as a mutual

aversion to the materialistic temper of the day, that
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brought the two together. Oscar Wilde's aestheticism had
influenced both young poets. As an undergraduate, Hovey
had preached Wilde’'s "gospel of the beautiful® at
conservative Dartmouth——affecting flamboyant dress and
spontaneous behavior in the Wildean traditinn.’L Bliss
Carman had actually met Wilde during one of the artist’s
renowned North American tours. The "apostle of art for
art ‘s sake" stayed briefly at the home of Carman’s
artistically inclined aunt and uncle.®*

Wilde‘'s foppish aestheticism was one of a complex of
factors that fed into the new romantic sensibility which,
during the *80s and '90s, was rapidly gaining currency in
American literary and artistic circles. This movement
seems also to have been inspired by Verlaine and the French
symbolists, a Nhitmanesque vogue for spontaneity and the
natural life (though stopping well short of communing with
the lower sorts), and the resurrection of the medieval
romance signalled by Alfred Lord Tennyson's refashioning of
Malory'’'s Arthur?an Saga.Z” Hovey'’'s essay, "The Passing
of Realism,” was only one volley in the so—called "realism
war,” a confrontation between realists and romantics that
raged in the literary magazines of the ‘90s.2® Yet
despite the ideological posturing of these ostensibly

hostile literary camps, they shared-—as Jackson Lears has

pointed out—a common role in contributing to a renewed
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"literature of action.” The depiction of a contentious
reality by "progressive" or "activist" realists like Jack
London, Hamlin Garland, and Frank Norris dovetailed with
the neo-romantic obsession with heroism, violence and
questing adventure.®® Both schools——though advocating
divergent approaches to their art——embraced an ideology of
mascul ine renewal through action.

It is ironic that Hovey and Carman, two poets with
decidedly grandiose literary aspirations, would be
remembered chiefly for their Songs From Vagabondia series.
These slim collections of poetry (Songs from Vagabondia,
More Songs From Vagabondia, Last Songs From Vagabondia and
Echoes From Vagabondia) appeared——and were enthusiastically
received——between 1894 and 1912. Their appeal to the
general public derived less from poetic merit, however,
than from their celebration of spontaneous revelry, manly
camaraderie, and lusty adventure. The opening poem of the
initial booklet sets the tone for what follows:

Off with the fetters
That chafe and restrain
Off with the chain!
Here Art and Letters,
And Myrtle and Wanda,
And winsome witches,
Blithely combine.
Here are true riches,
Here is Galconda,
Here are the Indies,
Here we are free——
Free as the wind is,

Free as the sea,
Free!

Houp-la!¥°
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Ducking a suffocating Victorian propriety, and slipping out
of the immobilizing straitjacket of materialism, the
wanderers of Vagabondia set out in pursuit of the true
wealth of freedom and beauty.

Through the Vagabondia lyrics Hovey and Carman strove
to create a new persona for the literary man, vitalizing an
image that they felt had become intolerably “feminized."
Like London, the two young poets emulated "masculine world
wanderers" such as Robert Louis Stevenson and Rudyard
Kipling in an effort to break out of the stifling mold that
they blamed on the polite literary conventions of domestic
realism and the genteel tradition. Carman complained in
1894: "We had become so over—nice in our feelings, so
restrained and formal, so bound by habit and use in our
devotion to the effeminate realists, that one side of our
nature was starved...We must have a revolt at any
cost.">* The agent of Carman’'s "revolt"” was the literary
vagabond, a man who combined “Arts and Letters" with the
lustiest of proclivities: wine, women, song, stout
comradeship, and the carefree joys of the road:

Then up and away

Till the break of day,
With a heart that’'s merry
And a Tom—and-Jerry,

And a derry—down—derry -
What ‘s that you say,

You highly respectable
Buyers and sellers?

We should be decenter?

Not as we please inter
Custom, frugality,
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Use and morality

In the delectable

Depths of wine—cellars?

Midnights of revel

And noondays of song!

Is it so wrong?

6o to the Devil!>=
In addition to carefree carousal propounded as a deliberate
affront to custom and respectability, Hovey and Carman
counterposed the healthy, open air vigor of life on the
road to the flabby, pallid, closed spaces that they
associated with a stale literary culture and with bourgeois
respectability in general. Echoing Whitman, Hovey
declares:

ee-We like the outdoor note in poetry. We go in

for greater freedom of treatment, but more

especially for freedom of atmosphere and spirit——

the sort of poetry that represents free and )

natural and buoyant life, whether indoors or out.

We don‘t care so much for the refinements of the

scholar as for something genuine and healthy and

modern and alive....We prefer the sort of work

that a man does who lives outdoors a great deal

and has a healthy mind in a healthy body, and is
free from morbidness.> S

As with Whitman’'s open road, camaraderie is one of the
principal virtues found in Vagabondia. However, the sexual
undertones of Whitman’'s camaraderie, as well as the
effeminate ambiguity of Wilde, seem to have been
consciously expunged from Hovey and Carman’'s fellowship of
the road.>* It is hearty, masculine companionship

through and throughs:

COMRADES, pour the wine to—night
For the parting is with dawn!
Oh, the clink of cups together,
With daylight coming on!
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EGreet the morn with a double horn,

When strong men drink together!>®
Good fellowship is enhanced, however, by the constant
presence of violent death arocund the next corner. The
certain prospect of "death for the brave" permits the
unfettered enjoyment of the intensities of “real®” life:

Comrades, give a cheer to—night

For the dying is with dawn!

Oh, to meet the stars together,

With the silence coming on'

Greet the end,

As a friend a friend,

When strong men die together!Se
The theme of sudden death looms unexpectedly even in
relatively placid, atmospheric poems. The mood of the
sedate, pastoral "Three of a Kind,” for example, is altered
abruptly by graphic violent imagery:

Three of us in love with life,

‘Roaming like wild cattle,

With the stinging air a-reel

As a warrior might feel

The swift orgasm of the knife

Slay him in mid-battle.>7
Hovey and Carman romanticize the warrior ‘s death——here seen
as orgasmic in its intensity. It is not enough to face
death bravely; one must court it, seek it, and laugh in its
face. This audaciousness in the face of death becomes more
significant when considered in the context of the
consumptive sentimentalism that accompanied the pervasive

images of death and sickness in the popular literature of

the day. Reckless impetuosity could free one from the

morbid preoccupation with mortality that Hovey and Carman
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saw as a symptom of Victorian dissipation:

Oh, not for us the easy mirth

O0f men that never roam!

The crackling of the narrow hearth,

The cabined joys of home!

Keep your tame, requlated glee,

0 pale protected State!

Our dwelling place is on the sea,

Our joy the joy of Fate!3®

In an age when knighthood was no longer in flower, and
buccaneers long driven from the seas, and even outlaws
seeming to have lost any of the redeeming romance that they
may have claimed in simpler times, Hovey and Carman turned
to the road to exercise their verve and vigor. They
cluttered their Vagabondia, however, with relics from more
heroic ages. In particular, much of the Songs either deal
explicitly——or are infused with——popular medieval motifs of
knighthood and chivalry. This is more than decorative
bunting——medieval imagery imbues Hovey and Carman’'s road
with much of its romantic vitality. Moreover, it is
through the diaphanous lens of a romanticized medievalism
that the two poets——and especially Hovey—conceived the
heroic implications of the nomadic aesthete.
Hovey was early attracted to the medieval trappings of

the Episcopal High Church which, in the late nineteenth
century, had acquired a certain subversive popularity

amongst aristocratic intellectuals rebelling against a

dull, middle—classed Protestant tradition that they

associated with boorish rapacity.®® As he matured, Hovey
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colored his poetic mission with the same gothic—hued
anti-materialism. He invested his calling with a
quest—-like importance. A pivotal episode in the young
poet ‘s life was the consecration of his literary quest by
the wife of the late exalted poet, Sydney Lanier——who
presented Hovey with her husband‘s laurel wreath after a
reading. For Hovey, this was the equivalent of a sacred
charge.*® Hovey’'s striving to be worthy of Lanier’s
legacy meant taking up the struggle for beauty in a world
choked by commercialism and industrialization. Hovey’s
most sustained effort in this regard was an interlocking
series of Arthurian plays and masques through which he
hoped to dramatize the plight of the individual in modern
society (Hﬁvey‘s early death in 1900 left the majority of
this grand scheme uncompleted). These dramas afforded
Hovey, in the words of Carman, "a modern instance stripped
of modern dress."4* In the last completed of these, the
masque Taliesan, Hovey anoints the poet-wanderer as sacred
priest of God, with a noble objective of vanquishing
worldly evils and uniting “body, mind and soul."4®* This,
we may surmise, was a challenge that Hovey himself strove
to confront; but more importantly, by defining the quest of
the artist/hera/vagabond, Hovey advanced the mythic

possibilities of the romantic literary wanderer.

1f Hovey and Carman’s medieval fixation helped to
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vitalize their poetry, it also draws attention to its
fraudulence. For the two poets——in actuality—-—were not
overly comfortable with the contrivance of danger for
danger ‘s sake, and while roving was fine for a few days,
they were days that invariably would end with a cold
draught, a warm hearth, and a soft bed. On their actual
walking tours of New England and New Brunswick, Hovey and
Carman pretended to be English Romantic poets, jongleurs,
wandering minstrels and even "knights errant in search of
adventure,"+= put pretense was apparently undisturbed by
the reality of actual danger or hardship. The poet’s
permanent "vagabondian camp® in Canada was actually a well
stocked tent village——for which a cook was customgrily
engaged.“* Hovey and Carman’'s vagabonding was
principally an opportunity to commune with nature, thus
cultivating poetic inspiration and renewing themselves for
various literary and theatrical projects in New York or
Boston. Such excursions——and the popular acceptance of
their heroic represenfatiuns in verse-—were reflective of
both the growing importance of leisure for an increasingly
desk-bound middle class, and the corresponding demand on
literature to provide vicarious adventurous experience.
Throughout the Vagabondia volumes, however, in addition

to the strenuous rewards of the road, Hovey and Carman

acclaim the simple pastoral pleasures of tramping. These,
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we sense, were the true essence of the vagabonding
experience for the poets:

Now the joys of the road are chiefly these:
A crimson touch on the hard-wood trees;

A vagrant ‘s morning wide and blue,
In early fall, when the wind walks, tooj

A shadowy highway cool and brown,
Alluring up and enticing down

From rippled water to the dappled swamp,
From purple glory to scarlet pomp;

The outward eye, the quiet will,
The striding heart from hill to hillj...*®

It was, furthermore, a serious mistake to equate Hovey
and Carman ‘s festive roving—or the more rugged lyric
versions of their adventures——with more authentic hoboing
or tramping. Responding to a British review that described
the authors of Songs From Vagabondia, as "two American
hoboes,” Hovey’'s wife Henrietta fumed:
I am still raging about the criticisms. To think
their taking Richard for a vagabond! Why, he is
without exception the most aristocratic nature I
ever knew or heard of! Only an aristocrat would
write nonsense and play at vagabond...Anyone would
know [that the poems are the work ofl] intelligent
men in holiday mood...Think of dubbing their
‘plein air’ school mere hoboism with its Saxon
lustiness, its gypsy freedom [and] the virility of
Carlyle, Henley, Stevenson, Kipling in it!4e

Mrs. Hovey’'s displeasure was no doubt aggravated by the

proximity of the review to the recent extended media

coverage of the "tramp problem" generated by Coxey’'s march

on Washington (Mrs. Hovey wrote the letter in July of 1874

bl
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while the remnants of the hobo army were still encamped on
the outskirts of the Capitol). The association of her
husband with such a depraved mob must have been an
unpleasant prospect indeed.

While it is true that Hovey and Carman’s limited
cultural rebellion was mostly disengaged from the larger
social and political struggles of the day (socialism, trade
unionism etc.), their revolt against literary realism,
disdain for convention, and anti-materialism nevertheless
played a central role in the generation of a diffuse urban
bohemianism that would eventually incorporate and vivify
the image of the road hero as rebel. Both poets were
fixtures qf the New York artistic scene. They stalked the
garrets, salons, studios, cafes, publishing offices, and
ethnic restaurants of lower Manhattan. @As well, though
each regularly submitted work to the major periodicals,
they also participated—to varying degrees——in experimental
and avant—garde projects like The Knight Errant and The
Chap Book.“” In addition, both Hovey and Carman affected
a studied unconventionalism. Hovey especially, was
notorious for his long flowing hair, beard, and rakish
dress.<®

Though non—conformists from youth, the self-conscious
bohemianism of the two poets——like that of many others--was

galvanized by the publication in 1894 of George DuMaurier’'s

Trilby. This novel, exploring themes of art and
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materialism in the artistic community of the Parisian Latin
Quarter, achieved an immense popularity in the '90s.4?
Sonqs From Vagabondia profitted from the Trilby hype. Its
anti-middle class sentiment echoed the linking of greed and
corruption, materialism and degeneration enunciated in
Trilby. Genteel respectability, over—security, analytic
reason, pointless custom, frugality, utility, morality, and
money—grubbing were challenged by the bohemian ethic of
youth, spontaneity, vitality and unrestricted
experimentation. While helping to afticulate these
sentiments, the Sonas From Vagabondia extended the site for
vyouthful defiance from urban drawing rooms, salons and
smoky cafes to the unbounded road. The Songs tapped into a
strenuous impulse beginning to encroach widely on the
"flabby" sedentariness of bourgeois and genteel culture.
Like the road of Josiah Flynt and Jack London, Vagabondia
promised of adventure, strenuous actuation, and virile
independence.

Crucially, however, Hovey and Carman’'s road accomodated
a mystic and mythic element. Whitman’'s encompassing.
compunion with the road, its wayfarers, inhabitants and
environs (and imaginative fusion with much else besides),
was reconstituted, in the Songs, as a more heroic—but no

less spiritual—-—questing sensibility. Hovey and Carman’s

road heroes, most certainly, sought romance for its own
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sake. But they also journeyed in search of an illusive
transcendence: beauty, truth, inspiration, self
understanding, the meaning of life, etc. The new
asceticism implied in the work of Hovey and Carman,
gradually gained cultural currency as the processes of
modernization hazily decried by the two poets became more

entrenched, and the muddled intellectual dissonance of

1890s bohemia gave way to a more profound alienation.
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The Consolidation of Images: The Emergence of the Road Hero

Richard Hovey, Bliss Carman and the Vagabondia series
exemplify the unvarnished literary/bohemian vagabond:
pure—hearted, courageous, impassioned, erudite, virile, and
spontaneous. Jack London and his tramp writing denote the
grittier figure of the heroic hobo: rugged, hard-bitten,
fierce, resolute, and stoical. These two configurations
constitute the essential projections on the broad spectrum
of images that eventually converged in the formation of
the road hero. Reflecting the different circumstances of
their creators and the wide social gulf separating their
real—-life counterparts, the heroic hobo and the
intellectual vagabond as cultural icons were initially
oriented toward disparate social and cultural spheres.
After all, Jack London sprang from the marginalized fringes
of the petty bourgeois. His sympathies and allegiences
were formed as a tramp and a laborer, and, for most of his
life, London dedicated considerable talent and energy to
the struggles of the working classes. Hovey and Carman, by
contrast, were products of a privileged elite, and though
they sought a limited liberation from Victorian morality

and bourgeois materialism, they were largely unaware of the

issues faced by those genuinely outcast and dispossessed. N
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Furthermore, as Christopher Wilson has shown, London’s
working-class sensibility fundamentally shaped his literary
ideology. Transposing "the terms of physical labor to
fhisl ‘brain work’," London sought to master the writing
profession through honest toil, studied imitation, rigid
application and dogged persistence.? Accordingly, London
barraged periodicals of all kinds with his literary
"product,” at first selling his work to whoever would take
it, and later to the highest bidder. London’s tramp pieces
appeared in magazines ranging from Wilshires, and the
Woman 's Home Companion, to the socialist publication, The
Comrade.® Conversely, Hovey and Carman——in keeping with
their own more cultivated backgrounds——sought to maintain a
principled detachment from the literary mass—mar ketpl ace.
They subscribed to a romantic conception of the independent
man of letters——a role revived in the bohemian credo of the
'90s as the last guardian of beauty, truth and inspiration
in a world choked by commercialism. American "decadence,”
insisted Carman in 1894, was art and literature subjected
to the debasing influence of the market:

Anything that is commonplace is decadent...All
popular, commercial art which is merely pretty and
is supplied to fill a demand is decadent....
Magazine poetry, for instance,...is thoroughly
decadent. It is admittedly ephemeral; it is
intended for the average man, and is intended to

last until the next number of the magazine can
come to press——about thirty days.™

Nevertheless, both poets published work in large
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circulation periodicals like the Atlantic Monthly, the

Century, Scribner ‘s, and Current Literature.* And,

though the popularity of Sonas From Vagabondia may have
been unpalatable from an idealistic standpoint, Hovey and
Carman nonetheless managed to defer their literary scruples
1 long enough to capitalize on their success and produce
three additional installments of Vagabondia poetry. In
short, despite their disdain, Hovey and Carman—1ike
London——were forced to operate within an expanding literary
marketplace that increasingly sought the patronage of the
very "average man" whom Carman spurned. It was here, in
the leveling crucible of a mushrooming mass culture, that
the distinctions between the hobo hero and the intellectual
vagabond first began to blur.®

Corresponding to the diffuse blending of images
occurring-un this broadest of cultural levels, a more
precise and salient rapprochement ensued against the highly
charged ideological terrain of Progressive era political
culture. Specifically, the first two decades of the
twentieth century witnessed the ascent of the International
Workers of the World and the radicalization of resurgent
bohemian enclaves in Chicago and especially New York City.
These distinct phenomena overlapped in their idealization
of the hobo as the archetypal disaffiliated proletarian: a

ymbol of the bankruptcy of the system and a model of

I ——
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defiance and resilience.

The 1.W.W. was formed largely in response to the
American Federation of Labor ‘s craft unionism,
conservatism, and failure to situate the grievances of
workers within the context of the class struggle (the
A.F.L. was labelled the "American Separation of Labor® by
its class conscious detractors). From the beginning, the
I.W.W. sought to draw its support from the great mass of
disaffiliated unskilled workers: "I do not care a snap of
my fingers whether or not the skilled workers join the
industrial movement at this time...We are going down into
the gutter to get at the mass of workers and bring them up
to a decent plane of living,"® promised Big Bill Haywood
at the first convention of the I.W.W. in January of 1905.
The I.W.W.'s organizers reasoned that the mechanization of
American industry would eventually eliminate the demand for
craftsmanship. Workers éhnuld nrggnize with an eye to the
mounting proletarianization of the skilled trades in the
face of advancing technology. What was needed was an
integrated union to challenge organized capital
effectively. The goal was complete transformation. As
Haywood proclaimed: "We are here to confederate the workers
of this country into a working-class movement in possession

of the economic powers, the means of life, in control of

the machinery of production and distribution without regard
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to capitalist masters."”

The apostles of "one big union® proselytized and
organized in hobo jungles and crowded boxcars from the
beginning. In the West, unskilled laborers were often left
with no option but itinerancy. Lumber jacks, ice cutters,

i miners, agricultural workers and railroad section hands
were frequently forced to the road by the seasonal or boom
and bust nature of their employment. These roving workers
provided an ideal pool for I.W.W. recruitment. But the
I.W.W. ‘s courting of the wandering worker was far from a
one-sided transaction. The rough cohesiveness of hobo
"culture” impressed itself on the I.W.W. even as the
"jndustrial movement” gave voice and meaning to the plight
of the hobo wanderer. Ralph Chéplin, a hobo artist who
later rose to "Wobbly" prominence as an organizer and
lyricist, remarked on the cross—fertilization of I.W.W.
militancy and hobo solidarity. Describing his hobo
indoctrination as a migrant field hand in the
midwest——during which time he learned to appreciate, "the
magnitude and beauty of the American continent" as well as
"how the underdog was forced to live"——Chaplin notes the
sel f—abnegating comradeship at the heart of hobo group
COnsciousness:

...yet there were brave and devoted friendships

among us [hobo harvest handsl. We would stand

together, fight for one another, steal for one

another, and share our last crust with one
another. It was to these seeds of solidarity that

.
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I have always attributed the phenomenal growth of
the I.W.W. once it developed momentum about 1715.
In that year resistance to these conditions swept
the harvest fields from one end of the country to
the other. But not until the rebel songs of the
I.W.W. resounded from every threshing rig, every
freight train, and not a few "hoosegows" did the
situation change...It was the bitter medicine of
job organization that brought John Farmer to his
senses and straightened out the crooked judge, the
grasping brakeman, and the high—-handed policeman
and railroad detective...®
The "seeds of solidarity” described by Chaplin—though
certainly planted long before the I1.W.W. ‘s forays into
"Hoboland," (however idealized in accounts like this
one)——were subsequently nurtured in the industrial
movement ‘s vociferous ideological dialogue.

Retaining and augmenting the support of hoboes required
that their way of life be thoroughly romanticized. This
task proceeded with evangelical fervor——through fhe
"hymnody” of the Little Red Song_Book, the street corner
“preaching” of I.W.W. activists, the I.W.W. meeting halls
and reading rooms strategically located on urban skid rows,
the hagiolatry of a retinue of martyred Wobblies, and a
profusion of pamphlets, newspapers and other publications.
The figure conceived as the shackbone” of the industrial
union movement——the wandering worker——was cloaked in the
raiments of myth, much as central elements of I.W.W. dogma

(the general strike for instance) took on a mythical or

even sacred air.® An article in a 19i4 issue of

Solidarity conveys something of the ideal of the militant
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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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hobo lore and radical politics in the Little Red Songbook
evokes the heroic hobo at his most sturdy, epic and
defiant. At bottom of course, the song book was an
instrument of propaganda—its function to politicize and
unify. Commenting on the popularity of "Hallelujah I'm a
Bum"——the "theme song” of the Western militants——J.H.
Walsh, the founder of the "overalls brigade," explained
that, "although this may not be as scientifically
revolutionary as some would like...it certainly has its
psychological effect."*2 [Likewise, Joe Hill, who became
the most celebrated of the Wobbly martyrs after his
execution in 1915, expounded on the benefits of the musical
packaging of the I.W.W. ‘s radical message:
A pamphlet, no matter how good, is never read more
than once, but a song is learned by heart and
repeated over and over; and I maintain that if a
person can put a few cold, common sense facts into
a song, and dress them...up in a cloak of humor to
take the dryness off of them, he will succeed in
reaching a great number of workers who are too
unintelligent or too indifferent to read a
pamphlet or an editorial in economic science.?™
The Little Red Songbook, however, did more than appeal
to the latent radicalism of the transient laborer and
tramp. It encapsulated and vivified the hobo’s own
indigenous lore. Classic hobo ballads such as "Hallelujah

I‘'m a Bum," and "The Wabash Cannonball"*“ were juxtaposed

to revered revolutionary standards such as "The

Internationale.” Moreover, the songbook introduced a
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number of new pieces contributed by a growing contingent of
I.W.W. tramp-composers like Joe Hill, Ralph Chaplin and
T-bone Slim. Hill ‘s most popular song, "The Preacher and
the Slave"--as with a host of other trenchant I1.W.W.
compositions——rapidly established itself in the repertoire
of the hobo jungles, from which it gradually filtered into
wider circulation.?® Sung to the tune of the Salvation
Army ‘s, "In the Sweet Bye and Bye"——a song with which most
tramps were all too familiar——Hill ‘s "hymn" begins:
Long—haired preachers come out every night,
Try to tell you what’'s wrong and what’s right,
But when asked about something to eat,
They will answer with voices so sweet:
You will eat (you will eat), bye and bye (bye and bye)
In that glorious land in the sky (way up high).
Work and pray (work and pray), live on hay {(live on hay), .
You’ll get pie in the sky when you die (when you die).2*®
Not surprisingly, a significant component of 1.W.W./hobo
poesy celebrated the revolutionary purity of the solitary
wandering hoba. “The Migratory I.W.W.,"” for example,
romanticizes the radical lone wolf whose only consolation
is the "cause":
He's one of the fellows who doesn't fit in,
You have met him without a doubt,
He's lost to his friends, his kith and his kin,
As he tramps the world about.
At night he wanders beneath the stars
With the mien of an ancient seer,
And often he‘s humming a few sweet bars,
O0f a rebel song soft and clear.
Yes he’'s one of the breed that never fits,
And never a dollar can glean,

He’'s one that a scornful world requites,
As simply as might—-have—been.
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But deep in the heart of his hungry soul,
Tho® the smug world casts him out,
There burns the flames of a glowing coal,
The fires of love devout.
Of a world in which all may live,
And prosperity be for all,
Where no slave shall bow to parasite’s greed,
Or answer a master’'s call.?”?
The image of the lone radical was a central element of the
I.W.W. ‘s iconography. In preference to the cultish cohesiveness
of revolutionary fraternity, the I.W.W. fostered solidarity
through the idealization of alienation. The celebration of the
isolation of the wandering life, while emphasizing its
dissociation from accepted modes of bourgeois existence, also
enhanced the mystique of those alienated wanderers from whom the
I.W.W. drew its support.

The I.W.W. ' 's strident militancy—epitomized by the call for a
general strike and the adoption of a revolutionary policy of
*direct action"——augmented London ‘s casting of the hobo as an
agonistic hero (in this case embroiled in an explicitly
revolutionary struggle culminating with the destruction of the
capitalist state and the creation of a worker controlled
cooperative commonwealth). Furthermore, the organization’s
imagery of revolution emphasized the desperate, apocalyptic, epic
connotations of the struggle. The cultivation of "last stand”
romanticism fed into and drew from the hobo’'s consciousness of

isolation. More importantly, however, the war of annihilation

forseen in 1.W.W. propaganda enhanced the mythic stature of the

hobo—activist:
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Scorn to take the crumbs they drop us,

All is ours by right!

Onward, men! All hell can’'t stop us!

Crush the parasite.?®®
Like Hovey and Carman’s questing vagabond at his most
heroic, the archetypal revolutionary hobo is fired with
moral purpose——the fulfillment of which demands
self-effacing trial, sacrifice, and finally the application
of overwhelming violence.

Conjointly, this point of intersection might be further
extended to include the variations of masculine community
dictated by the mythology of the intellectual vagabond and
the I.W.W. hobo. Though there are important differences
here (ie: the radical hobo’'s is a solidarity borne of
alienation and struggle while the vagabond‘s camaraderie is
often of a jovial, boisterous variety), there is also an
element of coherence: the final sublimation of
solidarity/camaraderie to the high romance of the
revolution/quest. The chorus of a Wobbly favaorite
proclaims:

Hold the fort for we are coming——
Union men, be strong.
Side by side we battle onward,
Victory will come.?*¥
Carman and Hovey’'s "Comrades® similarily celebrates the

camaraderie of "strong men" faced with the prospect of

glorious battle:

Comrades, give a cheer tonight,
For the dying is with dawn!=°
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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




-139-

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




144~

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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144).
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