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Abstract

At the beginning of the twentieth century, transient laborers in Portland, Oregon
faced marginalization and exploitation at the hands of the classes that relied on them
for their own prosperity. Portland at this time was poised on the cusp of flourishing as a
major population and industrial center of the American West. The industries that fueled
the city’s growth were dependent on cheap and mobile manual labor made available by
the expansion of the nation’s railroads. As the city prospered and grew, the elite of the
city created and promoted an image of the city as an Eden of material abundance where
industriousness and virtue would lead inevitably to prosperity.

There was no room in Portland’s booster image for unemployed but otherwise
able-bodied men, termed hobos. Their very existence challenged both the image of the
city itself, and broader and deeper pillars of American identity. The response to the
presence of this mobile, underemployed and largely white male labor class by Portland
citizens and institutions was driven by, and in turn helped shape, competing
mythologies of both the American West and American masculinity at a time when the
country was struggling to define and redefine these constructs. Examining these floating
men through their portrayal in popular culture, laws, and charitable efforts of the time

exposes a deep anxiety about the notions of worth, gender, and American virtue.
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Introduction: The Portland Hobo

When a coroner’s jury sought the identity of a body found near Spokane Falls in

the winter of 1890, one nearby resident testified that he had earlier taken the

old man some food but did not know his name: ‘I never learned it and never

asked it. It is a peculiarity we have in this western country, to get acquainted

with a man, talk to him, & transact business with him, without asking for his
,1

name.

This unknown man in Spokane Falls was one of the many wandering laborers
who flooded the Pacific Northwest at the turn of the century. They came to work in
fields and lumber camps and when the season ended, they moved into cities throughout
the country to avail themselves of the amenities of the urban slums. They were not
members of any community except their own temporary work camp alliances. They left
a mark on the cities they inhabited, but foremost as a collective nuisance, described
nationwide as a menace, not as individual men. Their names were rarely recorded, their
work was often undercompensated, and their deaths were unlikely to be mourned.

The men who made up this migratory labor force, especially those who suffered
from frequent bouts of unemployment, were commonly referred to as hobos. This term
was at first derogatory, then re-claimed to become honorable, and is now a quaint title
that evokes a mythology of bindles and riding the rails with little or no grounding in its
original meaning. The term hobo appeared in newspapers throughout the country in the
1870s. The origin of “hobo” is difficult to trace with any validity, but by 1890 the

definition became fairly concrete. Hobos, according to contemporary accounts, were

homeless men who were willing to work but did not have jobs. In 1896, the Oregonian

! Mark Wyman, Hoboes: Bindlestiffs, Fruit Tramps, and the Harvesting of the West, Kindle Edition (Hill and
Wang, 2010), 1021.
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defined a hobo as “a tramp who begs, but will work rather than commit crime.”?
Another contemporary source suggests “there are three types of the genus vagrant: . ..
The hobo works and wanders, the tramp dreams and wanders, and the bum drinks and
wanders.”?

The term “tramping,” which was linked to hobo culture, was considered a
pathology. Believed to date to the Civil War, tramps were soldiers who were unable or
unwilling to give up a lifestyle of wandering after the war. Over time, the image of the
wandering American male became conflated into a single reactionary symbol, not
against the horrors of the Civil War, but the horrors of industrialization, the removal of
the man from family and community as the provider, and the sweeping move toward
wage labor rather than self-sufficiency. By the second decade of the twentieth century,
the hobo image became a duality; transgressor and hero, the inferior male who could
not conform to a new America and a counterculture icon, challenging staid societal
expectations. Unlike vagrant populations in previous decades, mobility defined the
tramps and hobos at the turn of the century. The advent of widespread rail transport
and the need for seasonal labor in the newly opened West created a new kind of
underclass. While the term hobo itself has a derogatory connotation, it also allowed for
a useful distinction between the sedentary laboring classes of previous decades and the
transient laborer, a distinction that would dictate the treatment of these men within

urban boundaries.

’ “Notes and Comment” Oregonian November 14, 1896, 4.
3 Wyman, Hoboes. 673.
* Tim Cresswell, The Tramp in America, Kindle Edition (Reaktion Books Ltd, 2001), 2206.



As the hobo image was created, Portland, Oregon was on the rise in both
population and economic power. In preparation for the city’s elevation, Portland’s elite
created a narrative that defined Portland as a beacon of economic growth, cultural
sophistication, and material abundance. This image echoed a frontier mythology that
permeated scholarly works, booster literature, and public conceptions: the idea that the
strongest men travelled West, that success was given freely to those who worked for it,
and that the West would be won through settlement. However, as Portlanders adopted
this identity, the growth of transient labor created a narrative antithesis within the city.
This temporary labor force was necessary to sustain Portland’s wealth but operated
outside of the Portland mythology.

Roaming male populations were a tangible component of a new wage labor
system, a movement away from self-sufficiency and a personification of the diminished
role of home and family.” Examining Portland’s response to transient labor, through
laws, charitable efforts, and popular culture, creates a counter narrative to the early
twentieth century notion that Portland was the culmination of the promise of the
American West. It is clear that the city’s elites developed methods to diminish or
systematically dismiss the hardships that faced the transient labor force while
simultaneously relying on this force to create the abundance that the city depended on

and celebrated.

> Dmitri Palmateer, “Charity and the ‘Tramp’: Itinerancy, Unemployment, and Municipal Government
from Coxey to the Unemployed League,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 107, no. 2 (July 1, 2006): 228-53.
230.



The hobo menace in Portland encompasses two scholarly areas: the importance
of myth in the American narrative, and issues of masculinity in the American West. New
Western history, as popularized in the work of Patricia Limerick and others,
acknowledged that the prevailing notion of the American West, one that harkened back
to Frederick Jackson Turner’s “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,”
ignored a more complex historic narrative and systematically excluded women,
minorities, indigenous peoples, and transgressive populations from western history.

Since the publication of Limerick’s Legacy of Conquest in 1987, historians have worked

to fill in these gaps, challenge the east-to-west narrative of Western American history,
and place marginalized populations into focus. As the Turner thesis’s savage-to-
civilization approach to Western history was dismantled, historians also began to
examine the power and pervasion of the Western mythology as a defining force in
American identity. An examination of the importance of the mythology began with

Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950) and

continues to the present day with works like Richard Slotkin’s Gunfighter Nation (1992),

Richard White’s "It's Your Misfortune and None of my Own": A History of the American

West (1991) and David Wrobel’s Promised Lands (2011), among others.

Examining the importance of mythmaking bridges scholarship in history and
literary theory, allowing fiction to act as a representation of a place in time, as
represented in Henry Nash Smith’s examination of the dime novel West. The Western
narrative was built in the space between fiction and reality, with both the actual and

idealized West forming in tandem. Louis Warren’s Buffalo Bill's America: William Cody
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and the Wild West Show (2006) is one of the more recent works that identifies the

importance of myth not only to recollections about the West, but also to how
Westerners themselves related to one another. In the broader sense, fiction and myth
have the power not only to define the American West, but also to define such
intangibles as masculine identity. Henry Nash Smith’s work on the dime novel male,
while at times outdated, is one key example of the concept of the male identity forming
through literature. More recent historians in masculine identity suggest that literature is
both a reflection and a catalyst for changing conceptions of masculinity, with actual men
modeling themselves after their fictionalized counterparts.

Questions of gender in the American West have only recently expanded to
include work on masculine, homosexual, and transgendered experiences. Modeled after
feminist theory on gender, masculine studies were long ignored in Western history, as
the white male experience was well documented in historical works. However, current
scholarship allows for the belief that, like a feminine identity, masculinity is largely
constructed rather than innate. Christine Di Stefano’s article “Who the Heck Are We?
Theoretical Turns against Gender” published in 1991 is an early example of opening
gender history to include men. Western historians have taken note of this push to
analyze the male experience, not as a default American identity, but as a complex
gendered relationship to the world.

The most successful of these studies is Susan Johnson’s Roaring Camp: the Social

World of the California Gold Rush (2000), in which Johnson examines how male-

dominated environments impact relationships and the importance of homosocial bonds
5



in the American West. Adding to the conversation is Peter Boag'’s study of both

homosexual and transgendered history in the American West in Same-Sex Affairs:

Constructing and Controlling Homosexuality in the Pacific Northwest (2003), and Re-

Dressing America’s Frontier Past (2011). The compilation of essays Across the Great

Divide: Cultures of Manhood in the American West (2001) edited by Michael Basso

includes focused scholarship on many branches of Western masculine spheres, from
public hangings to ranches, examining how these experiences defined America’s
understanding of what a man should and should not be. These essays gave me a
framework by which to examine hobo masculinity.

Gender scholarship, such as E. Anthony Rotundo’s work on American
masculinity, was key in my analysis of passionate manhood, a movement towards
corporeal and rugged masculinity, which illuminated the broad social context in which
transient males lived and were observed.® While some of these works touch on labor
and masculinity, unemployed populations in the American West have not been
examined through the lens of gender, despite the interesting issues regarding gender
among men that were dependent on aid. In an era in which his profession and place in
society defined a man, the itinerant laborer remains hard to classify.

Serious work related to the hobo at the turn of the century has only recently

separated itself from popular culture conceptions and tall tales. My work regarding

°E. Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations In Masculinity From The Revolution To The
Modern Era, Reprint edition (New York: Basic Books, 1994).



hobo culture draws heavily on the work of Tim Cresswell and Todd DePastino.” Tim
Cresswell was instrumental in my understanding of the hobo mythology and the
privilege of personhood in relation to itinerant male populations. While Cresswell’s work
is well researched, his scope necessitated broad generalizations regarding the transient
experience. Peter Boag’s work on same sex vice scandal of 1912 provides valuable
background on the North End district and the transient male culture in Portland as well
as issues of homosexual and homosocial relationships at the turn of the century.? Boag’s
focus, however, is on the gay experience, which, while a part of the hobo identity, was
not all-inclusive. In addition, John D. Seeyle offered one of the only analyses of the hobo
mythology and an especially useful comparison to the frontier mythology. While | do not
agree with his conclusions, Seeyle’s work helped shape the structure of my argument in
Chapter 4.°

Mark Wyman's Hoboes: Bindlestiffs, Fruit Tramps, and the Harvesting of the

West (2010) which focused on migratory laborers in the fields of the Pacific Northwest
and Carlos Schwantes’s “Images of the Wageworkers' Frontier” (1988) provided
background for the world of the unskilled laborers when they were not in Portland.*
For a detailed analysis of census data, | relied on Chris Sawyer’s dissertation, “From

Whitechapel to Old Town: The Life and Death of the Skid Row District, Portland,

’ Cresswell, The Tramp in America. Todd DePastino, Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).

® peter Boag, Re-Dressing America’s Frontier Past, Kindle Edition (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2011).

? John D. Seelye, “The American Tramp: A Version of the Picaresque,” American Quarterly 15, no. 4
(December 1, 1963): 535-53.

10 Wyman, Hoboes. Carlos A. Schwantes, “Images of the Wageworkers’ Frontier,” Montana: The Magazine
of Western History 38, no. 4 (October 1, 1988): 38—49
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Oregon” (1985). Kimbark MacColl’s look at the business class of Portland in both

Merchants, Money & Power : the Portland Establishment, 1843- 1913 (1988), and The

Shaping of a City: Business and Politics in Portland, Oregon, 1885-1915 (1976) was

extremely helpful for examining the economic and social environment at the time and
the impact of elite classes of policy decisions within the city.'* To understand the
changing conceptions of charity at the turn of the century, | relied on the works of John
T. Cumbler, Laylon Wayne Jordan, Kenneth Kusmer, Amy Stanley, and Dmitri
Palmateer.™

Unfortunately, primary documentation created by transient laborers is limited,
so instead | focused my original research on Portland’s response to the transient
laborer, rather than the transient laborer’s response to Portland. | limited my scope to
the primary sources of Portland’s economic elite, namely the City Board of Charities
records, funded through the charitable donations of the richest families in the city, and
the Oregonian, a newspaper that held its appeal with the business class. The City Board

of Charities records at the Oregon State Archives includes promotional materials,

" E. Kimbark MacColl, The Shaping of a City: Business and Politics in Portland, Oregon, 1885-1915
(Georgian Press Co, 1976). Chris D Sawyer, “From Whitechapel to Old Town: The Life and Death of the
Skid Row District, Portland, Oregon,” 1985.

2 JohnT. Cumbler, “The Politics of Charity: Gender and Class in Late 19th Century Charity Policy,” Journal
of Social History 14, no. 1 (October 1, 1980): 99-111. Laylon Wayne Jordan, ““The Method of Modern
Charity’: The Associated Charities Society of Charleston, 1888-1920,” The South Carolina Historical
Magazine 88, no. 1 (January 1, 1987): 34-47. Kenneth L. Kusmer, “The Functions of Organized Charity in
the Progressive Era: Chicago as a Case Study,” The Journal of American History 60, no. 3 (December 1,
1973): 657-78. Amy Dru Stanley, “Beggars Can’t Be Choosers: Compulsion and Contract in Postbellum
America,” The Journal of American History 78, no. 4 (March 1, 1992): 1265-93. Palmateer, “Charity and
the ‘Tramp.””



correspondence, and records regarding aid given.13 These records on migrant labor
revealed the establishment’s views, attitudes, and actions toward floating populations.
The Oregonian, digitally available and searchable through the Multnomah County

n”n u

Library, had over 1,000 articles with the keywords “hobo,” “tramp,” and “City Board of
Charities” between 1890 and 1915, which were analyzed for broad themes as well as
specific examples of Portland’s reaction to the hobo.

In this thesis, there are many issues of transient populations that go
unaddressed or only briefly mentioned, chiefly the impact of labor movements and
subsequent legislation on the transient male population. The labor movement and its
achievements are broadly significant to the history of unskilled laborers, but are
tangential to upper class Portland’s direct response to the transient male. These issues
are of such complexity they would be inadequately addressed only in part and are
already well covered by existing literature. In addition, the hobo population is not
confined to one city or state. Issues related to the tramping classes were not unique to
the Pacific Northwest, but each city’s treatment of itinerant laborers is so nuanced that
drawing large comparisons between Portland and other cities would only create
oversimplification of a complex issue.

Finally, the struggle between the idealized view of one city and the treatment of

contradicting elements does not begin in 1890 and disappear in 1915, the years that

bracket my work, but remains an ongoing struggle of which the hobo menace is only

Y Board of Charities/Associated Charities Correspondence 1889-1914, Public Welfare Commission, State
of Oregon Archives, Salem, Oregon.



one example. However, this time frame does allow me to examine multiple issues that
were not apparent in previous decades. First, this is the era in which Portland rose to
prominence as a Western metropolis in terms of wealth, which more clearly defined the
elite upper class of the city. Second, the newly expanded rail system allowed for easy
migration to the area, expanding the unskilled migratory labor force. Third, the
population growth during this period created an urge among Portlanders to have a
unifying identity, one largely defined in booster literature and perpetuated by elites at
the expense of the unskilled laborer. And finally, a crisis in masculine identity instigated
by a movement towards a wage labor system manifested itself in the treatment of the
hobo class at the turn of the century.

Chapter One examines the history of Portland, focusing on the importance of
identity as a city of abundance, and provides an overview of itinerant labor in the Pacific
Northwest. This chapter outlines how transient males presented a challenge to
Portland’s city of abundance identity, which in turn impacted how those men were
treated. Chapter Two focuses on the charitable response to the hobo by the City Board
of Charities. The City Board of Charities used the definition of the “able bodied man” as
a tool to ignore migrant laborers when dealing with the city’s poor and maintain an
image of city-wide wealth. Chapter Three will examine the laws surrounding vagrancy
and the treatment of unemployed laborers upon their arrest. Like charitable
organizations, the treatment of arrested transient men reflected the biases of Portland’s
elites, aiming to ignore or remove homeless populations rather than elevate them.

Chapter Four will look at the hobo in popular media, tracing the creation of the hobo
10



archetype and how that archetype manifested itself in the Portland elite scene. While
the charitable and official relationship to the hobo focused on removal and
diminishment, popular culture references to the hobo alternated between distain and
near-reverence, creating a mythologized hobo who became part of the Western
narrative, despite the poor treatment of itinerant laborers in the city itself. The hobo in
Portland was ignored, imprisoned, or sent away, while the hobo mythology became
canon in theatres throughout the city. It is this contradiction that most accurately
underscores the position of the transient male in the Pacific Northwest during this
period. He appeared first as a necessary evil, then a threat to civilized society, and finally

a strange postscript to the Western American mythology.

11



Chapter One
Creating a City and Defining its Character

Portland was a place of dynamic change during the period leading into the
twentieth century. While already an important city in Oregon, this period sees Portland
competing on a national and global stage, establishing itself not only as a city of
commerce and industry, but as a city set to rival established East Coast urban centers.
As Portland elites led booster campaigns, touting Portland as the conservative
alternative to the rowdy Western rush cities like Seattle and San Francisco, they also
willfully ignored the migrant laboring classes upon which the majority of Portland’s
wealth was built. Portland’s relationship to this new facet of labor depended on a
conservative identity rooted in a pioneer past and an industrial economy that relied on a
rural hinterland and necessitated a mobile unskilled workforce. It is at this intersection,
where the fictions of Portland’s booster idealism met the realities of a floating labor
class, that one can analyze issues of class, masculinity, charity, and myth at the turn of

the century.

Portland Booms
In the 1850 U.S. Census, Portland had a population of 821. Of those, 75 percent
were native born and 12 percent of the entire population came from just two states,

New York and Massachusetts. Half of the residents counted in 1850 had arrived to

12



Portland that year, and the majority were younger than 30.* From these humble
beginnings, Portland grew to be one of the most prosperous cities in the American West
in only a few decades, weathering boom and bust cycles while continuing to grow in
size, population, and finances. By the 1870’s, Portland became a thriving metropolitan
center, connecting resource extraction industries with trade routes, and led the Pacific
Northwest in economic prosperity. Among those 800 early settlers, a merchant class
developed, and then a millionaire class, whose thoughts on the city and its future would
come to define the next decades.

In 1890, Portland’s population continued to surge and its commercial growth
catapulted the city into a major financial and industrial powerhouse.? An economic
boom that began in 1887 and continued to the Depression of 1893 punctuated this
growth.3 In the period between 1896 and 1898, more than 300 new businesses formed
in Oregon and 136 of those were related specifically to extractive industries.* The
businesses operating in Portland depended on the hinterland surrounding Multnomah
County and beyond to thrive. Timber harvesting at the turn of the century was centered
on the Willamette Valley and eastern Cascades, farms were in the Willamette Valley and

along the Columbia River, while orchards were in Hood River, Yamhill and Marion

L E. Kimbark MacColl and Harry H. Stein, “The Economic Power of Portland’s Early Merchants, 1851-1861,”
Oregon Historical Quarterly 89, no. 2 (July 1, 1988): 119.

2 Sawyer, “From Whitechapel to Old Town.” 120.

* E. Kimbark MacColl, Merchants, Money & Power : The Portland Establishment, 1843- 1913 / E. Kimbark
MacColl with Harry H. Stein, First Edition (Georgian Press, 1988). 261.

4 MacColl, The Shaping of a City. 215.
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counties. > River transportation and then the expanding rail system linked these regions
to the city of Portland, which became a major player in the export of Oregon goods.

Growth was not significantly slowed by the depression, and the period between
1890-1900 ranked Portland’s growth rate as the third fastest of all major American cities
due in part to the consolidation of East Portland and Albina on July 6, 1891.°
Consolidation also moved the center of growth to east of the Willamette River, which
surged in population, increasing fivefold from 1905-1910.’ This growth necessitated the
advent of street railways that connected distant neighborhoods to the city center,
allowing residential areas to grow, while the urban center took on a primarily
commercial orientation.® By 1909, the Mount Tabor and East 92" neighborhood joined
Portland through consolidation and Portland ranked third in population of cities west of
Omaha, outnumbered only by San Francisco and Denver.’

In addition to growth in land and population, the years following the Lewis and
Clark Centennial Exposition in 1905, an event showcasing the natural resources of the
Pacific Northwest and the potential in global trade markets, also saw low rates of
unemployment and an immense building boom.'® In 1910 alone, Portlanders spent over

twenty million on new construction, and with new construction came population

> William G. Loy, Atlas of Oregon, 2nd Ed, 2 Revised edition (Eugene, Or: Oregon State University Press,
2001).92,94,9

6 MacColl, Merchants, Money & Power. 283, 336

" Ibid. 382

8 MacColl, The Shaping of a City. 111; Randall V. Mills, “Early Electric Interurbans in Oregon: |. Forming the
Portland Railway, Light and Power System,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 44, no. 1 (March 1, 1943): 82—
104. 82.

’ MacColl, The Shaping of a City. 121; MacColl, Merchants, Money & Power. 288.

1% carl Abbott, “Greater Portland: Experiments with Professional Planning, 1905-1925,” The Pacific
Northwest Quarterly 76, no. 1 (January 1, 1985): 12—-21. 13.
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surges.11 In 1905, the population of Portland was 110,929. By 1910 it had increased to
207,214, very nearly doubling in size.™ Historian Carl Abbott described the period
following 1905 as “the greatest economic boom that Portland has ever experienced.”*?
The wealthy of Portland relished this era, cashing in on new industry and explosive
growth to solidify their empires.

Portland’s population boom coincided with the advent of railroads in the area,
which allowed the easier movement of goods and people throughout the Pacific
Northwest. The era of rail construction in the Portland area began with the chartering of
the Oregon Central in 1866 and the Oregon and California Company in 1870.* The
completion of the Northern Pacific in 1883 connected Portland to a national rail
network.™ The Pacific Northwest experienced enhanced connectivity to larger markets
in only a few decades, allowing for national and international trade networks to expand.
Suddenly, the immense resources exclusive to the Pacific Northwest were available in a
national marketplace.™® During the year 1910, 220,000 freight cars went through

Portland’s Union Depot."’

1 MacColl, The Shaping of a City. 389

* Ibid. 393

Y Michael Helquist, “Portland to the Rescue: The Rose City’s Response to the 1906 San Francisco
Earthquake and Fire,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 108, no. 3 (October 1, 2007): 384-409. 387

" James B. Hedges, “Promotion of Immigration to the Pacific Northwest by the Railroads,” The Mississippi
Valley Historical Review 15, no. 2 (September 1, 1928): 183—-203. 184

> salvatore Prisco, “John Barrett and Oregon Commercial Expansion 1889-1898,” Oregon Historical
Quarterly 71, no. 2 (June 1, 1970): 141-60. 142

'® peter A Kopp, ““Hop Fever’ in the Willamette Valley: The Local and Global Roots of a Regional Specialty
Crop,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 112, no. 4 (December 1, 2011): 406-33. 411

v MacColl, The Shaping of a City. 395
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Not only were railroads important in the export of goods from the Pacific
Northwest, they were also critical to population surges.™® Portland saw its first large
influx of itinerant workers, recently released from railroad employment, following the
completion of the Northern Pacific.'® Railroad agencies, in addition to bringing in
unemployed populations, also wished to attract more profitable migration. Portland’s
population booms were, in part, due to the vigilance of rail companies in promoting the
Pacific Northwest as a Promised Land.?°

Portland’s successes during this period were due to both the arrival of the
transcontinental railroad in 1883, as well as Portland’s status as an exporter and seat of
extractive industries in the Pacific Northwest.”* While the Alaska Gold Rush pushed
Seattle ahead of Portland in terms of population, Portland remained the financial and
commercial center of the Pacific Northwest well into the twentieth century.? Carl
Abbott refers to Portland during this time period as “the Buenos Aires of Oregon — the
dominant commercial and industrial center that connected a growing resource
hinterland to the world.” > A large working class that became indispensable to the

extraction, transportation and construction industries powered this growth.**
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Pearl of the Pacific: Portland Constructs an Identity
Portland residents, like many Westerners looking to attract investors and settlers,
relied heavily on booster literature and the press to publish a constructed identity. This
was immensely important at the turn of the century, as the population of the city
increased and became more heterogeneous. This booster literature presented a unified
and extremely positive face for the city. The tracts highlighted the good, masked or re-
phrased the bad, and created a sense that Eden was at hand for anyone willing to travel.
In the Overland Monthly, Frederick A. Marriott wrote,
Portland, the Pearl of the Pacific... [a] thoroughly metropolitan city in
appearance and in conveniences... Portland has attracted to it men of great
wealth, wide business experience and of enterprise. This is seen in the rapid
growth in the numerical strength and in the self-evident fact that scarcely
anywhere will so much individual wealth be found in a community of the same
population.”
In January of 1903, journalist Ray Stannard Baker wrote that Portland was,
A fine old city, a bit, as it might be, of central New York — a square with the post
office into the center, tree shaded streets, comfortable homes, and plenty of
churches and clubs, the signs of conservatism and solid respectability. And yet no
decay.?®
The impressions of Baker and Marriott, echoed in the newspapers and booster literature
of the time, painted Portland as a western reiteration of an East Coast metropolis, a

place of abundance, both in land, natural resources, and cultural necessities. While

these portraits of Portland at the turn of the century ignore the more disreputable
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aspects of the city, the consistent theme of conservative ideology acts as a window into
how Portlanders of a certain class and influence wanted the city to appear to the
outside world.

Historian David M. Wrobel, writing about Western boosterism, argues that the
Western tendency to build up the importance of a state or city tapped into an
intrinsically Western psychology of optimism that was designed to cover underlying
insecurities.?” At the turn of the century, Portland boosters tried to convince potential
settlers that there were unending opportunities for wealth, but also to show Eastern
cities that Portland was inherently separate from the Wild West of popular lore. Wrobel
describes this as the need to “emphasize and reemphasize the opportunity while

consistently de-emphasizing the hardship.”

In addition to separating the modern West
from the harsh frontier, boosters also suggested that, even in the most humble
beginnings, the West was populated by the very best and most cultured individuals.
Wrobel uses an example from the Plains, in which residents of sod houses in Dakota,
according to boosters, filled their primitive structures with art, music, and literature.?

Historian William Robbins writes that Oregon relied on an idea of prosperity in
the region,

The Oregon country in particular, according to its boosters, was a land abounding

with potential, a place where nature’s wealth and human technical genius would

combine to forge the good society, to provide decent, stable living to coming
generations.
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He argues the landscape itself, the abundant natural resources of the Pacific Northwest,
fueled the mythology which remained influential enough to guide migration to the
area.’® Robbins writes, “It can be said with some accuracy that. . . the relationship. . .
between human activity and environmental/ecological change assumed a more
assertive and confident — even arrogant- tone with the onset of the industrial era.”?!
The land itself was rife with possibilities, and the industrial nature of Western man
turned that possibility into economic prosperity. Money, according to boosters, was
there for the taking.

Oregon’s boosters and wealthy elites created a culture of domesticity to operate
in tandem with abundant wealth and frontier heroism. While Frederick Jackson Turner’s
pivotal essay of the frontier experience was still a few years away in 1890, the tenets of
his philosophy on the American experience already existed in public perceptions of the
American West. Turner focused the Western narrative as a journey from savagery to
civilization, placing extreme importance on the taming of the West. Booster literature of
the period echoed the importance of civilization over continuous migration. Turner
argued that the movement westward was a uniquely American experience, but the

creation of America in the West required families with homes, and stood in contrast to

mining and gold rush communities.
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Historian Mansel G. Blackford suggested that the importance of establishing
influence over the reputation of Portland was tied directly to the explosive growth that
the city was experiencing.

[Business leaders] equated growth with progress, but they were afraid that
growth might erode their social influence and physical control over the city. . .
Businessmen wanted Portland to grow and expand, but only along lines socially
acceptable to themselves.*
The founders of Portland’s elite class advocated for city beautification, establishment of
cultural and scholarly institutions, and the creation of a historical society designed, in
part, to glorify the pioneer heritage of Portland’s founding families. 3 The Portland Art
Association was established in 1888.>* The Portland Hotel, one of the premier gathering
places for the elites of the city, opened April of 1890.>> By 1894, Portland had one
church for every 600 residents and in 1902, Portland opened its first public library.*® By
1903 there were 12,233 registered library users.>’” On a more direct level, wealthy
Portlanders created a community that actively ignored the unskilled working classes
within the city. An example of this is the “Portland ‘400’ Directory” which listed and
linked the wealthy elites of Portland and the upper class clubs and restaurants within

the city. Directories such as these created a city within a city, allowing the Portland elite

to avoid those of lower classes.>®
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Perhaps the most ostentatious example of the widespread boosterism during this
time period was the Lewis and Clark Centennial Exposition in 1905. Historian Carl Abbott
wrote, “the ostensible purpose was to memorialize the great explorers, but impetus and

organization came from bankers, brokers, and the Board of Trade.”*®

A reporter with
the Oregonian wrote shortly after the close of the fair “the Lewis and Clark Exposition
officially marked the end of the old and the beginning of the new Oregon.”*’ The
Exposition advertised the wealth and prosperity of the Pacific Northwest as well as the
infinite trading opportunities available, with Portland acting as a gateway to worldwide
markets. The fair was immensely popular, attracting 1,588,000 visitors.*! However, after
the Exposition closed, the glamorous buildings were demolished by the city and the land
returned to those who leased it to the fair. The Exposition was “a lively and luxurious
show that was thoroughly enjoyed by all who attended ... in terms of furnishing some
significant vehicle for meeting basic urban needs it proved useless. It was escapist and

cosmetic in nature.”*?

The Exposition stands as a metaphor for the majority of these
booster enterprises. While superficially improving the city, elites made no effort to
create lasting changes to already ingrained issues of vice and poverty.

While the Exposition highlighted the existing wealth and prosperity of the land,

newly created Oregon pioneer and historical societies created an origin story that

idolized the founders of the city. The making of the Oregon myth extends as far back as
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1873 with the creation of the Oregon Pioneer Association, but gained momentum in
1898 with the formation of the Oregon Historical Society. ** Both groups had strong ties
to wealthy elites who traced their empires to the founding days of the city of Portland.
Moving beyond the exclusive glorification and preservation of the pioneer experience,
which was the goal of the Oregon Pioneer Association, the Oregon Historical Society
tapped into prevailing historical thinking of the time and focused on the movement
from savagery to civilization. This mythology of the white settler relied heavily on the
concept that only the strongest men would make the journey west, and so only the
strongest men became the founders of Portland.*

An early contributor to the Oregon frontier mythology was Thomas Condon, a
founding faculty member at the University of Oregon. His essay, “The Process and
Selection in Oregon Pioneer Settlement,” suggested specifically that overland migrants
who came to Oregon between 1843 and 1867 were ideally suited, mentally and
physically, to establish the Oregon territory.*> Condon’s essay, widely read in the Pacific
Northwest, created an origin story that defined and unified the state while also drawing
distinct lines between original Oregonians and those who did not possess the strength

of character of the pioneer class. He argued that the journey itself prevented the very
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rich or very poor from coming West, which in turn created the homogenous population
of Oregon.*®

Condon also focused his essay, not on the single male westerner, but on the
family. “Let it be remembered, too, that all this fearful risk was to be borne by women

and children.”*’

While Portland no doubt contained a large number of single men at its
founding, the city founders instead linked Portland to the idea of the pioneer family,
riding through the dangers of the West by wagon train with the goal of community,
rather than wealth and exploitation. For Condon, the Oregon pioneers were “men in the

prime of life with small families.”*®

Civilizing the American West, it seems, was in the
very DNA of the Oregonian.

The myth of Portland - an ideally situated empire, a land of only the best and
brightest, a homogenous population without the troubles of the more heterogeneous
urban environments of the East — perpetuated itself through the booster literature of
the railroads, national magazines, and Portland’s own Oregonian and Oregon Journal
newspapers, which were the dominant newspapers in Oregon, Southwestern
Washington, and parts of Idaho.* Portland, by the turn of the century, successfully
created an identity that would be perpetuated through its newspapers for decades to

come. Oregonian editor Harvey Scott was one of Portland’s greatest advocates. The

Oregonian published one of his pro-Portland tracts on January 1, 1891 in which he
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explained that Portland was not a boom town that was likely to bust, but rather a city
with a steady business district, a strong banking empire, that grew proportionate to
need, not according to greed or opportunity.

Portland is looked to universally as a steadying force in business and affairs. No

one expects a serious reverse here. Now that financial stringency is settling in,

the fame of Portland as a solid city is rapidly becoming wider and more enviable

than that which other places have obtained though their extraordinary

overgrowth in short periods of “booming.”*°

Scott, like other boosters, separated Portland’s prosperity from the prosperity of
other cities in the American West that were held hostage to the boom and bust cycles of
mining or other extractive industries. Instead, Scott argued, Portland was an echo of
Eastern refinement and wealth. The problems of the era, namely poverty, slums, and
depressions, did not impact Portland because the city itself had a finer stock of people,
the sort of fiscally conservative individuals who would not mortgage the city’s future for
momentary gains. Years later, an Oregonian society editor agreed, saying “The period
between 1900 and 1914 found Portland gayer than even before or since in its history.”>*
The mythology of the staid, harmonious city of Portland lasted longer than the

first years of the twentieth century; myth making around a Portland identity continues
today as the city is imbued with a homogenous identity of liberal idealism. However,
this mythology was not without its complications. There is no doubt, given census and

economic reports of the time period, that Portland was excelling as a city at the turn of

the century, with the exception of nationwide depressions. However, that success
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depended on the exploitation of both people and resources as extraction and farming

industries surged in the Pacific Northwest.

Creation of an Industrial Empire

The areas surrounding the Portland metropolitan area were rich in a variety of
resources that were integral to the growth and prosperity of the city itself. The fact that
Portland sat atop this resource rich landscape was another important component of the
identity creation of the metropolitan area. Agricultural enterprise, according to
boosters, was a promising path to joining the ranks of the elite.”> Wrobel cites the
booklet “Oregon, Washington, Idaho and Their Resources: Mecca of the Home seeker
and Investor,” published in 1904, as an example of this tendency. This publication
describes Portland as “a magnificent and imperishable art gallery of verdure-clad and
lofty mountains . .. [That] look upon fertile valleys that fairly groan with the weight of

golden grain and fruit.”>>

While perhaps more colorful than the average agricultural
report, this piece of booster literature was not entirely untrue, the Willamette Valley
and surrounding areas were a key component in the creation of Portland and offered a
select few an abundance of opportunity.

One of the first large international exports was wheat, which was a leading export

in the 1880s. Wheat’s importance continued to grow and from July 1, 1905, to May 1,

1906, almost ten million bushels of wheat and over one million barrels of flour were
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exported from the Pacific Northwest.>* The explosion of the wheat industry was due, in
part, to the arrival of the Northern Pacific in Spokane in 1881, which triggered a
settlement rush.”> Lumber manufacturing was the second leading industry in the
1880’s. Portland was considered the number one lumber-manufacturing city in the
United States by 1905, and five years later over 700 million board feet of timber was cut
by Portland industries, which created $10 million in revenue.’® Following lumber,
foundry and machine work was the next largest Portland industry in the same time
period.”’

In addition to wheat and lumber, areas surrounding Portland had a thriving fruit
and farming industry. In the 1890s the number of farms in Washington State nearly
doubled, reaching 33,202 by the end of the century and 56,192 by 1910. Oregon had
35,837 farms in 1900, 45,902 in 1910.°® In addition to railroads, extensive irrigation
systems opened up the West to intensive farming that otherwise would not have been
possible. > Failed farmers from the Middle West flocked to the Inland Empire, defined
as Eastern Oregon, Washington and Idaho, after reading promises from boosters that
this was a land of fertility that guaranteed success.®

Planters grew everything from apples, which, according to Sunset Magazine,

commanded the highest prices in New York, to hops, quickly becoming the world’s
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6182 Even as foreign commodity exports slowed in the

leading hop exporter by 1905.
1890’s, domestic business for agricultural products was robust.®® One Pacific Northwest
farmer noted that 1904 was “the first year that a special berry train was ever run out of
Hood River, the O.R. & N. furnishing a special strawberry train, running straight through

% The commonality running through these

from here to Omaha on passenger time.
industries was the need for large migratory labor populations to sustain them. Without

a ready stream of laborers, the economy of the Pacific Northwest would not be able to

maintain its growth.

Migrant Labor to Run an Empire

The industries of the Pacific Northwest created the prosperity that Portland
enjoyed in the decades surrounding the turn of the century, but also required a large
and mobile labor force to sustain that prosperity. Lumber, wheat, and fruit industries
relied on large work forces during only select months out of the year. As these industries
thrived, they required more labor, attracting more unskilled workers into the area for
work. Because of the newly created railroad infrastructure, this population of itinerant
labor was extremely mobile and adaptable. ® peter Boag calls this period the heyday of

the casual laborer due to the “abundance of low-skill, seasonal, and labor-intensive jobs
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that still had not felt the full effects of mechanization.”®®

In 1876, the New York Times noted great numbers of “migratory, poverty-stricken
individuals” in the West stealing train rides with “an unlimited amount of cheek.”®” This
travelling army of laborers was employed in a wide array of skilled and unskilled
industries such as mining, logging, milling, canning, and agriculture.®® In the Northwest,
there were fewer skilled workers and craftsmen and more manual laborers than in more
established regions.®® Northwest laborers were ‘human machines’ that exchanged
physical labor for a daily wage.”® Historian Carlos Schwantes described this period as the
wageworkers’ frontier, “a land on the periphery of the industrial world that juxtaposed
the worst features of wage work with elements of a recent frontier past.” " The key
features of the wageworkers’ frontier were extreme mobility of populations and
frequent unemployment due to the boom and bust cycles combined with seasonality of
labor in the Northwest.”?

It is hard to estimate how many migrant laborers were travelling across the
country at the turn of the century. Census takers either did not include these individuals
in population counts because of their inherent mobility or included them in more than

one location; one estimate puts the total number of itinerant laborers at 500,000 in the
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United States by 1906.”% In 1900, the second and third most popular jobs for men were
non-farm laborers (12%) and farm laborers (10%).”* Over half of those who made up the
migrant labor population during this period were white, native born, and young.” Black
men in unskilled labor positions were unlikely to travel in the same manner due to race
restrictions and general intolerance that limited employment opportunities.

Black migrants could not count on the already haphazard kindness of strangers —

not to mention railroads, missions, and municipal authorities — upon which

transient homeless so often depended.”®
The same was true of Asian, Mexican and Eastern European laborers. While they usually
occupied unskilled labor positions, they could not travel from site to site with the ease
afforded to white men.”” There are exceptions, such as Native American hop-pickers in
the Pacific Northwest, but generally speaking, those called hobos were white men.
Popular accounts of the hobo menace assumed that the majority of transient laborers
were foreign born, usually Irish, but this is likely a reflection of nativist attitudes towards
recent immigrants rather than an indicative characteristic of the population at the
time.”® Arrest records in Spokane in 1913 note that of the 492 arrested for infractions
associated with itinerancy (vagrancy and drunkenness), 260 were native-born whites.”

Whatever their numbers, unskilled transient laborers became a fixture in the

American West, where industries required cheap and mobile labor. Migratory patterns
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of this population, especially in the Pacific Northwest, were fairly predictable. Laborers
flooded the fields and lumber camps in the spring and summer when jobs were plentiful
and then returned to major urban centers when the season ended because cities had
winter work or charitable services necessary during the upcoming months of
unemployment.®

An unskilled laborer’s need to move from site to site for work was, at the time,
attributed to an individual’s inability to settle. In actuality, mobility was a necessity due
to the fluctuations in the market, the seasonal nature of labor in the Pacific Northwest,
and the poor treatment of laborers resulted in poor working conditions in camps.®*
Labor camps differed greatly in the Pacific Northwest in terms of amenities, but, on the
whole, the conditions were considered substandard for the men working. One worker
remembers labor camps as,

Crowded bunkhouses . . . dirty straw, vermin, wet clothes steaming and stinking

about the central stove, men pigging together without ventilation, privacy, or

means of cleanliness.®”
Historian David Vaught noted “hop pickers endured excessive dust and pollen,
oppressive heat, a contact rash similar to poison oak . . . and even the threat of

8 Those working in lumber camps,

electrocution from an unexpected storm.
Faced isolation, back-splitting work, and harsh conditions. Arriving in a lumber
camp, the worker faced a paradoxical scene, a cathedral of green lushness
formed by mighty 600-year old tree and desecrated by the sight and smells of the
tramp and its boxcar camps and foul air.?*
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Another writer described lumber camps as “a sad travesty at best.”*’

Poor working conditions explained an itinerant laborer’s willingness to move
from job to job, even if the industry offered steady employment. Railway statistics from
the Southern Pacific and Northwestern Pacific Railroad from January to May 1914,
suggested that laborers spent between 8.6 and 11.7 days on each job. Another study
suggested that the average job duration in 1914 was fifteen to thirty days in lumber
camps, sixty days in mining, thirty days in canning, ten days in construction work, and
seven days in harvesting.®® Contemporaries recalled that turnover was so high that each
job required three crews: one going, one coming, and one on the job.87 Because of this
constant movement, itinerant laborers became adept at multiple jobs. Historian Mark
Wyman notes, “Hop pickers did more than pick hops; miners moved on to logging jobs;
railroad construction crews deserted to shock wheat.” This strategy differed from
laborers in the Great Plains, who were far more likely to work in similar industries for
the duration of the season due to a lack of job options for unskilled laborers. %

The wages for itinerant laborers could not sustain someone during frequent
bouts of unemployment. Even if a worker spent the summer on a lumber camp working
daily, he would not have sufficient money to live through a winter of unemployment.®

Pay for an unskilled laborer could be as little as $1.50 day plus board at the turn of the
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century in the Pacific Northwest.”’ Given that the cost of living, which was $751.46 per
year for a family of 5in 1903, an unskilled laborer needed to work 500 days a year in
order to support a family. Since that laborer was likely to spend 3-5 months
unemployed, he could not support even himself.’* In addition, wages were dependent
on the crops, the market, and the availability of labor, all of which could vary drastically
from year to year.’?

An article published in 1897 entitled “Why Some Men Will Not Work” explained
that the wages of unskilled laborers barely covered the cost of living.

The offer of $1.50 per day by many contractors is a pure delusion, since to earn

this $1.50 per day for so many days out of the week as employment is furnished,

men must pay to a boarding-house, often kept by an agent or partner of the

contractor, a weekly sum nearly of quite equal to their average earnings.
Men, the article goes on, must be onsite seven days a week, and pay for boarding for
those seven days, whether or not they were earning a wage. In addition, working a full
week was unlikely, given the whims of the markets, the weather, and machinery.
Essentially, a worker paid a large portion of his earnings back to the employer for meals
and lodging, leaving the unskilled laborer with very little in terms of profit. Given this
system, men would often decide to cast off labor and linger in cities rather than find
work, as either resulted in poverty.”

The pressing need for itinerant labor during parts of the year created an odd

relationship between growers, laborers, and towns that were required to manage
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sudden influxes of unemployed men. For crops such as wheat, apples, and hops, farmers
required a large number of laborers to be ready to harvest the crop at the exact
moment it ripened, otherwise the farm would lose a portion of the crop that year.”
Despite the existence of urban centers in the Pacific Northwest, the vast majority of the
region was extremely sparsely populated, meaning that adequate labor would have to
be brought in.”® Laborers flocked to transportation hubs, areas easily accessible by train,
leaving more remote farms without adequate labor for harvesting.”® Because harvests
were so unpredictable, transient populations sometimes crowded into towns that had
no use for them while neighboring towns were losing their crops.’” Noticing this trend,
one investigator noted that in the Pacific Northwest there was an “immense reserve
labor force because there must be.”*®

In addition, the distances between jobs meant that sometimes workers could not
get to the field that needed them before the season was over.” Travel itself was a great
risk among itinerant laborers who were rarely in a position to purchase a train ticket.
Instead, laborers hopped trains, which, according to the Interstate Commerce
Commission, caused the deaths of approximately 25,000 people between 1901 and

1905 in the United States. This number doubles if individuals who were seriously injured

in train jumping accidents are included.’® Accidents and falls were common, but there
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were also reported incidences of unemployed laborers being thrown from trains or
killed by brakemen who would not tolerate individuals getting a free ride. These acts of
violence went largely unpunished.™" still, despite the risks facing the mobile working
class, the number of itinerant laborers continued to grow nationwide with 1910 marking

a highpoint in the number of seasonal laborers in the United States.'®

Hobos in Portland — Emergence of the North End
I’d been bumming for years then. | was an old hand at it. So | started looking for the Skid
Row down on Burnside. | don’t know if | had to ask. | found it by instinct, | guess.*®
- Forrest Balliet, Portland

While the hinterlands of the Pacific Northwest were key to the transient laborer’s
livelihood, urban centers served as gathering places during bouts of unemployment.
These areas housed brothels, cheap lodging houses, employment agencies, saloons, and
gambling establishments as well as charitable organizations and churches. Carl Abbott
argues that the addition of bridges and streetcar lines in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries allowed Portlanders to segment themselves by race and economic
status due to the newfound ease of mobility.

The process created a neighborhood pattern somewhat like an elongated archery

target. Downtown was the bull’s-eye, surrounded by a ring of neighborhoods for

immigrants and unskilled workers. Farther out was a second ring of middle- and

upper class neighborhoods, where more established or successful families
lived."*
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Those identified by contemporaries as hobos would congregate within the bull-eyes. In
Portland, the bull’s-eye was known as the North End, also occasionally referred to as
White Chapel or Skid Row, and was bordered by what is now Oak and Glisan and Naito
Parkway to Fifth Avenue, now mostly encompassed by the Old Town neighborhood. At
the turn of the century, the North End was one of the most diverse neighborhoods in
the city, where Chinese, Japanese, and Greek immigrants mixed freely with unskilled
male laborers of all nationalities, including native-born whites.'> The North End was
described as,
Mingled liberally with the 5, 10, and 15 cent eating houses were not only 5-cent
beer saloons, but 5 and 10 cent lodging houses, barbers who shave for 5 cents,
cut hair for 10 cents, and a place where baths for ‘ladies and gents’ are furnished
for 15 cents.*®®
In the winter, migrant laborers entered the North End to spend what little they earned
and take advantage of urban amenities. According to Stuart Holbrook, who was familiar
with this era’s North End, “You didn’t have to ask how to find it, for it had a character of

7107

its own. One Portland resident described the area around Burnside Street,

The streets from Oak to “G” and from First to Fifth are infested by a class of
people, whose residence therein is detrimental to our business and deteriorates
the value of our property, causing the moving away of respectable people, and
the collection of the worst elements of society.'*®

Within the confines of the city, there were places that “respectable people” lived

and worked, and then there was the North End, essentially quarantining the
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undesirables from the rest of the city. The North End, like skid row areas in other large
cities, served multiple purposes. First, it supplied cheap food, lodging, and
entertainment to a largely young male population. Second, it was likely to act as an
employment hub, where agencies were located and job opportunities would be posted.
And finally, charitable services, such as the Salvation Army, located themselves in skid
row districts, meeting those in need where they lived. Because the single male
population was confined, for the most part, to the downtown areas, the North End was
a frequent target for vice crackdowns and moral reform movements.

Another component of skid row districts were union offices. In Portland, the
Industrial Workers of the World, known as the IWW or the Wobblies, arose in 1907 and

199 This union was

gained momentum in the Pacific Northwest in the 1910’s and 1920'’s.
unique in that it was open to unskilled laborers, such as miners, loggers, and farmhands,
the majority of which would have been termed hoboes by contemporaries.'™® The IWW
headquarters was located in the heart of the North End, on Burnside.'! The IWW
headquarters offered basic necessities to the hobo class, such as lodging, kitchen

facilities, reading rooms, employment information, and meeting halls.**?

Of course,
these services came only to those willing to listen to proselytizing of union

representatives. Historians estimate that, in California, by 1915 73% of the floating
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laborers held radical views that would have been consistent with the teachings of the
Iww.

It is hard to determine exactly how many itinerants came into Portland’s North
End each year. Urban historian Chris Sawyer used census data to attempt to estimate
the hobo population, placing it at approximately 3,000 individuals in 1890. According to
census records, there were 17,000 men who were unemployed for a portion of the year
in 1890 in Portland. Of those 17,000 men, 50 percent were engaged in occupations that
were likely to be associated with itinerant laborers, such as logging and agricultural

114 Of those 8,500 men, approximately 3,000 lived

labor, approximately 8,500 men.
within the perimeter of the North End and, because of their location in the city, their
status as unemployed, and their occupation, Sawyer assumes that these men would
have fallen into the category of “hobo.”**” It is likely, given the nature of work in the
Pacific Northwest and Portland’s distinction as a transportation hub, that a
disproportionately large number of hobos came to this city compared to other towns in
the Pacific Northwest.

By 1900, the City Directory estimated Portland’s “floating population” as between
5,000 to 6,000, nearly doubling in 10 years.116 In 1910, overall unemployment rates in

Portland were low compared to the national average, coming in at 3.5 percent for ages

21-44. However, when looking at populations in North End lodging houses, the
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unemployment rate increases to somewhere between 10 to 45 percent.117 This suggests
that as Portland was seeing unprecedented wealth, the lower classes that occupied the
North End, many of them likely migrant laborers, remained in a position of poverty.
These two classes, however, were linked. The wealth of one often created, or at least
relied upon, the poverty of the other.

Despite this reliance, Portland did not offer a warm welcome to itinerant
laborers. Instead, Portland, much like the towns that dotted the agricultural areas of the
Pacific Northwest, wanted laborers only when they were needed and then they were

118 The city was

“cast off, often chased away, forgotten until next year’s harvest.
actively seeking cultural and political superiority among Western metropolises and
therefore did not treat itinerant laborers as a necessity for continued growth, but rather
as the antithesis to the identity wealthy Portlanders wished to convey. The hobo was
tied to agricultural abundance but received no benefit from it. He travelled westward
like early pioneers, but supposedly lacked in the strength and fortitude of Condon’s
ideal Oregonian. He lived within the city limits but was not considered a citizen of
Portland. The collision between Portland’s staid cultural, political, and social institutions
and the North End hobo threatened Portland’s vision of itself and its culture of

prosperity, abundance, and settlement. This threat dictated the city’s response to the

floating populations upon which their successes were built.
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Chapter Two
Charity for the Unworthy Poor: Portland Responds to the Tramp

“All mortals who are suffering and without power are hated by their fellow creatures.”
Frank Bellow, The Tramp: His Tricks, Tallies and Tell-Tales, 1878

On December 31, 1910, the Charity Organization Society of Seattle wrote an
urgent letter to Portland’s City Board of Charities,

What are you doing with the floating men? ... We are getting forty or fifty a day.

They are interfering seriously with our work on family cases by absorbing too

much of our time.”
Seattle’s exasperation due to the influx of transient labor was shared among cities
across the United States as migrant and seasonal laborers flooded cities in the winter
seeking work, food, housing, and in some instances, alms. These floating populations
changed the landscape of the city, and, as Seattle’s Charity Organization Society noted,
interfered with what they believed to be the real work of charitable organizations, to
help their permanent resident poor, namely women, children, and the infirmed.

Secretary Walpole, of Portland’s Board of Charities replied a week later, urging
work tests, essentially forced labor prior to receiving aid, the discontinuance of outdoor
relief in the form of handouts and soup kitchens, and a systematized process for
weeding the “worthy” from the “unworthy:”

“We sent the men down to the yard to saw the wood for the dealer “by hand”... a

card was signed by the supervisor — the man brought it to this office and received

payment in return at the rate of a meal and lodging for each hour’s work. The
number of applicants is materially reduced under this plan . . . But the point is —

! DePastino, Citizen Hobo. 45
’ Board of Charities/Associated Charities Correspondence 1889-1914, Public Welfare Commission, Box
104/14, State of Oregon Archives, Salem, Oregon.
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they were kept busy earning what they received — meals and lodging- clothes or
shoes- all had to be worked for.?

Under these criteria, Walpole boasted, his organization was only required to help 160
men in December of 1910. Walpole’s, and more broadly, Portland’s response to the
itinerant labor problem during this time period emerges from a murky compound of
scientific philanthropy, middle class anxiety, masculine identity, and above all, the clash
between the realities of migrant labor and free market idealism.

Waves of migrant laborers, driven from site to site throughout the summer, came
to Portland and neighboring cities each winter, as changes in weather dried up the
manual labor positions the Western economy relied on. Once inside the confines of
these cities, the so-called hobo menace challenged the very tenets of the self-reliant
Westerner, demanding assistance, work, and enjoying the institutions of vice that were
so carefully downplayed in booster literature. Portland’s biases towards these migrant
unskilled laborers, despite their intrinsic value to the industries of the city, revealed
themselves in editorials and charitable efforts that were put forth by the city from 1890-
1915.

Cycles of concern followed by complacency or even blame were the cornerstones
of these efforts. While the tenets of charity during this time period were based on the
goal of personal elevation, the response to homeless males, especially those considered
“able-bodied,” was exactly the opposite. Charitable efforts in Portland during the turn of

the century were geared instead towards containing and stultifying them, which

* Board of Charities/Associated Charities Correspondence 1889-1914, Public Welfare Commission, Box
104/14, State of Oregon Archives, Salem, Oregon.
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resulted in a ready population of laborers for menial, unskilled positions and allowed
the city to ignore the contradictions between their “city of prosperity” reputation and a

large contingent of poor within the city’s limits.

Changing Conceptions of Charity
Charity was undergoing a philosophical change at the end of the nineteenth
century. According to historian John T. Cumbler,
Charity in this period has been described as a middle-class response to the social
disorder of the late nineteenth century urban America. . . designed to avert the
worst consequences of an urban industrial society: pauperism, social
atomization, class hostility, and the destruction of family.”
Wage labor, mass unemployment, ease of transportation, and boom-bust economic
cycles had stretched existing charitable institutions and networks to the breaking point.
Social historian Paul T. Ringenbach suggests that the concept of unemployment, along
with the concept of the tramp, was fairly new, originating in 1873 among social
reformers in New York who responded to urban homeless populations.” While migrant
male populations certainly existed before 1873, the problem was sufficiently
widespread at that point to necessitate its own terminology.
Charitable activity in previous decades relied heavily on individual giving, or alms
giving, also known as outdoor relief. Reformers believed that this form of charitable

handout contributed to increases in dependency, rather than ameliorating the problem

of poverty. Outdoor relief, according to minister Edward Hale, an outspoken opponent
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of the practice, was essentially “reckless generosity” and would only create a culture of
poverty.6 Reformers argued that immediate relief efforts would only increase the
problematic population in their cities. Individual charity, that is, one community
member offering aid to another without formal charitable involvement, was heavily
discouraged, leaving cities to carry a larger amount of the burden of caring for the poor.
The resulting system encouraged both individuals and institutions to leave homeless
individuals to fend for themselves, rather than risk helping them in the wrong way.’

A charitable movement known as scientific charity emerged in response. Under
scientific charity, charitable organizations worked to elevate those in poverty, rather
than focus on temporary means of relief through soup kitchens or direct funds.
Historians argue that scientific charity fell between two periods of time, an earlier era in
which homelessness and poverty was an individual issue, and the Progressive era, when
poverty was understood as a societal issue. Charitable organizations that were created
during this middle period relied on tenets of the social gospel, which is described as,

The salvation of the ‘whole man’, body and spirit, and a Christian life
‘crowded with fraternal deeds’; a reverence for science which directed
attention to system, the elimination of wasted motion; a residual
individualism which held each person responsible for his own destiny; ‘middle

class’ anxieties about social disorder and vice and the danger of social
upheaval; and a tempered belief in progress.®

6 DePastino, Citizen Hobo. 22
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Scientific charity, which acknowledged individual failings but relied on societal uplift,
bridged the social work philosophies of the two periods: an earlier period of individual
giving and a Progressive era belief in governmental aid.’

Issues of homelessness were at the forefront of discussions among sociologists
and charitable organizations, however there were no comprehensive measures taken to
deal with homelessness on a national level. Instead, each state, city and town had their
own laws, charities, and welfare organizations, working occasionally as collaborators,
but never in tandem. This meant that populations were treated differently from place to
place, with no consistent long term aid available to transient male populations who
were unlikely to remain within one municipality.

Scientific charity manifested due to economic and cultural changes occurring
during the turn of the century, namely the movement from small close-knit
communities to larger urban environments, which, in turn, created a lack of community
accountability for poor populations. Historian Amy Stanley argues that the movement
away from outdoor relief was directly related to the aftermath of the Civil War, in which
paternalistic relati