HARD TIMES

Dawn, Kitty’s Daughter

IhREMEMBER that our apartment was marked. They had a mark, an actual
::h alk mark or something. You could see these marks on the l;ricks near
e back porch. One mark signified: You could get something at thi
apartment., buddy, but you can’t get anything up there. We'd be ogut in thls
alley pl:'jlymg, and we’d hear comments from people: “Here’s one.” Th ;
wguldnt g0 to the neighbors upstairs, ’cause they didn’t give the.m ancy
thing. But ours was marked. They’d come out from Chicago and they’d h};;
our apartment, and they knew they’d get something. Whatever theymark

meant, some of them were like an X. They’d say, “You can’t get m
out of this place, but there’s food here anyway.” ,My mother vxigas h spit.
able to people, it didn’t matter who they were. P

Louis Banks

From a bed at a V. ' ; .
ot a Veteran's Hospital, he talks feverishly; the words pour
“My family had a little old farm, cotton, McGehee, Arkansas. | came to

Chicago, I was a litile birt 2
) y boy, I used to prize-fioht. [
8ot through, they put us on there.” priceight. When the big bow

;4GIOT TO BE fourteen years old, T went to work on the Great Lakes at
; -50 a month. I thought: Someday I'm gonna be a great chef. Rough
i:lrgetsiilﬂ;;lljgh. Itt \yals; thsV year 1929. I would work from five in the morn-
en at night. i i i i

bage. e Wou]dgg o ];;il:;glgt .dIShCS, peeling potatoes, carrying heavy
, They’ was sleepin’ on the docks and be drunk. Next day he’d be dead
Ird see ’em floatin’ on the river where they would commit suicide becau .
the),l didn’t have anything. White guys and colored. *
I'd get paid off, Id draw $21 every two weeks and then comin’ back I'd
have to see where I was goin’. *Cause I would get robbed. One fella named
Scotty, he worked down there, he was firin’ a boiler. He was tryin’ to send
Some money home. He’d work so hard and sweat, the hot fire was cookin’
his stomach. I felt sorry for him. They killed *im and throwed *im in the
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river, trying to get the $15 or $20 from him. They’d steal and kill each
other for fifty cents.

1929 was pretty hard. I hoboed, I bummed, I begged for a nickel to get
somethin’ to eat. Go get a job, oh, at the foundry there. They didn’t hire
me because I didn’t belong to the right kind of race. "Nother time I went
into Saginaw, it was two white fellas and myself made three. The fella
there hired the two men and didn’t hire nue. I was back out on the streets.
That hurt me pretty bad, the race part.

When 1 was hoboing, T would lay on the side of the tracks and wait until
I could see the train comin’. T would always carry a bottle of water in my
pocket and a piece of tape or rag to keep it from bustin’ and put a piece of
bread in my pocket, so I wouldn’t starve on the way. I would ride all day
and all night long in the hot sun.

I'd ride atop a boxcar and went to Los Angeles, four days and four
nights. The Santa Fe, we’d go all the way with Santa Fe. T was goin’ over
the hump and I was so hungry and weak ’cause I was goin’ into the d.ts,
and I could see snakes draggin’ through the smoke. I was sayin’, “Lord,
help me, Oh Lord, help me,” until a white hobo named Callahan, he was a
great big guy, looked like Jack Dempsey, and he got a scissors on me, took
his legs and wrapped ’em around me. Otherwise, I was about to fall off the
Flyer into a cornfield there. I was sick as a dog until I got into Long
Beach, California.

Black and white, it didn’t make any difference who you were, ’cause
everybody was poor. All friendly, sleep in a jungle. We used to take a big
pot and cook food, cabbage, meat and beans all together. We all set to-
gether, we made a tent. Twenty-five or thirty would be out on the side of
the rail, white and coloréd. They didn’t have no mothers or sisters, they
didn’t have no home, they were dirty, they had overalls on, they didn’t
have no food, they didn’t have anything.

Sometimes we sent one hobo to walk, to see if there were any jobs open.
He’d come back and say: Detroit, no jobs. He’d say: they’re hirin’ in New
York City. So we went to New York City. Sometimes ten or fifteen of us
would be on the train. And I'd hear one of ’em holler. He’d fall off, he’d
get killed. He was tryin’ to get off the train, he thought he was gettin’ home
there. He heard a sound. (Imitates train whistle, a low, long, mournful
sound.)

And then I saw a railroad police, a white police. They call him Texas
Slim. He shoots you off all trains. We come out of Lima, Ohio . . .
Lima Slim, he would kill you if he catch you on any train. Sheep train or
any kind of merchandise train. He would shoot you off, he wouldn’t ask

you to get off.

I was in chain gangs and been in jail all over the country. I was in a
chain gang in Georgia. I had to pick cotton for four months, for just
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hoboin’ on a train. Just for vag. They gave me thirty-five cents and a pair
of overalls when I got out. Just took me off the train, the guard. 1930,
during the Depression, in the summertime. Yes, sir, thirty-five cents, that's
what they gave me.

I knocked on people’s doors. They'd say, “What do you want? T'll call
the police.” And they'd put you in jail for vag. They’d make you milk
cows, thirty or ninety days. Up in Wisconsin, they’d do the same thing,
Alabama, they’d do the same thing. California, anywhere you'd go. Al-
ways in jail, and T never did nothin’.

A man had to be on the road. Had to leave his wife, had to leave his
mother, leave his family just to try to get money to live on. But he think:
my dear mother, tryin’ to send her money, worryin’ how she’s starvin’,

The shame I was feeling. 1 walked out because I didn’t have a job. I
said, “I'm goin’ out in the world and get me a job.” And God help me,
I couldn’t get anything. I wouldn’t let them see me dirty and ragged and I
hadn’t shaved. I wouldn’t send "em no picture.

I'd write: “Dear Mother, I'm doin’ wonderful and wish you're all fine.”
That was in Los Angeles and T was sleeping under some steps and there
Was some paper over me. This is the slum part, Negroes lived down there.
And my ma, she’d say, “Oh, my son is in Los Angeles, he’s doin’ pretty
fair.”

And I was with a bunch of hoboes, drinkin’ canned heat. I wouldn’t eat
two or three days, *cause T was too sick to eat, It's a wonder I didn’t die.
But I believe in God.

I'went to the hospital there in Los Angeles. They said, “Where do you
live?” I'd say, “Travelers Aid, please send me home.” Police says, “O.K.,
put him in jail.” I’d get ninety days for vag. When I was hoboing I was in
jail two-thirds of the time. Instead of sayin’ five or ten days, they’d say
sixty or ninety days. *Cause that’s free labor. Pick the fruit or pick the
cotton, then they’d turn you loose.

I had fifteen or twenty jobs. Each job I would have it would be so hard.
From six o’clock in the morning till seven o’clock at night. I was fixin’ the
meat, cookin’, washin’ dishes and cleaning up. Just like you throwed the
ball at one end and run down and catch it on the other. You're jack of all
trade, youre doin’ it all. White chefs were gettin’ $40 a week, but I was
gettin® $21 for doin’ what they were doin’ and everything else. The poor
people had it rough. The rich people was livin’ off the poor.

"Cause T picked cotton down in Arkansas when 1 was a little bitty boy
and I saw my dad, he was workin’ all day long. $2 is what one day the
poor man would make. A piece of salt pork and a barrel of flour for us
and that was McGehee, Arkansas.

God knows, when he’d get that sack he would pick up maybe two, three
hundred pounds of cotton a day, gettin’ snake bit and everything in that
hot sun. And all he had was a little house and a tub to keep the water.
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. . . a
‘anse 1 went down there to see him in 1930. T got txrf:d ,ofhh(\)]l;orllggbzﬁk
wml‘ down to see him and my daddy was all gra}/ ’and glgxel :V O';lked o van
wvount and no Blue Cross. He didn’t have nothin’, an o N e,
tn death. (Weeps.) And the white man, he would drive a trac
By ike i 1930.
. It seems like yesterday to me, but it was 193 . .
‘13 itnSZhicago tzey had the World’s Fair. A big hotel was h;rl‘r; hci:z:lotr)(e)y
as > ke more money as
Ilas as bellboys. The bellboys could ma ooy
::llll :?wlilext tenyor fifteen years. 1 worked as a belthop on t}cllelecl)lr)gl SSla tcno
n hotel, lots of gangsters there. They do.n’t have no colore thce mzy no
vxclusi;/e hotels now. 1 guess maybe in the small ones they

ot ’ > ’ ir. You
“nl](():bs were doing a little better after ’35, after the World’s Fair

. . . .
e glit dris?}:zas\}/l;’nA]oel;Sr’nhg;?;g e\;\/]eolj)ust dig a ditch and cover it t}aclé
u )W\(;:u (;hought you, was rich. You could buy a suit offclotttt::sl;ic}‘?;e ;);y
lliz;t you wanted money, you didn’t have any. No clothesClgihes Cou.l o
Iittlé niece and my little kids had to h'ave.hand—dowr}l1 o Silom ool
o o e et o could make was $15. 1 raised up
isht and all day, the bes
::llzlllrlri; gi:il;gduring the De);,)ression, Scuffled . . . ahard way to go.

Did you find ariy kindness during the Depression?

allahan, the hobo—only reason I'm alive is

No kindness. Except for C verybody

! t train. And the hobo jungle. E
;iizsjvziagiga?ohzzi;dgﬁe? "i“};iere was no friendships. Everybody was
i ‘ i itiful.
wo\rhr/ll(::natl;li ijgrlz;l::,gi I\;:;assopglad when I got in tlle army. 1 knewolmv;/:’s
safe. I put a uxﬁform on, and I said, “Now I'm safe. dI r}rllzd ;nlc()z:\); cOn thé
I had food comin’, and I hai.lzll (110t oftialrelg aroun .
in i illed any time. .
Strle’egs gtrh};(r)?)(:?n, 11:1 zi%r}:qtybtehan outsige where I was so ragge-dy and d(;dnet
have IIO jobs. I was glad to put on a United States Army u;nf(ﬁlrg ::lmyg .
d. I didn’t care about the rifle what scared me. In h,lte
Some’ o in’ killed on a train, T wasn’t gonna starve. I felt proud to sa
o %fttlrc;und and see all the good soldiers of the United States. I wslils i
Zgg;zooldail::r and got five battle stars. T’d rather be in the army now tha

see another Depression.

] is | ashroom at-
POSTSCRIPT: On recovery, he will return to his job as a w

] of Chicago’s leading hotels.
‘e”“d;/’;fel’;l ;) ':veas fhoboin’g through the Dakotas and Montana, down there by

] ] me down,
General Custer's Last Stand, Little Big Horn, 1 'wrm.f; rr;y am; e down
yes, sir. For the memories, just for the note, so it will alway

Yes, sir.”
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