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1. *“All Kinds Types”

Madmen, feeble-minded folk, cripples, and blind people
live along Skid Row, U.S.A. So do prostitutes, called
“fleabags,” because they are inclined to be syphilitic, and
a few old egocentric fighters against society. Respectable
old people live along Skid Row on pensions and old-
age insurances. And young, able-bodied men live there,
because they have lost all semblance of faith in God,
humanity, or themselves. '

Skid Rowers comprise well over fifty per cent of the
county jail population of every city in this country. Many,
but not all of them, are addictive drinkers.- They some-
times get alcoholic convulsions or delirium tremens so
that they must be restrained in insane asylums or psycho-
pathic wards of general hospitals. Some of them die of
starvation or exposure to freezing weather and are buried
in potter’s fields. Experts estimate that, between jailing
them for vagrancy or intoxication and hospitalizing and
burying them, we are spending well over forty-five million
dollars a year on their keep.

Skid Row, U.S.A., belches despair. Skid Rowers con-
sider it “the last step before the grave.” They wash their
hands of themselves and say they’re beyond caring what
happens to them any more. Nobody else cares either. We
have always been casual about Skid Row and have secured
no adequate facts about its inhabitants. We do not even

know exactly how many people live or die or have ac-
cidents along Skid Row, U.S.A.

When 1 first started to look into Skid Row, U.S.A., I
sought the co-operation of the agencies that worked with
Rowers—hospital emergency wards, courts, city welfare
departments, missions. This book could not have been
written had it not been for the help I received from the
staffs of all these organizations. But there are many
Rowers who do not come within the ken of any rehabili-
tative agency. So I also cultivated flophouse managers
and proprietors of the regmmmw known as ‘‘greasy




spoons” along the Row and owners of the low-down bars
called “bloody buckets.” I met many more of the people
I have recorded in this book in saloons than in social
agencies.

It is bard to make contact in Skid Row saloons. Most
people who hang out in them drnink for oblivion, not a lift.
You’re lucky when you find them awake and able to talk
to you. Besides, most Rowers no longer remember what
your world is all about, and you’re bound to be a foreigner
in theirs.

I took a long time learning how to approach Skid
Rowers and how to evaluate the different ways they ap-
proached me. One thing I am glad about in retrospect, 1
was always honest. I never attempted to pose as a Skid
Rower. I told everyone I talked to that 1 was on the Row
to write a book. Some of them were resentful and told me
to mind my own business. Some said a book would be
“very nice.” Many, who had been on Skid Row so long
that they’d lost all touch with everyone who was not of
themselves except for missionaries, tried to take what they
- considered advantage of me in the same way they take
advantage of the men and women who are there to sal-
vage their souls for Christ. I could almost gauge what
they were thinking while they talked to me—well, sure,
give her a good story, the harder luck the better. Go on,
tell her what you told that Hallelujah Boy at Sunshine
Gospel Mission last Sunday, tell her how life started beat-
ing the stuffing out of you before you was born, go on, tell
ber, she’ll believe you, the Hallelujah Boy did. In a sense
these men “sang for their supper” with me as they were
accustomed to doing with missionaries. They told me their
so-called stories and then sat around waiting for me to
buy them glasses of wine or plates of bacon and eggs.

Most Skid Rowers are not like that though. They neither
resent you as an outsider nor approve you nor compose
life stories for you. They haven’t the energy. They just are,
and when they stop being, they die. As simply as that.
Talking to them, trying to probe inside them, gets you no
place. Not because they want to stop you from probing.
On the contrary. Some of them would like to help you
know them. Really, they want very much to help you find
out why they are what they have become—in some long-
forgotten part of them they are interested to know them-
selves—but they can’t help you, because their minds and
hearts are too much blunted today. So they sit with you
around the scarred wooden tables of the Gold Pheasant
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Bar in Philadelphia or the Sunshine in Chicago, and they
listen to you while you talk to them about how “there is a
way out for you, man,” and they nod their heads, but all
the time they don’t believe you. They let you think they
do but inside they don’t, because they have a philosophy
of hopelessness built up over years of living on the Row.
Of course everyone on the Row feels hopeless. They
wouldn’t be here if they didn’t. But the ones I am talking
about are the most hopeless of all. That is the only reason
they are here, when you come right down to it. That is
their only handicap. They are not like those other people
you see on the Row, that young girl, for example, with the
mad green eyes and the tangled brown hair who spat full
in the face of a Bowery officer and told him, ‘“Listen, cop,
- I'll go with niggers so long’s white ones looks like you.”
Knowing all the time she’d be pulled in. Or should have
known if she’d been mentally well. Or like Gerald O’Ma-
honey who hangs out along Sand Street in Brooklyn and
spends most of his days crying over the plight of the
residents of New Rochelle. “They starve to death,” he
maintains. Hostile voices tell him he is rasponsible too.
“O’Mahoney,” they say, “New Rochelle is all your fault.”
These people I am talking about are not like the blind
people called “blinkies” to their faces around here or the
crippled ones called “crips.” They have their eyes and legs
and the ability to maintain reality with their environment.
That is, they know where they are. Only thing, they’ve
lost the faculty for caring much.
Skid Row, U.S.A., can’t come clear to people in a day
or a month. Its desperate sameness is too confusing. For
example, you can’t begin to distinguish the differences
between Siid Row, New York, and Skid Row, San Fran-
cisco, at first. The physical likenesses are too keen. The
street names and sizes vary. That’s all. Vermin-ridden,
firetrap flophouses charging fifty cents for lying down in
a single bed with a clean sheet and two blankets and fifteen
cents for a flop on a dormitory floor. Greasy spoon restau-
rants with fancy names selling hash and onions or spa-
‘ghetti and meatballs for twenty cents and featuring
delicacies like bacon and eggs or pigs’ snouts for forty-five.
Missions offering free beds and meals in the name of Jesus
Christ. And saloons, four or five on every block, running
the gamut all the way from respectable enough to accom-
modate tourists by night to bloody buckets where anything
can happen.
Sit in bloody buckets lon % enough and you’ll meet all




the Rowers there. The ones with money come to drink and

the ones without to mooch. Besides, bloody buckets are

the nearest approaches to social clubs that Skid Row,

U.S.A,, happens to have. Even the few Rowers who are

got heavy drinkers come to bloody buckets to meet their
iends.

I first met the man who helped me a great deal with the
writing of this book in a bloody bucket. I never found out
his real name. His nickname is Schloime the Troime. That
1s a Jewish nickname meaning Sam the Dreamer. And if
ever a man fitted his nickname, Schloime the Troime 1s
that one. He is tall and skinny with dangling arms and
hands that can’t be still. He has a long nose and a small
mouth with protruding teeth. His eyes are brown and soft.
His hair is white and always looks as though he has just
had it cut around a bowl. In the winter, Schloime wears
dark green corduroy pants and a red-and-black checked
lumberjacket buttoned over a badly torn undershirt. In
the summer, on any day that the temperature exceeds
eighty-three, he dispenses with the lumberjacket. On these
days he always carries it over his right arm.

One time, on a particularly hot summer day, I
him about that lumberjacket. “It’s so hot,” I sai
not leave the lumberjacket in your room?”
Schloime regarded me for a long, uncomfortable mo-
ment. He said, “By me, it’s like the lady gets a new mink
coat. In her life, summer makes some difference? Ha?”

It wasn’t till a long time later, after I knew it on my own
and Schloime had begun to trust me, that he explained
that his lumberjacket would doubtless be stolen if he were
to leave it in any one of the flops he went to.

“Tch, tch, tch,” he said when he told me. “Poor little
people got to steal to live. It’s very sorrowful, yes?”

Schloime the Troime came to the Bowery thirty-seven
years ago. Before that, he'd used to work “someplace in

some shop.” He doesn’t care to talk much about those pre-
Skid Row years, but he is too polite to resist if you press
him. “Well, in that shop, it was very bad. No time to do
nothing, only work, work. Say like a poem comes in mine
head working in that shop, I can’t stop to write. The big
boss says no. By him is his money more important than
mine brain.” He stops, overcome himself by this supreme
example of human selfishness. “Imagine it? If I didn’t get

ke to
“why

this idea I should walk right out from that job, it could be
now I'd be broke on the wheel of labor. No time I should
look up to the stars. Now, I can look up all I want. Maybe
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mine clothes is lousy, but don’t feel sorry. Whenever 1
want, 1 stop and look up to the stars.”

But Schloime the Troime, an individualist in his way,
albeit a ragged one, and a man who is secure in the fact
that, no matter how sordid his environment, he has chosen
it himself, is a fair rarity in these parts. And nobody knows
that better than Schloime.
“You shouldn’t make a big mistake and judge here by
me,” he says. “Most men ain’t here for looking up to stars.
They don’t even know, poor little people, is stars or is not.
Many of them is not here because they want but only
because what else is?”

That was the knowledge of Schloime. I was lucky to
have met him, and I know that he guided me into alleys
and byways I never could have entered without him. And
he did more than that. He taught me a code of behavior
for this strange new world that I doubtless never could
bave evolved for myself. Often his teaching was subtle,
but sometimes, as on the day when I met a Bowery lady
named Pig Head Hattie, it was about as direct as any
teaching I have ever experienced.

I met Pig Head in an alley off the Bowery. Schloime
introduced us with all the graciousness of a potentate
bringing a couple of favored subjects together. I took my
cue from him.

“Mrs. Harris,” he said, “I am happy you should make
the acquaintance with Miss Pig Head Hattie.”
I said, “How do you do, Miss Hattie?”
Pig Head Hattie looked at me, obviously trying to see
beneath my formality and to weigh it for what it might
be worth.
“What you calling me Miss for?” she asked. “The whole
name’s Pig Head Hattie but everybody calls me Pig Head.
If Pig Head is too long to say, you can call me Pig for
short.” ‘And added, “If you keep on seeing me around
and want to call me anything at all.”
I ignored the speculation and said, “Pig Head is not too
long to say.” | |
How to describe Pig Head Hattie? 1 suppose you would
have to begin with her legs. They are thick and shapeless,
seeming not to belong with the rest of her long, skinny
y. On the day I met her, she wore two different stock-
ings, a flesh-colored nylon on the right one and a black
lisle on the left. The flesh nylon was run so profusely and
'so neatly that the runms, at first look, seemed to be a
planned-out and highly intrigcate new stocking design.




She has blue eyes that water. Her sight is bad, but she
has never worn glasses. Once, when she could not help
herself and had to go to New York’s municipal lodging
house for a flop, a lady social worker who interviewed her
suggested she see an eye doctor at the city’s expense. Pig
Head would like to have seen an eye doctor.

“I said to that social worker, I said, ‘Thanks, lady,
thanks a lot. Anything the city’s going to do for me will
be appreciated by yours truly and also by her father and
mother looking down from above.’”

The municipal social worker never followed up on get-
ting Pig Head to the doctor. Pig Head doesn’t know
whether she forgot about her suggestion or got involved
in other things.

“I wouldn’t hold nobody to blame if she went and
forgot,” Pig Head said. “All that poor girl had to do.
It’s a big, holy wonder to me she used to remember what
was her name.”

I asked Pig Head why, since she knew that the social
worker was busy and likely to forget about her, she hadn’t
reminded her about the doctor. _

Pig Head looked as though I had stuck knives into her.
“God!” she said disgustedly.

Apologetically, without knowing why I felt that way,
I said, “If I’ve said anything to hurt your feelings—"

“God!” Pig Head said. “If you said anything! If you
saild anything. If you said anything. God!”

I said, “I’'m sorry, Pig. Whatever it is for.”

“Well, you should be,” she said. “Do you think just
because it happened to so happen you met me on the
Bowery, a girl ain’t got her pride? Me remind one of them
lousy, crawling social workers anything? 1 got my pride
same’s the next one or you, yourself, too. 1 got my pride.
Jesus Christ, Mary and Joseph, yessirree God. 1 know
what’s eating you. You heard some of them lousy bottle
bums call me a fleabag. You think I go with them for a
quarter, thirty cents. Well, you’re barking up the wrong
tree, sister, see? The least I ever went with one of them
bums for was half a buck. Plenty of times they paid me
dollars. This girl’s got her pride. Anyone don’t think so
can drop dead. You too, sister.”

I didn’t know how to answer Pig. I looked at Schloime
the Troime for helP in interpreting myself to her. “Please,
Schloime,” I said, “tell her I didn’t mean to hurt her feel-
ings. Try to make her understand. I know she has her
pride and up until today I hadn’t heard anything about
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her—business. I would never have suggested she check up
on that social worker if I had thought anything of it. I
mean, if I had been in Pig’s place, I would have checked
on the social worker. It seems to me that ‘pride’ hasn’t
got so much to do with it.”

“It seems to you!” Pig Head said sarcastically.

On that day Schloime the Troime gave me the most
open lesson I have ever had from him. He placed a skinny
hand on my shoulder. “You know,” he said, “by Miss
Hattie is the right more than by you. Here, in her world,
1s pride one thing. There, where you live is pride another
thing. Now the way it happens, you are where she lives.
When you come in where you don’t live, it means you
don’t know how is things. So, what is for you to do? Find
‘out. And the mouth, you should keep it closed.”
“Yeah, closed!” Pig Head said.
I said, “I’'m sorry, Schloime! And Pig!”

Schloime said, “It’s nothing to be so sorry. When you
become old like me is the keeping quiet will come more
natural.”

Pig said, “Yeah, but she ought to know it now. So damn
young she ain’t.” And that, more right than wrong on her
part, as Schloime the Troime would say, was the next to
the last hostile remark Pig Head Hattie ever made to me.

The last one, some few weeks after I'd met her and
was buying her and Schloime lunch in a clean cafeteria on
Delancey Street off the Bowery, was this: “You walk
around here is you’re looking for types. I met a lady wrniter
You think you got us fooled. Go on, you ain’t fooling
nobody. Everybody’s got your number. All you’re doing
around here is you’re looking for types. I met a lady writer
one time, she came from a newspaper though, said that
right out.”
That time Schloime the Troime defended me vigorously.

“So, Pig Head Hattie, are you a very smart woman. You

got it all figured out that’s what she does. Nu, so when
did she ever say no? She didn’t tell you right away, I'm
writing a book?’ So, sure she’s looking for types. That’s
bad, maybe? Believe me, it’s very, very good. She should
only tell the true what it is she finds here.” He turned
to me. “You. should only tell the honest and true is all
I want. Come on. I know where is plenty types, all kinds

types down here.”

Schloime the Troime is right about “all kinds types”
down here, but you’ve got to know Skid Row before you
can begin to realize that. ”




Skid Row, U.S.A,, to anyone who does not really know
it from inside, is that place where alcoholics on their last
legs have come to drink in peace. You see them every day
all nght, the same on Sunday as on Monday, no holidays
here, guzzling in the bloody buckets where they can rest
their aching heads or else drinking outside the saloons,
handmade sneaky pete or bay rum or hair tonic or cheap
perfume snitched from the five and dime, or you see them
passed out, lying on sidewalks or sprawled out in gutters.

There are “all kinds types” among the crazy, blind-
drunk ones too, however. Skid Row, U.S.A., is not, as the
stereotype would have it, primarily a refuge for addictive
alcoholics from other and far higher places. It is that, of
cours, but incidentally, not primarily. If you want to find
alcoholic doctors, lawyers, sons of millionaires, and college
professors you will doubtless find some here. This is where
they live. But they do not comprise a majority. One fact
I learned early in my contact along Skid Row, U.S.A., was
this. Many more people drink because they are here than
are here because they drink.
Why did they hit the Row in the first place then? That
Is a question that cannot be answered by generalizing.
“All kinds types” necessarily means “all kinds reasons.”
And if this work clarifies that fact, it will have served its

purpose.

2. Apples of Their Mothers’ Eyes

The most irredeemable Skid Rowers are, paradoxically,
the young and able-bodied men. There are many of them.
As a matter of fact, they outnumber all the other Rowers
put together. They don’t believe in God and they hate
people. Some of them hate all people, and some hate all
people except their mothers whom they adore. But most
of their mothers are dead by the time they have reached

Skid Row.
Most able-bodied Rowers are contemptuous of them-

selves. They believe they are on Skid Row because they
deserve to be. They are dyed-in-the-wool fatalists. They
aren’t angry over their situations and they donm’t whine
about them. They merely go on existing day after hope-
less day with the feeling that what's bound to happen to
them will happen.

Thirty-three-year-old Billy Brams is like that. He
12




doesn’t look as if he would be, what with his strong, bull
body, but he is, all the same. I met him first on Chicago’s
main stem and later in New York. We didn’t talk very
much in Chicago, but we got friendly in New York. We
often met casually at Collins’s on the Bowery. One day I
asked Billy whether there was someplace I could contact
him if I ever wanted to talk to him by appointment. He
spread his beefy hands out so that they almost covered
Collins’s table for two and talked to me while he made
animated finger motions and watched them.
“Yeah,” he said, “sure, Logan’s flop. I got six bucks.
Guess I'll stay around Logan’s till I run out of it.”

I said, “Where’ll you go when you do run out?”

He said, “Aah.”

I said, “Look, Billy, you know what month this is?”
He said, “Yeah, sure, November, so?”

I said, “So November’s not a warm month.”

Billy grinned. “So who don’t know that?”

I said, “Look, Billy I've known some freezing Novem-
bers in New York. Suppose this turns out to be a cold
one too and if you don’t stay at Logan’s and you’ve got
no money for another flop and you won’t go to the
‘Hallelujah Boys,” what wgf you do?”

Billy shrugged his shoulders.
I said, “You can’t just sleep outdoors in winter.”
“Maybe 1 won’t need to,” he said.
I said, “But maybe you will. Right?”

He nodded.

“Doesn’t it worry you, Billy?”

“Worry?” he asked, as though the word had never been
an ?his vocabulary. “Worry? What good would worrying

0. ?

“But, Billy,” I said, “for heaven’s sake, don’t you be-
lieve that you have anything to do with the things that
happen to you? For instance, don’t you believe that you
can do something to prevent your having to sleep out-
doors in winter?” _

“Me?” Billy almost choked with the laughter he tried
to suppress because he figured he might hurt my feelings
if he didn’t. “Me?”

I said, “Don’t you think you have anything at all to
do with the way you live?”

Now Billy couldn’t control his laughter any more. It
came spurting out of him. And that was my answer. So
I began probing him about whys and wherefores. 1 tried
to find out exactly when gis feeling that he held no




responsibility for his own life had begun in him. He tried
to tell me but he couldn’t.

He kept shaking his head over and over again. “Look,
I don’t know, I just don’t know, that’s all.” Still he kept
on trying with me and answered my specific questions
as well as he was able. “My old man? Yeah, he was O.K.
I guess. What’s there to tell about him? Just a guy hke
everybody else. What do you mean loved him? He was
my old man, wasn’t he? My ma? She was O.K. too. Yeah.
What do you mean done for me? Hell, yeah, she used to
tell me what was right and wrong. When there was eats
in the house, she always give me some. She was good like
that. Yeah, I got three brothers. No, no sisters. My
brothers, yeah, they was O.K. too, I guess. What are they
doing now? How the hell’d I know what they was doing
now? Excuse my expression. Still alive? Yeah, I guess. I
- don’t really know if they’re still alive. Yeah, sure, we lost
touch. What we got to keep in touch for? Them do some-
thing for me? Well, jeez, I don’t expect nothing like that.”
I went on questioning Billy Brams, trying to find out
when he first lost his faith in people. I asked him whether
he remembered ever having expected anyone to do any-

thing for him, and he said no.
“I always knew nobody’d do nothing for nothing,” he

said. “When I was just a little kid I found out if people
done something for you, they expected you should do

twice as much for them.”
I said, “People sometimes do things for other people

because they like them, Billy.”
He laughed.
I said, “Say, Billy, you had girl friends, didn’t you?”
“A couple.”
I asked if he’d ever thought his girl friends liked him,
and he said he’d never thought anything about whether
they did or not.
“Did they say they liked you?” I asked.
“Yeah, sure, they said it. What do you expect, they
wouldn’t say it? Course I never believed any of them.”

“Why would they say they liked you if they didn’t,
Bi.llY? 9

“How’d I know? I’'m no mind reader.” Then after
having thought for a while he added, “I used to keep jobs

in those days.”
“Are you sure it was your jobs?” I asked.
He said, “Couldn’t be nothmg clse.”
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I said, “Did you ever look in the mirror, Billy? You're
not a bad-looking man, you know.”

He burst out laughing. “What are you telling me things
like that? I'm a slob.” *

I said, “Sure, your clothes are dirty and I can’t tell from
the looks of your face when you last had a razor near it.
But you’d be surprised at what a good-looking fellow
you’d turn out to be if you did shave and get into some
clean clothes.”
He laughed again but he was flattered. “You excuse me
for saying so, you must need glasses.”

I said, “I’ve got an idea. Get cleaned up and see for
yourself.”
At first he said he thought he would but I told him I
didn’t think so and then he admitted that he didn’t think
he would either and we talked for hours about why he
wouldn’t. Only two ideas came out of our talk. He was

really nobody so why should he pretend to be somebody
and even if he did pretend, who was going to believe him
anyway?

The same questions I'd heard from numerous Skid
Rowers ever since I'd first begun reporting them. Who
cares about me? What do I matter in the world? And the
same unvarying answers based on the fact that these men
are what their environment has somehow made of them,
suspicious, rootless folk with no faith in God or in people
and above all with no feeling of self-dignity. That is why
they go through their miserable days with the idea that

they have no control whatever over their own lives.
You’ve got to spend a long time along Skid Row before
you can begin to know how truly egoless these men are,
and you can’t begin to appreciate the extent of their de-
pendence on fate until you know that. And when you do
find it out you will know that you have never understood
the depths of human misery until now. For here are
hundreds of thousands of people who live in degradation
and who accept it because they feel they deserve no bet-
ter and because they haven’t enough energy to conceive
being anyplace else.

“Where else would I go if I came off here?” red-haired,
pug-nosed Jimmy Ferguson asked me over lunch.

I said, ““This is a big country.”

He said, “For you maybe.”

I said, “For you too.”

He said, “Hell.”
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I said, “Did you ever stop to think what can happen
to you if you don’t leave here?”

“Sure,” he said. “I'll die in jail.”
I said, “Not necessarily.”
“All right,” he said, “so it’ll be the booby hatch. I got
a couple of friends in Bellevue nut house now. Holy Jesus
Christ. I went there to visit my friends one time and 1
never went back. One of my friends weighed seventy-six
pounds after he’d been in that psycho ward awhile.
Seventy-six pounds! And he used to be kind of a fat guy
too. Can you imagine it? He stayed fat all the time he
lived on the Bowery although he was always hungry as a
bear. Then they took him to the hospital was supposed to
be making him feel better and he got so skinny. Another
friend of mine was in Psycho too. He’s out now. He says
it’s terrible there. He’d rather die than go back.” He
stop talking for a while and rested his head in his
hands. Then he looked up at me. “I know more’n you
think,” he said, “a man might as well be dead as down
here.”

I said, “You’ve got to get out if ou know tha ”
He sald “How could I anyways

I said, “There are people who’
let them.”
“Who?”’ he asked. “The Hallelujah Boys? I hate their

guts"’
I said, “The missionaries aren’t the only ones who want

to help you
He said, “Oh no?” And he added “What can the do
anyways? I mean even if they wanted to, there’s nothing.
There’s nothing anybody can do. I mean just nothing.”
I first met Jimmy Ferguson at the Bowery Mission in
New York. I saw him sitting in the fourth pew of the
small chapel that, without its hosts of strange-looking
worshipers, would have the feel and look of any other
small chapel, under a sign that read: “Come, All Ye That
Are Heavy Laden and Lay Your Burdens Down.” I sat
beside him. A strong stench emanated from him. I had
to brace myself to stand it. I smiled at him. He didn’t
smile back. .
- “I'm no nose diver, lady,” he whispered, “like some of
these other characters. I only come in here to get warm,
that’s all.”

He had sensitive hands with long fingernails that con-
tained long-lodged dirt. He 1Eept sucking inside his nails.

help you if you’ll only




I judged him to be about thirty-one or
a year or sO younger.
Jimmy wouldn’t have known it, of course, but I had
seen him once before, some six weeks earlier on Third
Street, a few blocks off the Bowery. Now, he wore an old
navy-blue shirt, with long sleeves that flapped, but then
he hadn’t worn any shirt or coat at all. In daylight and
full view of passers-by, he had tapped the engine of a
1952 De Soto and lain on the cold street, naked from the
chest up, holding his mouth open to catch the alcohol
as it spouted out of the engine. I'll never forget the dead-
pan look of his face as he sucked the alcohol. Now he
sat half asleep and half listening to the man who stood
on the platform and told how he had been the “lowest
of the low,” raggedy pants, no shirt, no food to eat, every
dime he could beg or steal going to keep him in liquor.
In his own mind he had been a doomed man, he said.
He’d been murdering himself. Many kind people had
tried to help him. He had been entirely beyond anybody’s
help and had known it. Then, Christ came to him. The
coming might seem sudden to some but not to him as he
reflected upon it now. For God had caused him to touch
bottom so that there would be no ounce of pride left to
keep him from opening up his heart. He said, “I was
sitting right here in this very mission when I heard the
words that saved me. ‘Jesus died for you.’ Oh, that really
struck ‘'me; it was something I never knew before that
Jesus died for me. Oh, it was so beautiful. I never knew
before anybody loved me enough to die for me.”
I looked at Jimmy. A part of him seemed impressed by
the testimony he was hearing. “Maybe he’s a nose diver,”
he said, less to me than to himself. “Maybe not. Aw, sure,
he is. Everybody in these joints nose dives.”
When the service was over, the men were invited to
come downstairs for coffee and peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches. They waited in line to get their food and
ate it standing up. I stood beside Jimmy while he ate his.
He said, “I didn’t put anything over on nobody. I told
the guy runs this mission that I’'m cold and hungry but
I’'m not going on my knees. God never done nothing for
me, so why should I go on my knees for Him? 1 was
surprised when that mission guy told me I could stay and
eat anyways. I don’t know why he did it or what he

thinks he can get out of me.” '
I told him that I knew Mr. Anderson, the assistant

superintendent to whom he had reference, to be a former
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Skid Rower himself. I said, “Of course, he aims to convert
you to Jesus in the long run. But if he can’t do that, he
wants to help you now, anyhow. Believe me, he doesn’t
want to get anything out of Jrou.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jimmy said.

Jimmy Ferguson was borm on a farm in Kansas. He
tells about his childhood and family relationship with
unique objectivity.

“Our farm was a stinker for growing things. My old
man used to work hard, I'll give him that credit anyways,
but it didn’t do any good. There was five other kids be-
sides me. The old man used to smack us all with a horse-
whip. My back side was always sore. My ma was a-scared
of him. She got a heart attack and dropped dead when 1
was thirteen.”
- Jimmy got into trouble with the law when he was four-
teen. He and an older brother stole seven dollars from
a neighboring farmer.

“The guy said he was going to get me and my brother
put in jail. I asked my old man was it true. He said, sure
it was true. I asked my old man was he going to do any-
thing to try changing the guy’s mind. Well, he didn’t need
to tell me no. I knew he wasn’t going to. He’d rather have
me in jail than home eating up his produce. So I ran
awl? one night.”

e began walking toward Kansas City. He supported
himself by “house-catting,” begging food at people’s back
doors. Since he was young and small for his age, house-
wives always fed him well. He slept in barns when he

could find them, in forests and open fields when he
couldn’t.

I said, “People were kind to you on the road, weren’t
they?”

Jimmy said, “Kind? The farm women gave me food if
that’s what you mean, but they made me sing for my
supper. They enjoyed crying over me.” He lifted his voice
in mocking imitation, “ ‘Oh you poor little thing.’ No,
they didn’t give me food just because they were good
people. Don’t kid yourself.” "

After he’d been tramping the road for several weeks,
Jimmy ran into an older, experienced tramp named Red
Bill. Red Bill was a big, brawny man with red hair and

a deep voice. As Jimmy was to discover over a period of
years he was to spend with him, Red Bill was the kind of

man who took what he W?ISItGd whenever he wanted it




and no questions asked. He wanted Jimmy as soon as he
saw him.

Jimmy said, “At first I didn’t know what he wanted
out of me. He said, ‘Let’s you and me be a team, kid.’
1 said, ‘If we was to be a team, won’t I be too much
trouble to you?’ He sald, ‘A cute little fellow like you
trouble? You and me’s going to have some fun.’ I was a
dumb kid who didn’t know anything about ‘jockers’ and
‘punks.’ So, when he said he’d be my jocker and I'd be his
little punk and that meant he was going to show me
the ropes on the road, I said O.K. Then when nighttime
came, I found out what it meant to be a punk. I didn’t
like it. We were sleeping in this barn and I told him, jeez,
no, Bill. He didn’t like a jerk like I was saying no to lum.
He said, ‘Listen, kid, I'm the kind of jocker never begs
-my punks. I tell them!’ Then he kind of swing his fist out
and knocked me down.”

After the first night he spent with him, Jimmy recog-
nized himself as Bill’s official punk. There were times at
the beginning of the relationship when he thought he
might run away from Red Bill. He never attempted to.
Firstly, because Bill threatened him. He said that if
Jimmy ever tried to run away he would be sure to find
him, and that when he did he’d kick him in the head
until his whole face was bloody and he passed out cold.
Secondly and more importantly, he did not. attempt to
run away because his pattern of relying on fate to mold
his life was clearly established by the time he met Red
Bill. Besides the self-contempt was already strong in him.
“Anyways,” he says, “who was I to say no when Red
Bill said yes?”

Red Bill and Jimmy headed for New York where they
flopped together. They supported themselves by begging
on the streets. Jimmy became a successful panhandler due
to his youthful appearance. Red Bill had a more effective
technique. He was able to manipulate his body in such
a way that he could appear to be a paralytic. Today,
Jimmy tells how “Red Bill was the best stiffy in New
York. I got to hand it to him for that.”

Red Bill liked sneaky pete, and he and his pals got
Jimmy drinking it. By the time he was sixteen, Jimmy
Ferguson was g sneaky. “Listen,” he tells today,
“everybody else was drinking. That’s life on the Row. At
first I used to worry because I didn’t like the taste of it.
Wasn’t that too bad about me? I didn’t like the goddamn
taste. Guys’d give me drmks9 and I used to want to say

1




no. Of course I never did it.” How could he have dared?
Who was he, after all, to say no to anything?

Bill and Jimmy stayed together till Jimmy was twenty-
six years old and Red Bill located himself a younger
punk.
h ReddBi]l told him about the new punk. “So long, fella,”

e said.

Jimmy said, “See you in Frisco, boy. Pinch your punk
for me.” He says he didn’t feel one way or another about
Red Bill’s leaving him.

I tried to find out his true reactions. “After all,” I said,
“you and Red Bill were together so many years, you must
have felt sorry to lose him.”

Jimmy shrugged my idea off.
I asked, “Didn’t you feel Red Bill owed you some-
thing?”

“How come?” Jimmy asked. “How come? Nobody
owes me anything. Not Red Bill. Not nobody.”
After Red Bill left, Jimmy went right on living on the
Bowery, mooching for a living and drinking sneaky pete.
Pals came into his life and walked out of it. World War
II began and ended and Jimmy was not concerned. He
was an anonymous man beyond the ken of his draft
board. One thing World War II did mean in his life,
panhandling was a cinch while it was going on but be-
came increasingly dificult after it was over.

“My trouble is,” he says, “I always done my mooching
straight. I wish I had of learned to act like a crip or
something. Red Bill would have been glad to learn me
how to look like a stiffy. I sure begun to lose my touch,
after the war. Plenty of times I had to ‘carry the banner’
all night because 1 couldn’t mooch a couple of dimes
would buy me a flop.”
Once 1 asked Jimmy if he’d ever thought of workin
for a living. He looked surprised as I’d known he would.
“Me? Work? Are you kidding? What the hell for?”

Jimmy poses a legitimate question. Why should such
a man want to work? Untrained for any but the most
menial kind of labor, no roots anyplace, no attachment to
any living person, no feeling about God, and no idea
that he deserves any better than what he is presently get-
ting out of life, a bottle of sneaky pete, a flop for the
night, a meal when the belly begins to cry for one, what
reason would such a man have for working?

I talked to so many men like Jimmy Ferguson, incom-

plete people, all of them, W(i)thOUt egos or faith in any-
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thing or anyone. I tried to find out when it was they first
stopped feeling human. I said, “When you were twenty-
one, sixteen, eight, four?”” Blank faces. And the faces
were not any cover-up for deep emotions either but were
only manifestations of blank hearts and blank minds.
When did it start being this way anyhow?
- The egolessness started during early childhood for

most of them. It stemmed out of many realities. They
were inferior children as a group, neither as strong nor
as smart as the others around them. Many, but by no
means all of them, came from poor families and lived in
overcrowded homes. Some of them came, like Jimmy
Ferguson, from homes broken by divorce, separation, or
death. Many of them never knew what it meant to be loved
by their parents. Paradoxically however, at least as many
were loved too much. But always by their mothers and
not ever by anyone else. '
Skid Row, US.A,, is full of adoring sons of adoring
mothers. You meet them all over the flops and greasies
and bloody buckets. They cry into their wine about what
a different place this old world was during the good old
days when their sweet little mothers were alive and guid-
ing their destinies for them. If only their mothers hadn’t
died, they tell you. How they used to trust their mothers.
They’d never trusted anybody else in all their lives
though. Why should they have? No, they hadn’t loved
anybody but their mothers either. Never in their lives.
Naturally. They’d loved their mothers so much theyd
never had room for any other lives in those good old days
before they’d hit the Row. Besides, nobody else had ever
loved them.

“My ma was the only one ever loved me in the world,”
Joey Collins said, “and I had nobody after she died.”
Big, hearty, bluff Joey Collins with a grip that brought
tears to my eyes when we were introduced and shook
hands outside Chicago’s McCoy Hotel, tough-looking
Joey was a mama’s boy at forty-seven.

“My ma used to think I was a swell fellow,” he said.
“I never went to work when she was living. I was the
youngest in the family and Ma liked me to stay home
and help her around the house. She said I was too weak
to work. She got paralyzed when I was thirty-two. My<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>