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», Life in Chicago’s Public Shelterg

«Ghelter Men .
et during the Great Depression
Chris Wright

“1 GOT MY FIRST TASTE OF SHELTER LIFl.E", at 758 West Harrison,
where application for admission to the shelters is made. I had to stand
around outside a while before the doorman would let me in. When I got
. side the building I found a lot of men sitting on benches. They were
cursing the shelter, the shelter men, and the case workers. One old man
sitting near me complained with curses, “There’s too much cock-eyed red
tape around this place. It’s getting worser and worser every time I come
up here! A younger man confided to me, ‘It took a lot of courage for me
to come into this place; in fact I came up here three times before I went
in and then only when a couple of friends came along who had been in
before.™
So begins an undercover investigation of the Chicago shelters in the
spring of 1935. The picture that emerges from this and similar accounts is
not only damning; it is, in places, rather horrifying. One reads of incred-
ib!.y hilthy bathrooms in one shelter, “plain dirt all over the floor, while
urine that was old and strong smelling was running in small streams
everywhere,” through which “it was necessary to wade” in order to use the
facilities. Garbage cans, overflowing and pungent, were pointedly placed

| beside the long breadlines in which the men shuffled to get meals, many

0{ 3o thfﬂers regularly expectorating into filthy spittoons that were
i i::;:legv in Pr?iminent locations. Sleeping every night in a packed room
the cac:nlz 5 Vefoathel‘ men was another hardship, especially considering
ing” thath Ny of 'snoring, sneezing, moaning, sleep-talking, and cough-

cPt one awake for hours. “Last night one man coughed so loud

and
150 long that he woke everyone up. Finally a fellow told him, For

Jour i
i °§t§f;ﬁgo;s State Historical Society  Vol. 11 No. 3 Fall 2018
013 Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois



B b e e
LR o'

- in whi

Wright, “Shelter Men”

ke shut up or get to hell out of here!™ The blankets seemed to
one reporter to bc- made ot. paper, \.»vhlch left tbe tenants shivering all l’l‘lg.ht
from drafts—drafts t_hat did nothing to amf.cllorate the. stgnch o'fper.spxr-
dies and disinfectants. Bedbugs and lice, fond of this environment,
bit and crept all over their prone prey.’ . |
There is some good scholarship on the homeless in the Depression,
but more can still be said about the conditions of shelters and inhabi-
tants responses Lo them, in particular their resistance to dehumaniza-
iion. Charles Hoch and Robert Slayton’s excellent New Homeless and Old:
Community and the Skid Row Hotel (1989), for example, places Chicago’s
Depression-era public shelters in a broad historical context and describes
in some depth what “shelter men” had to endure, but says little to suggest
that they were not totally undone by their miseries. Its approach, on the
whole, is to describe what was done to them, not what they did. Nor does it
say much about the evolution of relief policy in Chicago during the 1930s,
focusing instead on the broader theme of the decline of the private sector
in low-income housing and rise of the public sector. Kenneth Kusmer’s
Down and Out, On the Road (2001), on the other hand, is a sweeping
social history of homelessness in America that concentrates not on the
evolution of low-income housing but rather on all facets of homeless life
and society’s treatment of the homeless. As a comprehensive account, it
highlights not only the suffering of the poor but also their activeness, even
their “rebellious discontent”” Its analysis of shelter life in the Depression,
however, is rather brief and, if anything, overly positive. Being a national
study, it cannot delve deeply into matters on a local scale. The same is true
of Todd DePastino’s Citizen Hobo (2003), which in any case is primarily
a cultural history, focusing especially on how the (changing) racialized
and gendered meanings of homelessness shaped popular understandings

Christ’s s

ing bo

“of social citizenship. The actual lives and struggles of shelter men are of

peripheral significance to this work.?

Joan M. Crouse’s The Homeless Transient in the Great Depression:
fVEW York State, 1929-1941 (1986) is a more microscopic study, analyz-
ing the relief policies, shelter conditions, and experiences of homeless

- Non-res; : . . : :
n-residents in New York. In fact, it has much in common with this

article,

PR except that I concentrate on the experiences of locals rather than
sie

3:5- Also, Crouse’s book does not have much of an argument—
fespect it is no different from many other excellent scholarly
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works—whereas I try to emphasize thc‘: resistance, resilience, and clasg
consciousness (both latent and open) of shelter-sufferers.’

Limitations of space prevent me from considering two major cate.
gories of the homeless: women and trans;e.nts. -I he fo.rmcr were much iy,
the minority compared to men, and conditions in their shelters were gen-
erally far better than in men’s shelters. Relief for transients, on the othe;
hand, has too complex a history to be covered in this article. Traveers
from all over the country were frequently able to secure lodging in Ch.
cago’s free shelters (in addition to its cheap private flophouses and church
missions), often by lying about their residential status. But, except during
the two-year period (1933-35) of the Federal Transient Program, official
policy toward unemployed transients was hostile: typically their stay in a
shelter was supposed to be limited to at most a week or two, after which
they were ordered to move on to another city.

The argument in this article will proceed as follows. The first section
contains a brief sketch of the relief administration that evolved to care for
Chicago’s thousands of homeless men in the early 1930s. The bulk of the
paper, however, is focused on conditions in the shelters and how “clients”
responded to them. As we will see, a fruitful way to characterize these
institutions is that they were effectively designed to turn their residents
into “bums,” as a Chicago Tribune article put it.” That may not have been
an intention present in the mind of any policymaker or bureaucrat, but
it was how they functioned, and the people who designed and imple-
mented policy were certainly aware of it. Given that few major changes
were ever made in shelters, the natural conclusion is that they effectively
served their purposes as determined by the governments that funded
Fhenl and the relief administration that ran them, an administration that
itself was subject to pressures from the conservative business community
(whose anti-relief attitudes were well articulated by the Tribune). To the
degree that it occurred, the transformati ‘me £ active shapers of
thelkGvih hid s d ad e siormatnon of men f‘r()m active shap S
bad e thahoas ;0);8 tl?stm‘les into hope.le.ss derehct§ whose sdf‘?:~ (?:ed
ot Wbt Glec on ?fdcrlpp[ed the spirit of rebeulon ina dl%fl :‘;em
argue for its disman;lin Zfladn:p tﬁ' A (to dd(?mnn1ze pu‘b‘llcﬁr evlﬁ‘l lth: ]o‘wer
ddssiiia albial Ko f;o 0 ar an -tea_ther, by a.s.suua‘tllm bt

rced class prejudice and the Social Darwin

self-justificat; ile
Justifications of the wealthy at the same time that it made more docile
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ens of thousands of once-spirited men, by tending to strip
tv. From this perspective, shelter relief was a master-

ompliant t

and con!
(hL‘i“ of t
.‘lcce L)t C

heir humani

[ass politics.
any of the men resisted, both indiv

veeks or months spent in the shelters they typically grew resigned
dismal conditions, but hope for a better future did not always die.
and even creativity were not wholly extirpated. Thus, 1
ays in which the men evinced an oppositional, even a

as well as their efforts to maintain their individ-

idually and collectively.

After ¥
to the
(ndividuality
emphasize the way’
cJass-conscious, attitude,
ual identities.

Relief Administration

On the eve of the Depression, Chicago had several well-established com-
munities of “the unattached” in the vicinity of the bustling downtown
district. To help provide for (some of) these men, free shelters were
maintained in the 19208 and earlier by welfare organizations and religious
agencies, such as the Salvation Army, the Christian Industrial League, the
Jewish Social Service Bureau, and the Central Bureau of Catholic Char-
ities. The religiously affiliated shelters were known as missions, since in
return for food, beds, and maybe some clothing the men were subject to
appeals that they accept God in their lives, repent of their dissolute ways,
and convert. Intermittently there were also municipal lodging houses
run by the Department of Public Welfare, where men received a bed, two
meals daily, and medical care. Until 1930, Chicago managed to make do
on this somewhat ad hoc arrangement.”

It was in autumn of 1930 that the swelling numbers of men apply-
ing for assistance necessitated a change in policy.” A Clearing House for
Homeless Men was established in November 1930 (under the auspices
of the new Governor’'s Commission on Unemployment and Relief), the
function of which was to register the men who applied for assistance and
assign them to a particular shelter. Civic groups and police distributed
ﬂ?ousands of cards to panhandlers and unemployed men around the city
directing them to the new Clearing House, which was also publicized by

ewspapers, with the result that a deluge of men soon descended upon

the agency. Based on a short interview, each man was directed to one of

the city’s -
¢ city’s permanent shelters or the seven emergency shelters operated

‘ by religious organizations and the Chicago Urban League, which ran one
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for African Americans. By early 1931, (Ihicugt') had Ci.i’-ﬂjsc.‘cnit;:&? sh.c:ltcrs
for men, maintained by both private and public i‘gt‘“‘}“"" *“.“t l':"t”?ttd by
the Governor's Commission and later its succcssor.‘ t ud l_(nnl .l”-“_h-rg.cncy‘
Relief Fund of Cook County. Most of them were located 1n the vicinity of
West Madison Street’s Hobohemia.®
The numbers of men housed, at le .
varied greatly between seasons and as the Depression grew more severe,
Betwee‘n Octbber 16, 1930 and June 1, 1931, 43,200 men passed through the
citv’s shelters; but the numbers dwindled in the spring, most importantly
because the Governor's Commission, having nearly exhausted its funds,
could afford to keep running only two of them by June 1. In addition,
fuller investigation revealed that many of the able-bodied unemployed
had resources on which they could draw, so they were kicked out in favor
of the aged and disabled. Some of those who left secured employment,
but others began again to sleep in public parks or box cars. In the fall and
winter, though, it proved necessary again to open more shelters, fifteen
this time, including several more than before on the South Side. (As in the
previous year, the shelters were financed by private donations, this time to
the Joint Emergency Relief Fund.) But relief needs proved so overwhelm-
ing in the winter of 1931-32 that the state finally had to step in in February
and provide funds through the Illinois Emergency Relief Commission,
as the Clearing House assumed direct control of all the shelters except
N S maintai-ned by the city Department of Public Welfare and one
::;j:;gifi‘(’:‘::';d‘tﬁy N(f)}:v qthat money was a little more forthcom-
men's shelters ke;;t increazirz lta.;lgoans lost jobe l.n 1932—the numb:‘r of
Thus, the number of e% lllmlI) t'here s, . Novcmberllgg,z. :
a minority who received ;’leaieo 1emg i e shelters—including
their own rooms—climbed from 1n : an'd S i e th_e yhse
ruary 1932, and then to 35,000 in ]:,000 Wiy e e v B
it decreased, so that shelters serveguary D R A
16,000 men per month in 1934 The an gverag_e of sT)mewhat more than
to decline in 1935 and 36, to as. e :um ers‘ of men in shelters.contmued
ber, and only 100 in June 1936 whes 5000 in July 1935, 2,000 in Septem-
cago. It wasn’t that the econon;y wal: :1) n.e Ehettet _remamecl opcn_ . C.hl-,
oing amazingly well by this point;

n of relief had changed. For one thing, some men

ast temporarily, in these shelters
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home relief instead of shelter relief, because this was seen
wer Jaced ‘"} zing than being herded like sheep in warehouses, old fac-
as less d_en.]oril lschgols, and “cage hotels”"
tory bul.ldl-rf,glb ;tudies conducted at the time indicate who these men were
Sﬁatlb—tdltt‘;l emselves suddenly living (with some exceptions) in_the old
who fouf ds of Hobohemia, in many cases surrounded by alien ele-
nc‘ighbor]h Oohouses, burlesque houses, pickpockets, drunks. According to
ments— zp very few were attached to families, being single, widowed,
3,1932, Séuoz’separated. Their mean and median age was 43 (though it sub-
dn-or_u;l increased in the summer, when younger men found seasonal
Stmtlijyrz,ent or “struck out on the road” to look for work); 14 percent
:\Tri African American, and 39 percent were foreign-born—figures indi-
cating that homelessness was disproportionately high among the black
and immigrant populations. A report in 1935 suggests that between 5 and
jo percent were the old type of beggar and bum, while 20 percent were a
comewhat “higher” class of migratory laborer."

This heterogeneity of the shelter population necessitated attempts
at classification and distribution of groups of men to particular shelters.
Young men and boys were assigned to one shelter, middle-aged and able-
bodied men to another group of shelters, migratory laborers to others,
white-collar workers to yet others, and so forth. The system was far from
perfect, however, as a hodgepodge of men could be found in most of the
shelters (except for the white-collar ones, where, in accord with prevailing
ideologies, inhabitants were treated better and on a more individualized
Easis), An especially egregious example was the lodging house devoted to
chronic alcoholics, drunk and disorderlies, epileptics, narcotic addicts,
[and] mental subnormals,” together with a mixed group of able-bodied
men over age fifty, all of whom were subject to the punitive disciplinary
style of the particular superintendent."”
stang;nf:ggs regef administration, like t'he entire country’s, was con-
Anaged th:lx t eh .W}.IOIE decade, as pohcyme-lkers and administrators

it Wh.Cﬁn icting dema.nds of the business community on the
and the L;nenicl tel:ided to de‘sue lower costs and more niggardly relief,
Botinggie POIici}e) O)Ife and their advocates on the. otber, who fought for
shelers were ] s. In 1935 the latter group had a significant victory: most

osed and the Service Bureau for Men (the successor to the

Clea]’in :
8 House) abolished, its former clients—approximately 17,000 men
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at that point—being transferred to home relief, and hence to individy,

policy change was supposed to return iy

care. In principle, at least, this _
: ! pie, tatus in the community at the same tim,

gle people to a more normal staty X
that it improved the quality of their care. | |

While relief administration continued to evolve, these changes of
1935 were permanent. There was never ag'.lun T1 return to the time whep
15,000 Or more men had to endure the miseries of congregate care in g
rowded buildings. From late 1935 to 1942, only one or two public

few overc '
d: and after 1942, even these were closed. The entire relief

shelters remaine 4 |
load of homeless men—only a few hundred by then—was again taken
over by private agencies such as the Chicago Christian Industrial League
and the Salvation Army, both of which maintained high-quality lodging

houses with individualized treatment.

Shelter Life

An outside observer of Chicago's shelters in the 1930s might have con-
cluded that one basic rule explained their functioning: to the extent
possible, the poor must be treated as criminals and/or animals, to pun-
ish them for the crime of being poor and thus potentially dangerous.
A graphic illustration of this guiding value occurred in 1938, when the
Chicago mayor and high officials in the CRA and the police department
endorsed the idea of fingerprinting all “inmates” (as they called them) of
public shelters. It was thought that at least half the 2,100 ;11011 in the CRAs
two shelters would leave immediately if a fingerprinting expert appeared
on th.e premises. The proposal was not enacted—pr(:bably because of
gz:it;s:z’:r:t::sl :gagt?’» or Simpl)'-tl?e difficult logistics of car.r‘\'ing it
SO ey “Leoer\-tz;lnston put it 1r'1t0 prachce, quickly ncttmg t“A\t
find out f they are.Wamed fe’m l}p, 3 po?:ce lieutenant ordered, “until \\‘c
e AT ed for crime.” This was perhaps a somewhat back-
gic, but illustrative of the authorities’ attitude towards the poor.”
hhaSbeenk . S : C (\\dl’ts. ¢ }. ;
‘ F3 T ROV for a long time that one of the main functions o!
relief is to discipline the labor forc . p T
ness of relief policies, the de r. g“e m‘“ . m. sxy, the rrequ_cm mwrh;
among the poor Wh(; ks gradation into which they have forced thgu
Frances Fox Piven and RiChavrr;(: h‘?d employment, has—in the words ¢!
~ing "vvork norms. Indeed. hic‘to;iﬂc‘lm\.
punishment of criminals b

ard—served the purpose of entor<
ally provisions for poor relief and for
ave sometimes overlapped, as is demonstrated
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o Rusche and Otto Kirchheimer’s seminal Punishment and Social
atserep w 1t should hardly surprise us, therefore, that even in the
middle 19305, when mass popular unrest was forcing expansions of public
welfare programs, relief remained gro'tcsqucly in.adequate. Nor is it sur-
prising that this fact was most dramatically manifested in the case of the
f.dangcr(,us” population of unattached men who had lost the means to

Jive in their own home.
Consider the testimony, from 1935, of an inmate of Chicago shelters:

Here [in shelters] privacy is a forgotten word. On a cold or rainy day,
or during the evenings, men are crowded into the basement or assem-
bly room—German, colored, Pole, Greek, Mexican, American, Irish,
R{mian, and every nationality. . . . Here also are degenerates, drunks,
working men, bums, clerks, old men with all ambition gone, young men
whose every ideal has been crushed, all herded together. One almost
tastes the stench of unclean bodies, and the sulphur odor from fumi-
gated clothes. For quite a while this lack of privacy nearly drove me

Spructure (1939)-

nuts.”

It is true that some people received relatively decent treatment. The
few white-collar clients, mostly clerks and salesmen, lived in buildings
that had been designed for residential purposes, and so were relatively
comfortable. One or two men might sleep in a room, in some Cases
the kind of room in certain flophouses: a square wooden cubicle with
chicken-wire mesh on top to prevent stealing and to let in air. These tiny
rooms were the opposite of luxury, but at least they afforded some pri-
vacy. Furthermore, the beds actually had mattresses, sheets, and pillows.
Men in the non-white-collar shelters had to sleep on an uncomfortable
canvas army cot, usually without a sheet or a pillow; and when they did
have a sheet, it was unlikely to have been washed in months and might
be soiled with blood or fecal matter. For a short period (until funding ran
out) some white-collar men were even allowed to live in their own rooms
and were given $4 a week in return for one day’s work, so as to reinte-
8tate themselves into their community. And yet despite such perquisites,
Zti‘:lwﬁrkers remarked that these higher-status clients were apt to have an
e more adverse reaction to shelter life than those with more humble

grounds. '

Shelter inmates hardships began immediately, as soon as they

st e .
- epped inside the intake center and began the hours-long wait for a
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Ay - erview by a caseworker was the
two-minute medical examintier x ll'n'tlttr \(’:I( thcyfact that nearly cvc};(
__a rather pointless step 1 igh T y

_and his references and¢ etails were almost
sever checked. One applicant gave spirited cum{)lmltlll ilj)g:l{}({th:sgrnce
dure: “Hell, they want to know when your granc'm;)‘ 1€ - w at she
died of, and why did ya let her die. They ask you a ’““" (‘Lu%”t:"'"f' get up
and chew the fat with someone, then maybe come back an dSk. a few
when you go through al’l that red tape to get in here
and swear that pauper’s oath, and swear you ve (old,thc tru.th whc? you
have told several lies, you've touched bottom. lhcrcs: no pride left” This
was perhaps an exaggeration, but indicative at least of how the institution
functioned—Dbefore you had even really entered it."”

The physical facilities of most shelters, bare and dreary, were not cal-
culated to lift the spirits. Typically there was a recreation room in which
people could sit and play cards or dominoes or other games, or stand
or sit on the floor because the room was overcrowded, full of all types
of men—native and foreign-born, the bum and the skilled tradesman,
the ex-clerk and the ex-convict, even black and white—packed together.”
Not much recreating went on here, though, as is clear from the follow-

ing description of one such room (which was written, admittedly, in that
most terrible year 1932):

next step

applicant was always accepted

more questions. Boy,

In the auditor i.um was [a] group of men. If one walked among them,
::; r:?;ecor;scmus i their. apathy. One could feel their hopelessness
ey platfo?ﬁ :‘T;:‘:Ve;e dozing on the seats. Others were lying asleep on
giine went 0;1 the checker games were in progress. Infrequently, a card
S i Oggl]‘) Iller.};. - One noticed a certain stillness in the place.
gathered togethgr ithout <0 many men [in fact, hundreds] could be
that these men, for the ::Jt iome noise. Then the thought struck home
dejected silence, and thos(:.-swizrt’ gy n"ft talk‘mg. They were sitting in
were talking did so quietly.

The day’s search
to do but tramp t}::e si‘;;‘:ork had proved hopeless. There was nothing

S Or si .
ment for the empty hours, NSI'( and brood, no money to buy amuse-

The recreation oo
S m,
“bull pen” 3 dark, d however, could be called pleasant compared to the

. a i
Vil Cigirette ‘Irnl:l dismal place located in the basement, Littered
 carded clothing, it l;ada Bt CITEWing tobacco, crusts of bread, and dis-
, no furniture except some backless benches. Here
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< where men could escape supervision, where they could smoke, spit
“dbthe floor, drink, or sleep off a hangover. It was also where men were
0:;[ 1o be punishcd, if, say, they had failed to show up for fumigation that
;jght, or if they had returned to tbe shelter intoxicated. During the day,
he bull pen was frequently occupied by fifty or a hundred men—young,
middle-aged, elderly—dozing on the benches or the floor because they
had been unable to sleep the previous night. “The great majority of them,”
reported an investigator, “do not appear to be sleeping off a drunk, but
cather merely so weary in body and in spirit that the oblivion of sleep
offers them a haven.”*

As for the sleeping rooms, they were so densely packed with cots that
it was sometimes necessary for the occupant to crawl in from the head or
the foot of the bed—which violated state health regulations. (As usual,
the white-collar shelters were an exception.) And then, having gone to
bed at 8:00 or 9:00 p.m., the occupant spent the night trying to get to
sleep, until awoken at 5:30 or 6:30 a.m.”” Among the annoyances he would
have to endure were the stuffiness of the air, the stench, the cold drafts
from outside, the sizzling and cracking of steam in the pipes, the quarrels
over opening or closing a window—"“Put that window down!,” “Put that
damn window up!”—and of course the lice. If he was sick in the morning
he would be forced out of bed anyway and denied access to the sleeping
room until 7:00 p.m., when it was opened again.”

The health service seems to have been fairly well organized, though
the care provided was not always satisfactory. Each shelter had an infir-
mary, where a physician worked one-and-a-half or two hours a day and
an orderly was present twenty-four hours daily. Medicine could usually
bf obtained from supplies at the infirmary, where there was also some
(inadequate) provision for bed care. The Clearing House opened a
small central infirmary in November 1931 for emergency cases and con-
Valescfents from all the shelters; by 1934 it had seven paid physicians, a
g ;;r:}':;m; dent,is.t, and ni'ne full-time nurses, with 2'75 beds—more than
Siaﬁ’ins eltel"s infirmaries combined. A psychiatrist was added to the

1934, in recognition of the thousands of shelter inhabitants who

“r z -
- “¢r¢ mentally unbalanced or depressed; but the large majority of these

Cage : -
resoicould not even be examined, much less treated, due to the lack of
B fees. It is true that all the men had caseworkers (theoretically) who

Casi .
o 'onally met with them, but, like the psychiatrist, these workers were
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terribly overburdened-—and, moreover, usually lacked the training f,,
psychotherapy. There is reason to think, too, that a great many undiy,,.
nosed cases of tuberculosis existed among the shelter men, in light of the
constant spitting and coughing of many of them.>

In addition to medical care, clients were offered miscellaneqys
personal services for free, such as barber service, shoe repair, and taj.
lor service, Unfortunately they were never adequate to meet the need;
of the majority, especially since the staff had privileged access 1 them,
The shoe repair service, for example, must have been constantly over.
crowded, because the shoes that the men were supplied with were of low
quality, causing blisters and infections. Clothing, too, was of “extremely
poor quality” to quote the Director of the Clearing House for Men, even
after a Central Clothing Depot had been set up in May 1932. Prior to
this, the clothing issued by the various shelters had been ill-ﬁtting; the
establishment of a central depot at least helped address this problem. But
even then, clothing appropriations amounted to a dollar per year for each

man-—$50,000 for 50,000 men during the year 1931-32. What this meant
concretely was described in 1934:%

Even the most casual observer of the
how ragged the clothing of a large pr

them appear almost scarecrow-like; with knees visible through trouser
legs too far worn to repair; with trouser seats patched and repatche_d
with contrasting colors; with shirts so frayed and tattered that it is diffi-
cult to understand how they remain in one piece; and coats or sweaters
50 threadbare as 1o be no protection at all against the cold. . . . Fully
three-quarters of the men in [one] shelter appeared to be so (1i§reputﬂ'
bly clothed that their appearance would label them as “bums.™

men in the shelter must notice
oportion of the men is. Some of

Meal service, too, tended to be inadequate the whole decade. Until
November 1934, most shelters served only two meals a day, at 6f30 a:nml-
and 5:30 p.m, It was assumed that if the men got hungry if‘ the mterrlme’
they could go out and beg for food or find odd jobs. One Chxcagoanh‘:“er]
of his experience early in the Depression: “After breakfast at our [ie s
we would hurry over to another charity where we got _Some flgn:;e where
and bread. Then we legged it forty-seven blocks to the Sout}:i i;ack nine-
a church dispensed coffee and bread. From thence we rushe t eleven. |
teen blocks to another church which started feeding [lunfh}l:r place tW0
- lucky, we got around in time to get a second [lunch] at anot

A A
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es further uptown: That left us about two hours in mid-'afternoon to
ml_ - anhandle tobacco money, or Lo read such scraps of old newspa-
r&tt tO F:,e were able to pick up.””

crs—;; ‘ uality of the food served at shelters was uneven. Particularly in
the earqu}’t;afs of the Depression, it was common for food to be rotten or
bug-ridden, and to be generally unpalatable b.ecagse it had' all been care-
Jessly thrown together onto the plate, .resultmg in an unintended stew.
On paper, the menu could look appealing, featuring fish, po'tatoes, beef,
mutton stew, biscuits, vegetables, fruit, and coffee. In practice, though,
it tended to be bland at best, as a reporter described his supper of cold
beets, a tin soup bowl of beef stew, a tin mug of weak coffee, and unbut-
ered bread. Under tremendous pressure from social workers, activists,
and the shelter men themselves, meal service was improved in 1934, most
signiﬁcantly by the addition of lunch, but also by providing a more var-
ied menu and the possibility to have almost as much coffee and bread as
one wanted. Nevertheless, the essence of the whole depressing meal-time
experience remained: a man had no choice in what to eat; he was even
assigned to a particular seat (a spot on one of the long backless benches
in the dining room), likely next to people whose table manners he found
revolting; he simply shoveled in the food quickly and without conversa-
tion, mindful of the men still waiting outside; and, of course, to eat he first
had to shamble along in a serpentine line for at least thirty minutes or up
to two-and-a-half hours, three times a day.”

. All things considered, the central fact of shelter life was regimenta-
tion. One author summed it up well: “When the man enters the shelter
he learns the meaning of the word ‘line! He is a ‘linesman’; he lines up
to see the caseworker; he lines up for his meals; he lines up to fumigate
levery two weeks] and then to bathe; he lines up to wash, to shave, to
‘;Zeu::zittﬁilet, and'to go to bed ‘I spend, said one man, ‘half my waking
Sﬂmeone”?f‘\s/t;;d?ng and waitmg f()r‘ something 01‘f sitting and waiting for
e g'et A y In ljlell”dont they line t'xs up against the wall and shoot
Pfﬂsehtto inﬁ:’: with,” grumbled one inmate. Watchmen were always

viinil i idate ?nd challenge the men, especially drunks, .who were
0543 o :\I:—-\‘mth clubs, sz?wed-'off l‘)aseba]l bats, or lead pipes—and
0 L H:n in th? cold night air. Signs postc?d on the walls warned,

re--This Means You,” “Keep Quiet and Listen,” “Don't

b

it on % ¢ o \
thg Floor” and “Keep Out]” this last with an illustration of a fist
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S and unfeeling, were saturated wi},
striking a nose. The very AL j;i{bii?}?ersonal aﬁlhority. of hours ang
the atmosphere of bufeaucra'cy " «lines eight blocks long to get food”—
hours spent every day in the lines— H1c- gt' e day in and day out, “[,
monotony and gloom and the same o rou.‘lf}” 4 arl;ed a repo t. L
place has approximately the same effect as a jail, remf we ‘}. | rter, “Jt
is the individual against the world. The m'OHOtOUY of the S?mt old ffles.
ideas, arguments, line, nothing to do but sit, finally gets under the Skln-‘ -4

An observer of shelter life might have concludex.:l that the Wh()lt' point
of the program was to infantilize the men, to deprive them of initiative,
autonomy, and individuality. A total bureaucracy regulated. every aspect
of their lives, except in the hours every day that they spent in the streets,
There was no need and no place for independent thinking. To make sure
that inmates did not have to use their mind even to remember procedures
and duties, bulletins with instructions were posted all over the building,
The structural ideal was a kind of totalitarianism, power’s penetration of
every recess of the mind to break down the personality and reduce it to
the lowest common denominator, the apathetic former job-seeker, the
inarticulate bum, the broken old man—to atomize, to isolate and make
anonymous, to fill with resentment and consciousness of inferiority. In
some cases, “spies” even circulated among the inmates to learn of opin-
ions and happenings, a fact that only heightened the atmosphere of dis-
trust and suspicion. The rule of impersonality so shaped the men’s minds
that they seldom cared to learn each other’s names, seldom inquired of
Rast lives or personal business. Many preferred not to talk at all but to
S alo:‘?’ as they worried there was no escape from the “hopeless mael-
:}t:::; nl-nf;(())t:)};ll;}:] ::;fziil}i then.lselves being pushed. Pe.rhaps ironically,
the stektv4iidlios ., e white-collar workers, the skilled tradesr;)lent,
the fatitre thii B habitu;g-—were frequ?ntly more des.pon.dent a'ou”

obohemians. “Not one man in ninety-nine,

sed forty years and has lived in these flop-
i meback” There were no jobs to be had, and
: T6, the men’s shabby clothi ir air of resigna-
Hani. ! Y clothing and their air of resig

on—afer years of fruitless job searching and months of iving in a shel

ter—told agai X e
« a.gamSt them. Their fate, it seemed. was to become “shelterized,
to internalize the bureaucracy 3 y

Even w : : .
hoped woulc(;;]:nrdleﬁ which social workers and some administrator
pPower and help rehabilitate clients, often did not have the

houses will ever make a ¢co
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desircd effect. Beginning in ]une.1932, it took the.form of projects for the
Cook County Department of Highways, theAChlcago Bureau of Streets,
,ﬁaintcnance work done in the shelters, and, in tbe case of some (though
not all) white-collar clients, clerical and professional work for the Chi-
cago public Library and the Board of Education. All men except the dis-
abled and those who served on the shelter staff were required to work one
fve-hour day for each thirteen days of meals and lodging or, if the client
needed meals only and not lodging, nineteen days of meals. Technically
their five hours of labor got them $3.25 in credit for shelter relief plus 25
cents in cash, but since they had already been receiving shelter relief for
(ree in the preceding years, it seemed to many that they were really being
paid only five cents an hour. They considered themselves slave laborers.
“[This is] worse than slavery,” an African American man complained to a
labor reporter. “The officials order us around like prisoners. Slaves were
worth money. The owners wanted them to live so they could work. Here
they don't care if you're sick or if you die” Nor did it help that the char-
acter of the work was not exactly edifying: even many white-collar men,
not to mention the others, had to do such artificial “made-work drudg-
ery” (as they disgustedly called it) as cleaning spittoons, sweeping floors,
shoveling snow, and cleaning trash-filled alleys. This work-relief program
continued until the summer of 1935.”

It is true that some men appreciated the opportunity to feel at least
moderately useful. And of course they all did appreciate the 25 cents
(however niggardly it was), with which they could buy a razor, tobacco,
soap, a lunch, or, in some cases, alcohol and sex with a prostitute. In an
environment as degraded as the one described here, the little pleasures
that could be bought with 25 cents would assume outsized importance, as
precious links to the world of the living,

The Shelter Men

. While the shelters tended to function, in effect, as devices of dehumaniza-
tion, the unfortunate men who found it necessary to live in them did not
:};:llzl ceas.e to be men. Implicitly, and often explicitly, their humanity
°d against the kind of treatment they received. At times they even
gra;gi:n‘:ed to change practices, with some success; and their experiences
ootes ca.(l)sz of tl‘1em a definitely left-of-center—and far from apathetic—
l consciousness. They did not become only an undifferentiated
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but remained individy.-
L uently thought of, P
madafcatl SRV CEL e yd futures, and personalities.

i istincti ts an
h their own distinctive pas :
first of all, what were their pasts? who were these men? By 1935

tionalities and cultural groups repre-

sented in the shelters; 60 percent of the people were American, after which

the most common group, constituting 7 percent Of the men, V\l/aS. Polish.
(A study three years Jater indicated _that the 1mm1gran-t pO[?u ation had
risen to 50 percent.) Of all the continental European immigrants, who

he total, the central European peasant was most

ere about 30 percent of t
were about 30 p ole, half of the shelter men had already

highly represented. On the wh : : : ;
been eccustomed to the Hobohemian culture, being either “bums” (habit-

ual drunks, beggars, etc.), migratory laborers, or casual laborers rooted in
Chicago, nearly all of whom had lived in flophouses and lodging houses
in the main stem of Hobohemia. For the other half, including the steadier
tvpe of unskilled worker, it was more or less traumatizing to find them-
selves suddenly living with bums or—if he was an American—“damn
foreigners.” The African Americans who entered shelters had almost as
diverse an occupational background as the whites, but in the aggregate
there were nonetheless clear differences: far more black men had been
engaged throughout life in odd jobs, and far fewer in skilled occupations;
they were on average ten years younger than the whites (most of whom
were middle-aged or older); and they had been more prone to alcohol-
ism and gambling, although these habits were quite common among the
whites as well. Interestingly, once they had begun shelter life, black men
continued to spend time with their non-shelter friends much more often
than either the American or the foreign-born whites did.*

The Hobohemians’ background was of raw living in the kaleido-
scopic neighborhoods of West Madison, North Clark, and South Stat¢
streets. All ages, nationalities, and occupations, including some skilled
and white-collar workers, were seen here—indeed, were seen even just
on West Madison Street, which had a magnetic energy that both repelled

als wit
So,
there were over fifty different na

- and attracted. Its habitués were apt to swear, “I'm going to get off this god-

g?mn street soon”—away from the petty racketeers, the drug peddlers,
ff;iru_nks and their predators the jack-rollers (whose pastime consiste
O beating up drunks and stealing from them whatever was worth steal”

Ing), the. prqfessional beggars and stick-up men—and they might eveP
Succeed in getting away for a couple of weeks, but always the

y returned-
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_ : SL.u'.rcproach. «r'll be damned ‘it' [ can s}ay away—what it is, 1
with U » part of it was the inexpensiveness of the area, where meals
don' e i t:n‘ 15 or 20 cents. More important, though, was the com-
could ¢ op (t coruld be found in the hotels and lodging houses, and the
aurants. “Who the hell wants to stay out in a fur-

if?” remarked one man in protest against the idea

~.1ninn.~ahip tha
hash houses and rest

pished room by himse - ik
: cet. “Td die of lonesomeness.

of leaving the st , . . : _
Contrary to the received wisdom, the people whoﬂhved on such 5tr?ets
likely to prize their independence, thinking of themselves, in fact,
45 much more free and independent than their soci:ally esteemed bet-
(ers in the middle class, who were tied down by marriage and the whole
mundane existence of the mainstream. Often traveling all over the coun-
sy, working as harvest hands, railroad laborers, lumberjacks, truckers,
waiters in cheap restaurants, stevedores, or just panhandling and doing
odd jobs whenever they could get them, the young and middle-aged men
were wont to have a sort of defiant pride, a don’t-give-a-damn attitude
(tinged with a certain sensitivity) about how the outside world viewed
them. Conscious that they were seen as low-lifes, they regularly insisted
o themselves and others, “I ain’t a damned bum!” This stubborn pride
and love of freedom manifested itself in Hobohemians' sometimes being
even more intolerant of the regimentation and dependence of shelter life
than non-Hobohemians: whenever they could, they left the shelters for
flophouses or lodging houses, where they didn’t have to wake up, go to
bed, and eat at prescribed times, or stand in long lines most of the day.
This was especially true of “professional beggars” (technically a different
category than bums)—who, incidentally, worked as hard at their jobs as

many a skilled or white-collar worker.”
man;ia:i:]g. thd hless. exposure to mainstream indoctrination than
independem.o 0 deI:inans, the§e | pt?ople rcen('ied, a.rgua.bl.yi to be m'nrc
e ey mig:;? el and realistic in their r\nev?/s ab_out life and society
fﬂatively o an.e iiass counterp‘arts werg. Their a.tt.ltudes had eme.rged
through the geaica Y fr-om their m.at'enal condltmn?‘, an'd persisted
the edge of ‘Zams ?per.llt. in s}}elters. leTng harf:l, precarious lives ever on
chean, expert in,thaml iar with the policeman’s gl'are and even his trun-
Personal leve] hobe Ways (;,f f:laszs stru.ggle—'survwal-:—on a v1sce-ral and
tion of 5 gran; e o their km.bunlt thelr‘worldwew on the founda-
| ynicism. Everything was a “racket”—religion, politics,

were
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o, Missions, for instance, were not at ]|

popular for their treatment of their homeless beneﬁciarie.s as a captive
sudience that had to endure hours of sermons and prayers in order to get
mediocre food. “Something that should be put out of business,” grumbled
one shelter inmate, a middle-aged American who had been a migratory
steam shovel operator, “is all missions and churches. What the hell good
are they anyway? They don’t produce nothing. They are just like banks,
They're parasites.” The fact that, according to one study, about 40 percent
of men in shelters seldom or never attended church because of disbelief
or indifference to religion (as opposed to the 40 percent who had other
reasons for not attending, such as poor clothing and lack of money) sug-
gests just how anti-religious Hobohemia was; for the skilled and unskilled
workers with steadier jobs more regularly attended church, at least when
they had jobs.”

Politics may have been even more an object of derision than religion.

In the political sphere, the deeply materialistic and realistic worldview
et et
involved with politics at all. In the rare ca,ses wheilyf:}llzlsbem mc:znosz)tge(:,t lfrcl)é
e e e
matter?” one protested. “You'll 0?11“'1 Fay e tbe m.ost, for what does it
you coming and going. The poor m};ﬁedg flr}:rll:mg e oy T}f"?’ s
try; the cards are stacked against hi e By ARSI
dollar for his vote” Such af tti dlm%. e H? might as Well take .the half
struggles, may seem cynical : ltE- 9 .orged s Cmabl.e o da}ly i
will be understood as perfect(l) £ ].ectlonable from one point of Wpew b
The oth e s rational from the perspective of real life.

er political attitude, the left-wing radicalism, had been most

pronounced in the heyday of Hobohemia bef: X a‘ ' h
IWW was at its height. A den d B A 49208, when.t .
nationwide, nourished i)Y radics‘i end vital counterculture had thrivl
News, Solidarity, Liberator, Voice?l ECZ"’SP'&PEIS (In.ciu:s O HOhO
tory workers were smitt«;n withOf ak A
Engels, Lewis Morgan, Paul Laf. un Londfm but‘also read Marx and
and the like), songs by Joe H‘ﬁrgue’ Antonio Labriola, Gustavus Myers:
o that glorified manly indepe dl S Other' Wobblies, an entire folk.JOFt’
as far-left unions, radical gof;kence AR imliu?tmnf

' : : stores, Bughouse Square and its duplicates

business, relief administratio
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os Angeles and elsewhere, and clubs like the famous Dill
11 Club in Chicago (where hoboes, artists, intellectuals, and radicals
et srovenance could meet). All this declined in the 1920s, under
i ait of wartime and postwar repression and the increasingly set-
s m;]P acter of communities. Nevertheless, Hobohemia was far from
{-la'iq:e;rbv the 19308, and neither was its left-wing, even anarchist, ethos.
zr;:ml workers with the attitudes of Carl Kolins, thf? steam shovel oper-
stor quoted above, Were still very easy to find, even in the public shelters
d so as to beat the spirit out of a man:*

i Seattle and L

of every

that functione

~_ Another thing I don’t like about the [Chicago] Tribune is that they’re
always rapping Roosevelt. To read the Tribune you would think com-
munism was a kind of deadly poisoning. Well, it is to those big fat graft-
ers. They've got all the money they want—that’s why they don’t want
communism or a liberal government. They want to keep us on the
bum. . . . [ The radio priest Father Coughlin] is pretty good as far as he
goes but, of course, he don’t want communism, though he is preaching
the same thing except that he wants to keep the churches in. Naturally,
he would, otherwise that would spoil his racket. . . .*”

Doubtless the Communist organizers who tried to reach men in shelters
and flophouses, and the Party newspapers the Daily Worker and the Hun-
ger Fighter, had something to do with such opinions. And it’s true that
many other Hobohemians were far from identifying as radicals, whom
they called “wobblies,” “dirties,” and “chiselers”” The point is that the ideo-
logical background of this swath of shelter inmates was broadly left-wing,
far more leftist, more laborite, than the Democratic Party under Roos-
eyelt. Even the men who were scornful of radicals tended to share their
Views about how American society operated and how it ought to operate.
g;g:rsssﬂndably disillusi-oned with the political and economic system,
aﬁonbys;PlfOfesﬁd pat.notf afld non-radicals would express their alien-
i 3;‘"8}:1 ings .llke,. Give tlle countr_y back to tl:e I.ndlans, aljld b}/
aPPfObatiintﬁ[ e_ft-wmg ideas as pI:OdLICthI‘l for use with enthusiastic
I will return to this point momentarily.
The non-Hobohemian portion of the shelter population was just as

eterg p :
; geneous as the Hobohemian portion, but its members had tended

0 have
iscussi:{1 e stable work and be less mobile than the men we've been
b g Stxll, one cannot draw a firm line between the two categories,
Mmany respects they overlapped. Often the non-Hobohemians’
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marital problems such as divorce, sep-
h might result in excessive drinking
k. Physical disabilities o,

path to the shelter had begun-with !
aration, or the death of a wife, Wth. $
d the loss of incenn;e: EZS\:SO“
iniuries were the decisive factor in othe .

*“.'Ug(e; ::1:186 tpeople, the decision to. apply. tOf S’}lldter:h\’e\’;-‘icf;::l]ulelztlﬁ a;c;o-
nizing, signifying as it supposedly did thEI.I' ailure, : p elg efeat
and social death. Shelter men were certal,nly more pro?e 19 self-blame
than the rest of the unemployed. “If I hadn't bee.n such a fool in th'e past”
2 common sentiment went, “I would have hada ]o‘b at the presen't time, or
at least I would have had some money saved up.” “If I had let firmk alone
I would have been all right” As one of the .dov’vn-and-out, it was hard
not to at least partly absorb the dominant society's contemptuous attitude

or depression an

towards the down-and-out.* : e
And vet, again, the self-blame was frequently united with disgust for

authority and a blaming of one’s problems on the fact that everything was
a racket. (This was an idea that Communist organizers and newspapers
spread, e.g., by arguing that the relief administration was graft-ridden.)*
One man, for instance, prefaced an expression of self-contempt with a
spirited critique of the relief administration:

As far as the shelter is concerned, it ain’t so bad—but the management.
They're all a bunch of damn rats, all of them without exception. If you
understand the relief system it’s all based on graft, and all these case
workers around here give a damn about is to draw their salary and
make it as tough as possible for us, and the more they can squeeze out of
us and the less they can give us, that's just that much more for their own
po'ckets. If you understand that principle you understand the whole
rc?hef system. The food is terrible. You have got to line up like a bunch of
pigs and wait for hours at a time to get a dish full of that slop they throw
at you—self-respecting hogs wouldn't eat it. Though, of course, it's good
enough for us stiffs. Who are we anyway? We are nothing."

| 'I;us i stated by a man familiar with Hobohemia, but it was an attitude
:e;t'g:j;;kg spread to non-Hobohemians after they had entered the shel-
g :::er respect for zfuthoritquualiﬁed and partial as it always
xploited i “): t]rz a;.ubverswe consciousness of being 0ppresseq aﬂ‘i_
2 Sociil ordles tl:)-:t relief), and. a belief in the fundamental irratim.laht)’ ¢
suits, A "’foul_d df*Prlve $0 many healthy men of productive puf
* type of radicalization—often a cynical and resigned, i.e. realistic

52



A ey i g

R R P [

S e ans L

Wright, “Shelter Men"

d to take place, even without sustained expo-
Communist organizers and publications. If a man felt that he had

m, he generally blamed it on the shelters, not himself. “The
f me” was a common refrain. It became

and rational, type—ten de

sure to
hecome a bu
shelters made a lousy bum out o '
. ral idea that the profit system had to be changed so as to provide

work and security for the laboring class; men wh(? me‘lde radica.l state-
ments were widely applauded, although only a r‘mfmrlty subscribed to
Communism. (Most took the sensible view that this ideology was unreal-
«tic and its adherents deceived about political possibilities in the United
states.) Even those who had once been religious adopted the Hobohemian
attitude: “the general consensus [in the shelters],” writes one investigator,
«is that all religion is to be classed along with charity organizations as a
racket.” In fact, some researchers who lived in the shelters as clients were
themselves susceptible to the left-wing collective consciousness: “All one
hears around this place is a constant discussion of government, the relief
racket, and economic conditions until it naturally gets on ones nerves
and soon gets him down until he just sits back and waits for something
to happen.”*

And things did happen. In the early years of the Depression, when
the Communist Party was most active in organizing the unemployed,
well-attended meetings were held at many shelters. For a long time the
auditorium in the Newberry Shelter was the scene of almost nightly meet-
ings of an Unemployed Council committee, which functioned in part as
agrievance committee that intervened with management on behalf of the
fnn},ates. According to a researcher, the Communists had a “large follow-
ing” among the men and “exercised a potent influence over them.” Part
of the attraction of the meetings was simply that they provided entertain-
?::;S?iZPFOHPHitieS f(?r ‘self-expression, as well as for solidarity and
Sllbstangaﬂe onging. Iliut it 1§ clear that a large 1.1umber of the attendees
ER y :greec.l with the 1deas, on offer—th-e n.nportance of class con-
Capitalis.m’ Y dghtmg for \.vorkers rlghtsT of bunildmg a moverfle.znt agamst
shelters “A:?h more spe'aﬁcally of ﬁght'mg to improve conditions 1n“the
o :son e conclusion 'of the meetings,” the researcher noted, “the

ongs are sung— Solidarity, ‘We’ll Hang Hoover to a Sour Apple

Tr . ¢
¢¢ and the ‘Marseillaise] Misguided as it perhaps all is, it is rather a

a gene

Stirrine « -
: g sight to see men and boys stand erect at the end of the meetings

and sin ;
g these songs with great emotional feeling”*®
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Nor was it only a matter of meeting and singing.. Shelter -inmates
organized to change administrative practices, and some'n.n.les ?helr efforts
met with success. One of the few records of such activities ny the Hyp.
ger Fighter, which periodically published short notices on “flophoyge
victories. In December 1931, for example, the paper regortcd that 204
men and boys at one shelter were granted some co?cess:ons when th
overturned the tables in the cafeteria and threw the “slop” onto the floor,
shouting that they wouldn't starve to death quietly. At other shelters ther,
were reports of grievance committees being formed to present demangs
to the administration: three meals served every day; a more appetizing
menu; the provision of chewing and smoking tobacco twice a week for
all men; and 18 inches of space between beds. A couple months later the
paper advertised a few small victories, as when the Salvation Army was

forced to fire a chef and serve better food, and when at another shelter the
chairman of the “flophouse committee” (part of the Unemployed Coun-
cil) showed the superintendent that there were bugs in the food, which
convinced him to order healthier meat. In early 1932 a dramatic incident
took place: several patrol wagons of police with tear gas and guns forced
500 men out of a shelter run by the Chicago Christian Industrial League
after they had voted 493 to 7 against religious services, which they were
being forced 1o listen to every night. And so it went at shelter after shelter,
i these years—especially 1930-33—of radical ferment among the unem-
ployed. The Hunger Fighter and the activities of Communists were well
~ known to, and well feared by, relief administrators, as shown, for instance,
by the time when an inmate’s clothing was destroyed by sulphur fumi-
M and he demanded new clothes, to no effect. “Okay,” he told the
superintendent, “I'!l tel] the reporter for the Hunger Fighter about this”
;’:;- no, nf:: ;lhat!" the superintendent replied, and found a sweater, shirt,
ind coat for him ©

In May 1932 there was a particularly notable victory: after a shelter
on Morgan Street was closed, the 400 homeless people who had lost a

Ph“' !o live sent delcgmions to the Central Clearing House for Men. ;Ihc
‘dmmmrators there realized that the men would not be “bulldozed” 50
‘:::':.Y‘ftoqumc the Hunger Fighter) and quickly offered to take them all

i m?.high. paint of Communist influence in the shelters was probably
i e S, h ﬂCCOrding to a former Communist, “it was very
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o organize a demonstration because all you had to do was send word
easy m}?tif flophouses that something is taking place and inside of a half
throllgou had ten thousand people out in the streets” This was surely
hourZ geration, but it’s a telling statement anyway. Almost two thou-
".m gxhimeless people held memberships in shelter committees at this
:ﬁ:ﬂe, and many more attended the meetings. In general, working-class
neighborhOOdS of Chicago in. these .mon.tl?s and years burst with class
consciousness of both explicit and implicit types, which easily spread
1o—indeed, partly originated in—the Hobohemian districts and even
many formerly middle-class people who now lived in them. Few shelter
men were committed to a Marxist ideology, but the majority were deeply
aware of an antagonism of interests between authorities—economic,
political, administrative—and the working or unemployed poor. Their
own experiences had taught them this antagonism; Communist agitation
only drove the point home, heightened their awareness, and encouraged
them to act on it."

The whole question of class consciousness that comes up in historical
scholarship—How class-conscious were the workers?, “Why weren't they
more conscious?’ —has, perhaps, a rather straightforward answer. While
few were educated in the niceties of Marxian theory, the working-class
unemployed of Chicago, and the homeless, tended to be quite conscious
of class, and even, on some level, of the importance of solidarity in order
to achieve gains. A researcher of Chicago’s shelters in 1935 observed that,
“If one goes into the assembly room on an afternoon or evening, he will
hear men giving the capitalistic system hell in a big way. A dozen cure-alls
are suggested as immediate remedies for the depression—communism,
socialism, take the profits out of business, immediate payment of the sol-
diers' bonus, old-age pensions, unemployment insurance, government
work projects, and the like” All such ideas were in the air at the time,
a‘fd People were well aware of them and their premise, class conflict. One
did not have to have incredible insight or belong to some revolutionary
Vmguard in order to understand, in a broad way, one’s class interests and

¢ Imperative to stand up and fight against the “boss class” Franklin
29sevelt’s denunciation of “economic royalists,” after all, was not exactly
N unpopular stance, in light of his crushing victory over Alf Landon in

€1 ; : : .
3 936 presidential election. If most shelter inmates did not engage in

ontj . ® : ; ; :
, Inual struggles to influence relief policy or to defend the rights of
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- -ALLS vy misunderstood the
the poor, it was not neccssanl-y bet‘1u5i}:hcﬂaY i':;list deologies, mf :;'if‘
interests or had been indoctrinated wi P R o e -
PR use the task of organizing large number,

incurably apathetic; it was because e that s}

o ok e SR T 'ring energy and stamina a4t One no Onger
of people e ke & “qu.l ublic shelter. Furthermore, these pegple
PORIRELES. AEIX Rt S.pem intadpin concrete improvements in their hvm,,
g3 o e distant future. Thus, to the exten
than an abstract ideology aimed at a dis e |
that mass demonstrations and ﬂOPhUUS.e committee m““”?f‘h did not
substantially improve conditions, men drifted away from’thcr‘n, .

But adherence to left-wing ideas and' par11c1pat;<.mr in direct action
were not the only ways of asserting oneselfina der.noralw,n?g environment
In fact. the restlessness and protests of shelter mmz_xtc.s in late 1931 and
early 1932 led to an important new program‘that an.1cl|0ratcd the b()l’(‘dr)’m
and'unhappiness of the homeless: authorities decided to create aASpcua]
Activities Division that could provide the men with some recreation and
education, thereby, supposedly, rectifying the conditions that caused them
to be “the ready prey of the agitator;” as an administrator said. (In this
respect, the shelter men themselves were probably unaware of how suc
cessful their protests had been.) Beginning in early 1932, the new depart-
ment expanded during the next few years to the point that, by 1934, it con-
ducted “motion picture shows, stereopticon lectures, vaudeville shows,
boxing and wrestling exhibitions, orchestral entertainment, community
songs, educational classes, handicraft activities, athletic competitions,
games of various descriptions, libraries, and debates.” It operated in each
shelter, and not only as entertainment: the homeless themselves staffed
the programs—not least because it was discovered that among them were
musicians, song-and-dance men, and specialty performers. In fact, 1
April 1932 these men expanded their performances beyond the shcit’(.'f-‘n
putting on a two-week-running minstrel show for the public called “The
Breadline Frolics” Sponsored by eighty civic and social clubs, the show
was enormously popular, being covered by newspapers from the New Yor k
Times to the Los Angeles Times. Aside from the thousands of dollars '
raised for the homeless, its most significant function may have been l‘;
apprise the public of the very real talent and intelligence that, becaus¢ ©
the economy’s utter dysfunction, were consigned to shelters.” ]

The relatively active recreations, especially sports, were most popY ;
with the younger men. During the winter it was basketball and boxing

ar
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in two of the shelters “a number of boxing

, pong): for example,
B e of the congcsted and ill-

J music and novelty acts staged in on :
1d shake the rafters and induce long rounds of
door sports: four shelters

(and piD

ht\ll“ an
centilated basements woul
lause.” In the summer it was out

(Newberry had eight of them) and all had at least one
shoe courts were maintained; and handball

:.punluncous app
had baseball teams
softball tean; twenty horse- f
und volleyball games WETe popular at a number of shelters.”

It was also the younger men who were most interested in discus-
roups and classes, especially the vocational ones—typewriting,

sion §
shorthand, bookkeeping, €tc. All categories of inmates, however, made

frequent use of the shelter libraries (sometimes even the city libraries),
despite the dim lighting and poor conditions. Thousands of books and
magazines were donated every month to the Clearing House, which cir-
culated them among the shelters. Newspapers and pulp magazines were
by far the most popular, but technical and scientific literature was not
ignored. A sympathetic researcher, impressed by the popularity of read-
ing, pithily cummarized its appeal to the homeless: “Reading provides an
escape from the sordid and depressing situation of the shelters into the
world of imagination. A story enables a man to identify himself with the
successful hero of the tale, and serious study enables him to live in the
future possibility of a higher and better status” It should be recalled that
workers, even the homeless, in the United States had always been avid
readers. As the Chicago sociologist Nels Anderson stated in 1923, “The
homeless man is an extensive reader. This is especially true of the tran-
sients, the tramp, and the hobo. The tramp employs his leisure to read
everything that comes his way. If he is walking along the railroad track,
he picks up the papers that are thrown from the trains; he reads the cast-
off magazines. If he is in the city, he hunts out some quiet corner where
he may read.” Such traditions continued in the shelters, including among
immigrants, who liked to read papers in their native language.”

A common practice was for men to leave the shelters early in the
morning, say at 6:00 a.m., and walk to the nearest “L”” station to get the
morning newsPaper..So many had the same idea that they had to stand in
line at t_he station exit, where departing pas.sengers, who had saved their
paper for the unemployed men at these exits, would hand it over. S
of the men collected many papers this way, whereupon the N .
the shelter and sold each for a penny; b 3 ¥ iy, retu_med to

, penny; but most simply took one for their
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a0t el 8 >ction to thej
own use, to pass the time and to maintain some conne 0 their olg

life.™ ' 1A
On the whole, even after the creation of the bpeual A.Ltf\'ltle-b Depart.
on remained extra-institutional gpg

ment, the principal forms of recreati :
to escape from collectiye

anti-institutional, the activities most conducive : -
anhedonia: drinking, gambling, and visiting PYOSUUUCS- In a Viciously
class-structured world. these were what was left thos? on the wrong side
of the divide. Considered vices by middle-class society, ,thexr popular-
ity among shelter inmates was emblematic of th§'5f3_ mens exureme dis-
integration from dominant ideologies and ways ok h_te' bourgeois propri-
eties. They chose their own path, adapting and resisting a.t the same time,
Gamiﬂing. for example, was far more .than- an act of desperation or
despair: rather, it was a positive source of exc1temenF, hope, and intel-
lectual stimulation, as well as an implicit rebellion against the deadening
influence of the shelter bureaucracy. Having been exiled from social, polit-
ical, and cultural life, and being compelled to endure the institutionalized
suppression of their personalities every day, shelter inmates enthusias-
tically embraced gambling as one of the remaining means of expressing
themselves and resisting the complete extinction of their identity. “The
gambling habit has been accentuated since shelter entrance,” a researcher
writes in 1935. “The men are necessarily limited to small stakes, but they
express as much enthusiasm and use as much energy in their gambling
as do the patrons of expensive gambling houses.” Card playing and, espe-
cially, betting on horse races were the most common activities, the latter
being done either among the men themselves—betting with razor blades,
cigarettes, and other small items—or at cheap gambling places on West
Madison Street. To quote an investigator,

The men consume much time and energy in doping the races. They
pour [sic] over racing literature and racing results in the newspapers
and talk for hours on the relative merits of the various horses, the abil-
ity of certain jockeys, the condition of the track, the crookedness of the
stables and jockeys, and the odds on the horses. On the basis of their
reading, conversation, and knowledge of the races, even though they
may have little or no money to bet, they have a great time doping out

how one should place his bets.®
Clearly this supposedly vicious, and illegal, activity was not engaged I”
solely for acquisitive purposes (as rational as those were), but also 1"
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reative PUrpOSes. Elaborate ..sy.slcrmf.s were devised i"ur ;)l‘ficing the right
hets. For some men, gambling became an nhs”cs.smn. Such men eat
horses, sleep horses, and lalklh(.)rscs all d'tly- long™: in fact, the races gave
them a reason to live. What is just as striking as the intellectual energy
they, and others, devoted to gambling was the astonishing persistence of
hope among men who usually lost, the invincible conviction that sooner
or later they would have a string of successes and accumulate enough
money, perhaps, to leave the shelter. After years of unconsummated job
searches and the humiliations of shelter life, hope’s last refuge lay in gam-
bling. “If it wasn't for the fact that the pony players always hope and con-
stantly look for a future change in luck,” a shelter inmate observed, “many
of them would commit suicide.”

There were other comforts too, however—if one had a little money,
from work relief or begging or doing odd jobs. Visiting prostitutes was
one. Sex-starvation was a curse for many of the men, since in their state
they were hardly desirable to the kinds of women they had been accus-
tomed to seeing, “I tell you that I feel sick when I am away from women,”
one man said. “I am a married man, a father of children, and even the
sight of a woman is helpful to me” One solution, widely adopted, was
masturbation. Another was to engage in homosexual practices, though
probably less than 10 percent of the men turned to this form of relief.
Some were able to drain their dammed lust by going on long walks the
entire day, ten miles out and ten miles in, which so tired them that they
gave little thought to women. Others chose a more immediate type of
sublimation: watching women in parks and on beaches. Oak Street Beach
was a mecca for these men; they would spend much of the day there
sitting and dreaming and “wondering if the big blonde will come again
today” Young men even bought swimsuits and flirted with the girls, their
self-confidence intact despite shelter life.”

But of course the most satisfying relief was actual sex, usually with
prostitutes. It is impossible to know how many men, and with what fre-
quency, resorted to this expedient, but a study in 1935 of 400 randomly
selected men found that 40 percent made visits to prostitutes or other
women, the average frequency being about once in six weeks. At between
25 cents and a dollar or two, these were prostitutes of a low status, some-
times middle-aged—but “an old woman isn’t so bad after her nose is pow-
dered”—and not rarely willing to rob their clients of whatever they could,

i
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43 Tic rican women, w ,
even false teeth. Men also visited African Ame » who were

'y T -heaper. :
generally younger and cheay ‘ j ‘
s Of the three vices in which shelter men most often indulged, drink.

ing was the most widespread. Perh'dLP.S even more than gambling, drinj
. s was and is widely considered somehow pathet.
ing among th'e homeless V_"dab roving them to be worthless bums, sinc,
or repre‘};lefmtx]blnj :,-(;lroljtll:ipl;e‘upsing the money they get from begging ang
::ES:?ZUT\L:\ :) buy food or invest in their futgre. IfeOple rarely st.0p to
reflect that after years of discouragement z.md 'flhenatlon, One.may simply
want to feel good from time to time. Ordinarily, for those in tbe middle
class. drinking alcohol is nothing but a means to have fun; for shelter
inmates, however, it was more than that. Of course it can be thought of
as a form of escape, but a more interesting and fruitful way to concep-
tualize it is as a type of resistance or rebellion. One might recall in this
context Bruce Nelson's comment, in Workers on the Waterfront (1990),
about the “drunken sailor” stereotype: rather than being nothing but an
expression of a “childlike and irresponsible” nature, seamen’s tradition of
drinking was “an expression of powerlessness, a reflection of alienation
and rebellion, an act of camaraderie among men who lived beyond the
pale of bourgeois civility””* Again, we must remember that the cyni-
cism and gloomy outlook of most shelter men was not merely a passive
reflection of conditions; it was based on a realistic and rational analysis
of objective possibilities. Collective resistance could lead to small victo-
ries, but it could not change the basic structure of shelter life, nor could it
give men jobs, the one thing most of them desperately wanted. So there
was little to be done, except . . . try to hold on to some remnant of hope,
adapt to reality while yet struggling to maintain one’s identity; and rebel
against dehumanization in imagination and conversation. Alcohol, like
gambling, facilitated these things.

Confidence, courage, and conviviality: three manifestations ©

f ones
individuality, and three joys for which alcohol was a uniquely adept mid-

wife. “When I drink I got guts,” said one inmate. “When I'm not tanke

up I sit quiet and still, but when I'm drunk I can go up and bum an¥”
body, panhandle, or bum from store to store. I can go to a woma fight
or do anything” The sense of freedom, friendliness, and aninhibitedn®
tha.t comes with drinking would naturally be intoxicating, s0 10 SP""“kf tf}
an inmate of a semi-prison, While entering the shelter as a stranger 1 ,
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1nd, he soon learned that “a group of jolly companions could be
4 around 2 bottle” Few men drank alone, preferring to share their
) Jith friends or anyone nearby. Sometimes several would contrib-
B nal fund with which to “enjoy a real spree” together. They
ute to a commul g ;
could go to the cheap tayerns tbat abounded in the n.elgl.lborhoods, or to
he “moonshine joints located in the basimen.ts”of dilapidated -old build-
ings, or they could buy the even cheape’r .derall that was S(?ld illegally—
denatured alcohol diluted with water. Sitting together, they jocularly told
(ll tales about past conquests of women, or complained about the relief
2dministration, or discussed possible solutions to the economic depres-
sion. And so they coped with the misfortunes that had befallen them.”
The most fruitful way to think about these people’s situation—Ilike
the situation, indeed, of any subaltern group in the modern world—is
to focus on the conflict between impersonal, fundamentally class-
determined institutions (which impose bureaucratic, authoritarian roles
on those who work in them) and the messy humanity, resistant and resil-
ient, of the people subjected to them. This dialectic of the anti-human
confronting the human called forth a variety of responses from the sub-
jugated homeless, not all of them pretty or admirable, but none of them
uninteresting. The whole project of herding together carpenters, mechan-
ics, shopkeepers, butchers, railroaders, clerks, farm hands, family men
and single men, young men and the elderly, and fifty different national-
ities can even be called a fascinating social experiment. Unsurprisingly,
in such conditions divisions between the men were the norm, not the
€xception. White Americans, for example, were frequently (though far
from always) so prejudiced against the non-English-speaking foreigners
n their midst that their anti-black racism was all but forgotten in com-
Parison. “I don't talk to the Pollacks [i.e., foreigners],” said one American
M 1934. “If there is nine hundred men in here, eight hundred men are Pol-
lflcks. I getalong with them because I stay away from them.” “These damn
foreigners” complained another. “Why, they are so ignorant and crude.
€N you are sitting down, they will cough right in your face. ... Why
can't they teach these fellows a little manners and etiquette so that when
t%\ey cough, they will turn their face away and avoid all that” Such hos-
 tility, on the other hand, had a constructive effect: it tended to unify the
groups who were its targets, encouraging friendship and intimacy among
those with 5 similar cultural background.®

strange l
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In general, it seems that most shelt.er. men unfiezit::;e‘:;hs}:hilr rea|
enemies were: the politicians, the admmlstrat(;::x r;lled t}_le COO or de:d
it over them, the rich businessmen who thec)il e P UH;‘W‘ b
their own interests. But, physically Sepafafe hm iy ‘k‘-'s’ iving
in animal proximity to fellow unfortunates wdf)m ) dy efr hm?w nor
liked, they did as workers sO often .have 'and direc [; S(:;-]zle }? their sim.
mering resentment at alien groups in th61.r midst. . .usd-l t .e squalor of
their surroundings divert and pervert th'elr pORullSt 1.r1 ignation.

And yet in our own time of intensifying is.oc-na] strife we woulfj do wel]
to honor those who came before us, past victims of class conflict and 4
dvsfunctional economy. In their fortitude and perseverance there may be

lessons for us to heed.
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