Of Mice and Men - Black People in the Depression

Many black men joined the group of white unemployed men, travelling the country as migrant workers, or “hobos” as they were called, looking for work. Here’s how Louis Banks, one black hobo, describes his experiences:

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

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

…I was in chain gangs and been in jail all over the country. I was in a chain gang in Georgia. I had to pick cotton for four months, for just hoboin’ on a train. Just for vag*. They gave me thirty-five cents and a pair of overalls when I got out. Just took me off the train, the guard. 1930, during the Depression, in the summertime. Yes, sir, thirty-five cents, that’s what they gave me.
I knocked on people’s doors. They’d say, “What do you want? I’ll call the police.” And they’d put you in jail for vag. They’d make you milk cows, thirty or ninety days. Up in Wisconsin, they’d do the same thing. Alabama, they’d do the same thing. California, anywhere you’d go. Always in jail, and I never did nothin’.

A man had to be on the road. Had to leave his wife, had to leave his mother, leave his family just to try to get money to live on.

* vagrancy, i.e. being a tramp or vagabond
