T ALES OF THE NoRrTHWOODS

Echoes From Rhinelander’s Past
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Chapter Five

Rhinelander’s Hobo Jungle

While there is no hobo jungle in Rhinelander today and, indeed,
very few across the country, hobo jungles were a common part of the
American landscape during the Great Depression. Rhinelander, like so
many other communities, was home to a hobo jungle during the 1920s
and 1930s.

Hobo jungles were makeshift camps made up of shanties and tents
that developed at nearly every major railroad junction in the country.
People, primarily men, who rode railroad boxcars exited trains in search
of a hobo jungle which was usually located near a stream so that
travelers could wash up and make coffee. The jungles thrived in number
primarily due to the Great Depression. In total, an estimated 4 million
Americans rode railroad boxcars during the Great Depression.!

At the height of the Great Depression, over 300,000 individuals
were riding these railroad boxcars, 250,000 of these being teenagers.
Some of the teenagers left home because they felt they were a burden to
their families; some fled homes shattered by unemployment and
poverty. Fewer left because it seemed a great adventure. Either with the
blessing of parents or as runaways, they left for the road and went in
search of a better life. Many of these teenagers had looked for work in
their hometown for two or three years. Unable to find stable work, they
decided to hit the rails.”

The hobo jungle in Rhinelander existed in a wooded area east and
north of the Rhinelander Paper Mill below the railroad trestle. The
location is east of the Wisconsin River and then north to Phillips Street
and south along the old Chicago and Northwestern Railroad tracks near
Courtney Street.?

Most hoboes riding the railroad boxcars and living in the jungles
primarily concerned themselves with finding their next meal. A
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common part of any hobo jungle during this time was the community
pot. The pot consisted of whatever food the hoboes could come up with.
Hoboes emptied their pockets in preparation for a stew cooked in the
pot. One might have an onion, another might have potatoes and an ear
of corn taken from a farmer’s field. Often times, a hobo would walk
into town and try to obtain work from a butcher or grocer in exchange
for flour, sugar, cabbage, coffee or whatever might be needed for the
pot. If he was lucky, he would find an hour or two’s work to earn some
food for the meal."

Rhinelander’s hobo jungle was no different. Stanley Miazga
remembers the hobo jungle consisting of makeshift huts or shelters. The
hoboes cooked soup in a gallon pail or other pots that were available.
The soup consisted of whatever was available, a soup bone or meat
donated by a friendly butcher and any assortment of vegetables the
hoboes came up with. There was usually a fire going in the Rhinelander
hobo jungle as well. Both Stanley Miazga and Eldore Huebner
remember frequent fires or bonfires emanating from the hobo jungle.
Huebner recalled a fire always brewing below the trestle when he
walked over the trestle in the 1920s. Miazga remembers that the hoboes
frequently had a bonfire to keep warm and likely also for boiling water
as well.

An interesting type of work that some Rhinelander hoboes found to
help sustain themselves was making baskets, flower boxes, and
children’s furniture. Lots of willow brush grew along the Wisconsin
River below the Phillip Street dam and some hoboes would weave
baskets from the flexible willow. Larger pieces of willow and birch
were used to make the flower boxes and children’s furniture. The
hoboes would then sell their handiwork to earn money for food and
other necessities.”

Another way hoboes across the country obtained food was to knock
on the doors of homes and ask for a handout. Hoboes asked for a
handout or a “lump” which was something typically received in a sack.
Sometimes they enjoyed a “knee-shaker,” eating a meal on a back
porch, and occasionally a “sit-down,” where they were invited inside
the homes for a sit-down meal.” Rhinelander was no different in this
regard. Ann Manning, Stanley Miazga, and Henry Miazga remember
hoboes knocking on their door at their childhood home on Pelican
Street. Their mother answered the door and prepared a nice, hot meal
for the hoboes to eat on the porch.7 According to Stanley, no one was
ever admitted into the house. After the meal ended, there was a thank
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you and the man walked out to the Pelican Street sidewalk and headed
down the street toward town.

Whether or not Rhinelander’s hoboes had a system for finding
homes where handouts were easily accessible is relatively unknown.
Stories exchanged in hobo jungles often enabled the men to develop
signs and symbols and establish a communication network that revealed
which homes would receive them. The symbols also warned of homes
they should stay away from. For example, a symbol resembling a plus
sign informed hoboes that a home was a good place for a handout. A #
symbol revealed that a police officer lived at the residence. Other
symbols revealed where religious people lived, or people who would
help them if they were sick. One symbol stood for a dishonest employer
whom hoboes shouldn’t work for. The location of these symbols varied.
The symbols often were scrawled or scribbled on fence posts. Other
symbols could be found scratched on train trestles. The symbols did not
have to be written. Unwritten symbols included a single rock, numerous
rocks, a single stick, and numerous sticks marking a home that
contained a kindhearted person who would give food. Additional
common symbols that were used at the time are printed below.”
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Stanley Miazga believes that the hoboes in Rhinelander had some
type of system or use of symbols as well, however unknown it was:
“How these people could walk up the street right up to our house is a
mystery to me...I still believe that our house had a marking known only
to the hoboes.”

The willingness to work in order to obtain their next meal was
indicative of the way most hoboes lived their lives. Most hoboes were
decent people trying to get by or trying to make some money for their
families back home. Many hoboes maintained a certain level of respect
and dignity. It was not uncommon for example for a community mirror
to exist in a jungle. It was often a small mirror perched in a tree. The
men used this mirror to shave. Despite the hoboes worthwhile goals of
looking for employment and their generally good behavior, many
southern towns in the United States drove young hoboes away without
food and others subjected them to frontier-style justice. As young as
sixteen, many were rounded up and sentenced to work on chain gangs
or labor on the “pea farms,” and other fields where corrupt law officials
supplied the local growers with cost-free workers.”

Fortunately, Rhinelander was not like this. Long-time Rhinclander
resident Eldore Huebner remembers growing up on Mason Street. He
lived right next door to then Rhinelander Chief of Police Maurice
Straub: “The Chief of Police left the hoboes alone. They didn’t hurt
anybody and we were unafraid of them. We considered them harmless.”

Rhinelander’s hobo jungle was also located near a popular
children’s hangout during the Great Depression, the “Hot Rocks.” To
understand the location of the “Hot Rocks,” one must first understand
the history of the physical area surrounding them. During the Great
Depression, most of the employees of the Rhinelander Paper Mill
walked to work. Many of those walking to work lived in an area known
as the North Side of Rhinelander. These employees usually walked to
the entrance of the Rhinelander Paper Mill located on Davenport Street
to begin work. The Soo Line railroad crossed the Wisconsin River just
south of the paper mill, but it was dangerous for the employees to walk
across the railroad because of the heavy railroad traffic. To alleviate this
problem, the paper mill built a wooden walk bridge across the
Wisconsin River below the dam. This was known as the little green
bridge. The bridge crossed the river to the land area between the main
part of the river and the excavated canal. From here, a 10-15 foot wide
walking bridge crossed the canal along the southeast wall of the paper
mill allowing employees to continue walking from the North Side to the
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paper mill entrance on Davenport Street.'”

The rocky area in the river north of the green bridge was known as
the “Hot Rocks.” Children from the near North and West Side parts of
town played on the “Hot Rocks” frequently. Children would jump the
rocks and play follow the leader. A deep pool existed in the “Hot
Rocks” where Henry Miazga remembers learning to swim. Other
children in these neighborhoods also learned to swim in this area near
the jungle throughout the Great Depression. The hoboes lived in the
jungle near the “Hot Rocks.” They were well behaved and did not cause
any trouble. Henry and Stanley Miazga each remember visiting the
hobo jungle as children. Both remarked that the hoboes were well
behaved and did not cause any trouble. According to Stanley, the
hoboes willingly shared food with one another and did the best they
could to sustain themselves. Henry remembered the hoboes with whom
he interacted with in the jungle as being friendly and full of stories,
many of which were tall tales. Some of the hoboes spoke only limited
English as other languages were their primary language. Henry recalls
speaking Polish with some of the hoboes for whom Polish was still their
primary language. He also recalled many of the hoboes using
nicknames in their travels instead of real names. This was a common
part of the hobo culture in America at that time. He remembers men
using the names Kaiser and Jingling Bullets in Rhinelander’s hobo
jungle.

The hobo jungle in Rhinelander eventually disappeared as did most
hobo jungles across the United States. The Civilian Conservation Corps
was developed in 1933 and lasted until 1942. This agency brought
together over 2,000,000 people to work on projects across the United
States. CCC members worked on numerous projects. The following is
just a sample of the lasting work performed by the CCC’s: building
bridges, planting trees, running phone lines, draining swamps,
restocking fish, building roads, trails, and fire lanes, creating state parks
and campgrounds, and protecting banks from erosion. The Civilian
Conservation Corps along with an improving economy and the advent
of America’s involvement in World War II took most men off of the
railroad cars and out of the hobo jungles and into stable government,
private, and military employment.''
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Rhinelander’s Hobo Jungle
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Davenport Street Bridge and Paper Mill, Rhinelander, Wis,

: Davenport St. Bridge and paper mill, ca. 1922. Rhinelander’s
Hobo Jungle was to the lower right of the postcard.

Courtesy of the Rhinelander Public Library

Rhinelander Police Chief
Maurice Straub. Straub
was Chief of Police during
most of the Great
Depression Years.
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Site of Rhinelander’s depression-era hobo jungle. March 2001.
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