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During the Great Depression, more than 250,000 children left their homes and hopped freight trains crisscrossing

the United States. They were looking for work and adventure; some wanted to leave their homes, and some had to.

They grew up in speeding boxcars, living in hobo jungles, begging on the streets, and running from the police and

club-wielding railroad guards.

The restless youth of these boxcar boys and girls, many who went from 'middle-class gentility to dirt poor'

overnight, is recaptured in Riding the Rails: Teenagers on the Move During the Great Depression.This unforgettable

narrative dispels the myths of a hobo existence and reveals the hard stories of a daring generation of American

teenagers - forgotten heroes - who survived some of the hardest times in our nation's history. Drawn from 3,000 oral

histories and illustrated with over fifty black and white photos from the National Archives and Library of Congress.
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"Go fend for yourself," Clarence Lee's father said. "I can't afford to have you around any longer." Like hundreds of

thousands of other young people across the country during the Great Depression, the 16-year-old left home, hopped

a freight train, and started riding the rails. An estimated 250,000 men and women--many of them in their teens--

turned to the trains as fast and free transportation. Some left out of desperation and went looking for work,

sometimes traveling hundreds of miles on the rumor of a job waiting farther down the line. Others left out of

boredom; still others with a romantic idea of life on the road. Many realized, too late, that they were leaving little for

nothing. Henry Ford, for one, thought the boxcar teens had it made: "Why it's the best education in the world for
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those boys, that traveling around! They get more experience in a few weeks than they would in years at school." As

one contemporary observer noted, however, after about six months on the road, "the boys and girls lost their fresh

outlook and eagerness. Trips across the continent were no longer educational, but were quests for bread."

Errol Lincoln Uys (pronounced "Ace") has collected thousands of letters written by boxcar boys and girls about their

experiences, and peppers his chapters on the various aspects of hobo life with lengthy quotations, allowing the riders

to speak for themselves. They talk about the danger--"You had to be careful not to stumble and fall under the wheels

when you climbed on the cars"--and the desperation--"We were always hungry. Wasn't just 'cause dinner was hours

late. It may have been a couple of days late. You were hungry, cold, miserable, with nobody to help you." They also

talk about the remarkable kindness of strangers who fed and clothed the riders. Whether you're a "gaycat" (novice

rider) or a "dingbat" (seasoned hobo), Riding the Rails is entertaining and inspiring, recapturing a time when the

country was "dying by inches." --Sunny Delaney
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They grew up in speeding boxcars, living in hobo jungles, begging on the streets, and running from the police and

club-wielding railroad guards.

The restless youth of these boxcar boys and girls, many who went from 'middle-class gentility to dirt poor'

overnight, is recaptured in Riding the Rails: Teenagers on the Move During the Great Depression.This unforgettable

narrative dispels the myths of a hobo existence and reveals the hard stories of a daring generation of American
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