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Staff Writer 

II e is a sandy-hailed fellow, 
slight of build and sees the 

world through watery blue eyes 
hat look as if they have cried 

ove the years. 
And mdeed they have. 
Vernon is a hobo, and on this 

cold November night he has 
come out of his ramshackle lean· 
to in the woods along the rail
road tracks west of Longview for 
a hot dinner and bunk at the 
Highway 80 Rescue Mission. 

"It's not like you might think," 
he says. "Sure, I've seen hard 
times, but not like some people. I 
don't feel sorry for myself." 

He has picked oranges in Flori
da, dipped his toes in the Gulf of 
Mexico, watched the desert moon 
rise over Albuquerque and felt 
the cool Pacific rain on hiS face 
in Oregon. 

Even though he is 52, he seems 
a picture of you th and inno
cence. 

Bur this all-American image he 
conjures up is only an image. The 
realities of his life weI en 't so 
Idyllic. 

Vernon, which IS not his real 
name, Vi a born poor m Houston, 
the on of a janitor. There was lit
tle motivation to excel in much 
of uIl}thing, so he never finished 
high school. Then he began hav
iIig psychological problems. They 
ure not easy for hi m t talk 
ubout, but he nonetheless ended 
up in a series of mental hospitals. 
This was in a day and age, in the 
'50s, when mental patients were 
given electrical shock treatments 

gc an w m mo , 
baby not on the register was 
taken on board in its mother's 
arms. The baby's nationality was 
not immediately available. 

"I feel so guilty. I have sent my 
best friend to his death," said Yu 
Wen-su, who learned of the crash 
in the airline's office in Taipei, 
Taiwan. Yu said he had instruct· 
ed Lin WU-hsuing, a technician, 
to go to Johanne burg to repair a 
machine his company had sold to 
a South African firm. 
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Real hobo chooses freedo'm of road 0
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''I'll tell you, that electricity 
really got your attention," he 
said ''They w uld put a rubber 
tube in your mouth - I think it 
conducted the current - and 
then give you a blast. You would 
!lop and jerk, and sometimes, 
well ... once I woke up after a 
shock treatment and I had an 
oxygen mask over my face and 
they were rushing me down the 
hallway on a stretcher. I think 
my heart had stopped." 

He was in and out of various 
hospitals, holding down menial 
jobs between visits. Then one day 
it Just kind of hit him. He looked 
at his life in Houston, added it up 
an d decided that the balance 
ClUne ou t short. He w asn 't 
married; he didn't have children 
a a mortgage Besides, America 

as out there waiting for him, 
just around the next bend of a 

those rules sometimes came hard to 6," he said with a sigh 
There is hunger, too,and fast. 

"Sure, I've been beat up a time the road, hunger that sOl 
or two. You might be walking goes on for so long that 
through a town and some people wiI} swear he'll go straig 
will just pull over and hit ou. Or next town he gets to 
you can get a beating in a hobo the life he's been leading 
camp in the woods. It's rough out T is has sort of hap 
there," he said. Vernon now. There's a 

"Let's face it: V ry few people' T xas where h has rna 
like or trust a hobo. And I c n't fri nds over the ears, a 
say as I blame them. E en with us he's found himself c 
hoboes. few of us trust each 
other. So you'r always careful 
who you run with. Most of us, we 
just keep to ourselves. 
"You give up a lot if you go the 
route I did. Like having a family. 
It makes you feel pretty bad. 
Then, sometime you'll be walk· 
ing through a neighborhood and 
you can just hear the door 
latches being set in place. What's 
that verse in the Bible, about 
looking at a man's heart instead 
of his outside? I know that's hard 
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railroad track. 
Vernon went down to the 

freight yard and caught the first 
train he could. either did he 
know nor care where it was 
headed. The important thing was 
that he was leaving town, start
ing fresh. 

There were cold days and hot 
one, hard times and easy living. 
Not knowing what he might find 
in every new town or state was 
half the excitement. 

"It is a good life in many re
spects because of what you can 
see," he said. "Now, if you like sit
ting with your family around the 
TV at night, or regular home-type 
activities - like church on Sun· 
days or Saturday-morning car
toons - don't be a hobo." 

Not that hoboing is milk and 
honey and trips to the Grand 
Canyon or Yellowstone Park for 
Vernon. There are the rules of 
the road to get familiar With. And 
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frj'oad over normal way of life
 
to 0," he said with a sigh. more and more trains over that sur made my back ache. I'll tell 

T ere is hunger, too, out on way. you, I'd really be in bad shape if 
the road, hunger that som times "They have a family with three it wasn't for the Lord. He's been 
goe~" on for so long that a man kids," he said. "I just really like with me since 1959." 
will- swear he'll go straight in the th m and they seem to like me. 1 Vernon brushes the shock of 
nex town he get to - give up do chor s around the house and hair back from his eye. 
the life he's been leading. they let me tay in a litHe place "Oh, sure, there' things I'd 

T is has sort of happened to they fixed up for me. You see, I'm change. 1 wish I'd finished high 
Vel' on now. There's a town in getting on in age now, slowing school. And all my life I've been 
Tex wh re he has made some down, and 1 can't ride the rails 
friend over the years, and lately 
he's found himself catching 

lik I u ed to. And sleeping on 
the ground all these years has 

fascinated by the weather. Now, 
to e a meteorologist  wouldn't 
that be the thing?" 
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