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It was after a week's travel that Johnny rode up on a hobo camp.  The camp was set off the road in a grove of cottonwood trees alongside a small river and looked to be occupied by several young men and boys.  One of the young boys ran out towards Johnny when he saw him, calling for Johnny to come and join them.  Johnny was reluctant at first, but decided to ride nearer to see what was going on with the camp.  He approached carefully, keeping one hand on his hunting rifle, which hung from his saddle in its scabbard.  He'd been robbed before, and to him, some of these fellows looked a little unsavory, ragged, and unkempt.

“Come on, mister,” another of the boys in the camp called out to Johnny.  “Join us for some roasted turkey.”

Johnny could see the turkey roasting over their fire pit.  "Thanks," Johnny replied.  "I'm not hungry right now," he said, carefully looking everyone over.  He pulled Lucky, his horse, to a stop and asked the boy who ran up to him what his name was.

“Jasper.  That’s my name, mister.  What’s yers?”

“Johnny,” Johnny answered.  “Johnny James, ‘nd ya don’t need to call me mister, I’m not much older than you.”

"Ya, but you got a horse 'nd a gun 'nd a dog," Jasper answered.  He was skinny and freckled, with ragged clothes, and looked scrappy for his young age.  "You sure you don' want some turkey?  It's wild, but we're kind'a tired of 'em.  We catch 'em all the time."

Johnny was eyeing the other boys in the camp, trying to determine what their intent was.  They had no horses, so he knew he could outrun them if they were going to try to rob him.  He didn't see any guns, but he knew that meant nothing; they would more than likely be kept hidden if they had them.

“No thanks,” Johnny said again, his eyes still on the other boys in the camp.  “I just ate,” he said, reluctant to take food from someone he didn’t know.

“What did ya have to eat?” Jasper asked excitedly.  He looked to be about eight or nine and was eager to make a new friend.  “Somethin’ better’n wild turkey?”

"Venison jerky," Johnny answered truthfully.  It wasn’t as good as fresh roasted turkey would be, he knew, even if they were tired of it.  He was reluctant to join this group of young men and boys; however, he was unsure of who they were.

At that point in time, an older man stepped out of his shelter in the middle of the camp.  It was made of large tree branches and had the gaps between the branches filled with mud-like plaster.  "Come on, young fellow," he called to Johnny.  "You can join us.  We don't have much, but you're welcome to some wild turkey.  We get them around here whenever we want."

Johnny looked the old man over carefully.  He had long gray hair and a beard.  His clothes weren't as ragged as some of the younger boys', and his boots were in good condition, appearing to be almost new.  The old man's presence made Johnny feel safer, and he slowly got down off Lucky, telling Wolf, his dog who was riding on Lucky with him, to stay still; he was alright where he was.  Johnny led Lucky a little closer to the encampment, stopping to survey their accommodations.  Several huts were scattered through the trees.  Some were covered with moss and branches, and others had canvas tarps over them.  He surveyed the boys gathered around the fire and saw that most were no older than he was.  Some were younger, like Jasper.  There were only two middle-aged men seated by the fire, and they didn't seem phased by Johnny's presence.

"What's your name, young man?" the old man asked.  He walked to the fire and placed another stick of wood on it, turning the turkey on the spit as he did so.  "Mine's Samuel," he said.  "They call me 'The Old Man' around here, but Samuel will do."

"Johnny," Johnny answered Samuel politely out of respect for his age.  "My name is Johnny James.  Just call me Johnny."

"Good enough," Samuel said as he sat down on a log by the fire.  "Come join us, and warm yourself a bit," he said as he motioned towards a log by the fire where Johnny could sit across from him.

Johnny led Lucky off to the side of the camp, where there was some fresh grass, and tethered him to a tree branch.  Carefully, he lifted Wolf off of Lucky and carried him to the log by the fire.  Wolf happily tried to lick Johnny's face as he sat on the log holding Wolf in his arms.  Johnny turned his face away and laughingly told him to stop, petting Wolf's head to settle him down.

“What happened to your dog?’ Samuel asked.

Johnny told Samuel the story of how he'd found Wolf in a ditch, that Wolf was wounded on both of his front legs, and that he was taking care of him as best he could.  He'd named him Wolf, Johnny said, because he sort of looked like a wolf, but he didn't know why he was left all alone.  Samuel asked what he had treated the wounds with, and Johnny responded that he had only been able to clean the wounds and wrap them.  He had nothing else.

“Well then,” Samuel said.  “I have a suave you can use that will help his wounds heal quicker.”  With that, Samuel went back into his hut and brought out a jar containing a vanilla-colored suave.

Johnny unwrapped Wolf's wounds for Samuel to see.  "Ya, those wounds look like they were pretty bad," Samuel said, "but they are healing.  This suave will help them heal faster."  He scooped out small portions of the suave with his fingers and carefully applied them to Wolf's wounds.

"Easy, boy," Johnny told Wolf as he winched and growled lowly from the pain of Samuel touching the tender wounds.  "It's alright.  This'll make your wounds heal faster."

“These wounds are like claw marks,” Samuel said.  “Looks like they were made by a bear or mountain lion.”

“Could be,” Johnny responded.  “I just don’ know.”

“Looks like a claw got him here, also,” Samuel said, pointing to a scratch on the back of Wolf’s ear.

“Ya,” Johnny replied.  “I wasn’t sure what caused that, but it does look like a claw mark.”

"He got in a tangle, all right," Samuel added, "but he should finish healing up good."

After Samuel finished dressing the wounds, Johnny wrapped them back up again.  Samuel took his jar back to his hut and then returned to the campfire with a small tin.  “Here,” Samuel said as he handed Johnny the tin, “there’s some suave in this for you to keep.  Put a little on every day until he’s finally healed.  You’ve done a good job so far.  He should be fine in time.”

Johnny thanked Samuel, and they sat in silence for a short while, each searching through their thoughts.

“Maybe Wolf would like some turkey,” Samuel finally said, breaking the silence.

“Ya, he probably would,” Johnny had to admit.  So did he.

With that answer, Samuel went to the turkey over the campfire and cut off some of the white meat with his hunting knife.  He walked around the fire to where Johnny and Wolf were sitting and gave Johnny the meat to give to Wolf.

“Here you go, boy,” Johnny told Wolf as he held the meat for Wolf.  “You kin thank Samuel fer that.”

Wolf grabbed the meat and gobbled it down hungrily.  "Whoa, boy," Johnny said in surprise.  He didn't realize Wolf was so hungry.

Samuel got more meat for Wolf and brought it to Johnny.  "Where you headed?" Samuel questioned Johnny as he looked at Wolf and his wounded front legs.  Samuel was wondering how far and how long Johnny could travel with Wolf, hurt the way he was.  "If you don't mind me asking."

"Just headin' west," Johnny answered without being specific.  He still wasn't sure about this group of young men, but felt more at ease with Samuel.  The two older men didn't seem to care about Johnny's business, but Jasper was full of questions.  He wanted to know where Johnny was coming from, where, specifically, he was going, and how long he had been on the move.  Johnny answered Jasper's questions carefully.  He wasn't sure how much he wanted to reveal to these people he didn't know.

Eventually, Johnny ate a piece of the roasted turkey, cutting it off with his hunting knife, and complimented the older boy, Jacob, who cooked it, as to how good it tasted.  They got wild turkey to eat all the time, Jacob repeated what Jasper and Samuel had said.  There were a lot of them around there to catch, but they hardly ever got venison to eat, he added.  Johnny understood what Jacob was intimating and offered him some of his venison jerky, which he seemed to savor.  They were never able to get a deer, Jacob said, as no one had a hunting rifle or bow and arrows to take down such large animals.  There were rabbits, which they could catch with snares, and birds like ducks, pheasants, and grouse that they could get with rocks, but never a deer, especially not an elk or bear.

Slowly, a friendly accommodation developed between Johnny and the boys in the camp.  They each had their story to tell as to how they had come to this camp and of their plans of moving on.  Some of those plans were more realistic than others, more like dreams, but each of these boys was looking to a future that would bring them more prosperity than what they presently shared.

It was only Samuel, The Old Man, who seemed content with living in the camp.  It was he, in fact, who had established this camp, being the first occupant to build his hut here.  In time, he was joined by others who were passing through.  Some stayed, most moved on; it was an ever-changing community that seemed to suit Samuel just fine.  He entertained the men and boys around the fire with poetry he quoted from memory, some of it of his own composition.  He never talked about his education, but he seemed to know a lot about the law, saying only that he had grown up in New York City and never wanted to go back.  Samuel garnered the respect of all the occupants of the camp and tolerated no stealing or fighting.  It was understood almost implicitly that this was his camp, and it was his rules that prevailed.  

After a long conversation around the fire with the boys of the camp, Johnny felt comfortable staying for the night and put up his small canvas tent for him and Wolf to sleep in.  He tethered Lucky to the tent just in case there were any problems, such as someone trying to steal him or Lucky getting spooked and trying to run off.  The place he chose was near the tree line, where there was plenty of grass for Lucky and protection from the rain if there was any in the middle of the night.

The next morning, Jasper was the first to greet Johnny when he exited his tent.  “How are you this mornin’, Mister Johnny?” Jasper asked enthusiastically.

"I'm fine, Jasper, but you don' have to call me mister, remember?  I'm not much older than you," he emphasized.

“Alright, Mister Johnny, I won’ call you Mister Johnny no more.”

Johnny set about building a small fire in front of his tent to heat some water for coffee.  "How old are you, anyway, Jasper?" he asked.  "If you don' mind me askin'?"

Jasper quickly sat down near the fire Johnny was building and eagerly answered his question.  "I don' mind, Mister Johnny, I'm nine.  Nine years old and goin' on ten.  Someday I'm gonna be rich and live in a great big house.  Have me lots of animals 'nd land.  Maybe I'll be a governor or somethin' like a senator or congressman."  Without even stopping, Jasper went on, "I don't want to be President, though, that's too much trouble.  I would be Vice-President, that would be alright.  Maybe even an ambassador.  I could do that."

“Whoa, Jasper,” Johnny said.  “Where do you get all this stuff?”

“From The Old Man.  He tells me all ‘bout the government.  How it works and how it doesn’t.  He says you need a government, but it attracts too many people who are only in it for themselves.  Money, he says, that’s what corrupts ‘em.”

“How come The Old Man knows so much ‘bout the government?” Johnny asked as he struck his flint to create the sparks that would set his tinder bundle on fire.

“I don’ know.  He just does.  He knows a lotta things, but he doesn’t always want to talk ‘bout ‘em.”

“Well... that’s fine,” Johnny responded as he applied small dry twigs to the flickering flames of the tinder bundle.  “A person doesn’t always want to talk about some things.”

“You gonna stay around for a while?” Jasper asked enthusiastically.

“I don’ know, Jasper.  I just got here.  Got Wolf here to take care of,” Johnny said as he petted Wolf, who was lying by his side.

“Ya, he’s hurt.  Kinda like my mule when I got ‘im.”

“You got a mule?” Johnny asked in surprise.

"Ya.  I won him in a knife-throwin' contest.  He was hurt when I got 'im.  Jimmy said he didn't want Clarence when I won 'im, anyway, 'cause he was hurt.  His foot was real sore."

“Clarence?”

"Ya.  Clarence is his name.  I didn' name him, Jimmy did.  Jimmy is the older man that's been here a long time.  He said he ain't goin' nowhere, don' need no mule to look after, anyhow.  I think he said that 'cause he lost the knife-throwin' contest.  He was kinda sore.  I could tell."

“You always talk this much, Jasper?” Johnny asked as he looked up from his fire.  “Or did you drink some coffee already this mornin’?  It’s pretty early in the mornin’ to be talkin’ so fast.”

"No, sir, I didn' drink no coffee.  Don' have none.  People say I talk fast all the time 'cause I'm nervous, but I'm not.  Other people say I talk so much 'cause I'm excited.  I think that's it, I'm excited."

“Nothing wrong with being excited,” Johnny allowed.  “How’d you end up here?”  Johnny was being direct, but he didn’t think Jasper minded being as open about everything as he was.

"The old lady that was takin' care of me died.  She said she found me on her doorstep one day when I was a newborn.  Said she didn' know what to do with me, so she just kept me.  Elizabeth was her name.  She was a nice old lady, but she died one day.  Old age, I guess it was.  No one ever said, so I guess it was old age.  She was kinda old."

“She found you on her doorstep?”

“Ya.  She said she got up one mornin’ ‘nd there I was.  She didn’ know who put me there.”

“How old was she?”

“I don’ know, but she was old, so I came here when she died.  My friend Billy ‘nd me used to come here all the time just to visit with the people who lived here.  It’s only a mile or two to town, Shakeytown, so we used to sneak here and bum cigarettes.  Most of the men here would let us smoke cigarettes with ‘em, or a pipe if they had one.  When Elizabeth died, I just came here to stay.  I already knew The Old Man.  He said I could stay.  He helped me build my hut.”

“How long you been here?” Johnny asked as he balanced his pot of water in the fire.

“Oh, I don’ know.  It was the end of last summer, I guess.  ‘bout then.”

“You spent the winter here?”  Johnny asked in surprise.  “How’d you stay warm?”

"That's my hut over there by Clarence," Jasper pointed to where Clarence, his mule, was lying down.  "The Old Man helped me build it.  Got a fire pit in it to keep me warm.  Lots of cedar bows for a bed.  You wanna see it?"  Jasper asked excitedly.  He was eager to make a new friend.

“Not right now, Jasper, maybe later,” Johnny said as he went to his tent to get his saddle bags.  He brought them out of his tent and rustled around in them until he found his bag of coffee beans.  After crushing some beans between two rocks, he threw the grounds into the pot of water that was boiling on the fire.  “You want some coffee?”  he asked Jasper.

“Yes, sir,” Jasper said as he jumped up in excitement.  “I’ll go get my cup,” he said, sprinting for his shelter, his curly reddish blonde hair bobbing in the air as he ran.  Right then, Johnny knew he had a friend for life.

Jasper came running back, sliding into his place by the fire, eagerly waiting for the coffee to boil.  He hadn’t had coffee in months and couldn’t believe his good fortune.  A new friend who had a horse and gun and dog, and coffee as well.
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As Johnny and Jasper sat together drinking their coffee, Johnny drifted into thought, thinking about how the merchant in Boston had kicked and yelled at him for sleeping in the doorway to his store.

"What 'er you doin' here?" the merchant had yelled at Johnny as he kicked him in the leg.

Johnny slept there a lot, but he usually woke before the man came to open his store.  "Nuthin'," Johnny had answered as he jumped up and scrambled to gather his blankets and pack.  "I was jus' sleepin' a little.  I didn' mean no harm."

"Oh, ya," the merchant had responded.  "I'm tired of ya kids hangin' 'round here.  Git, and don' let me catch ya sleepin' here agin."

"Yes, sir," Johnny had responded as he jumped out of the way of the man trying to kick him again.  "Ya don' have to be so mean 'bout it," he had told the merchant, who had raised his fist as if he was going to hit him.

"Git," the man had yelled at him again.  "Next time I won't be so nice 'bout it.  I'll be callin' the police if I catches you here 'gin."

Escaping the mad merchant, Johnny had wandered down the cobblestone street, wondering where he could get something to eat.  He was always hungry when he woke in the morning, especially when he had nothing to eat the night before.  

And that was when Johnny had made his final decision.  He'd had enough, he had decided, of living in the streets; having no food to eat, no safe place to sleep, and being shunned and bullied around every corner.  It was not a life worth living, not even close, and he was done.  He would go to the goldfields of California, Johnny had determined, and leave the slums of Boston behind.  

Both of Johnny's parents had died of an unknown disease when he was eight, leaving him orphaned to the streets and the plight of surviving on his own.  His sister Kate and brother Bobby had died then, also.  He had no aunts, uncles, or grandparents, either, they were still in the old country.  Johnny wished his parents had stayed in the old country with them.  Maybe they would still be alive then, and he wouldn't have been left all alone in the slums of Boston.

It was 1850, Johnny was fourteen, and he had heard about the Forty-Niners, men who had headed for California after the discovery of gold in 1848.  They were striking it rich, he had been told.  That was where he was going, he had decided, where gold was just lying on the ground to be picked up by anyone who wanted it.  He would walk to California, he had determined right there and then, no matter how long it took or how far it was.

With his bag of belongings tossed over his shoulder, Johnny walked through the long, narrow streets of Boston, but before he was even out of town, he had been accosted by Old John O'Riley.  All the orphans knew Old John O'Riley; he was the Irish cop who hated everyone who wasn't Irish, especially street kids like Johnny who stood up to him when they could.

"Where ya going, boy?" Old John O'Riley had yelled at Johnny from across the street, his baton raised.

"None yer business," Johnny had yelled back as he got ready to run.  Johnny knew he could outrun old John O'Riley any day of the week, which was why he was free to tell him off.

“Ya, it is.  Old man Peckinpah tells me you is sleeping in his doorway ‘gin.”

"Tough, I'll sleep wherever I want," Johnny had countered, knowing he'd better not get caught sleeping where he wasn't supposed to by Old John O'Riley if he didn't want to get thrown in jail.

"Oh, ya.  You better not let me catch you, then," Old John O'Riley had yelled back, acting like he was going to cross the street and come after Johnny.

Johnny wasn't afraid and had yelled back.  "You ain't never gonna see me again, anyway, old man, I's goin' to California."

"Ya, sure you is," Old John O'Riley had countered as he paused, lowering his baton.

"Ya, I is," Johnny had answered, "'nd I ain't bringin' you no gold back, neither."

"Ya, that's a joke, you won't make it to California.  Don't you know how far that is?" Old John O'Riley had questioned.  He knew Johnny to be a tough kid and was starting to think he might do what he said he was going to do.

"Ain't no joke," Johnny had told Old John as he kept on his way, "'nd I ain't comin' back here, neither."

"Okay, kid," Old John O'Riley had answered.  "Good luck.  I hope you find yer way to California."

That was a change of attitude he didn’t expect, Johnny had thought to himself.  Maybe that old cop wasn't as bad as he put on.  Johnny had kept on until he was out of town.  On the outskirts of town, the cobblestone streets turned into dirt and mud, but he didn't care; they were better than the sewer-washed streets of the slums he was leaving behind.

Johnny didn't have to go far before he found trouble; however, a gang of orphan boys was scouring the countryside looking for whatever they could find, and what they had found was Johnny James.  Johnny was defenseless against their numbers, so he tried to outrun them, but in the end, they caught him.  They held him pinned to the ground as they, one by one, took from him what they wanted, and that was everything he had but the clothes he wore.

That left Johnny without what little food and money he had put away in his pack, the pack they took with his overcoat and extra pair of shoes and clothes in it.  The coat was to protect him from the cold and rainy weather, and the change

*     *     *
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