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IN BACKGROUND

By J. H. Wilson
i\/‘l ANY people have asked me why

I took up the calling of a
steeplejack and why I stick to
5 -

fact is that I adopted

it by aecident, and I have continued to
follow it probably on account of its
fescination. Jt is a gamble with death
from one job to another, but I have

become so accustomed to the danger
there is in it that I do not mind the
thought of falling. I am a frm be-
Mever in fate, and believe that when
my time comes I shall dle anyway,
whether it be from the top of a steeple
or while on the ground.

I took up the calling by accident in
Ban Francisco in 1856. 1 was out of a
job and applied to the manager of the
Richelieu hotel, in Van Ness avenue,
who, I had been told, wanted a dish
washer in his kitchen. The job I got
was a decidedly different one. He told
me that he had no place in his kitchen
for me, and I was on my way out, feel-
ing very blue and depressed, for I
was sadly in need of funds, when I
noticed that the janitor was trying to
replacethe rope on the flagpole. Watch-
ing him for a few moments, 1 soon be-
ecame convinced that he did not relish
his task. I was desperate for want of
work and applied to the janitor for the
flagpole job. He readily acquiesced.
With the ald of a stepladder and a few
apiipes, whish I drove into the pole,
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making steps all the way up, I suc-
ceeded in rigging the affair satisfac-
torily ang received 50 cents ag my com-
pensation. It took me half a day.

This was not a vast amount of money
for the work, but the experience gave
me an inspiration and I resolved to
travel the country over seeking similar
work. It was my Initiation into the
calling of a steeplejack, which I have
followed ever since. During the last
13 years I have painted and rigged
nearly every important flagpole, smoke-
stack, church spire and tall peak of
other kinds in the United States.

Back in 1886, when I commenced this
work, there were only a few men en-
gaged in it, but they have increased
largely of late years, perhaps owing
to the increase in the number of tall
bumlu::u The result js that the

steeplejack’'s business is becoming &
poor paying one, and I am contemplat-
ing leaving it in a few years, if I sur-
vive that long. I find that, the whole

country over, the more hazardcus the
calling and the less the pay the mors
people there are who seem to be at-
tracted by it. There are at*.he present
time nearly 100 steeple climbers in tha
United States. They are mostly sallors,
who, being expert climbers and riggers
and out of a job, will do this work for
a song, astonishing as it may seem.
I know of one man who p-inted a flag

pole on a saloon building in Chicago.
When he got through he owed the
saloon keeper 90 cents more for drinke
than he received for the job. This re-
minds me of the fact that nearly all
the men who follow this occupation
are hard drinkers. I suppose it is on
account of the relaxation which follows
after a nervous tension they undergo
while actually at work. Sometimes,
unhappily, they drink at the wrong
time and become reckless, and take
risks which result in a sudden awaken-
ing in another world.

For 'my part I am a teetotaler, 30
vears of age, weighing 150 pounds and
am in the prime of life.

The sensations that one has at these
dizzy heights are peculiar, but you get
used to them. Whenever I go up a tall
flagpole or steeple there are large
crowds craning their necks and making
comments. Some call it a brave deed,
others call me a fool.

Nor {is it all steeple and spire climb-
ing. I claim the championship In
climbing up the bare wall of a tall
building. 1he work I did on the wall
of the Humboldt bank building in this
city was not a circumstance to the
affair of the big Flatiren building in
New York. There I had contracted
with a moving picture firm to scale the
exterior of the Flatiron buiiding, it be-
ing understood that I was to climb up
from the Broadway side to the cornice
at the top, then down on the other side
into Fifth avenue. 1 started all right
and had ascended eight floors when the
police interfered. They said I had
blockaged the whole locality. The
crowds watching me from the street
were so dense that the streetcars and
all other vehicles had to stop. Traffic
was at a standstill from Canal street all
the way up to Fifty-ninth street, by
Central park. Besides, the owner of
the building objected, for what cause 1
tan only imagine. I would have made
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1¢ all right, though, if I had not been
interfered with. The building is con-
structed in a peculiar style, with many
crevices and projections, and I was go-
ing up hand over hand, almost perpen-
dicularly.

Of course, I have had accidentg at
various times and have often narrowly
escaped death, partly on account of bad
judgment and partly on account of de-
cayed material in the structure I was
mounting. I have had only one bad
fall. I was painting a sign for the
Delpardo building in Chicago. The rea-
son I fell was that I was using another
man’s rigging, the ropes of which were
old and much worn. I was hanging
directly over the veranda of the hotel
entrance, when the ropes gave way, let-
ting me drop. I fell eight stories and
it on my back, but I was not so seri-
ously hurt after all, and twas able to go
back in two weeks and finish the job.

It is difficult to explain in writing
how I climb tall smokestacks and tow-
ers, as 1 rarely use the same method
twice, but as to flagpoles, 1 mersly
shin my way up to the top and put ' on
the pole what is known as a “catspaw,”
a half hitch with a loop in one end for
my foot. This can be loosened and
lowered upon raising myself. The pho-~
tographs will help to {llustrate this
method of working. The photograph
of me standing erect on the top of a
flagstaff was taken on a wager of $50
between a member of a sporting club
‘and myself.

It takes a man of iron nerve to
do this work. Imagine yourself at a
height of 200 feet above the ground,
clinging to something which you arxe
not sure will support you. As I have
said before, this is perhaps the greatest
danger of the whole business, and I
once had the closest kind of a shave.

I had been working on a pole on the
Milwaukee avenue bank, in Chicago. I
had shinned up to the top and rigged
it, and left, intending to go back the
next day and finish the work. When I
went back I found that the pole, which
was rotted at the base, had been blown
down by a wind which had sprung up.

Some of the buildings whose spires
or noles I have ascended are the Park

The San Francisco Sunday Call
% : = == :

fe———

AMTE'S Fl- WILSON STEZRL -

JACHC 2= TV CLIMTBING HARNESS

.

-

not get down without disturbing the
swarm, so tried to plug up the hols
wheres ths hornets went in with my
handkerchief. But the hole was just
out of my reach, so I started to de-
scend as quietly as I could, hoping not
to arouse them. I was only a little
way down when the whole swarm
came out and I was badly stung about
the face and hands before I gould reach
the street. I waited until cold weather
before I finished the job.
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Row, Flatiron, Singer, Metropolitan
Life Insurance, St. James and others in
New York; the Montgomery Ward
tower, Masonic temple, new postoffice,
Auditorium in Chicago and others too
numerous to mention.

And now let me tell of one unfortu-
aate feature of the steeplejack's trade,
There are men throughout the United
States who regularly defraud the
steeplejack of his hard earned pay in
order that tshey may get their dan-
gerous work done for nothing. For
example, a man will have a smoke-
stack that he wants painted. He tells
the painter to report when the first
coat of paint is on in order that it
may be inspected before thq second
coat is applied. Then, when ‘the first
coat is on, the owner will find some
fault and insist upon its being .all
scraped off, saying that otherwise the
Job ‘will not be accepted. The painter
gengyally throws up the job in disgust
rather than do it all over agaln without
extra pay, so the owner has a coat of
paint on his stack for which he pays
nothing. This has happened to me at
least a dozen times, .

On the other hand, a steeplejack will
sometimes use inferior material, which
will wash off, requiring the services
of the next steeplejack who comes
along.

One of my roughest experiences was
during t gilding of a cross on St.
John'’s cathedral, Indianapolis. After
scaling the cross I found it to be hollow
and filled with hornets. I saw I could
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Though he risked his life dally old
“Steeplyjack™ Johnson of Cleveland
could not wait for death from a fall,
but committed suleide. He hanged
himself with a plece of wire in the
Peopla’s church, Chicage. The police
and coroner had to do some tall climb-
ing themselves to get his body down.

There are few tall buildings in the
west, 23 compared with these in the
east, rad very few big smokestacks
that require painting. In some places
owners do not hava thely stacks paint-
ed at all, but' let them rust away and
then ereéct new ones. Around Chicage
and Pittsburg at the steel mills the
fire witnin gets so hot that the stacks
require painting every three or four
weeks. Then the steeplejack who does
the work is in danger of a bad fall
from the burning of his ropes by the
intense heat. Whether he falls to the
ground or into hot metal it means
death.

It may interest the reader to learn
where the tallest peaks or poles are
located. The tallest flagpale I know
of is at Palm Beach, Fla., near the
seaside drive. The top. of the pole is
260 feet from the ground. The tallest
iron smokestack I have seen is at the
Hygela ice company's plant, Third
avenue and One Hundred Twenty-
ninth street, New York. It Is 3387 feet
high. The Metropolitan life insurance
tower in New York is the highest peak
in the Unifed States, being $350 feet.
The Singer building is 338 feet high at
its highest veoint »
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