          Easy Street

                  by

           Eyes Right

Elkins, WV – A friend of mine lives here on Easy Street.  That is its actual name, and for some reason, it always makes me smile to know that she is on “easy street.”
The term, it turns out, has a rather long history.  Most dictionaries and thesauruses define it using some variant of “a condition of wealth or ease” or “financial security or independence.”  The first recorded use of the phrase was in a rather short 1902 book, “It’s up to you:  a story of domestic bliss” by George Vere Hobart.   Although he was one of the most prolific writers and playwrights of the early 20th century, I would be surprised if you have heard of him or his work.  I have no idea when he slept during those years.  In 1905 alone, he had 5 plays running on Broadway. From his initial work being published in 1901, he had over 70 plays which he wrote, or co-wrote, during the next 20 years.  When he died in 1926, he had become a legend for the volume (if not the quality) of his work.
I found a copy of It’s Up To You after searching online for nearly an hour.  It is one of the public domain books which have been digitized by Google.  This one is available from the University of Minnesota.  It is a 121-page light comedy/farce concerning an ongoing character, John Henry, who appears in many of Hobart’s books of that era.  As with many books of that time, it contained illustrations.  Each of the six showed men and women in the very formal dress of wealthy New Yorkers in the early 1900’s and were drawn in considerable detail by Gordon A. Grant.  All had a title related to the story, such as ‘Ping Pong is a Great Game – for the Furniture Dealers.” Surprisingly, the book claims to have been written by “Hugh McHugh”, which was one of the many pen names used by Hobart.  I found myself wanting to learn more about McHugh/Hobart/whomever, but I have not been able to locate any official biography of the man.
The novel is actually very cleverly written with subtle jokes and comic asides on nearly every page.  On the first page, the book is dedicated “To my very best friend and ardent admirer – myself.”  The seven chapters all address events in John Henry’s life:  Courtship, Wedding, Honeymoon Trip, Seashore Visit, Hunting a Flat, Entertaining Friends, and finally, John Henry Plays Ping Pong.  Although these events might appear to be mundane, they provide considerable comic fodder.  Much of the humor comes from Hobart’s use of slang of that time, but it is not difficult to catch most of the laughs.  Here is one sample paragraph from the first chapter in which our hero, John Henry, is attempting to ace out 6 other rivals for the affection of the lovely Clara J.
Clara J. rejoices in a small brother whose company name is Thorndyke, but the family calls him Tacks for short.  Tacks is eight years old, sharp, and hard to sit on.  I was his hero, and it only cost me four dollars, mostly in nickels.

As the chapter unfolds, John Henry enlists Tacks to help him slide a slab of taffron-colored molasses taffy onto a yellow sofa pillow, just as Percy Acton Jones (a rival suitor whom Henry describes as “short and fat and when he talked he used a blonde voice”) sits down on it.  Chaos ensues as the taffy causes the entire cushion to be glued to Percy’s posterior.  Jones is humiliated and finished as a suitor after he knocks over a table full of china with the pillow.  Tacks is rolling in laughter.  I suspect that the Percy character (who was described as a drama critic) may have been a thinly-veiled reference to one of Hobart’s tormenters in the press.
I found myself racing through the story, laughing frequently at many of the slapstick jokes and clever situations.  It was also interesting to compare the slang of that era with the words which we use now for similar scenarios.   What was immediately apparent was that much of the humor would be deemed very politically incorrect now.

Oh, the phrase, Easy Street…..it appears on page 31 when John Henry is deciding how to ask Clara J.’s parents for her hand in marriage.  John is nervous, and when the parents ask him his plans for the summer, he accidentally uses the answer, “We have not decided yet.”  Still the parents do not know that John and Clara are planning marriage, and they tease John whom they assume is enjoying the carefree single life. The father replies, “I’ve always known you as a young man who could walk up and down Easy Street without a guardian or a time card…”

So…in tracing down the origin of the phrase Easy Street I have accidentally found some wonderfully clever, and largely undiscovered, writing from an earlier era, written shortly after my father was born in 1898.  I now wonder if he had the opportunity to read any of Hobart’s work as he was growing up.

I thought you might like to know.
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