
Recommendation: give members repeatable situations and room to name
them, then preserve the variations that prove useful instead of
standardizing vocabulary from above.

Memo: Let the Discord’s Cant Grow Like a Road
Tradition

To: Discord builders and early members Subject: A practical model for developing
community-owned terminology

Bottom line

Treat the Discord’s vocabulary as a living oral tradition, not a branding exercise.
Create recurring places for members to describe recognizable situations, invite
compact names when they naturally arise, and keep competing versions visible until
actual usage shows which terms travel. The strongest language will be memorable
because it compresses practical knowledge, humor, and recognition-not because an
administrator declares it official.

George Milburn’s collection of hobo and tramp ballads offers a useful model. Its
songs emerged among mobile workers and circulated through performance. They were
often improvised, fragmentary, and variable, which made them difficult to preserve
but also kept them locally meaningful. That combination-shared patterns plus
flexible adaptation-is the relevant lesson for a traveler community.

What to borrow from the model

1. Start with recurring situations, not invented vocabulary

The hobo repertoire grew around repeated realities: movement, work, scarcity,
police, temporary gathering places, food, and separation. Your members already have
comparable recurring situations: a work location that looks ideal but fails under
pressure, a temporary room that is cheap for a reason, unreliable connectivity, a
border problem, a scam pattern, or the moment when a place has stopped being
workable.

Document those situations first. A term should answer a practical question quickly:
*What happened here, and what should another member watch for?* If the underlying
situation is not recognizable, the word will feel decorative.
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2. Use a framework that members can fill in

Milburn describes "monikas"-hobo nicknames-as raw material for improvised verses.
Performers used a shared skeletal ballad, then inserted the names of people present
or known to them. The framework made participation easy while the local details made
each performance belong to that group.

Use the same structure in the Discord. For example, create a recurring post format
with fields such as:

Situation: what happened?

Short name: what would you call it?

Signal: how can someone recognize it early?

Response: what should a traveler do next?

Variants: what else are people calling it?

This gives members a common container without dictating the answer. A term can
spread because people keep reusing it in these reports, not because it was added to
a central glossary on day one.

3. Preserve variation before choosing a preferred term

Milburn calls the ballads "elusive" because many were improvised, incomplete, and
changeable. That is not merely a documentation problem; it is evidence that oral
language remains useful by adapting to context. A phrase used by one cluster may be
clearer or funnier elsewhere in the network.

Keep a short "known variants" section for emerging terms. Record the situation each
version describes and where the distinction matters. Promote a preferred term only
when members repeatedly understand and use it across contexts. Even then, retain
older variants as aliases rather than treating them as errors.

4. Make the language carry social recognition

Convention songs used a stock framework to name delegates and celebrate a gathering.
A chalk-covered water tank similarly became a record of travelers who had passed
through. These examples show that insider language does more than label objects: it
marks presence, memory, and belonging.

Your Discord can support this function with lightweight usage examples. When someone
reports a familiar situation, let others add their own instances, regional variants,
or memorable cases. The term then becomes attached to people and shared episodes-not
just to an abstract definition.
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5. Protect the boundary between insider language and outside
fantasy

Milburn warns that recordings and vaudeville performances could distort hobo songs,
while "homeguard" versions sanitized or commercialized hobo themes for outsiders.
For your community, the comparable risk is language that sounds clever but does not
help anyone navigate real conditions.

Before elevating a term, ask:

Does it describe a repeated member experience?

Does it convey a useful warning, distinction, or response?

Do members use it without prompting?

Does it still fit changing material conditions?

Is it welcoming recognition, or merely a test of insider status?

A term that excludes newcomers without adding practical clarity should not become
core vocabulary.

Operating practice

Maintain a small, searchable glossary, but treat it as an observation log rather
than a dictionary handed down from above. Include the term, meaning, example usage,
variants, and last confirmed use. Invite members to mark terms as active, regional,
uncertain, or retired.

Review the glossary periodically. Milburn’s account connects changes in language and
culture to changes in mobility, work, and technology: mechanized agriculture reduced
seasonal employment, while automobiles altered who could enter the traveling world.
Your community’s conditions will also change. A term should be allowed to narrow,
split, or disappear when the reality it names changes.

The aim is not maximum novelty. It is fast mutual recognition: a compact phrase that
lets one traveler understand another’s situation, avoid a known failure, share a
joke, or decide whether it is time to move on.
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