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PREFACE
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Penning his biography would never have occurred to Lefty. When asked, he would reply, “Why would I write a book about my life? I lived it.” But in the 1950s, the literary seed was planted due to a chance encounter with two icons of the publishing world, Bennett Cerf, the co-founder of Random House, and James Michener, one of Cerf’s baseball-loving authors.

While a mystery guest on the television show What’s My Line? Lefty met Cerf, one of the show’s panelists. He asked Lefty for his autograph as a surprise gift for one of his authors, James Michener. Upon receiving the autograph, Michener rang Lefty up, and a lifelong friendship began. Listening to Lefty’s tales, Michener would often chuckle and say, “The old West. The roaring East. Baseball. Broadway. That life of yours is the dream of every American boy.”

In 1978, Lefty was on location for the filming of Centennial, Michener’s runaway bestseller about the American West, to say hello to Jim and the actors on the set. As Lefty explained: “Jim autographed a copy of his book to me, which is a treasure in my library. ‘To Lefty Gomez, from a writer who has always loved baseball and who often saw you pitch. Aloha, Jim Michener.’

“Then Jim surprised me by saying, ‘Lefty. Let’s write your life story.’ But it was never to be, only for the fact that I couldn’t find the time to sit down with Jim and do that endless chatting that is so necessary for a book to come about. One day my daughter Vernona said, ‘Okay, Dad, I’m not Michener, but we bump into each other a lot. Let’s write that life of yours.’ And that’s how this book came to be.”

Sixty years after Lefty first shook hands with Bennett Cerf on the set of What’s My Line? the seed planted by Michener blossomed in a New York conference room when Ballantine Books, a Random House affiliate, met with me and offered to publish Lefty: An American Odyssey. It has been a delight working on this project with them.
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PROLOGUE
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On Saturday, August 4, 1962, 30,000 fans crowded into Candlestick Park in San Francisco to see the Giants defeat the Pittsburgh Pirates 6–5. The Giants were new to the city, one of two major league franchises from New York that had arrived in California in 1958, a century after professional baseball began. The Brooklyn Dodgers had also moved to the West Coast, settling in Los Angeles, 400 miles to the south.

Large crowds were uncommon at Candlestick, an uncomfortable, hastily designed stadium known for violent, swirling winds. During the All-Star Game the year before, Stu Miller had been blown off the pitcher’s mound by a powerful gust and charged with a balk. Although the Giants would go on to win the 1962 National League pennant and then lose to the New York Yankees four games to three in a thrilling World Series, the team would average only 19,000 paying spectators per game. The reason 30,000 people had come out on this day was to see not the players of the present but those of the past. The Giants had chosen August 4 to stage their first-ever Old-Timers’ Game. To evoke the nostalgia crucial to the success of such an event, the three-inning contest would pit the old New York Giants against veterans of the San Francisco Seals of the Pacific Coast League.

The Giants might have been storied in New York, but the Seals were the legends in San Francisco. Minor league baseball had grown with the city since 1903, through earthquake, depression, and wars, filling a series of intimate, rickety ballparks, and was a part of both the city’s heritage and its fabric. For California boys growing up in the 1920s and 1930s, the majors were as removed from their lives as if on another continent. With only sixteen big league teams, the farthest west 1,500 miles away in St. Louis, with no air travel or live broadcast media, the closest Depression-era Bay Area fans could come to the majors was through newspaper accounts or radio re-creations read by local sportswriters off telegraph wires. And such was the quality of Pacific Coast League baseball that some players preferred remaining where they were to going east to play in the majors.

The Seals themselves had been the most successful franchise in minor league history, and not all San Franciscans had been pleased to see the team fold after the 1957 season to make way for the New Yorkers. In its fifty-four-year history, the Seals had finished first in a highly competitive league on twelve occasions, all while sending a steady stream of star players to the majors. Six Seals alumni had been voted into the Hall of Fame, more than some major league franchises.

Which is why, on August 4, 1962, desperate to fill some seats, the new San Francisco Giants chose to celebrate the team that it had displaced.

The Seals’ starting outfield was a big reason the Candlestick stands were full. For the first time in their storied careers, the three DiMaggio brothers would play together: Dom in left, Vince in right, and, in center, the great Joe, “The Yankee Clipper,” perhaps the most complete player ever to don a uniform. The Seals’ starting pitcher would be another Hall of Famer and a local legend in his own right: Joe’s old Yankee roommate, Vernon “Lefty” Gomez.

Joe DiMaggio, notoriously taciturn, was all smiles that day, posing for photographs flanked by Dom and Vince, bantering with the other players and—astoundingly—the assembled members of the press. But unbeknownst to those fans, reporters, fellow players, or his brothers, the source of Joe DiMaggio’s elation had nothing to do with the game or even the opportunity to play alongside Dom and Vince. Only two people in the stadium knew the truth: Lefty Gomez and Lefty’s wife, the former Broadway musical comedy star June O’Dea.

Lefty had roomed with Joe from 1936, when Joe first broke in, until 1942, Lefty’s last year with the Yankees. Although Lefty was six years Joe’s senior, they shared common roots. Both had grown up poor in Northern California of immigrant stock—Joe’s father, Giuseppe, was a first-generation fisherman; Lefty’s father, Francisco, known to everyone as Coyote, was a second-generation cowboy. But where Joe was dour and almost painfully shy, Lefty was gregarious, at ease with people, and known for a stunning wit. When Joe got to the majors in 1936 at age twenty-two, Lefty took the young man under his wing and became not only Joe’s closest friend but also his most intimate confidant. Perhaps his only confidant. In fact, what was not widely known was that, despite the pictures in the newspapers of the three smiling brothers, Joe didn’t speak much to either Vince or Dom.

But Joe told everything to Lefty.

As the aging ballplayers milled about, pulling on uniforms that now bulged more in the waist than in the shoulders, Joe sought Lefty out.

“There’s always a lot of noise in the locker room of an Old-Timers’ Game,” Lefty said. “Joe and I were sitting on the bench with the players around us, slapping each other on the back, happy to be together again. I hadn’t seen him for about three months. We both had tough traveling schedules, and to catch up I told him that after the game June and I were driving to L.A. to see Bing and Lou Russell. Joe knew Bing from ’36, when he and Buddy were down at St. Pete making a pilot out of me.” Bing and Lou Russell were the actor Kurt Russell’s father and mother. Buddy, Bing’s father, was a famous stunt pilot who had taught Lefty to fly.

“ ‘For how long in Thousand Oaks?’ Joe asked.

“ ‘I dunno. Till Bing throws us out.’

“ ‘Lefty, Marilyn and I are getting remarried Wednesday. I want you and June there. Spend some time together.’

“Joe was smiling a thousand watts, happier than he’d been for a long time. He still carried the torch. Crazy about her. Now he was saying whatever Marilyn wanted to do, even if it meant the movies, was okay as long as they were together.”

The two couples had history. “Back in the fifties, when Joe and Marilyn were first married, June and I had gotten together with them over dinner at the Plaza and out at the ballparks. Marilyn and June talked showbiz. Joe and I talked baseball. Or let’s say, I talked and Joe listened. June thought Marilyn had so much acting talent and charisma that she’d be a natural on Broadway. Marilyn wanted to know all about the legends June had worked for, like Gershwin and George M. Cohan. So it was a good mix. We had fun.”

In the game, Lefty pitched the first inning for the Seals, giving up a hit but no runs. Joe played all three innings without a hit. The other players razzed him about taking the collar, but Joe clearly had other things on his mind. Lefty and June stayed overnight in San Francisco, then left the next morning.

“Driving to L.A., the news came over the radio that Marilyn had been found dead in her Brentwood home. An accidental overdose or suicide. June and I were stunned. How could it be suicide when Marilyn was getting married on Wednesday? And what about her talk of doing stage work in New York? We couldn’t believe that her death was a suicide and don’t to this day. I pulled into the nearest restaurant and called Joe.

“ ‘What do you want me to do, Joe?’ I said.

“ ‘Come and talk to me, Lefty, I want to talk,’ Joe told me.

“Joe had flown first thing to L.A. and was at the Miramar Motel making the arrangements for the funeral. Marilyn’s sister was flying in from the East Coast. Together they decided on a private service at Westwood. No celebrities, no fanfare. About twenty-five people, counting her relatives and people working around her career like agents and accountants, and Lee Strasberg doing the eulogy.

“Joe said, ‘No personalities. If one comes, they’ll all come. And I don’t want to see the bastards. If it wasn’t for them, she’d still be here.’

“When we got to L.A., I went over to the Miramar and spoke with Joe for about two hours. June and I didn’t attend the funeral. Joe wanted it private, and it was important to us to do what he wanted. For the next eight to twelve months I called him about twice a week from wherever I was just to say hello.”

Lefty paused.

“That’s what roomies are for.”

Lefty Gomez is both one of the best-known and one of the least-known stars in baseball history.

To the public and press, he was “El Goofo,” a unique combination of high-velocity fastball, affable eccentricity, and irreverent wit; a free spirit and natural clown who was so relaxed on the mound that he paused during a World Series game to watch an airplane fly over the Polo Grounds. He was famous for a series of one-liners, such as “I’d rather be lucky than good,” or “The secret of my success is clean living and a fast outfield.” As anyone who read the newspapers knew, here was a bon vivant, a man who loved the nightlife; he was on New York’s best-dressed list and was married to a Broadway star. He played the saxophone well enough to sit in with the Jack Teagarden and Eddy Duchin bands and was sufficiently adept at stunt flying that he was specifically forbidden in his Yankee contract to attempt loop-the-loops.

To the public, Lefty cruised through life, eliciting smiles and affectionate shakes of the head, well-placed in a boys’ game, someone to be amused by, certainly, but to be taken no more seriously than he seemed to take life.

His friends and teammates, however, knew a far different person. And a more complex one. Lefty Gomez was widely considered the glue of the Yankee clubhouse throughout the 1930s and perhaps the most ferocious competitor on the team. Losses ate at him. His commitment to the Yankees was without equal. His manager, Joe McCarthy, once asked him to leave a hospital bed to pitch. Lefty did. He pitched hurt so often that he was forced to retire when he was only thirty-three. On the day he was told his mother had died of uterine cancer, he refused to beg off his scheduled start, went out and pitched a three-hit shutout, then sat weeping in the locker room after the game.

To his teammates, he wasn’t even Lefty. Yankee teammates used that moniker when talking to the press, because that was how the public knew him, but inside the locker room he was Vernon. With the more serious name came a more serious role. Teammates confided in him and asked his advice. Not by accident was Lefty assigned to be Joe DiMaggio’s roommate when the most celebrated rookie in Yankee history joined the team in 1936. And it was Lefty who consoled Lou Gehrig in the dugout after the seemingly indestructible first baseman removed himself from the lineup on May 2, 1939, after 2,130 consecutive games.

There was actually very little that was goofy about Vernon Gomez. His one-liners, while noteworthy, were only a scant reflection of deep insight and wry humor about both baseball and life, every bit the equal of Damon Runyon’s or Ring Lardner’s. He read voraciously, spoke knowledgeably of world events, and had almost total recall.

Although he certainly ran with a sophisticated crowd in New York, he never really ceased being the small-town boy. Each off-season he drove home to spend the winter with family and to play baseball with the local kids. And five years before dapper Lefty Gomez made the best-dressed list, seventeen-year-old Vernon had left home to play semipro baseball with only one pair of pants to his name.

When his career was done, cut short after only thirteen seasons, he embarked on a new vocation with Wilson Sporting Goods, less glamorous but far more profound. Logging 100,000 miles a year, Lefty touched thousands of lives, speaking not only of his love of baseball but of the importance of honesty, integrity, and effort.

And then there is a brilliant record on the mound. Lefty pitched for the Yankees from 1930 to 1942, amassing a lifetime record of 189–102; he won 20 games four times, led the American League in strikeouts three times, three times in shutouts, and twice in earned run average. His World Series record is among the greatest ever. He started seven games, winning six and losing none with an earned run average of 2.86. Lefty was the starting and winning pitcher in the first All-Star game. He pitched in four more All-Star games, winning two and losing once, although the only run scored while he was on the mound came in on an error. He was elected to the Hall of Fame only in 1972 because the sportswriters who do the voting were deceived by the plethora of self-deprecating remarks for which Lefty was famous.

But Lefty’s persona wasn’t a contrivance, invented by agents, publicists, and media consultants. Lefty was simply himself.
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1.

THE COWBOY’S SON
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Vernon Gomez was born on November 26, 1908, at his family’s homestead in Rodeo, California, on the south coast of San Pablo Bay, northeast of San Francisco. “Five hundred people if you counted the cows,” he would say. “Rodeo was a town with two local trains, one comin’ and one goin’. Down by the depot, there was a haystack close to the train tracks. If we rode the express, we jumped into it as the train passed through.”

Although he was later referred to in the New York press as “the lanky Castilian” or “the singular senõr,” Lefty’s heritage was in many ways more quintessentially American than that of any newspaperman who wrote about him. Lefty’s paternal grandfather had sunk roots in California pastureland courtesy of that most American of events, the Civil War. While California might not have been the scene of epic battles between blue and gray, throughout the war the navies of both sides did engage in an ongoing series of skirmishes just off the Pacific coast. Confederate raiders prowled the San Francisco coastline trying to disrupt the flow of commerce, while Union warships tried to head them off and keep the sea-lanes open.

The stakes for a port far removed from Antietam and Gettysburg were surprisingly high. By the early 1860s, San Francisco had been transformed from the sleepy mission settlement of the 1830s into America’s most prominent boomtown, swelled to bursting by the throngs who had come west either to search for gold or to reap the immense profits engendered by those who did. Shipments of wheat, constantly in demand in Europe, or kerosene, a new fuel for illumination derived from petroleum, left by the hour in the holds of clipper ships to begin the torturous journey around the Horn, their crews often supplemented by sailors who had chosen the wrong drinking companions along the Barbary Coast. A steady stream of whaling vessels sailed for the Bering Sea.

With the explosion of enterprise, trading vessels from the Americas, Europe, and the Pacific flocked to San Francisco. The captain of one of those vessels, a Spaniard named Juan Gomez, arrived in 1862, his ship laden with fine leather goods to satisfy the appetites of the West’s nouveau riche. After selling his cargo, he loaded his ship with wheat for the return trip. Just after he embarked, Juan Gomez’s ship was shot out from under him, torched to the waterline by a Confederate privateer. Juan was rescued but his cargo was lost.

Juan did not sail again. Instead, he sent for his Portuguese wife, Rita, to join him in California with their seven-year-old son, Juan Enrique. Rita arrived to find that her husband had turned in his compass and sextant to try his hand at growing wheat and raising horses on a 150-acre ranch in El Sobrante in the Pinole Valley. Rita and Juan enrolled their son in a local school, then set to pioneering. In late 1863, the couple had a second son, Francisco, who was christened in the San Bautista mission, a native-born American. Francisco would not be sent to school but would remain home to help on the ranch. An illiterate son, it was then believed, would be less likely to up and leave for another profession, and so only the eldest received a formal education. Francisco grew up with a keen intelligence and prodigious memory, but completely unlettered. By early adulthood, he was fluent in three languages, Spanish, Portuguese, and English, though he was unable to sign his name in any of them. But he had learned roping from the Mexican vaqueros who worked the ranches and earned the moniker “Coyote” as a slick predator with a lasso in his hand.

Coyote had not been made to toil his life away in a wheat field. He dreamed, as did many boys in the 1870s, of driving longhorns up the Great Western Trail from Bandera, Texas, to the railhead at Dodge City, Kansas. In 1879, only fifteen years old, Coyote did just that. He drifted east to Nevada, then Texas, ranch to ranch, breaking horses. Then for ten years he rode with the cowboys from Oklahoma to Montana, enduring dust, stampedes, broiling days and frigid nights, long hours in the saddle, and the constant threat of attack from hostile tribes. By his mid-twenties, Coyote had grown into a hardened trail hand, expert at reading tracks and understanding the instincts of the cattle and horses, a master at throwing loops, branding calves, breaking horses, running the fall roundup, and moving cattle to market.

But the open range was disappearing. Cowboys were sometimes forced to avoid shotgun-wielding homesteaders none too keen to watch thousands of cattle tromp across their fields. Barbed-wire fences increasingly blocked the path of the herds. In 1890, Coyote learned that his father had died of a heart attack. He returned home to help his two younger brothers, Carlos and Manuel, run the El Sobrante ranch. He would never ride the trail again.

But the homecoming did have its advantages.

One of Coyote’s responsibilities was to bring the cash crops to the grain warehouses on the Pinole waterfront. Wheat, barley, and oats from the Pinole Valley were then shipped to Port Costa, where the European ships were docked.

The Gomez farm sold to the area’s most prominent broker, Bernardo Fernandez. In 1892, Fernandez hired a new bookkeeper. Her name was Lizzie Herring, a recent arrival from San Francisco. There, Lizzie had performed similar duties for the postmaster general, B. F. McKinley, whose brother William would that year be elected governor of Ohio and, four years afterward, president of the United States.

Lizzie was a sixth-generation American of Welsh-Irish descent; her grandparents had struck out decades earlier in search of winter sun, free land, and an escape from Bleeding Kansas, where Lizzie’s great-uncle Franklin had been murdered with a Bowie knife for opposing slavery. In Independence, Missouri, her grandfather John B. P. Williams had purchased a Conestoga wagon and then set out in 1857 on the Oregon Trail with his wife, Lucinda, a son, and three daughters. The family crossed the Rockies at Fort Hall in Idaho, took a cutoff to the Humboldt River in northern Nevada, and finally made their way through a pass in the Sierra Nevada range to Old Shasta in California.

Each of John B. P.’s daughters married a pioneer; one of them, Mary Jane, wed a logger named Elias Herring. Lizzie was born in 1870 in Bodega Township, near the Russian River, in redwood country. Five years later, her parents were dead. Lizzie was raised by an aunt and sent to school; as an adult, she journeyed south to San Francisco. Another aunt moved north, settling in Oregon, then journeyed farther still, not stopping until her family reached the salmon fisheries in Homer, Alaska, where they started a cannery.

Lizzie described what happened one fall afternoon at the Fernandez warehouse. “I was sitting behind the counter on a stool, my head bent over a bookkeeping ledger as I tallied up the bales of hay and sacks of wheat that the ranchers had brought in from the valley. I heard the staccato of high-heeled boots on the wooden floor. I looked up at the cowboy and met a pair of pale blue eyes under a battered broad-brimmed hat. He pulled off the hat and held it in his hand.

“ ‘Coyote’s the name. Four hundred bushels of wheat, two hundred hay.’ Having said that, he stood waiting for his cash. I handed him the money, then asked him to sign his name to the receipt.

“He gave me a slow grin. ‘I spell it with an X.’ He made his mark on the paper, laid the receipt on the counter, said, ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ then turned on his heel and walked out the door. Within minutes, he was back inside. ‘Miss Lizzie, ain’t it?’ When I said yes, he smiled again.

“ ‘Seein’ as how I’m goin’ to the square, would you want to be goin’ with me to the Saturday dance?’

“ ‘I’d like that fine, Coyote.’ ”

Coyote Gomez, the hard-bitten, taciturn cowboy, married Lizzie Herring, the shy young bookkeeper, in August 1893. For Coyote, Lizzie, who read English novels purely for enjoyment, represented a sophistication he had never before encountered. After their marriage, the couple moved to the El Sobrante ranch that Coyote was now running for his mother. But Rita had a tyrannical streak and thought Lizzie “soft,” not the pioneer woman her son should have married. When Lizzie became pregnant, Rita refused to even discuss hiring a midwife to help with the delivery. Childbirth was “women’s work,” Rita insisted; a midwife was an affectation. Lizzie would give birth alone, as Rita had seven times before her.

In rural California in 1894 a mother-in-law could make such a demand stick, especially a mother-in-law in whose home you were living. So in solitude Lizzie delivered her child, a son, whom she and Coyote named Earl. Lizzie cut and knotted the umbilical cord herself, then tended to the newborn without help, as Rita had done. The next year another son was born, Milfred, named, as had been Earl, for a character in one of Lizzie’s favorite English novels. Lizzie birthed Milfred alone as well.

A third child, Albert, was born on Christmas Eve, 1896, while Coyote was in Nevada selling horses at a saddle stock auction. Albert was a month premature and there were immediate problems. The baby had entered the birth canal feetfirst, and midway through the delivery his arms and head became trapped. After the baby was out, Lizzie began to bleed profusely. She feared she might faint from loss of blood. She yelled for help, but Rita either couldn’t hear or wouldn’t respond. Lizzie flailed about for something she could use to tie off the umbilical cord. All that was available was a white bib lying on the table, which Milfred had worn when Lizzie fed him breakfast that morning. She ripped off the strings, used them to tie off the cord, then stanched her own bleeding.

Days later, Albert grew ill. On New Year’s Eve, 1896, he went into convulsions and died. Rita had refused to call a doctor. Albert, it was later determined, had contracted an infection from the contaminated bib strings. Lizzie had carried her child for nine months, and now he was dead by her own hand. She never ceased blaming herself for Albert’s death, but she also knew full well that if a doctor or midwife had been present, the boy would have lived.

Coyote returned home from Nevada shortly after New Year’s, in time, he thought, for his baby’s arrival. Lizzie met him at the door. She told him his son had already been born and was already buried. Then she issued an ultimatum. “Never again. It’s your mother or me. I’m leaving.” Coyote walked to the barn, hitched the horses to the spring wagon, then left with his wife, two boys, and meager savings. They stopped at Rodeo, a dusty backwater about three miles up the coast where land was cheap. Coyote and Lizzie placed a small down payment on a $450 plot of land and set to building a house. Rita remained in Pinole on her 150 acres of ranchland, stubborn and uncompromising. In 1906, the state of California appropriated all but fifteen acres of her land under eminent domain to make way for the San Pablo Dam Reservoir. Rita fought the order in court, but the state prevailed. Once the “American bandits” had taken her land, Rita vowed never again to speak another word of English, nor allow it to be spoken in her home. She kept that vow until the day she died.

Coyote and Lizzie had four more children in the next six years: Lloyd, Irene, Cecil, and Gladys. A doctor helped with each delivery. Then, on November 26, 1908, the last of their children was born. They named him Vernon Louis.


2.

“AN ABERRANT DEVIATION IN THE EVOLUTIONARY PROCESS”
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Vernon Gomez spent his boyhood in the odd shadow world of the homesteader—devoid of luxury, but never wanting for the necessities. “We weren’t poor,” he noted. “We just didn’t have any money.”

Coyote had finally finished the two-story Gomez house six years after it was begun. Upstairs were five bedrooms for the kids, and downstairs a country kitchen, a dining room, a parlor, Lizzie and Coyote’s bedroom, and a bathroom on the back porch with a commode and tub. “We had coal-oil lamps and gas jets,” Lefty recalled. “There was no electricity until 1924. No telephone, no inside plumbing, and a windlass pumping spring water from a well in the backyard.”

While the kitchen was always warm from the coal stove, the rest of the house was not. “Our bedrooms were freezing. Contrary to what science tells us, the heat from the coal stove did not sneak up the back stairs through the grates in the kitchen ceiling. Heat was only a memory as I stripped down to my underwear upstairs. Germs entering my bedroom were instantly freeze-dried.”

Cackling chickens wandered the Gomez property, a vegetable garden was cultivated, and fruit trees were plucked. For linens and crockery, there was the once-a-week visit of Charlie Wong, a peddler from San Francisco, who arrived with a wicker basket hanging from each end of a bamboo pole he balanced across his shoulders. For anything else, there was mail order or the occasional trip across the bay.

The kitchen was the heart of the house, Lizzie its soul. She prepared jams and jellies, canned fruits and vegetables, and served meals made from scratch. She grew all the vegetables in the backyard kitchen gardens; baked her own bread, pies, and cakes; put up berry preserves; and sewed the wardrobes for the nine people in the Gomez family right down to the single-breasted suits Coyote and the five boys wore for Sunday best.

Lizzie Gomez also concocted herbal medicines, knitted and crocheted sweaters and hats, and quilted goose down comforters. “Clothes were scrubbed by hand and hung on lines outside to dry,” said Lefty. “Ironing was by flatirons heated on the wood-burning stove. Floors were scrubbed on her hands and knees and the throw rugs in the parlor were taken outside and whacked with a metal carpet beater to get the dust out.” Irene and Gladys helped out, but Lizzie nonetheless worked every day, morning until night.

“My first thought of my mother always goes to her love of flowers,” Lefty remembered. “Her vegetable gardens were bordered by rows and rows of colorful roses, irises, and hollyhocks that brought beauty into our drab surroundings. I hoed a row and then Lizzie sprinkled the seeds from the flowering plants that had bloomed the year before. I can still picture her walking through the geranium-covered trellis and onto the back porch, her arms laden with flowers. As she stood in the kitchen putting the blooms into a blue-tinted jar Lizzie would say, ‘Love rounds out the sharpness of life.’ ”

At Christmas, Lizzie and Coyote sent invitations to all their relatives within traveling distance. They thought it important that at least once a year the family be together. The tree was set up in the parlor, trimmed with aromatic garlands made of the fruit of eucalyptus trees strung together with cotton thread. Coyote placed slender white candles in black tinplate holders attached to the branches. “Every night, Gladys and I took turns walking round the evergreen with a long taper in hand, lighting the candles from top to bottom. The burning white candles glittered like stars in a rain puddle, and to me it was a magical tree.”

What made Lizzie’s achievements all the more striking was that they were done with a husband absent six days a week. Soon after Vernon was born, Coyote was hired as ranch manager for Rodeo’s lone mogul, Sebastian J. Claeys, called “SJ” or “Cattleman.” Claeys was a butcher from Michigan who had come to Rodeo in early 1907, got married in April of that year, purchased the local meat market, then proceeded to buy up a good bit of Rodeo’s surrounding property. Within a decade, he was the richest man in the area.

Rodeo was isolated, but SJ wasn’t. Claeys’s Market held the town’s only telephone, and SJ owned its first automobile. When Rodeo built a new school in 1913, four rooms for eight grades, with a bell in a cupola on top for calling the children to class, “S. J. Claeys” topped the list of trustees carved into the stone marker outside the front door. When Rodeo entered a float boasting of Rodeo’s cattle in the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco in 1915, Claeys financed the construction and his son Linus rode in the front seat.

SJ had his pick of employees and for running a ranch Coyote was the best there was. It was fortunate that Coyote had learned self-reliance on the trail, because being Claeys’s foreman took temperament as well as skill. Laconic and self-contained, Coyote lived during the week on Claeys’s thousand-acre ranch in Franklin Canyon, in a wooden shack with no running water and only cowhands for company. He returned home only on weekends and sometimes not even then, arriving after sundown Saturday night and leaving before sunup on Monday. His pay was $100 per month.

During the week Coyote’s sons headed out to Franklin Canyon on horseback and became hired hands on Claeys’s ranch. They worked the spring and fall roundups, branding the calves and herding the cattle to the Oakland slaughterhouses with Claeys’s sons, Reder and Linus. During the harvest season, they mowed the hay, baled it, and sowed for the following year. Vernon was riding almost as soon as he could walk and spent his early boyhood on the fence trail with his dad, checking on grass, waterholes, and cattle.

Most boys in town were raised with guns in their hands, hunting wild game in the hills or out in the willows bordering the creek near Claeys’s ranch. There were few poor shots in Rodeo. “As a boy of eight, my brother Earl, who was twenty-one at the time, taught me to hunt rabbits, ducks, pheasants, and quails with a .22 rifle. As I grew older I graduated to a 12-gauge shotgun. I had good eye-hand coordination and I didn’t get excited sighting on game. That’s my nature and I was a good shot. Even as a youngster, I could spot a deer or a wild turkey hidden in the brush before Earl. Hunting small game was a way of bringing meat to the table.”

At one point, Lizzie purchased fifteen dairy cows, which she grazed in the pastures alongside San Pablo Bay, rimmed by the tracks of the Southern Pacific Railroad.

“Ma ran the pint-sized Gomez Dairy with old-fashioned family teamwork,” Lefty said. “I rolled out of bed and into the barn at 4:00 a.m. to help milk the cows, then carry the buckets of milk back to the house with Cecil and Lloyd. On my way back from school, I cut across the pasture, driving the fifteen cows to our milking barn … a towheaded eight-year-old running barefoot over the grass. As the cows ran through the pond, my collie, Jack, jumped in and paddled across while I dawdled at the water’s edge, hand-fishing, until a call of ‘Vernon’ put me on my way again.”

As the youngest, he was also in charge of slinging cow dung out of the box stalls. “The only reason I made good in baseball,” he noted later, “was because I didn’t want to go back to that dairy farm. It’s not all Chanel No. 5 out there.” Irene and Gladys bottled the milk in the kitchen, then hitched up the wagon to old Maude, the Gomez dray horse. The younger children took turns delivering the milk that their mother had sold to the neighbors, five cents a bottle, a label reading “Gomez Dairy” affixed to the side.

“Old Maude worked the dairy route like a machine,” Lefty said. “She ground to a halt the very instant Gladys and Irene bounded out of the wagon and ran down the path to a customer’s house. As soon as they left the milk bottles on the back porch, she revved up her engine and moved on down the road. Gladys and Irene ran back, taking a flying leap onto the wagon, and Maude pulled them to the next stop.

“Sometimes my sisters saw a girlfriend at the back door and they lingered a bit too long for the old horse. She had no patience with talkative kids. Maude allowed them just so much time from doorstep to wagon. Then she pulled the wagon around in a wide circle and plodded back to the barn. Gladys and Irene ran down the road, pigtails flying. ‘Stop! We’ll be late for school!’ But Maude never stopped plodding homewards. No second chances from her.”

Vernon got no allowance. Even at five or six, if he wanted money for ice- cream cones or candy, he had to earn it. “Rodeo awakened to a pack of wolves howling down the moon. I ran all around town, turning off the streetlights. Every corner had a glass globe atop a wooden pole. At the bottom was a white ceramic knob. I twisted the knob off at sunrise and on again at sunset. Mr. Downer, who owned the power company, put me on the payroll. Ten cents a day.”

Not every task was so benign. One day, he was helping out at the ranch with his brother Cecil.

“Cecil was like a mustang, never broke. He was part of the land. Tall, blond, and spare, his jingling spurs accounted for most of his weight. By fifteen he was bringing home trophies and prize money as a rodeo competitor in saddle bronc, roping, and bull-riding. Cecil became a rancher like Pa and he had little patience with crybabies working a ranch. ‘I’m running a cattle outfit,’ he’d say, ‘not a kindergarten.’

“That day, a couple of heifers had wandered off into the hills … one to drop a calf, the other to die. ‘Swallowed nuts and bolts,’ Cecil told me. Trouble comes in batches. Another steer had slipped in the boggy bottom of the Rodeo Creek. He was stuck fast with split shins. The coyotes were circling. Cecil had to go tend to something else. Back in the tack room, he told me to ‘buckle on the six-iron with five beans in the wheel,’ then go creekside. ‘Steer’s past fixin’. He’s sufferin’ bad. Put him down, Vernon, before the coyotes do.’

“Thinkin’ about those miserable eyes lookin’ up at me, suddenly I didn’t feel so good. I moaned and doubled over. ‘I’m gonna vomit.’ Cecil was having none of it. ‘Chrissakes, Vernon, you’re nine years old. What are you, a goddamn baby?’ He walked past me out of the barn, then turned back. ‘If you got any quit in you, don’t hit the saddle.’

“I stood in the doorway, watching Cecil ride out until he was just a speck on a faraway hill. ‘He thinks I’m yellow,’ I thought, and the thought pained. I brushed away the tears with the back of my hand and picked up the Colt. Then I swung into the saddle and rode out to Rodeo Creek.”

But being the youngest of the seven Gomez kids wasn’t all mending fences and killing injured cows. Four years younger than his nearest sibling, Gladys, Vernon was indulged by everyone except Coyote, and Coyote was only around one day a week. While he was certainly expected to pull his weight, Vernon also got to run off to swim, play baseball, or just hang out with his friends.

“I swam probably every day in San Pablo Bay, year-round, skinny-dipping down at the beach. At low tide, I undressed in a sandstone cave by the water’s edge and left my overalls on the rock ledges that protruded from the walls. I swam for miles up and down the coastline, long-distance conditioning. I loved the rhythm of swimming all my life.”

Often at night Vernon swam with his friends in settings that might have been lifted from early twentieth-century sketches such as Booth Tarkington’s Penrod. “Frequently we built a campfire on the beach and threw potatoes on the fire, watching them pop and explode in the flickering firelight onshore as we splashed in the water.” But Penrod was hardly angelic, and neither was Vernon.

“When we heard a freight train approaching along the shoreline, we ran out of the water, dripping wet. The train had to slow down to crawl around the bend at Lone Point. I grabbed hold of the rail on the ladder on the side of a boxcar and climbed up. In the spring and early summer, the open-topped boxcars were loaded with grapes, peaches, and melons, and in autumn the harvest trains carried sugar beets.” Vernon was always designated to jump on the moving trains because he was the most agile. When he got to the top, he reached between the slats of the crates piled up inside and tossed out peaches, bunches of grapes, or whatever fruit was in season. Then, before the train gained too much speed, he jumped off to share the booty.

Vernon’s partner in crime was often Reder Claeys. “We were all hellions,” Reder recalled. “On warm summer nights, I knocked on the Gomezes’ back door and asked his mother if Vernon was home. Most times, I could tell he was home if his collie, Jack, was in the yard. Jack followed Vernon around like he was tied to him. Vernon organized the kids into groups of three. Two guys stood lookout while Vernon went over the fence to grab a watermelon out of a vegetable patch. Vernon was very springy on his feet. At Halloween, he took the gate off the schoolyard fence and ran it up the flagpole in the town center.”

“Vernon could size up a situation quicker than most,” one of his grammar school teachers observed. “When he wanted a vacation from school, he put skunks under the schoolhouse.”

School personnel won their share of skirmishes, however. Anastasia Dean, the grammar school principal, also taught penmanship. “Her eyes were as cold as a gray sky on a bleak February morning,” Lefty later remembered. “She began class by telling us how much she pitied the students who failed the writing drills. I was the only left-hander in her class, the only left-hander in a lifetime of teaching penmanship. Miss Dean didn’t approve of my hooked writing, said I was ‘an aberrant deviation in the evolutionary process.’ So there I was, a dead end on the road of humanity. She cracked my knuckles till they bled, and I switched. When fans ask me for my autograph I sign Lefty Gomez with my right hand and they look at it like it’s a forgery. I can thank Miss Dean for that. She whacked every bit of left-handedness out of me except the way I pitch, play golf, and think.”

Rodeo’s Independence Day celebration in 1917 was in honor of all the local boys who had signed up to fight in Europe, Milfred and Lloyd Gomez among them. Earl had been rejected because of a withered arm, injured when he fell off a roof on a construction job, and Cecil was too young. The town hosted a barbecue—steer donated by S. J. Claeys—
fireworks at the beach, and, of course, a parade. Invited to march was a forty-piece navy band from the nearby base, conducted by a young officer named Paul Whiteman. The highlight of their program was a rousing, jazzed‑up rendition of George M. Cohan’s hit song “Over There.”

Eight-year-old Vernon Gomez was transfixed. “Right then and there, I told Earl that I wanted to play sax and have my own band. I even had the name picked out. The Syncopats. ‘A sax?’ Earl asked me. ‘Costs around $26, Vernon.’ ” Lefty was thunderstruck. “Where can I get that kind of dough?” he moaned to Earl. “By the time I do, jazz will be gone.” The following November, Earl had a surprise. “Happy birthday, squirt,” he said, and presented his brother with a tenor sax.

Of course, owning a musical instrument was only the first step. Vernon asked Coyote when he could start lessons at Del Turco’s Music Studio in Crockett, a five-mile walk up the road, a dollar an hour, eight lessons a month.

Coyote’s response was terse: “You play. You pay.”

Eight dollars a month was a heady sum for a kid who generally earned only dimes turning on streetlights. An increase of that magnitude would involve not only more rigorous employment but also forgoing the ice- cream cones and candy on which his earnings were generally spent.

His first attempt to raise the money was hiring himself out to the local spring water company, owned of course by S. J. Claeys, but he was fired his first day when two customers caught him tromping barefoot through the spring. His next job was at Claeys’s Meat Market, plucking chickens. “Ninety chickens a month, plucked clean of feathers at ten cents a chicken. It would have netted me nine dollars, but Pa believed in tithing, giving away 10 percent of your earnings to St. Patrick’s Church, which meant I paid a penny on every chicken I plucked.”

But ninety chickens equaled eight dollars for lessons and a couple of five-cent ice-cream cones a month. Each afternoon Lefty was escorted into the back room by the cleaver-wielding butcher. “Whack! Off came the chicken’s head, the feathered body tossed onto the floor next to the table where I sat waiting to pluck it clean. Life taken by force. But its headless body with the blood oozing out did not drop down dead right away. Yuck! The feet skittered across the floor, the claws scratching their way through the sawdust. Feathers in my hair, down my shirt, up my nose.”

But Lefty wanted to play sax, so he stayed at the job for two years. And no one had to admonish him to practice. “Any kid who plucks feathers off ninety chickens a month to pay for sax lessons,” he would say, “is self-motivated.”

He played constantly. “In and out of rooms, up and down stairs, I blew my lungs out on my sax, a long line of jazz-tinged notes with emotional conviction, thinking myself a slick cat, in the blues vernacular. Ma brought me back to reality. ‘Vernon,’ she shouted, ‘take that noise to the cow pasture!’ ” Vernon did precisely that. Neighbors remember him tootling away as he drove the cows home after school.

And, true to his word, Vernon Gomez started the Syncopats, six preteens blowing hot jazz. They practiced in various members’ houses until the adults couldn’t take it anymore, then moved on to a new venue.

Two years earlier, Vernon had discovered another lifelong passion when Coyote and Lizzie took the ferry across the bay to the same 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in which S. J. Claeys entered his cattle float.

Commonly referred to as the San Francisco World’s Fair, the exposition occupied 635 acres and was filled with enough modern marvels to leave even the most sophisticated adult goggle-eyed. For Vernon Gomez, who lived without plumbing or electricity and had rarely even seen an automobile, it was like walking through a portal to another world.

At the east end of the grounds was “The Zone,” sixty-five acres filled with rides, games, food from around the world, concessions, performers, and exhibits, including replicas of Yellowstone Park, the Grand Canyon—to scale, of course—and a five-acre working model of the Panama Canal. The actual Liberty Bell was on display, on loan from Philadelphia, and the news of the day was churned out automatically on an immense Underwood typewriter. States, counties, and industrial firms exhibited their wares and their wonders. There was a “Street of Fun,” hula dancers, midgets, a railway, a submarine ride, and a compartment on a swing arm that sent those inside swinging to and fro over the grounds.

At the Palace of Transportation, the Ford Motor company had set up an assembly line that turned out a car every ten minutes for three hours every afternoon except Sunday. More than four thousand cars were produced during the fair’s ten months. A wood and steel building called the Palace of Machinery was more than three hundred yards long, one hundred yards wide, and forty yards high. The entire complement of U.S. Army and Navy personnel could have stood at attention under its roof. Mabel Normand and Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, two major stars of the silent screen, were filmed touring the fair by the Keystone Film Company.

The effect of the fair on its visitors was electric, literally as well as figuratively. The General Electric Illuminating Engineering Laboratory put on perhaps the greatest display of lighting ever seen. William D’Arcy Ryan, the director, who eight years earlier had lit Niagara Falls to a brilliance of 1.115 billion candles, outdid himself in San Francisco. One historian later wrote, “When he presented his plans before the architects, designers, and color artists who were involved in preparation for the Exposition, his proposals seemed so fantastic that there was scarcely a detail which was not opposed.” The centerpiece of Ryan’s plan was a forty-three-story “Tower of Jewels,” which was decorated with more than 100,000 pieces of polished stained glass, called “novogems,” imported from Vienna, strung on wires, and each backed by a tiny mirror. Twenty colored spotlights, hidden from spectators’ view, illuminated the tower each night. Edwin Markham, a local poet, announced after seeing the General Electric display, “I have tonight seen the greatest revelation of beauty that was ever seen on the earth.”

But outdoing even the tower was the air show. At a time when many Americans could still not understand what held an airplane aloft—or believed it could actually be done—for fifty cents a fair visitor could ride in a biplane, sitting behind the propeller while the pilot soared, dipped, and banked over the Pacific Ocean. For those who remained anchored to the earth, the Panama-Pacific had engaged the services of the world’s greatest stunt flyer, “The Genius of Aviation,” “The Man Who Owns the Sky,” Lincoln Beachey.

Beachey, born right in San Francisco, was only twenty-eight but had already flown loop-the-loops for President Woodrow Wilson, skimmed Niagara Falls in a biplane, performed a corkscrew twist directly over a crowd of 20,000 spectators, and won a race with a train. His signature stunt was the “dip of death,” a vertical dive from 5,000 feet with the plane’s engines turned off and his arms stretched out to the side. Beachey pulled out of the dive at the last possible instant by tugging the stick with his knees and then glided to a safe landing. There had been accidents as well. Beachey had crashed often and on one occasion had flown too close to the roof of a hangar, sweeping four people off and killing a twenty-year-old woman. He had once quit flying, “disgusted with the public’s morbid expectation of spectacular accidents,” only to return weeks later to attempt even more dangerous stunts.

At the San Francisco World’s Fair, Beachey planned a spectacular display of aerobatics for the home folks, including a run through the Palace of Machinery, the world’s first indoor flight. After watching Beachey’s incredible performance on February 15, Vernon immediately asked his parents to allow him to take flying lessons, a request ridiculous on grounds of both practicality and cost. But his decision on that day to become a pilot turned out to be as irrevocable as his decision to play the sax or his determination almost from the moment he picked up a baseball to become a pitcher. Vernon Gomez seemed to be one of those rare children who knew his mind, even at six, and he set out on a lifetime quest from which he would never look back and never regret.

On March 14, Vernon returned to the fair, this time escorted by Earl. That day, Lincoln Beachey was to try a feat of aerobatics never before attempted. Rather than the biplane in which he customarily flew, Beachey had designed an aluminum monoplane, then fitted it with an engine powerful enough to set up a dive from 3,000 feet. A crowd of 50,000 had gathered to see Beachey attempt in this new machine stunts that he had previously only performed in a biplane.

Beachey made two flights that day. In the first he “electrified the crowd with a series of aerial somersaults,” then landed before attempting the perpendicular drop. That would be a finale all its own.

Soon afterward, Beachey took to the air once more, circling up into the sky above San Francisco Bay. To prepare the crowd for the grand climax, he looped-the-loop and even flew upside down. Then, at 3,000 feet, he switched off the power. The monoplane hurtled toward the water in a vertical drop. Nearing the surface of the bay, Beachey pulled back on the stick. Instead of sending the plane into a glide, the increased air pressure from the change in trajectory ripped the aluminum wings from the body. The fuselage turned over and over, crashing into the bay. As thousands of spectators rushed to the waterfront, launches from the battleship Oregon sped to the site. Sailors threw grappling hooks into the water in an attempt to grab the sunken plane. Minutes later divers from the ship arrived and plunged into the water. Joseph Maerz, one of the most experienced divers in the navy, succeeded in attaching a line to the plane’s tail in forty feet of water. The fuselage was hauled up; Beachey was dead, still strapped in his seat. Examination proved that he had drowned. The crash had merely broken his leg. If Beachey could have freed himself from the cockpit, he could have floated to the surface and survived.

Six-year-old Vernon watched the accident with the same horror that gripped the other spectators. “What really brought the tears to my eyes was the fact that Beachey was one of our own, a San Francisco boy who had taken to the sky. I never forgot that day at the fairgrounds.”

But he also never lost his love of flying. Coyote later said something to him about keeping his feet on the ground, but Vernon wasn’t dissuaded by the danger. He might, in fact, have been drawn to it. Coyote had pioneered in his way; Vernon would pioneer in his.

“When Uncle Vernon pitched for the town team, I was in kindergarten,” recalled his niece, Vivien Sadler, “and he put me on the handlebars of his bike, told me to hang on for dear life, and off we’d go, bouncing over the potholes. But he didn’t talk endless baseball. Uncle Vernon read every newspaper he could get his hands on. When the Frisco papers and the New York Times were thrown off the train, Vernon was grabbing copies and diving into articles, especially ones about aviation. Vernon was going to be a ballplayer and an aviator all at the same time. This was before Lindbergh’s flight to Paris. He was going to get his pilot’s license and fly one of those puddle-jumpers when he grew up. And that was just what he did.”

Vernon came home from his visits to the fair with a far grander ambition than simply to become an aviator. He had discovered there was a bigger, more fascinating world outside Rodeo, filled with adventure, and he intended to experience it.
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