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My Confession, by Jesus “Lefty” Boehm

The true story of Pancho and Lefty, as told by Lefty himself
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Introduction
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Have you ever listened to a song about a character and wanted to know more? Did you fill in the blanks yourself, to tell yourself the rest of the story?

Me, too!

In this series of short stories, I have taken characters from some of my favorite songs and breathed life into them, filled in the empty spaces, told myself their stories, and set about to tell you the stories I have given them.

Some of these characters are barely names in a song. They have no real context, no background story. They are as elusive as shadows fleeing the setting sun. Others were given more depth by the songwriter. We know something about them but not everything. We are left to fill in the missing parts with our imaginations.

Disclaimer

THE CHARACTERS I WRITE here only share the names of those in the songs where I found them. Their stories are mine alone. I do not claim to know the songwriter’s vision for them, or if there was one. These are not the characters of the songwriters. They are inspired by those characters. Any actual historical characters are written as true to the known facts as possible but may be set in fictitious settings and events.
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About This Song
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The first time I heard Willie Nelson and Merle Haggard sing Pancho and Lefty, my imagination ran wild. I was an eleven-year-old boy whose reading chops were nurtured by Louis L’Amour and Zane Grey western novels, which passed from my father’s hands to mine, when the song was written. We read the books separately, my father and me, but were bound together by the common interest in the rugged, wild west, with its heroic and tragic characters. 

I was nearly 22 when Willie and Merle released the song, and it soared up the country charts. 

A young man making my way in a harsh world, with a wife and two children, one of which was physically challenged, and a struggling ministry to which to attend, I had troubles aplenty. Willie and Merle helped me to escape back into that world of imagination, the place where I spent so many happy hours as a boy, eagerly turning pages and lustily devouring western stories.

The song is about the popular Mexican bandito and revolutionary Pancho Villa and his friendship to a mysterious man named Lefty, who may or may not have betrayed him and split with the money gained from the betrayal.

Willie Nelson, in his biography It’s a Long Story, claims that when he asked the song’s author Townes Van Zandt what the song was about, Townes replied, “I don’t know.”

Who was Lefty? What did he do? What became of him?

What awaits you here is my version of the story, based on the lyrics of Pancho and Lefty and the gaps filled in by investigative imagination. Please enjoy.

Lyrics & Credits

LIVING ON THE ROAD my friend

Was gonna keep you free and clean

And now you wear your skin like iron

And your breath as hard as kerosene

Weren't your mama's only boy

But her favorite one it seems

She began to cry when you said goodbye

And sank into your dreams

Pancho was a bandit boy

His horse was fast as polished steel

He wore his gun outside his pants

For all the honest world to feel

Pancho met his match you know

On the deserts down in Mexico

Nobody heard his dying words

Ah but that's the way it goes

All the Federales say

They could have had him any day

They only let him slip away

Out of kindness, I suppose

Lefty, he can't sing the blues

All night long like he used to

The dust that Pancho bit down south

Ended up in Lefty's mouth

The day they laid poor Pancho low

Lefty split for Ohio

Where he got the bread to go

There ain't nobody knows

All the Federales say

They could have had him any day

We only let him slip away

Out of kindness, I suppose

The poets tell how Pancho fell

And Lefty's living in cheap hotels

The desert's quiet, Cleveland's cold

And so the story ends we're told

Pancho needs your prayers it's true

But save a few for Lefty too

He only did what he had to do

And now he's growing old

All the Federales say

We could have had him any day

We only let him go so long

Out of kindness, I suppose

A few gray Federales say

We could have had him any day

We only let him go so long

Out of kindness, I suppose


Words and lyrics by Townes Van Zandt

Copyright(s): Wixen Music Publishing
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AND NOW, THE STORY.
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Pancho Villa and me
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We were soldiers once, Pancho and me. I was his right hand, so he called me Lefty. That was okay with me. 

Pancho’s given name at the time was Francisco. I sometimes called him Frisco. I was the only one to ever call him that and live to tell about it. 

Actually, if you let me back up a little bit, his birth name was Jose. 

How ordinary is that? Jose Doroteo Arango Arambula was his full name. His father was Augustin Arango. His mother was Micaela Arambula. Jose changed his name twice. That’s what bandits do. People often call him the bandit Pancho Villa, and I guess that is, in a way, correct.  I prefer not to reduce the most electrifying and talented leader I ever knew to such a word as bandit.

I know it is strange for me to talk about him in such high regard, given the circumstances of this brief accounting of my life with Pancho Villa and my slow death after. I am proud he was my friend. I am remorseful that he died still believing that he was. 

This is how it happened.
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The birth and boyhood of Jesus
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Before I tell you the truth about Pancho’s death, I must provide context. I do not like to talk about myself, but I must do so, if I am to make you understand and believe my story.

My name is Jesus Boehm (pronounced BAME), and, no, I am not Mexican or of any Spanish descent. I was born June 5, 1878, in a white-washed farmhouse outside Lancaster, Pennsylvania. I would later learn that the man they call Pancho Villa was born on the very same day as me. We were kindred spirits simultaneously released by God on humanity.
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