



[image: Book cover of ‘Nolan, The Singular Life of an American Original’ by Tim Brown. The cover image features a baseball player in a pitching pose, wearing a team uniform.]











[image: Title page of ‘Nolan, The Singular Life of an American Original’ by Tim Brown published by Grand Central.]













Copyright © 2026 by Tim Brown


Jacket design by Greg Mollica. Jacket photo by John Iacono/Getty Images. Jacket copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


@grandcentralpub


First Edition: May 2026


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2026932762


ISBNs: 9781538726525 (hardcover), 9781538726549 (ebook)


E3-20260401-JV-NF-ORI













CONTENTS




	Cover


	Title Page


	Copyright


	Dedication


	Prologue: Myths


	  1. Alvin’s Man


	  2. Texas


	  3. A Blade-Thin Kid


	  4. Murff


	  5. The Show


	  6. Miracle


	  7. A Star in the Land of Stars


	  8. The Express


	  9. No-No’s


	10. Hill Country


	11. The Next Sid Holland


	12. Teammates


	13. “The Privilege”


	14. The Bow Tie


	15. A Die-Hard Texan


	16. The Calf and Old-Time Rancher


	17. “I’m Done”


	18. Where Have You Gone, Nolan Ryan?


	19. Parade


	20. The First Family of Texas Baseball


	Epilogue: Alvin, Again


	Acknowledgments


	Discover More


	Brief Note on Sourcing


	About the Author


	Also by Tim Brown












	Cover


	Table of Contents


	Dedication


	Title Page


	Start of Content


	Start of Backmatter


	Copyright










Page List




	ii


	iii


	iv


	v


	vii


	viii


	xi


	xii


	xiii


	xiv


	xv


	xvi


	xvii


	xviii


	xix


	xx


	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188


	189


	190


	191


	192


	193


	194


	195


	196


	197


	198


	199


	200


	201


	202


	203


	204


	205


	206


	207


	208


	209


	210


	211


	212


	213


	214


	215


	216


	217


	218


	219


	220


	221


	222


	223


	224


	225


	226


	227


	228


	229


	230


	231


	232


	233


	234


	235


	236


	237


	238


	239


	240


	241


	242


	243


	244


	245


	246


	247


	248


	249


	250


	251


	252


	253


	254


	255


	256


	257


	258


	259


	260


	261


	262


	263


	264


	265


	266


	267


	268


	269


	270


	271


	272


	273


	274


	275


	276


	277


	278


	279


	280


	281


	282


	283


	284


	285


	286


	287


	288


	289


	290


	291


	292


	293


	294


	295


	296


	297


	298


	299


	300


	301


	302


	303


	304


	305


	306


	307


	308


	309


	310


	311


	312


	313


	314


	315


	316


	317


	318


	319


	320


	321


	322


	323


	324


	325


	326


	327


	328


	329














For my mom, who showed me the wonder of words.














Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.


Tap here to learn more.


[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]















PROLOGUE


MYTHS


Tuesday, January 28, 2025


IT WAS A GRAY, DRIZZLY day in Central Texas. We were in his office, which is on the top floor of a two-story concrete building not a half mile from a minor-league ballpark whose team, the Express, is named for him. The first floor is a bank.


He’d be seventy-eight in three days. He raised his eyebrows at that and did not smile.


There’s a lot of cool stuff on his large wooden desk. Baseball stuff. Western stuff. There is not a computer. Nolan Ryan does not bother much with computers.


He scheduled an hour, and I was glad for it. We went over by twenty minutes, which kept his wife, Ruth, waiting. She didn’t seem to mind. Little seems to trouble Ruth, who has a young smile and blue eyes that match her shoulder-length gray hair. She had hip surgery a while back but played a round of golf that morning in spite of the weather.


The main piece of art in his office, directly behind him, is a large print of a cowboy riding fences. The man’s hat is pulled low, as if against a headwind that also fingers the brush below. The horse stands tall and sturdy. There is a framed old fungo bat that belonged to Jimmie Reese, a former coach of Ryan’s whose claim to fame was that he once roomed with Babe Ruth. Reese’s go-to line about that: “Well, I roomed with his luggage.” Reese died in 1994. The Ryans named their second son Nolan Reese. They call him Reese. There’s a sketch of Ronald Reagan beside what looks to be a letter on White House stationery. A lot happened for Nolan Ryan from 1981 to early 1989, the Reagan years (which followed Reagan’s The Last Outpost years)—a no-hitter, his 4,000th strikeout, nearly a hundred wins—so it’s hard to say what the letter might be about. It seemed nosy to ask.


His back hurt. All the innings, he granted, may have caught up with him. The fingers on his right hand wobbled some when they weren’t supposed to. He wore sensible shoes, maybe for the back, and he adjusted himself in his chair often, searching for relief. He’d scheduled surgery for the back, now that the knee is done. The innings.


He was fuller in his face and body, so that if you saw him for the first time, you’d not think athlete but workingman. That’d be because of the shoulders, the wrists, the hands, how they present themselves with precision and power, however weary. He said he is not often recognized in public anymore.


“I think Father Time’s taken care of that,” he said.


His mind was sharp, like his eyes and his wit and his laugh. His voice sounded thicker, the words attaching themselves to each other in an oily rivulet. Memories lit his expression, bits of life he hadn’t thought about in a very long time, perhaps, or just hadn’t said out loud in a while.


When he was a boy, his job was to paint the house on Dezso Drive in Alvin. It isn’t a big house unless the sun is on your neck and the mosquitos come in clouds and you’re taking it in while holding a paintbrush. Every two years, when the hard Texas winters and harder Texas summers had had their way, Nolan’s father, a large man who hoarded his words, would stand in the front yard, Marlboro in his fingers, youngest son at his side, and say something like “I think it’s time,” and pretty soon the paint cans and fresh brushes would appear in the garage.


Nolan would wash, spackle, and sand—no shortcuts—then lay on a coat or two, a little at a time with the grain, always with the grain, and dab at the stucco. In the early evenings his father would pull into the driveway and, Marlboro in his fingers, circle the house, quietly gauge his son’s progress, and nod or point—of the two, the nod was preferable—before heading into the house.


Nolan didn’t complain. He liked the work, most of the time. He liked getting it right, caring for something as important as the family home, and seeing it through. He liked his father’s approval.


“I don’t reflect back on my childhood much,” he said, but wouldn’t you know he’ll be driving along thinking about nothing in particular when he’ll come across a crew up on ladders. Those men will be bringing a house back to life with their rollers and brushes, their tans deep and pants speckled with the last job, and it brings him right back to the little house on the horseshoe-shaped street, awaiting judgment before dinnertime.


“I always look at it from that perspective,” he said.


He laughed at the things that stay with a man across all the decades, the sound of a car in the driveway, a door opening and closing, the smell of a specific brand of cigarette, the approving nod. His dad had been gone for more than fifty years.


In that way, of course, he’d been living up to his father’s expectations of him ever since, doing the job, seeing it through, putting the last coat of protection over the family. Granted, sometimes he had to go against the grain. He couldn’t ever tell when the wind and rain and hail and whatever else were coming. But they were coming. They always did.


His father trusted him with it. That was the job and the reward.


He leaned back in his leather chair, hoisted a leg to the edge of the desk, and seemed satisfied with that for a few minutes. Surrounding him, the reminders of a life—not just a career, but a life—built on the ideal of finishing what he’d started. On the walls. On his desk. Whatever it was that was rubbing against his spinal cord.


“The game’s changed,” he said finally.


Not mad. Not put out. Just saying.


“The game has changed,” I agreed.


He hadn’t, though. Not really. The shoes, maybe.


The innings. Once, he chased them. Then they turned around and chased him back, like the storms that rise and then become the job and the reward.


Thirty-one summers had passed without him having thrown a pitch, his time gone, nothing like him left or to come again, and then alongside the hard evidence of what he did on a baseball field formed, again, the myth.


He’d played long enough, done enough, been gone long enough to summon the myth, and so to bean hitters who’d not been beaned, to glare at foes he’d not given thought to, to holler words he’d never spoken. People appeared in places they were not and held tense conversations with no one. Opponents cowered in the precise spots they did not stand and nursed welts that never rose. They swung at pitches they did not see, didn’t hear, weren’t ever thrown, and won and lost games they did not participate in.


Undertake a retelling of Nolan Ryan’s life through the prism of time and discover that the stories of cowboys far outnumber the actual cowboys, which doesn’t make them any less entertaining. In real life, we’ve moved on to the drugstore kind, to keyboard outlaws and Fortnite addicts and snowplow parents and participation trophies and cars that drive themselves. Starting pitchers who beg out after five innings, then get handshakes for it.


Call it evolution, if you must.


What survives in the witnesses is the gooey insides of old age, the pixel-free highlights, and the romantic version of a game played to the last tendril of an ulnar collateral ligament.


When the memories become tangled in the circuitry where conviction and fiction overlap, where his beastly right arm met their graying allocortex, the reality of Nolan Ryan and his well-earned reputation bled into their own reality, and what coagulated was the legend beyond the truth. Perhaps, the truth beyond the legend, the way they saw it.


Either way, the myth.


Good thing, too. What we need right now is a damned good myth. Make him real, make him Texan, give his words a drawled boing-boing viscosity, put a cowboy hat on his head, snakeskin boots on his feet, pearl buttons on his chest, and thunder in his arm. Put him in stories that our grandfathers tell. Have him not only whip Robin Ventura’s ass but carry him all the way to the Alamo and throw him through a limestone wall, and then have our fathers toast him with a Lone Star longneck and our mothers fan themselves at the thought of such a man.


Grown men with translucent skin, milky eyes, and titanium body parts, surrounded by framed jerseys that tell the stories of their own youths, our witnesses, remember him well. By their steely recollections, he was seven feet tall, had shoulders wider than the rear end of a Ford F-150, was meaner than a spooked rattler, and threw fastballs that sparked.


Which is, you know, about right.


Thing is, Nolan Ryan was right there. He struck out all of those men. He walked into the league at nineteen and walked out when he was forty-six (and walked plenty in between). He set dozens of records, some that will stand forever. He retired to his family and his ranch. Whole pitching academies opened, peddled fancy machines and promises to replicate the power, the endurance, and the longevity of Ryan, in essence conspiring to reverse engineer Ryan himself, and that largely failed, because there was only one and because the game itself couldn’t see it anymore. Wouldn’t believe it anymore.


Those thirty-one years later, stir up the memories from teammates, from opponents, from scouts and neighbors and a kid with a transistor radio to his ear and what comes pouring out is all the good, all the real, and so much more. They are, in a way, all witnesses to the same event, though during questioning afterward can only agree that the deadly weapon was a fastball. The rest is lost, or garbled, in the chaos of time.


“Nolie” they all called him. Or “Tex.” If not that, then “that sonofabitch,” but tenderly, with a light, deferential chuckle mixed in.


As in, “That sonofabitch sure could bring it, hoo boy.” Or, “I wasn’t diggin’ in on that sonofabitch, no sir.”


It must feel good to believe in something more than what was, by itself, without exaggeration, one of one. If Nolan Ryan was possible, the force and the power and the honest flaws, then what else was? What else could be? Even better, you suppose, to believe in that man and then some.


They were, to a man, spot-on about one thing: Nolan Ryan was something else.


There was an athlete once, a pitcher, a ballplayer, who took the baseball every four or five days and set out to throw a no-hitter. Every time. To give up nothing. To give away nothing. To strike out everybody. To win every pitch, every inning, every game, until there were twenty-seven outs, and they turned out the lights and everybody went home. He threw harder than anybody else, and did that not for a year or five or ten, but for nearly three decades. Until his hair was mostly gone, and he was old enough to have three kids in high school or already out, from Lyndon Baines Johnson to Bill Clinton, from the Vietnam War to the birth of the internet.


He struck out the sons of seven fathers he’d also struck out, eight if you include both of Sandy Alomar Sr.’s sons. He was teammates with an infielder named Roy McMillan, who was born in 1929, and with a catcher, Iván Rodríguez, who was born in 1971. McMillan once had a hit off a pitcher, Dutch Leonard, who’d faced Lou Gehrig twenty times. Rodríguez batted against Johnny Cueto, who was still pitching in 2024. From the beginning of Gehrig to the end of Cueto was more than a century of baseball. Nolan Ryan was stuck right in the middle of it, having touched it all and brushed back half of it.


His imperfections were legendary, and even those did not amount to near the counterbalance sufficient to have made Nolan Ryan ordinary. He walked too many hitters, booted too many comebackers, ignored too many base runners, lost too many games, and heaved too many wild pitches, any one of which might have muddled a typical career before it got started. What it cost him in the end was, what, the six Hall of Fame votes he didn’t get? A few more wins beyond the 324 he had? The occasional aggravation of a man at first base, then second, then third? An eighth no-hitter? A ninth?


So the legacy has a tendency to be all over the place. He could relate; he had games like that, too.


He pitched to 1,415 different batters. He struck out 1,176 different batters. He had 497 teammates. He threw to 36 catchers, who squatted in front of 114 plate umpires. He pitched in 35 major-league stadiums, in front of all those millions of people, some who loved him, some who didn’t, some who just came to see for themselves.


What made him great then, what makes the memory of him great now, was he fought for home plate to the last inch, the bat to its last ounce, the hitter to the last of his wispy breaths (and courage). All of that, of course, is next to impossible to define. And so beyond the columns of statistics, the box scores, and what video footage exists, there are the men in those batter’s boxes, holding those bats and drawing those breaths (and summoning that courage).


What’s more, Nolan Ryan did the job as though he’d never become a ballplayer. He did it like a rancher, like a cowboy, like an oilman. Like a Texan. Like his father. Like he didn’t want to get fired, because then what? It wasn’t a game—or, rather, just a game—but a vocation. A calling. A responsibility. The alarm went off before dawn. The cattle had to eat. The gang had to be pushed. Newspapers had to land on doorsteps. People counted on that. A paycheck counted on that. A family needed a roof, heat, food in the refrigerator, school clothes.


Every day.


Ryan would call that integrity.


“You believe certain things,” he said that day in his office, “and you live by those principles.”


I asked how he thought he’d done on that front. He answered with a story.


One December afternoon he was at an event at the Astrodome in Houston. A NASA astronaut was there, as well, and had brought his son, who was maybe six years old. The astronaut introduced his son to the most famous Astro of them all. Ryan bent to shake the boy’s hand. Seeing as Christmas was nearing, he asked, “Have you been a good boy?”


The boy looked up at Ryan.


As earnestly as he could, he replied, “The Lord knows I’m trying.”


So comes the myth—a real-life tale of finding yourself right where you left him, in a four-bedroom house off Mustang Bayou in Southeast Texas, a structure framed with diligence and integrity and faith.


See, when he was barely more than a boy himself, still kicking Blackland Prairie clay from his boots, the myth was already taking form. He was nineteen years old, twenty years old, twenty-one years old, piling up strikeouts in the minor leagues, piling up walks in the minor leagues, jumping to the majors and back, thrilling small-town crowds, creeping into the hearts of New York Mets fans desperate for a savior (or a second Tom Seaver), being freshly married, icing injuries, serving in the Army Reserve, developing blisters on his fingers, and feeling achingly homesick.


To impatient New York writers, apparently even to teammates similarly worked up, he became, disapprovingly, maybe lovingly, probably exasperatingly, the Myth, uppercase.


A headline once asked if the “Ryan Myth” had, perhaps, “Gone Up in Smoke Again?” A spring training article in 1968 noted that, for a day anyway, “his teammates have stopped calling him Myth.” Another headline, after a promising outing: “The Day the Myth Came Alive,” over a subhead, “Nolan Ryan Lives.” A New York Daily News article from the same year dubbed an underachieving horse “the Nolan Ryan of harness racing.” A year later, a newsman was still asking if Ryan was “a myth or a marvel.”


Ryan answered, again and again, for more than a generation.


Part man, part marvel, part icon, part gentleman, part ace, part mule, hell, part rap lyric, maybe a little myth, there’d not been anything else like him. There wouldn’t be again.


Going on six decades after he arrived, that something like a Nolan Ryan happened in the same game that is today’s version is almost inconceivable. That it might again is unthinkable. Then, it’s fair to wonder if the game has changed all that much. Or if the men who play it have. That’ll have to work itself out.


The Lord knows they’re trying.
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ALVIN’S MAN


THE OLD POST OFFICE IN Alvin, Texas, built in 1940, is low and thick, like most places in town, probably because of the hurricanes. Five mornings a week, at precisely eleven, a white-haired volunteer unlatches the glass front door, totters down seven steps between the planters and railings, and hoists a metal sign that reads OPEN onto the moorings of a small marquee. The building, like the marquee, is yellow brick, and it’s a museum now. The sidewalk is red brick, faded by the climatic dispositions of Southeast Texas.


At one end of the building, an American flag flies above a Texas flag. When a midafternoon breeze kicks up, the flags whip to attention, and the snap hooks clang against the pole, a racket that can be heard for blocks.


At the other end, Nolan Ryan is bronzed in mid-delivery. His chin is tucked into his chest. His left knee is cocked near his left shoulder. His right hand is hidden in a baseball glove that also covers his left hand. He is forever a moment from uncoiling, releasing a savage grunt that chases crows from the live oaks and crepe myrtles along West Sealy Street and heaving the fiercest pitch the game has ever known. In bronze, Nolan Ryan could only be throwing his fastball.


A bit like Alvin itself, and even Ryan himself, the statue, unveiled on Election Day in 1992 (Bill Clinton beat a pair of Texans, George H. W. Bush and Ross Perot), is worn in places, has toppled over at least once, has been patched and buffed and stands for times and places that at once still exist and are lost to the passing of the seasons.


Jack Bryant created the statue.


A photo from the day Ryan first threatened to throw that pitch from West Sealy Street shows Bryant in a white Western shirt, buttoned to his tanned throat, beneath a black vest. The braided leather of his bolo tie is tipped with silver aiguillettes. The slide is the color of a pale-pink pearl. He wears blue jeans, a beaded belt, and a white cowboy hat. His arms hang loose and easy, though the fingers of his right hand are curled slightly, like they’re used to doing more than just hanging around and would like to get back to work. Ryan, who was forty-five years old and had another baseball season left in him, wears a gray suit. Ruth, his wife, is in a teal business suit. The picture, kept by Bryant’s son, is signed by Ryan.


Bryant never did learn to read or write, on account of his attention disorder, so he couldn’t have read the plaque next to the statue of Nolan Ryan that he crafted, but he could tame a horse in the morning and paint a landscape in the afternoon from memory alone, and come dinnertime ride up with a deer thrown over that horse.


“He was an old cowboy,” his son, Jack Jr., said. “That’s what he was.”


Bryant, who died in 2012 at eighty-three, found beauty in all things Texas. Sometimes he sculpted what he saw. Sometimes, what he imagined. So, wild horses and proud Native Americans and thundering longhorns and lonesome cowboys and, in what he must have seen as thematic, one baseball pitcher. In Azle, Texas, he shared a workshop with his horses in a barn behind the house, and sometimes the family would hardly see him for days.


“He had a one-zone mind when he was really into it,” said Jack Jr., known to his family as Bubba. “It was just like a boxer in a boxing ring.”


The work could be tedious and hot, testing a man’s body and spirit. That’s why Bryant chased his need to create, to bring the images in his head to life. The work was the reward. The money was fine (“Of course he always bid his jobs real cheap,” Jack Jr. said. “He didn’t want to take advantage of nobody.”), but it wasn’t the object. He believed in the value of the well-intended day, then another one after that, then another, and would abide what came. The habit produced art, much of it reconstructions of the Old West, the parts he remembered or heard about or saw in pictures or watched on television. In another line of work, that same ethic might produce 324 wins, 5,714 strikeouts, and 7 no-hitters. You don’t choose your gift. But with one, some men throw fastballs. Others release beauty. Sometimes both.


“My dad never had an art lesson in his life,” Jack Jr. said. “He was born with that ability to do what he’d done.”


So one day Jack Bryant set out to make a six-hundred-pound Nolan Ryan. More than once, Ryan came to visit the barn in Azle to watch himself come to patinated life. Their conversations might have been about the processes, first one and then the other, how at the end of the day their minds and bodies ached, how these were worthy pursuits.


The materials and tools Bryant would need—copper and tin for the bronze, clay, rubber and art plaster for the mold, hammer and chisel, grinders and files, a welder and welding metals, sandblast abrasives, everything—were, if not Texas made, Texas acquired and Texas stamped.


Like Ryan himself, then; something from nothing, forged from the dirt underfoot, polished until even the flaws shone or tried.


Like Alvin, too.


At 3 p.m., five afternoons a week, the same white-haired volunteer reemerges from the front door of the museum on West Sealy Street, navigates those stairs and, to the chimes of the snap hooks, retrieves the OPEN sign and locks the front door.


By then the shadow of Nolan Ryan will reach east, toward downtown Alvin, ever longer, until it fades with the sunset and into the darkness. It will return tomorrow to pile another day on top of another day, the image of the man and all that he pursues, one eye on the hitter and the other on the people here.


Alvin leans into a curl of old Highway 35, which runs away south and eventually to Corpus Christi. From Houston, Alvin’s not really on the way to anywhere, unless you’re taking the long way to Galveston. The drive to the old Astrodome, which is maybe the point of all this, is about half an hour. Alvin’s population is nearing thirty thousand across twenty-five square miles. According to the last census, Alvin is 53 percent white and 38 percent Hispanic. There are nineteen churches and a small handful of bars. The town votes Republican, generally commutes to Houston for work, and pays a little less than $200,000 for the average house. The high school football field holds nearly eight thousand. The baseball team plays its games on Nolan Ryan Field.


The major thoroughfare in Alvin is North Gordon Street, two lanes that roll over three sets of railroad tracks on the north end of town, past a fairy-tale train depot where the trains don’t stop anymore and along a series of brick buildings, one of them housing Texas Best Bail Bonds. A month before Valentine’s Day one winter, in fresh red, pink, and blue window paint: “Bail Out Your Love Bird.”


There are reliably good Tex-Mex and barbecue spots in town. There’s a library where, on the coldest days, a couple of homeless men are welcome to thaw on soft chairs and leaf through magazines about animals and cars.


Banners declaring loyalty to the Yellowjackets, the high school’s athletic teams, dangle and flutter from light posts.


Stanton’s has stood beside the railroad tracks for more than a century. It’ll sell you a refrigerator, a chicken, house paint, a T-shirt, a hammer, and a fine cup of coffee with your omelet, all under the same green roof. On fall Fridays, varsity football players eat for free, and past generations of Yellowjackets mingle among them.


What’s hung around in Alvin—the people, the Friday night football, the Saturday morning baseball, the prom queens and barbecues and subtle resistance to the approaching sprawl of Houston and even a few Ryans—isn’t so different from Ryan’s time. The land is flat and stubborn. The town is a little louder, has a couple more stoplights, fewer acres of strawberries and heads of cattle, but it’s still there in a friendly wave and a tireless work ethic and a line at the feed store. They stand for their first Communions in the same churches, are buried in the same cemeteries, and in between swat at the same mosquitos.


On a bright and brisk winter morning, a bingo game’s opening call waited on the muffled clatter of reading glasses being unearthed from the depths of pocketbooks, markers being uncorked and tested, and chitchat about wrapping the water pipes for a coming winter storm being exchanged. When the chairs had been scraped a few inches this way, a few inches the other, a cheerful woman named Marla Grigsby waved and said, loud and crisp, “Hey, y’all,” eliciting a scattering of shushes, and the rec room at the Alvin Senior Center quieted.


Marla grew up in Alvin. She went to school and rode horses and hung out at Dairy Queen with the children of the folks in the rec room or, for some of them, their children’s children. Now she keeps a roll of quarters in her desk in case they can’t afford to buy into the fifty-cent bingo game. Once, not long before, she’d arranged a wedding for two of them in that very room, then decorated the place and did the bride’s makeup.


Marla manages the senior center. She dotes on everyone who walks, shuffles, or rolls in, even the cranky and disruptive ones. Maybe especially them. Her job on this day, beyond the usual brushfire stomping and paperwork organizing and spirit boosting, was to introduce me to three dozen or so seniors.


Some had driven themselves, others had been dropped off, a few had walked over after getting a cup of coffee at Stanton’s.


They peered through their eyebrows, over the top of their smudged readers. Neon-colored daubers hovered over black-and-white bingo cards. I told them my name. That I was a writer. That I’d be in town for a few weeks. That I was doing research for a book. That I was hoping for their help.


It was my first day in Alvin, a Wednesday morning. The streets were mostly empty. A city truck with a lift in the bed stopped at every light pole on South Gordon Street. Workmen in uniforms attached banners to the poles. The banners read “It’s a great day to be a Jacket,” with a picture of a bee.


I’d stopped first at the library, and the lady there told me I was probably looking for the museum. That’s where all the old records and newspapers were kept, she’d said. She was very nice, which I’d learn wasn’t unusual in Alvin, the sort of town that knows a stranger when it sees one but generally says howdy anyway. She’d pointed down thataway, “The old post office,” she’d said, “right side, past city hall.” I’d thanked her, driven a couple blocks, and parked in front of the building with the statue, which I assessed was likely to be the man himself.


The sign said the museum would open in thirty minutes. Outside, the wind felt like it had iced over in North Dakota, kept going, and there’d been nothing to stop it since.


Across the street, the senior center appeared lively enough. As I was looking to tell a story about a man who’d lived in Alvin for the better part of sixty years and was now in his late seventies, a senior center seemed a good place to start. One by one, wearing sturdy coats and thick-soled shoes, they lowered their heads and leaned into the gusts and two-handed the door open and slipped inside.


What I knew about Alvin was Nolan Ryan, which was about the same as I knew about Texas. A year before, I’d driven through, end to end, on a trip from Los Angeles to the East Coast. Interstate 10 drops into Texas near El Paso and spits you into Louisiana something like twelve hours later. A right at Houston would get you to Alvin. Over the decades I’d seen Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio a hundred times, but never much considered Texas beyond the sports venues and airports and the occasional book by Larry McMurtry, Lawrence Wright, and Stephen Harrigan. The guacamole was good in San Antonio. It was better to stay in Fort Worth than in Dallas. Houston had a decent vibe. A US senator has a thing for Cancún. There’s oil, when it can be found. Tough times when it cannot be. High school football. The Alamo. Steer. And Nolan Ryan.


If you’re not from Alvin, or Brazoria County, Nolan Ryan might be all there is to know about Alvin. That fact does not seem to bother the locals much. The town has a room in a museum dedicated to him, a high school baseball field named for him, a statue of him, and a junior high school just eighteen miles up the road with his name on it, and there’s hardly a restaurant or bar that hasn’t hung a picture of him beating the crap out of Robin Ventura. The softball field at Alvin Community College is not named for Nolan Ryan but for his wife, Ruth. The Nolan Ryan Community Center is about a ten-minute walk from there. The youth baseball and softball fields are named for other people and are located on Ryan Drive.


Marla said it wasn’t all that long ago you’d see folks riding horses through town. She used to ride hers out on County Road 99, where she’d buy candy and ice cream with the change in her pocket. The market’s gone, she said, but the hitching post is still there, which made her eyes brighten.


She seemed the sort of person who had a lot to do, too much to do probably, and never showed it. She’d sit behind her desk and listen to why a stranger was standing in front of her and agree to help, all while surreptitiously googling the stranger on a computer screen that faced only her, because you can’t be too careful. The people in the building were her flock. Do some harm, even intend to do some harm, and you’d get the business end of that roll of quarters in a sock.


Her brother, Patrick, she said, is a huge Nolan Ryan fan. He named his son Ryan.


The highlight of most weeks was bingo, and when it was time, it was time, and the clock on the wall said it was past time.


The book, I told them, was to be about Nolan Ryan.


More silence.


Finally, a graying woman to my left glanced up from her card of numbers and letters and groused, “Another one?”


She waved her marker at me, like, OK now, move along. Shoo.


Thing is, I explained…


The lady flitted an eyebrow, Oh, there’s a thing then.


Thing is, I restarted, I think the essence of Nolan Ryan is here, in Alvin. I think the essence of Alvin is in him, from folks like you. These are the towns that make the men like him. What Alvin was then, when he was biking to dusty ballgames along narrow roads and combing his hair for Sunday morning church and treating his future wife to a cola at Dairyland when they were still in high school, Nolan is. Still. Today. Even after the million-dollar contracts and no-hitters and strikeouts and TV commercials. Even after he moved away, some twenty years before.


He’s the sort of man, the sort of ideal, that runs through a community for generations. And it, perhaps, through him. The good sticks around, like the bad, and maybe people tend to remember the bad first—the floods, the storms, the droughts, the dry wells, the sicknesses, the desperate times, but only so they can summon the good.


So any story about Nolan Ryan is a story about Alvin.


When he fell in love, married once and stayed that way, that’s Alvin.


When he ran the steps of some old spring-training ballpark until his legs shook and his face flushed red and he could hear his own heart hammering, that’s Alvin.


When he sat outside a locker room in the blistering sun and signed autographs until the last little boy had pen-and-ink proof that he’d almost touched Nolan Ryan, heard his voice, saw his smile, that’s Alvin.


When he was gifted a one-in-a-million arm and came to believe it was not simply a means to generate wealth and fame but an obligation to make good on, that he must honor that, that he must wring all he could from that arm before sunset came for it, that’s Alvin.


After she’d lost fifty cents in the bingo game, Martha Peterson found a comfortable chair in the puzzle room. She watched where she put her elbows, avoiding the tiny misshapen bits sorted into like colors and end pieces on the table in front of her. Her gray hair was thick and healthy, her smile from decades before. She gestured toward the one eye, which was missing, and said, “Melanoma, but other than that…”


She was born in 1944 at Alvin Memorial Hospital, where her mother, Bessie, was a nurse. Her father, William, worked at a feed store and was a freelance carpenter.


“And a very good one,” Martha recalled, “because our house did not blow down.”


She was the last of William and Bessie’s eleven children.


Growing up, Martha remembered, Alvin had one traffic light, and that was near the library. There was one school on a thirty-acre campus, and it handled every grade and two years of junior college. A second bank opened when she was in high school. There seemed, she said, “a church on every corner.”


“Just basic conservative American families, the perfect middle-class America,” she said. “Average two and a half kids, churchgoers as a general rule.”


Also, she said, “Back in that era there we had a saying in Alvin: ‘Down the line.’ Brazoria County was bone-dry at the time. Galveston County was soaking wet. We had two liquor stores just over the county line. So the taxi drivers were asked to ‘Take me down the line,’ so I could buy my liquor and bring it back to Alvin. That’s all hearsay, but I believe it.”


Martha graduated from Alvin High School in 1962 with Judy Ryan, the fourth of the Ryan children, three years older than Nolan. While in high school Martha sang in the Presbyterian Church choir with a junior high school soprano named Ruth Holdorff, who in a few years would meet a shy, skinny boy named Nolan and then spend the rest of her life with him.


Ruth, she said, even at that age, was “very, very cultured. You’d have to know her parents. Her father was on the school board, and her mother was very refined and still very friendly. She wasn’t aloof at all.”


Everybody knew everybody in the Alvin that Martha Peterson grew up in and, all these decades later, pieced back together while seated in the puzzle room. There were fairs and parades and backyard rodeos and church outings, and hardly anybody got divorced, and not because everyone happened to have found the perfect partner, but because that would be scandalous and awkward at the fairs and parades and backyard rodeos and especially at the church outings.


Folks made and lost their money alongside the uncertainties of the oil and farming industries, everything the earth and its mood swings touched. It was home for the Ryans, the Petersons, the Holdorffs, and the thousands of others who loved it, endured it, and had nowhere else to go. They fanned themselves against the summer heat and stomped across the frozen winter fields, shoved by frigid winds that most abided without complaint. They were, after all, first and foremost Texans, which meant something to them, so they wrapped the pipes and took a second job and hoped the car would start in the morning.


Their fathers had dealt with it. So had their fathers’ fathers. They got on with it, too, in the spirit of who they were and where they were.
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A railroad employee named Alvin Morgan built a house near a lonely railroad spur in Southeast Texas in 1879, forty-three years after the Battle of the Alamo, eighteen years after Texas seceded from the union (and nine after it was readmitted), and thirteen years after the state’s first real oil splashed into the sky.


The community that grew around Morgan’s property and that branch of the Santa Fe Railroad, that scratched what it could from the soil and helped coax cattle onto and off of train cars, became known as Morgan. It was, then, of some concern when a Morgan, Texas, was discovered some three hundred miles to the northwest. After a little more research, the town was renamed Alvin.


In its early years, when Alvin was adding a post office, a bank, Baptist and Presbyterian churches, and a school, its founder—Morgan—would walk its streets with two faithful pets, a fluffy white dog named Shep and a white goose named John. Morgan, Shep, and John were occasionally accompanied by a white buzzard, whose name was unknown.


Morgan died in 1909, by which time Alvin had grown from him and a few others to more than one thousand, most farmers and cattlemen, others employed by the railroad, the tracks of which slung along Mustang Bayou and up into Houston, Central Texas, and beyond.


The dog and goose are depicted on Morgan’s headstone in the Confederate Cemetery outside of town. Not far from Morgan’s resting place, off a narrow dirt and gravel road and under a thick, leafy oak tree, lie Lynn and Martha Ryan, separated by a few feet and twenty years. Lynn died in 1970 at sixty-two, Martha in 1990, a week before she’d have turned seventy-seven. Separated from the gravestones by a still-vacant grassy area, a nearby headstone reads “RYAN,” and underneath: “The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”


In the mid-1930s, Stanolind Oil and Gas Company discovered oil in Brazoria County, five miles outside of Alvin. It needed men. The town’s population tripled to nearly four thousand. (In the previous two decades, Alvin’s population had grown by about eighty people.)


Among those who arrived to work the new wells was Lynn Nolan Ryan, his wife, Martha, and their six children. According to the 1940 US census, Lynn, who’d attended one year of college, was a laborer in an oil field near his home in Kenedy, Texas, about sixty miles southeast of San Antonio. Lynn made $1,800 that year. Records show that he worked fifty-two hours a week. His rent was $18 a month. Another sixty miles down the road was Refugio, where the last of Lynn and Martha Ryan’s six children—Lynn Nolan Jr.—was born in 1947.


Nolan does not know how—or where—his parents met.


“Just never crossed my mind to ask,” he said.


Of the children, Lynda Lee was the oldest, followed by Mary Lou, Robert Lee, Judith Ann, Patricia Jean, and, finally, young Lynn, whom the family called by his middle name, Nolan. Eleven years separated Lynda and Nolan.


Lynn went to work at the Hastings Oil Field as a supervisor—in the industry they call it a gang pusher—for Stanolind Oil. In the mornings, before breakfast, he’d deliver The Houston Post to 1,500 homes along a fifty-five-mile route. The family attended the Methodist Church on Sundays. The children played baseball and basketball and tennis and grew up and were a homecoming queen and in the school play and a class president and in the slide rule club and kept growing up and walked Gordon Street when the nights were warm.


In 1955, when Nolan was eight, the Ryans bought a four-bedroom, 1,200-square-foot house on the east side of town—719 Dezso Drive. Lynn took a loan for $7,500 (at 6 percent interest) and bought the house new. The kids would share bedrooms. There was room out back to throw a ball, to run a dog, to plant a tree. There was no air-conditioning. The house stayed in the family for thirty-five years, until Martha passed away.


About the time they moved into the house, Lynn and Nolan drove to Alvin Hardware, where they picked out a new baseball glove, his first. He chose a Nokona model.


“I remember going to Alvin Hardware with my dad and being the last of six kids to pick out, for the first time, anything new for myself and it not being a hand-me-down,” Ryan told a reporter years later. “I go by that display and see that glove and that’s one of the things I think about. That was a real high spot in my life.”


The store was on West Sealy Street, across from city hall and half a block from the post office, which would become the museum, which would put that old Nokona glove back behind glass. Robert, older than Nolan by seven years, was a catcher for the high school team. That made Nolan a pitcher.


Today, the single-story house on Dezso Drive crouches beneath the sagging branches of an oak tree that, according to the current resident, was planted by Nolan himself.


Inside, the ceilings are low, and the rooms small. Mature trees in front and back block the sun, casting the living room and bedrooms in grays and browns. On one Saturday morning, Jamie Salas opened the front door a foot before smiling at the reason for the intrusion, a name she’d come to know well. She and her husband, Jimmy, rented the house from Jimmy’s uncle for three years. They’d recently bought their own home across town and were moving in a few weeks. Inside, clothes, books, kitchen gadgets, and knick-knacks were stacked and ready for boxing.


Over the years, Jamie said, she’d grown less alarmed by the slow-moving cars on Dezso Drive, by the faces in the car windows that stared, by the cell phones pointed at her front door from the curb.


(In much the same way, people will take a right off of Gordon Street onto West Sealy Street in the center of Alvin, stop in front of the museum, pile out of the car, stand in front of a statue of a skinny Nolan Ryan, take a picture, get back in the car, and drive away. Like a pilgrimage. Or a rest stop.)


Only two people had knocked, she said. The first, about a year before, was Nolan’s wife, Ruth, who was very friendly and asked if it would be OK if a documentarian filmed out front.


“You’re the second,” Jamie said.


She hears the train passing most mornings at four, but otherwise the street is quiet. The neighbors are friendly, the types who will kill an afternoon talking football and waving over those with dissenting views on what makes a decent quarterback. For a woman who’d lived in Alvin since birth, she said, it felt like home. Then her eyes brightened.


“Let me show you a tree that Nolan planted!” she said.


The backyard was spacious and fenced. There was a shed in the far-right corner. There was a football in the grass Jamie assumed belonged to the kid on the other side of the fence.


The oak’s trunk rose past the master bedroom window and at the eave of the house split into two thick masts, both extending over the roof and toward the front yard.


“It’s old and not doing well,” she said. “I’m a little afraid for the house. But Ruth told Jimmy that Nolan planted it, so we left it.”


When he was about seven, not long before the family moved across town, Nolan said, he put a single acorn into each of two plastic cups, covered them with dirt, and watered them when he remembered. One of them sprouted. Once in the new house, he dug a hole outside the bedroom window, dropped the seedling in and packed dirt around it. He watched it grow to the window, then to the roof, then over the house, bigger every time he saw it. Soon, he could climb that tree. Then, almost before he knew it, his own sons could, too.


“I planted it too close to the house,” he said with a sigh. “And if I was there now, I’d have to cut those limbs off and probably take the tree down because of being afraid of a storm.”


There’s a pine tree, too, in the yard, and if you wanted to know about his dad, about being raised right, you’d want to know about that pine tree, he said.


One day he was riding his bike across the neighbors’ lawn when he ran right over a little pine tree they’d only just planted. Snapped it right off under the front tire.


Well, there’d be no hiding that. Nolan told his father what happened. That day they drove to a bank of Chocolate Bayou, where the pines sprung the same season every year. They dug up two, each a foot or so tall. One went in the neighbors’ yard, replacing the one Nolan broke. The other went in the Ryans’ backyard, to keep that young oak company.


“That was what the deal was,” he said. “You did it, now we have to rectify it.”


Only one of those trees—the Ryans’—would survive, it turned out. So that’d be the other lesson: Some things God is in charge of.
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TEXAS


NOLAN AND RUTH’S YOUNGEST, A daughter named Wendy, was nearing the due date of her first child, a boy, when her phone rang. It was her father.


They talked for a while about nothing really, the heat, how she was feeling, the latest on the land she and her husband, Andrew, lived on and tended to. The ranch was in Amarillo, on the plains of the Texas panhandle, so it wasn’t unusual for Wendy and Andrew to spend time in, say, Oklahoma or New Mexico, seeing as they were so close.


Finally, her dad got to the point of the call.


“Now, Wendy,” he said.


“Yes, Dad?” she said.


“Wendy, now don’t you leave this state,” he told her. “That boy needs to be born in Texas.”


She laughed.


“Don’t worry, Dad,” she said. “I won’t go to Santa Fe for the weekend.”


A week later, Nolan Montgomery Bivins was born.


In Texas.


That wouldn’t guarantee anything, of course. But, as a Ryan would say, as most Texans would agree, that first gulp of Texas air is a reasonable start.


W. F. Strong has a voice that is breathy and bass, grave and intimate, like distant thunder before a deluge. When old-timers reminisce at campfires on bleak prairie nights, their throats thick with smoke and whiskey, they find his timbre.


He grew up in Falfurrias, a town of several thousand in South Texas, much closer to the US-Mexico border than to San Antonio. The man who founded the town claimed “Falfurrias” was a Native American word meaning “the land of heart’s delight.” A fact that may or may not be related: The Spanish word filfarrias is slang for “dirty and untidy.” Both can be true and celebrated. It’s Texas.


When Strong required open-heart surgery as a boy and feared he’d no longer be able to play baseball, the surgeon reassured him by revealing he’d performed the same procedure on the great Sandy Koufax. In a bit of irony, Strong grew up to write two books titled Stories from Texas: Some of Them Are True. For, while Strong was able to pitch again in Little League, and Koufax became his hero, no one’s ever heard of Koufax having had that surgery.


Strong, seventy, is a professor at the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley. The campus is in Brownsville, on the river, and he lives in a house nearby.


“I can see Mexico from here,” he said one winter afternoon from his home. “People always call me to ask if I’m OK.”


He teaches the history and culture of Texas, among other things, writes books about Texas, has a radio show about Texas, and thinks a lot about Texas; this after a childhood working the fields—harvesting watermelons, inoculating cattle, getting the irrigation system plugged up again, or unplugged—of South Texas.


“And that’s probably why I’m a professor,” he said. “Because I said, ‘I don’t want to do this shit all my life. I want air-conditioning.’”


His laugh sounds like an old pickup idling in a barn.


Some years back, when he was living in East Texas, Strong would go to Houston with his dad to see the Astros. He watched Nolan Ryan pitch once or twice. He couldn’t remember the games or the years, only the feeling, while in the Astrodome, that witnessing Ryan on a pitcher’s mound was something special. Something that dads were supposed to do with their sons. Something Texans were supposed to do before they died.


Going on three-quarters of a century thinking about where he lives, who he lives among, where they all come from, and the relationships, hardships, and joy they share, Strong has an idea about what makes it all so unique. It’s the history. And it’s the geography. It’s the life. It’s the people who make it so. Yesterday has formed the ideals and ethos and bruises of so many Texas todays that it has become impossible to separate them, even now, almost forever removed from when Texas became… Texas. When Texans, or Texians, became Texans.


“Now, you did make me think of a quote that I love that very few people love like I do, and it’s by [the novelist, think Lonesome Dove] Larry McMurtry, and he was talking about life on the frontier back in the 1800s,” Strong said. “And he said, ‘If you think of a family living out there on the Llano Estacado [Eastern New Mexico, Northwest Texas], alone, facing the Comanches and carving out a life on that and living in that constant fear, that sort of experience doesn’t sort out of a family over just two or three generations.’


“So if you wanted something to back up your claim to this passing on of the hardscrabble human being carved out of the landscape, then you can’t do better than to quote McMurtry. Nobody’s going to argue with you.”


There are more legends per square mile in Texas than anywhere else in the country, which is saying something, given the horizon can barely hold the state in any direction. There’s something about the place that allows for that impression. Legends, the real ones, come from dirt kicked up on blue northers. They come from the other side of a flintlock’s butt plate. They come from jeans splattered in crude, or cow dung, or the blood of Santa Anna’s men. Though it could be the sauce from a Buc-ee’s chopped brisket sandwich.


Old Westerns, fancy new football stadiums, “one riot, one Ranger,” gleaming border walls, backroom politics, oak dance hall floors, unheated bunkhouses, Willie Nelson’s guitar, barbed wire, hard men—and they were almost always men—they all got poured into one sweat-rimmed straw cowboy hat, strained into a galvanized steel stock tank, and served in a souvenir Don’t Mess with Texas beer mug.


It comes out the color of fried peas and smelling of bluebonnets and goes down like a milk bottle off a fence post.


Also, it throws the baddest fastball in history.


That, too, could only come from Texas.


Strong, or any real Texan for that matter, might not agree with all of that, but there’d be a decent overlap.


“If you were to ask many Texans, old-line Texans anyway, to list the greatest Texans of all time, they would start with Davy Crockett and Sam Houston, and they would end up with Tom Landry and Nolan Ryan,” Strong said. “It’s that same DNA that travels through a cultural DNA that you saw at the Alamo, and you saw it at San Jacinto, and has really manifested itself in sports heroes as we’ve gone forward. That’s the natural place, because we don’t fight these big battles like that anymore. But if Nolan Ryan had been around in those days, he would’ve been at the Alamo.”


What forms is the deadeye realization that the Battle of the Alamo was, of course, a seminal couple weeks that ended in mounds of corpses that happened to be Texans (in spirit if not always birthright), so a hard loss. And if we’re going to put Nolan Ryan on one of those ramparts, then it’s fair to remember Ryan lost a modern-day record 292 games, which is a lot of dust in his throat. Hardly anybody doesn’t love a winner (and Ryan also won a very respectable 324 times), but, perhaps the real lesson here, a true Texan sees past the box score and into the heart of the man. Into the courageousness of the effort. Into the honor of the last man standing, even if he’s not really standing anymore. It’s not to say throwing a baseball is the same as dying for a cause. It’s not. But one chooses his heroes, the greatest among them, based on the context of the day.


“What I’d like to say is that Nolan Ryan wasn’t a Texan, he was the Texan,” Strong continued. “I mean, he has all the elements that you would want in a Texan if you were going to create the quintessential one. You’ve got this interesting contradiction, which is that your Texan, who’s great, can talk about his achievements and be proud of them, but he must be humble. So it’s kind of this interesting, almost an oxymoron in a sense. I can be proud of what I did, and I can mention it, but I have to be humble about it too. I can’t go tooting my own horn. If you’re great, other people will say so.”


There is no athlete in memory who is more identified by his state than Nolan Ryan is. And there is, also—and this could be generationally inclined—no athlete more Texas than Nolan Ryan. Either way, it sounds like a good argument to have in a bar. If the bar’s in Texas, by the way, there’ll probably be a photo on the wall of Robin Ventura in a headlock, Nolan Ryan pounding his scalp with right-handed punches. If not that photo, then the one of Nolan Ryan standing on a mound, blood pouring from his mouth, draining over his chin, staining his previously white Texas Rangers jersey, oblivious, and about to throw another pitch, because the dadgum game wasn’t over yet.


So you might get some votes for Ben Hogan, Sammy Baugh, A. J. Foyt, Earl Campbell, Roger Clemens, Doak Walker, Lance Armstrong, Jack Johnson, Tom Landry, Babe Didrikson Zaharias, Sheryl Swoopes, Darrell Royal, or Roger Staubach.


The good money’s on Ryan, however, because he reminded everyone of John Wayne, who, of course, was not Texan at all, but could’ve been and most agree should’ve been and who also played Davy Crockett in a movie called The Alamo.


Christian Wallace was born and raised in West Texas, the son and grandson and nephew of roughnecks and cowboys. He is a writer for the magazine Texas Monthly. He once wrote a long, beautiful story—elegy, really—about his pickup truck, which alone makes him an expert on Texas.


“I’m not a huge baseball guy,” he said, “but Nolan Ryan was a childhood hero, somewhere between Davy Crockett and the all-state running back.”


Five years old when Ryan retired (and, besides, Andrews, Texas, is a long way from Arlington, Texas, where the Rangers play), Wallace never saw Ryan pitch in person. He had the stories told by his father and grandfather and uncles. He had the baseball cards. He saw the pictures tacked to the walls of his elementary school locker room. He saw the television highlights of the day Ventura made his fateful decision to dash toward the pitcher’s mound. And he knew Nolan Ryan was from Texas, just like him, and talked like him and dressed like him and scuffed bull poop from his boots like him.


“He just epitomized who I wanted to be when I grew up,” Wallace said. “I only knew him as an older figure. He was a veteran and then he was a retired baseball player. It’s not that I remember seeing it on TV, but I remember the picture of him with, what’s his name, Ventura, in the headlock. And it was just like, the only thing more masculine was Davy Crockett with Old Betsy, swinging it at the Mexican forces, making his last stand at the Alamo. I mean, that was in my little-kid brain. That was just the coolest shit. And the thing is, I wasn’t, ‘Oh, you got to fight everyone to be tough.’ It was just that there was also a sense of integrity about Ryan. It’s not that he just was like a bully and he fought all the time. He fought when he needed to, when he had to, and he pummeled the dude.”


To further the point, Wallace said, “Maybe it is the context of his upbringing and, I don’t know, he felt Texan to me from the earliest I can remember him, which is why I think that’s in my head. He is contextualized alongside those Texas heroes. I mean, Davy Crockett was only in Texas for a few days, and it didn’t go well for him. So it’s kind of funny that he is considered that now. Anyway, yeah, Nolan Ryan really was carved on that Mount Rushmore for me.”
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The Nolan Ryan story is, at its core, about Texas men. That is, old-time Texas men and their virtues and maybe not the romanticized Madison Avenue–styled or Hollywood-dreamt versions of them, but those still locked into that hard land/hard climate/Indians/Mexican armies/snakes/scorpions/mosquitos/oil booms and busts/cactus/mesquite/steer/an old hat and a horse named Pancho or Scout. Though Nolan’s horse was Angel. What remains of that and how much of it will survive when the oil dries up, and what is revived when the oil runs again, has a place in fact and fiction within the heartbeats of the American West and the American male. At least certain versions—or visions—of the American male. That covers a lot of ground that isn’t Texas, too, but Texans never really outgrew that part of their history. It endures in the ways they see the world in and out of Texas and the way they talk, dress, conduct themselves, judge a man and vote, what they drink and wear on their feet, what they value, the work they commit to, certainly in the ways they’d like to. It’s how they choose their heroes, for sure, and which end they grab a rattlesnake from.


Dale Hansen was a television broadcaster in Dallas for decades before retiring in 2021. Born and raised in Iowa, he got the hang of Texas early on and concentrated his coverage on the Cowboys. When the Rangers signed Nolan Ryan for the 1989 season, Hansen rediscovered baseball in the old ballpark on South Copeland Road in Arlington, a structure that was barely major-league quality. But that was where Nolan Ryan was, so that’s where Hansen went.


Ryan showed up for interviews on time. He asked if he was dressed OK for television or if they’d rather he be in uniform. He answered every question, the ones he’d gotten a thousand times, like it was the first time he’d heard them. He remembered people’s names. Hansen watched him sign autographs until the last little boy, too shy even to look the great Ryan in the eye, had his memory. His story.


Once put off by the public relations gatekeepers who kept him at a fungo bat’s length from the access he needed—particularly galling from an organization that, one, in its entire existence had not played a single postseason game and, two, was three or four rainouts from going bankrupt and, three, competed in Dallas for eyes and revenue dollars with none other than America’s Team, which happened to play America’s sport—Hansen found he could barely satisfy the local appetite for Ryan news.


The Cowboys were their team, but Nolan Ryan was their guy, like Staubach had been, and Landry and Bob Lilly and Emmitt Smith and Tony Dorsett. When Hansen came to know Ryan, rather than just know of him, he grew to understand the attraction.


“Nolan Ryan to me is what a lot of Texans want to be, and too many people think they already are,” Hansen said. “That make any sense to you? Nolan Ryan portrays that image, and he represents the very best of not just Texas, but certainly since he is Texas, we’re going to claim him. But Nolan Ryan portrays that image that Texans love to project to the rest of the country. In fact, in my opinion, a lot of us don’t live up to it. I’m talking about the work ethic. I’m talking about family values. I’m talking about the teamwork, the commitment, the community giving, all of that, and not being this ridiculous bragger that he could be, not the guy that would have to stand on the pitcher’s mound and stare at home plate after getting a strikeout.”


Furthermore, he said, “I think Nolan Ryan is exactly what a lot of people think he is. Texas is standalone, quiet. Strong, but quiet. At least that’s the way we used to be until the Ted Cruzes of the world came along. And I think for the most part, that is Nolan Ryan. Whether that’s what Texas still is, I’m not necessarily so sure about.”


Of course, today, Texas, maybe much of Texas anyway, looks a lot and feels a lot like everywhere else. The horses are penned, and the outlaws wear fancy suits or Alice in Chains T-shirts, and a good portion of the prairies are parking lots, rimmed by Whole Foods markets and condominiums with open floor plans. (West Texas, they say, however, remains scorpions and Baptists.)


But, again, it goes back to W. F. Strong’s point, which was Larry McMurtry’s point, that a backstory, a reputation, a history can be hard to shake, especially if there’s little or no reason to shake it. Texas earned its scars and shows them with the slightest encouragement, baby pictures for a proud state. So sports fans who happen also to be Texans are presented with an almost mythical figure who, they’re sure, would’ve ridden up to the stadium and tied his horse to a turnstile if not for the paved roads and government overreach.


“He wasn’t a drugstore cowboy,” said Jim Reeves, who covered the Rangers for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. “I mean, he was a cowboy. And that fit the image of what people see here in this state, the image of what people want in Texas for other people to see. And I think, in the fans’ minds, he represented them. He was one of them. I mean, they’d see him on TV with his Texas twang doing the Advil commercials, or for his own foundation, as he still does. And I mean, he sounded like them. He was one of them. And he never hid that, never wanted to be anything else. And it really stuck in people’s hearts here in Texas. It made a difference to them.”


The Ryans are Irish by descent, though Nolan’s wife, Ruth, once observed, “Whenever someone mentions being Irish, he says, ‘I’m not Irish, I’m Texan.’”


That’s their kind of guy.


Nolan Ryan grew up in a small house in a small town where the car dealerships gave out cookies when the new models came in. He bought a cow when he was a boy and hand-fed it, sold it, and bought two cows. He married his high school sweetheart in a Methodist church and almost became a veterinarian. He supported his family by working hard and working hurt. In his free time he coached Little League and recreational basketball and worked his ranch, which was lovely and big and still only a few miles from that little house in that little town. With his first big paycheck, that a $15,000 World Series share when he was twenty-two, he went in with his brother on two hundred acres of dirt and scrub in South Texas. His children said “yes, sir” and “no, sir” and “yes, ma’am” and “no, ma’am,” and it seemed the only thing he couldn’t bring into line—other than, at times, his fastball—was a pet dog named Buster he had once, and who hasn’t ever had a dog that had an attitude all its own.


One afternoon, Buster—what some would call a cur, what others might call a surly feller—found himself in the back of a pickup truck with a Methodist pastor’s female dog. In every retelling, the pastor’s dog is described as “prized,” suggesting beauty and dignity. Nolan himself was behind the wheel of the truck, the pastor in the passenger seat, and the two of them drove through downtown Alvin on a Saturday with the dogs in the bed. When folks on the sidewalks took to pointing and laughing, Nolan and the pastor turned to look through the back window to see what the commotion was all about. They discovered that for several blocks ol’ Buster had been having his way with the pastor’s “prized” pooch and had invited half the town to watch.


If you knew Ryan at all, you’d heard that story at least once, and learned then he’d rather laugh at himself than someone else. It is the perfect Ryan story—a dog, a pickup truck, Alvin, a man of the cloth, and a reason to smile.


Friends of Ryan’s, when asked what makes Ryan, Ryan, tend to ask the same question: “You hear the story about the fried onion rings?”


And then you’d hear the fried onion ring story.


It’s always the same, except for the venue. Sometimes it takes place at Joe’s Barbecue Company on Highway 6 in Alvin, other times at a joint out west, nearer Ryan’s ranch in Gonzales County, Texas. Ryan’s firstborn, a son named Reid, says it was in neither of those but at a barbecue place near the Astrodome.


Either way, Ryan was having lunch with a friend or two. This was when he was pitching for the Houston Astros. The onion rings were reputed as being some of the biggest in the state, “Probably five or six inches in diameter,” according to one telling. Ryan had himself a basket of those. Folks in Alvin knew Ryan was kind and generous, but they kept their distance out of respect for his privacy. That sort of deference spilled into Houston as well. Say hello, tip your cap, nod your greeting, but give the man his space. That was the accepted rule of engagement in a place that knew him since he was a boy rolling newspapers out in front of the old gas station.


On this day, two elderly women, strangers to the area, near as Ryan could tell, sat at the next table. In his peripheral vision, Ryan could see them notice him, talk quietly to each other, then look over again. Ryan had seen this before and mentioned to his lunch companions that they were about to be interrupted by autograph seekers, and what are you going to do? He wasn’t going to deny a couple of old ladies, of course.


Well, sure enough, the women finished their lunches, got up from their table, and made their way to Ryan’s table. Ryan looked up.
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