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Introduction


There are icebergs of humanity located within the ocean of single room occupancy hotels of San Francisco’s Tenderloin. Stories are the current within this humanity, but these stories tend to remain submerged behind half-closed doors. Most outsiders rarely see or hear them. As a Project Open Hand driver delivering meals to the homebound and critically ill, I caught glimpses of this world, but I could only see and understand what emerged above the surface. There were bloodstains on the carpets, the stench of industrial disinfectant to cover the scent of sorrow, and whispers of “Five-Oh” as I maneuvered through the narrow SRO hallways. Faces appeared from the depths only to disappear again.


And then I was off the clock and free to set myself adrift in my own ocean of booze. I didn’t possess the emotional infrastructure to navigate the memories of the workday, so I torpedoed them as best I could, causing 90 percent to sink beneath a beer and whiskey barrage. I emptied whiskey bottles to try to stuff the genies back inside. I would have been an alcoholic whether I was in Peoria or Paris, but working in San Francisco’s Tenderloin haunted my mind and accelerated everything into a mental Doppler effect.


The origins for this story begin somewhere in the Tenderloin as I navigated the glass- and syringe-covered sidewalks in the early 2000s, but it just as well could start in a suburban garage where an empty vodka bottle thrown into the recycling bin transforms the isolation into sounds of a bowling alley. This is a story of train robberies, jail breaks, and big moments in history, but its heartbeat is addiction: the invisible yet grinding force that mates good intentions with bad ideas.


Contrary to conventional wisdom, many addicts don’t exist in the spectrum of denial. A million damaged cells and an empty wallet are difficult to ignore. Instead an addict often ruminates on the possibility of their own dented goodness existing around the corner, if only they could extract themselves from the thorn bushes of active addiction.


If the puzzle pieces of fortune fall into place, the least of which include a wellknit safety net of forgiveness, the addict can over time move into an established landscape of sobriety. I am lucky to count myself as a citizen of this new landscape.


After Project Open Hand, I arrived at Alcatraz in my mid-forties, not as a convict but as a twenty-first-century tour guide. In an odd description for a former prison, Alcatraz presented itself to me as an opportunity, as it would be the first job I would begin as a sober person. Though currently sober, I carry residue of what I might deteriorate into if I resume drinking. It serves as a photo negative of the blurry light an active drunk feels they might possess if they could only pull it together; the anti-hero rubbing shoulders with the anti-villain while getting fingerprinted at the police station.


At the age of forty-five and a newly sober man working on Alcatraz, I first learned of Roy Gardner, a gambler who arrived at Alcatraz as a fifty-year-old convict. An addict is at heart a gambler, a person who feels uncomfortable with their present situation, so they take risks to either win big or dig a deeper hole. An addict rolls the dice as to whether another whiskey bottle or hit can rearrange the chemicals of their mind to improve everything. The possibility of disaster and epic loss is an appropriate risk.


While I never robbed a mail truck to try to make things right with my wife like Roy Gardner did, the shadow drunk that clings to my footsteps nonetheless identifies with Roy Gardner’s decisions. Furthermore, he lived in the Tenderloin, the area that activated so much of my intrigue when I worked there. There were so many stories that I could only guess at, and here Roy Gardner was one of them. My introduction to Roy Gardner came through Michael Esslinger, the authority on all things Alcatraz, and Alcatraz park ranger Tom Ryan. But I had to know more.


The more I learned, the more unbelievable the story seemed, like the tall tales of a drunk guy at the end of the bar. There is a juvenile appeal to Roy Gardner’s train robberies and jailbreaks, several of which were committed with a minimum amount of violence and a bumbling element of goofy friendliness toward his victims and the agents of the law. Roy Gardner was like an addict who operated on the teeter-totter of tenuous hope for tomorrow while becoming fluent in apologies to mitigate yesterday’s damage. Gardner, like most addicts, including myself at my most scrambled moments, was consumed by a cocktail of one part grandiosity, two parts despair.


The previous version of myself was attracted to Gardner’s wild escapes and robberies, many of which seemed launched out of a whiskey blackout. My forty-five-year-old, precariously sober mind, however, became drawn into his cinematic love story with his wife, Dollie. It was a love story fit for the big screen if only the third reel hadn’t gone missing. By my mid-forties, I, too, was on the cusp of losing all that was important to me. We create ghosts for ourselves to serve as a fuzzy gold filling to heal the cavities in our minds that strain to navigate grief and mourning when it seems that a broken compass is the only tool available. Roy Gardner called this struggle “hellnighting.” During its federal penitentiary era, Alcatraz confined over 1,500 inmates, all with their own unique and compelling stories, but I saw myself most in Roy Gardner and for this reason I kept gravitating back to him.




I try to explain the story of Roy Gardner to Alcatraz visitors, but I can never get it quite right. Perhaps I feel the gambler’s mind of Gardner too often matches my own alcoholic instincts and I feel self-conscious about confessing sins to strangers who have just arrived to San Francisco from Australia, England, or St. Louis. Instead, I wrote down Roy Gardner’s story here and will launch it into the void. This is a story of heartache, loss, and the upside-down journey an addict takes to preserve a garden that might need more sunlight and less water but is getting the opposite instead. It is a cautionary tale, directed at myself.













PROLOGUE


San Francisco


January 1940


The former boxer tilted his head in order to better read the paperwork presented to him. He was half blind, with a cataract threatening his good eye.


The blind eye wasn’t a casualty of too many punches from an up-and-coming Jack Dempsey or some other external assault. Roy Gardner’s eyes were losing their function because of absence. During long stretches of his life, his eyes had been starved of light. His pupils stretched themselves to their limits as they consumed more darkness upon more darkness until they could stretch no more and broke.


Inside the Halsted and Company Funeral Parlor on Sutter Street, there wasn’t complete darkness, just the half-light of the undertaker’s desk lamp. Roy wore a gray suit that squeezed a little tight across his broad shoulders, but it had to do. It was his only suit.


The undertaker respectfully looked away to allow Roy some time and space, the two elements that had never achieved good ratio for Roy in the past twenty years. He either had time, but no space. He had space, but no time.


Roy studied the paperwork and signed and dated most of the areas required of him. It was one day before his fifty-sixth birthday.


The undertaker pointed out one section of the paperwork that Roy hadn’t completed.


“Who sir, is the deceased?”


“I am,” said Roy Gardner.
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As Roy Gardner planned for death, San Francisco was coming to life. He was departing as over one hundred thousand new residents would arrive within the city’s boundaries by the end of World War Two. Many of the future residents would be the newly born, part of the upcoming Baby Boom.




In San Francisco’s Outside Lands, new housing construction defied logistical wisdom and sprung up in the wind-whipped sand dunes of the city’s Pacific edge, an area previously dismissed as a gray, fog-shrouded Hades hospitable only for ravens.


Returning soldiers from the Pacific Theater would also support San Francisco’s upcoming population surge. The newly built Golden Gate Bridge, an engineering achievement celebrating humanity’s potential, served as the receding vision for the young men sailing off to upend their own humanity in order to do battle and kill on the island cemeteries of Tarawa and Saipan. Returning to the Golden Gate Bridge represented a return to potential, a turning away from the bloodstained coral beaches, and many veterans decided to make San Francisco their new home.


Roy hadn’t seen the Golden Gate Bridge in a while, and even then it was through his foggy, cataract-afflicted eyes as he cajoled tourists with tales of Alcatraz murder and desperation. He had worked on a tour boat that did rubbernecking laps around America’s Devil’s Island before making its return journey to the friendlier port on Treasure Island, the midpoint and terrestrial anchor for the Bay Bridge. The construction of Bay Bridge worked in tandem with the building of the Golden Gate as part of America’s strategy to build its way out of the Great Depression. The Bay Bridge, linking San Francisco with Oakland, would become the gray workhorse to complement the show-pony Golden Gate. Roy’s job on the tour boat ended, however, a victim of both the winter season and Hitler’s Luftwaffe, which disrupted international travel and the 1939 carnival of San Francisco’s Golden Gate International Exposition, which folded a month before scheduled. In the months since the Exposition’s closure, Roy had been out of work.


After finalizing the bureaucracy of his own death at the mortuary, Roy walked onto Sutter Street and felt the odd warmth of January sunlight on his face. Rainstorms originating off the Pacific had battered San Francisco all week, but today offered a ceasefire. The rain clouds broke into scattered jigsaw puzzle pieces across the confident blue sky, as sunlight revealed itself like a man emerging out of a hangover.


Roy would figure out later how he would pay his remaining balance to the undertakers at Halsted and Associates, but for now he walked up a hill and then back down Hyde Street toward his downtown room. Along the way he would pass under the apartment window where Dashiell Hammett typed up The Maltese Falcon.


Roy walked toward his neighborhood which was still called downtown, but in later years would be known as the Tenderloin, an eventual epicenter of heroin, rotgut booze, street-level prostitution, and Vietnamese refugees struggling to gain a foothold in a neighborhood that was often terrifying and foreign for those born in America.




Now as then, the drain of the Tenderloin caught isolated men unmoored from family: the drunks, the paroled, and the otherwise brokenhearted. As Roy made his way to sea level, women became scarce, and the few that existed trended toward the B-Girl variety: smoky mirages who waited in tavern doorways looking for a sailor to roll. Roy descended the Hyde Street hill and approached the Hotel Governor on Turk Street, his home for the past year and a half.


There were no children in this neighborhood, save the newsboy who stood out front the Hotel Governor while hollering the summary of the day’s events. The newsboy shouted loud as he was in competition with the street preacher. The preacher yelled about the Book of Revelations, while the newsboy answered, “‘Finland Pushes Back Against Red Russian Invaders!’ Give your donation to the Finnish Relief Fund! Help the Finns survive winter!”


The world was unraveling, but for now San Francisco was at peace, a temporary oasis while the rumblings of war grumbled across the curve of the earth, like a locomotive announcing itself in a person’s bones, knees, and stomach before it could actually be seen.


Roy approached the newsboy, with whom he had a cordial relationship. With Roy’s failing eyesight he received a verbal summary of the day’s events from the kid rather than reading all about it. Count D’Or had good odds at Santa Anita and there was a debate about whether Seabiscuit could take it to the finish with a bum leg. Roy insisted that the newsboy call him Roy despite being an elder. Everyone called him Roy.


After his encounter with the newsboy, Roy entered the diner near the Hotel Governor and sat at the counter alongside the other men who would not be eating dinner with family that day. Later they would individually return to their empty hotel rooms that smelled of old rain and yesterday’s booze.
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A week later, when the newsboy assembled his January 11, 1940, papers, he would learn more about Roy in three front-page articles than he had in all the prior months the two made small talk together at the intersection of Turk and Jones. To the newsboy, Roy was a friendly face who dispensed nickels, gambling advice, and a few vague references to being a baseball player when they talked about the San Francisco Seals in the springtime.


On January 11, 1940, Roy did not stop by in person to visit, but he appeared on the front page of the boy’s newspapers. The articles explained how Roy committed suicide in his room at the Hotel Governor on Turk and Jones, a catcher’s throw to second base from the boy’s newsstand. Per the articles, Roy packed his suitcases, left a tip for the staff, and put a warning note on his front door to prepare the maid. Roy had spent twenty years in various prisons, the newspapers explained, but he died in a cyanide gas chamber of his own creation.
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Roy Gardner once held $120,000 in his hands and captured the attention of the American public with newspaper accounts of his train robberies and jail breaks. But at the time of his death, he struggled to pay the rent on his hotel room, and his social world became limited to the corner newsboy and the staff at the neighborhood diner.











PART ONE


1900–1920


“Roy was always a bad boy. No one ever understood him.”


—Mrs. O. K. Johnson, Roy Gardner’s childhood neighbor in Colorado Springs













CHAPTER ONE


Vallejo and the Bay Area


The First World War


The sound of Roy Gardner’s laughter floated above the hammering and work whistles of the Mare Island Shipyard, making him heard before being seen by Florence Nelson. Roy saw Florence for the first time through the window of the candy store, her face a kaleidoscope amongst the jars of peppermint sticks. Newspaper reporters would later describe her as having the face of the Madonna. The sunlight illuminated the glass candy jars to create refractions and dancing prisms, but Roy might have only paid attention to the light in her hair. Her smile was an embrace. She stood in the candy store like a slender lighthouse, her presence a beacon.


With the shrieking of the work whistle, acetylene welders spilled out toward the pool halls and saloons that had yet to be shuttered by the Volstead Act, but Roy detoured away from the other men with their overalls and calloused hands and swaggered into the candy store that employed the sixteen-year-old Florence. He laughed at nothing in particular, and once he walked into the store, she noticed his gray-blue eyes that locked in with a focus reminiscent of a thoughtful owl. Then there was his smile. Roy wore his smile on his sleeve, which made him a well-liked employee, even if the same smile ruined his poker face and chances to win a few dollars from the boys in the after-work gambling sessions.


Florence Nelson worked at a candy store the day Roy met her, but for the majority of her life she would be a nurse. Her name was Florence, just like Florence Nightingale, but everyone called her Dollie.


“My name is Roy Gardner, but everyone just calls me Roy.”


Dollie took notice of Roy’s muscled frame and confident stride. He had the walk of a man accustomed to keeping his back straight to leverage heavy things. His boxing days were a few years behind him, but he maintained his build through manual labor. When Roy met Dollie Nelson for the first time, he was a strong man with a friendly face. His wavy brown hair was brushed back and covered a thick scar on the back of his head. Roy’s powerful build served as a counterpoint to Dollie’s petite stature, but she, too, was athletic and swam in the rivers and rode horses on the trails of the Gordon Valley near her home.




At the time Roy Gardner ambled into the Vallejo candy store, Dollie’s father, Paulus Nelson, had recently passed away. Paulus, a Swedish immigrant, arrived in Napa in the 1870s to create an anchor for his next generation. Dollie’s life had been restrained to a thirty-mile radius from Napa’s Wild Horse Valley, the place of her birth, to the Mare Island Shipyard, the major hub of activity adjacent to the candy store. She was a student at Napa High School and had five sisters and a brother. Like Roy, Dollie’s only brother was a welder, but in Robert Nelson’s case he worked for the Southern Pacific Railroad.


The geography of Dollie’s world was small, but she was surrounded by possibility. The waters of the Carquinez Strait flowed beyond Vallejo and into the San Francisco Bay. From there the estuaries continued west toward the open Pacific. Train tracks paralleled the waterways and bridges traversed the marshes to forge a path for the engines. Locomotives roared through the back end of nearby Port Costa. The massive trains and their ceaseless rumblings and clack clacking could potentially frighten a person into thoughts of dread, but the trains also projected power and promise. They moved like nothing else of this world, and they appeared to transport whole cities. At times it seemed their lines of cars would never end as they passed a person’s path of vision. The trains grasped the contours of the earth and hitched along with the globe’s spinning, creating their own cloud network of steam and coal dust.


In the Mare Island Shipyard, the metal cranes dominated the skyline. Long buildings with massive rows of windows merged the Industrial Revolution with the eternal need for humanity to put boats onto water.


The Great War would begin with naive earnestness later that summer, and the United States wouldn’t enter the first of the World Wars until 1917, but the Mare Island Shipyard already served as a womb for newly constructed steel-hulled boats, warships, and dreadnoughts ready to disembark into the canals of the San Francisco Bay toward life on the open seas. Mare Island launched larger and larger ships birthed for industry and war with workdays defined by tonnage of ships created in the least amount of labor hours. It was here that Roy worked as an acetylene welder.


When Roy first met Dollie at the candy store, he regaled her with stories of the places he’d been; at the Oregon border he’d seen redwood trees so tall they looked like they could tickle the bottom of God’s feet. He’d seen dynamite blast apart granite mountains in Colorado. He once posed as an Irishman and knocked out a Greek wrestler in an Oklahoma City boxing ring. Five years prior he visited a Mexican family in the Sonoran Desert. Had he been a less charming gringo the campesinos could have turned him over to Pancho Villa to be shot dead, but here he was now talking and flirting with Dollie. Roy said he even sailed to the Philippines where the air itself exhaled warm, steamy rain and he saw birds that matched all the colors of the sugar candy in the store.




Roy had traveled to all of these places, and yet he decided to linger in a candy store in Vallejo to be with Dollie. On the day Roy walked into the candy store in 1914, Dollie’s life had been constrained by the eddies and estuaries of the Carquinez Strait and Napa Rivers. Now her life was set on course, pulled forward by the magnetism and north star of Roy Gardner. After their initial meeting, Roy would return on a regular basis to tell his stories while ordering ice cream sodas. He ordered sodas for her, too, and she accepted his invitations to go to local dances. Eventually they would swim at the beach or nearby lakes. Roy’s body was built for the boxing ring, but he was also a graceful and powerful swimmer. It was as if the west edge of the United States with its lakes, locomotives, and dynamite gave birth to Roy Gardner. Despite Roy’s past adventures and roving ways, he would always describe Dollie as the “one and only romance of my life.”


The teenage Dollie said she was always fond of good times but had previously never gone with “steadies.” Roy was “the one man to me.” Boys her own age were awkward and unsure. Roy was big and bold, but with an easy smile that radiated a friendly casualness.


Roy Gardner and Florence Nelson, better known as Dollie, wed on June 1, 1916, a few weeks before her nineteenth birthday. He was thirty-two. Their wedding announcement in The San Francisco Chronicle described them both as “well known residents of Vallejo.”
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Soon after their marriage Roy quit the Mare Island Shipyard so he could start his own welding company in Oakland: the Auto Welding Works. He bought the business on an installment plan, but through hustle and saving, Roy consolidated with the Calox Welding Works at Third and Washington, a short distance to Jack London’s favorite drinking spots on the Oakland waterfront that would later bear the author’s name. The newlyweds relocated to a cottage in Oakland’s Fruitvale hills. Their “nest,” as Dollie called it.


While Roy worked long hours in the shop amongst Oakland’s urban barns and block-sized warehouses, Dollie assisted with the bookkeeping. Roy toiled late into the night to finish orders and, to save money, he initially didn’t hire a shop assistant, which enabled the purchase of more equipment.


To Dollie, Roy was one man, but he took up the space of two. “He is so big and daring and running over with life and affection. He always does everything in a broad, big way,” she later explained to a reporter.


Roy developed a reputation as one of the best welders on the Pacific Coast, and his friendly demeanor drew in customers from far away who could have taken their business elsewhere. In time, enough work came in at such a steady rate that Roy hired additional help out of necessity.


Prosperity was in the grip of the newlyweds one year after purchasing the Calox Welding Works, despite a fire at an adjacent milling plant that damaged their own commercial property. Insurance covered the losses. For unclear reasons, Roy did not extend the fire insurance policy, and a second fire engulfed the block. Per the police report, a “miscreant” and “firebug” was to blame, and no one was ever held responsible. The second inferno consumed the entirety of the Calox Welding Works, and it burned down from top to bottom. One year’s worth of labor and investment became smoldering ash. Nothing was salvageable. Roy and Dollie were down to a few dollars and outstanding debts.


Within this context, Dollie was due to give birth.


Dollie spent many nights plagued with insomnia. The memories of the building’s immolation and the distinctive stench of piercing, charred rubble disrupted her sleep, but Roy provided a steady hand and reassurance that things would work out.


“We’re young yet, and we have our health and the two of us have enough brains for a dozen families. We’ll make a go of it again,” he promised.


Jean was born in September 1917. Church bells from a nearby Catholic Church rang out when Baby Jean was first brought back to the Fruitvale cottage. Although not a religious man, Roy got down and said a prayer of thanks. He might not have been religious, but he possessed a gambler’s respect for superstition. Jean’s arrival brought new light into their home and provided a distraction after the devastating setback and bad omen of the Calox fire.


Roy sang “The Ballad of Casey Jones” to Jean as a lullaby. “‘Come all you rounders if you want to hear, The story of a brave engineer.’” He lifted Jean through the air, up and down like she was the train chugging through Reno and over the Sierra Nevadas.


“‘Casey said just before he died, There’s two more roads I would like to ride, The firemen said which ones can they be? O the Northern line and the Santa Fe!’”


Roy and Dollie created a haven of laughter and new life despite their recent financial misfortune. The cottage in Fruitvale provided a glimpse of love while the rest of the world was bogged down in the unprecedented slaughter of men from Passchendaele in Belgium to Gallipoli in the Ottoman Empire. With the US now fully committed to the Great War, and German U-Boats sending Allied ships to the bottom of the Atlantic, the demand for more and more new ships continued. Roy had a solid reputation as a welder, and he soon obtained a job at the Shaw-Batcher Shipworks in South San Francisco, an area later known for the large “SOUTH SAN FRANCISCO THE INDUSTRIAL CITY” sign emblazoned into the San Bruno Mountains as a civic promotion to rival the HOLLYWOOD sign.




Roy put his entrepreneur dreams on hold for the moment. He needed work, especially with a new baby.


The family moved to San Francisco’s Outside Lands, a foggy outpost near the Pacific edge. Much of this area was still wild and barren, a juxtaposition to the city’s dense, urban core. The area’s ruggedness appealed to Dollie’s memories of rural Napa, where chickens, dogs, and horses outnumbered the people, and the live oaks provided a sanctuary for children playing hide-and-seek. The Outside Lands felt lonely and lost, however. The crashing waves of the Pacific created a sense of majestic wildness, but the land was bleak. Acres of sand dunes impeded trees from being able to take root. In the summertime when the rest of the Bay Area basked under dry heat, a battering ram of gray fog entrenched itself in the Outside Lands and pushed the warmth and sunshine east over the crest of San Francisco’s Twin Peaks.


Despite the limitations of their new neighborhood, friends still came by on a regular basis to visit. Roy frequently invited coworkers over for dinner and the conversation flowed freely. It seemed that Roy had been everywhere, and he loved to read. He could talk about most topics, and his curiosity was endless.


If a man needed advice on whether to buy a used Dodge Roadster from a brother-in-law, Roy knew a good mechanic. Curious to learn about the nighttime constellations in the Southern Hemisphere? Roy had an old sailor story to tell.


“The men took to him at first meeting,” Dollie explained.


Roy became a public speaker at the shipworks to help his welding department win the Liberty Bond and Red Cross promotional campaign set up to accommodate the patriotic fever gripping the country to compensate for its delayed arrival into World War One. Roy led the department, and it seemed he could have persuaded the Kaiser to shave off his own mustache.


As the head of the department, Roy maintained the thousands of dollars his fellow welders collected for the Liberty Bond Drives, and he often stored the funds overnight at home to be returned to work the next morning. Dollie expressed concern that Roy could get robbed by highwaymen in their foggy and isolated neighborhood.


“I’m a scrapper,” he reassured her. Not a penny went missing.


If a coworker became injured on the job, Roy was there to assist. If a fellow welder died, Roy immediately organized a fund for the widow and surviving family. Only Mary Pickford, the silent film star, managed to eclipse Roy’s popularity when she stopped by Shaw-Batcher as part of her own Liberty Bond Tour. Roy’s solid work performance earned him pay increases and the family was saving money again. The financial loss of the Calox fire was an apparition in the past that they managed to outrun.


Roy was a beloved man at the shipyard and he was beloved at home with Dollie and Baby Jean. “Roy always loved us best,” Dollie said. “He was a great home man. You should see him round the house, playing with the baby, teasing, joking, and laughing, always laughing.”


Roy still had the itch to be his own boss and entrepreneur, however. The Calox fire nagged at him. He felt he accepted a challenge from the universe, lost, and he wanted a rematch. He put in his resignation at Shaw-Batcher.


The couple’s two years of marriage already possessed a carnival ride’s worth of whiplash extremes: long hours of hard work erased by one nocturnal fire to create immediate financial setback, a new baby providing joy, and more hard work leading to stability—just to leap into the unknown again. Roy’s absolute confidence in himself, however, created an infectious enthusiasm. It was as if Roy could will things to happen through the sheer devotion of his abilities and intellect. He rarely entertained the possibility of things not working as planned. Roy had the ideas for his newest shop all drawn out and they would be able to cash in their own Liberty Bonds to pay for the new building and equipment.


Dollie would cite Christmas of 1918 as the high-water mark of their domestic life. The Armistice had occurred one month prior, and the end of the year presented “life and faith and pride in the present and hope and promise for the future,” per Dollie’s later account to a reporter.


Roy continued to sketch plans for what he envisioned to be his new welding shop, and he sent letters to various chambers of commerce throughout California to determine their next move.


His coworkers at Shaw-Batcher organized a farewell banquet in his honor at North Beach’s Fior d’Italia Restaurant in the spring of 1919, about two months before the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. They presented him with a silver-mounted acetylene torch and a scroll engraved with the words, “You leave behind you many happy memories and take with you the loyal and heartfelt wishes of your friends.” Over a hundred men signed the scroll.


One year after the farewell banquet at Fior d’Italia, Dollie received a telegram from Roy while she was visiting some relatives in Napa with two-year-old Jean.


Roy was in a San Diego jail.


Dollie would soon learn that while Roy’s stories of defeating Greek wrestlers and sailing the open seas were all factually correct, he had omitted a few things from his autobiography when he first met her back in the Vallejo candy store back in 1914.











CHAPTER TWO


San Francisco and the Philippines


1900–1906


The Pacific Ocean pulled Roy Gardner west like a center of gravity. Roy’s journey started close to the western banks of the Mississippi River in Trenton, Missouri, about fifteen years after Leland Stanford drove in the last spike of the transcontinental railroad. From the 1890s onward, trains provided the push and the Pacific Ocean provided the pull as Roy moved deeper and deeper toward the western edge of the United States. Roy’s first westward stop was in Colorado Springs, where his family moved when he was eight.


His mother inherited money, but his father’s risky investments in local mining operations bit at the heels of the family’s financial security. The bad investments drained the inheritance, but his father achieved a counterbalance through a stable job as the operator of the Colorado Springs electric light plant, which provided a middle-class lifestyle for the family. Roy stayed in school until he was sixteen, but the Pacific Ocean beckoned him further west. The rest of his family moved to Oklahoma, not yet a US state, but a region awash in newfound oil wealth, creating overnight millionaires.


Roy decided to join the army, drawn by wanderlust and the opportunity to travel the world. In time he was stationed in San Francisco, a citadel safeguarding the country’s western expansion at the beginning of the twentieth century. In an era when horses still provided transport for armies and the cavalry was immortalized in poetic epics such as the “Charge of the Light Brigade,” Roy took up specialized training as a blacksmith, a skill in which he received high marks. One of Roy’s sergeants further described him as an excellent pistol shot with a “pleasing personality.” While Roy excelled at shooting inanimate targets, he became discouraged upon realizing this skill would need to be applied to shooting at real people in combat. Roy would describe his military experience as “two years wasted.”


During drills and marches at Fort Scott in San Francisco’s Presidio, Roy could see Alcatraz lurking in the Bay like a taunt. Alcatraz was still a military prison, a function it had served since the Civil War. While it would eventually lock down the likes of Al Capone and Machine Gun Kelly, Alcatraz in 1906 was a stockade that jailed uniformed drunks and deserters.


Roy studied the litter of ships pockmarking the San Francisco Bay, all the boats seeming to be escaping from somewhere or unmooring their chains to take a gamble in some other distant port. Beyond Alcatraz lay the much larger Angel Island. Alcatraz could swallow a man on the receiving end of a court martial, while the army base on Angel Island launched men like a cannon to the far reaches of the Pacific in support of America’s war in the Philippines.


The US initially supported the Filipino independence movement against their colonial masters and mutual American enemy-of-the-month, Spain. Once Admiral Dewey blasted the Spanish fleet to the bottom of Manila Bay in 1898, however, American generals and politicians turned the Philippines into a schizophrenic kaleidoscope of changing intentions and lurching strategies.


Spain was defeated, and the US filled the occupier vacuum. The Filipino independence movement recalibrated its attention toward the latest foreign arrival. In the 1890s, the United States entered a war to support Filipinos against Spain, but less than a year into the twentieth century this war mutated into armed conflict against Philippine citizens themselves.


President McKinley, who once pled ignorance to the whereabouts of the Philippines, would eventually declare, “the islands were American property, that the army would proceed to take possession of them and that anyone resisting our authority would be repressed by force.”


To create a softer approach to the conquest, educators and doctors shipped out to the Philippines along with soldiers and the marines. The US would put a different coat of paint on their land grab compared to the established European imperialists, but the results were mixed. One American general, Jacob “Hell Roaring Jake” Smith, gave orders to kill any Filipino over the age of ten and to turn the landscape into a “howling wilderness.”


Anyone left standing, however, would be inoculated by a US doctor and taught to read by a US teacher. Anything not set on fire would be the foundation for new roads and train tracks as a US gift to the Philippines.


Four thousand US soldiers died in the conflict. Casualty reports included categories for suicide and deaths from tropical disease and heat exposure. Twenty thousand Philippine soldiers would perish, and the civilian death toll from bullets, famine, and fire went upward to two hundred thousand.


By 1902, the war in the Philippines officially ended with a muted whimper and the American public feeling like the past escapade was a heavy night of drinking that now had to be cleaned up.


Into this morass arrived the soldier, Roy Gardner, in 1904. He arrived in the Philippines from San Francisco on a ship named Thomas, a boat previously used to transport teachers and humanitarian workers in such large numbers that these benevolent faces of the US occupation became known as “Thomasites.” The dual nature of the transport boat for both soldiers and aid workers encapsulated the bipolar nature of the US war in the Philippines.


The war was over by 1904, but occupation and infrastructure projects remained. Roy arrived on the island of Mindanao, the southernmost island of the vast Philippine archipelago. Pirates held as much sway over the swampy, tropical, and volcanic Mindanao as formal governments, and a Muslim autonomous region would continue to strive for independence from the Philippines long after the Philippines achieved its own independence from the US. One of the worst massacres of the occupation occurred in 1906 at Bud Dajo in the Mindanao island chain where roughly six hundred women, children, and poorly armed local soldiers were killed by offshore US naval guns and indiscriminate machine gun fire.


After his Philippines tour of duty, Roy shipped back to San Francisco’s Presidio in the beginning days of 1906 with more time left to serve on his military obligations. He had a new tattoo and a tenuous line of credit. Daytime marches and drills in the Presidio persisted for Roy, while nighttime offered a perilous gauntlet down Pacific Street toward the booze mills, gambling dens, and bordellos of the Barbary Coast, San Francisco’s “Devil’s Acre.” Roy had plenty of time to get killed by a bullet or the infected spit of a mosquito bite while in the Philippines, but he now risked getting his throat cut from within the dark walls of the Noggin of Ale, the Cobweb Palace, or other Barbary Coast haunts inhabited by men with nicknames like Hell Haggerty and Spanish Kitty, a female pool shark.


By 1906, most American citizens had forgotten about the Philippines, and Roy was hoping he, too, could be forgotten if he slipped off his soldier’s uniform and ducked out of town. The brutality and grim conditions of the war may have soured him on finishing his military duties, but it is just as likely that he needed to go missing-in-action for the more mundane reason that he owed too many different people money due to his gambling debts.


Later in his life, Roy would say that spirits from beyond haunted his skull and guided his behavior. In the early days of 1906 Roy may have had a premonition that this would be the most advantageous moment to vanish from San Francisco’s Presidio. Whether it was a spectral premonition, the fortuitous hand of God, or just dumb luck, Roy slipped out of San Francisco and deserted just before the worst natural disaster of the United States’ 130-year history struck the San Francisco Bay Area.


On April 18, 1906, earthquake and fire destroyed just about everything in San Francisco, from prisoner records to the City Hall building itself. Ash and plaster dust trickled down from the sky like slowly falling snowflakes. Rubble covered everything at the ground level so that streets lost their names and functions. Photos of the devastation offered a glimpse of what would befall the bombed-out cities of Europe and Japan in World War II. Thousands of San Francisco civilians became refugees, and hastily erected tent camps redefined the purpose of the Presidio. On April 17, 1906, Roy was a wanted man facing court-martial. By April 19, he was another person missing in action among the three thousand San Francisco residents who died in the previous day’s calamity and apocalyptic fire. To his military superiors, Roy could have been one of the many unknown bodies crushed beneath the spontaneous tombs of crumbled brick or cremated in the inferno engulfing the city.


Roy’s superiors may have thought he was among the dead of San Francisco, but at the time of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire, Roy Gardner was already one month in Gallup, New Mexico.











CHAPTER THREE


Gallup, New Mexico, and Bisbee, Arizona


1906–1908


New Mexico was not yet a US state when Roy drifted in while fire burned down almost everything in San Francisco. Local jurisdictions operated as independent outposts. The FBI, the federal agency created to transcend the dislocation of small-town crime-fighting squads, was still just an idea. The science of fingerprinting was in its infancy.


Roy Gardner, the soldier based out of San Francisco’s Presidio, was now a ghost. He shed his soldier uniform to become a miner.


Roy descended with the long line of humans that sank their fingers, pickaxes, and dynamite deep into the coat of Mother Earth to pick her pockets of copper. Within the depths of the mines, darkness had the capacity to become a demon lurking in all directions. A person’s insides, always unseen, became turned outward to contribute to the void that paradoxically felt all encompassing. The darkness itself took shape in that it represented the complete absence of light.


As a boy in Colorado Springs, backroom speculators served as the cigar-smoking face of the Cripple Creek mines that hustled Roy’s family out of their inheritance, and now Roy would take a chance that the mines wouldn’t also rob him of his life. Fatal mining accidents occurred regularly during the time period. In just one example, 149 men, mainly Hungarian immigrants, were killed in a mine explosion at the CFI Mine in Primero, Colorado, in 1910.


In Gallup, Roy took his chance with such operations as the Snake and Opportunity Mine, but he eventually drifted down to the Copper Queen Mines in Bisbee, Arizona, a rough and tumble town within gazing distance of the Mexican border. On January 5, 1907, ten tons of dynamite went off by accident in Bisbee, creating a roar and shock wave felt thirty miles away. This could have been the opening salvo to greet Roy’s arrival into town.


If the mines themselves didn’t kill a man, the fistfights and gunshots back on earth between the Wobblies and the Pinkertons during labor strikes would. Human animosity would finish the job Mother Nature failed to do. The mines provided money, but men were getting killed. Taking a job in the mine was a devil’s bargain, and no one could agree on the wage for a potential deal with the devil. The word “strike” had many connotations in Bisbee: to strike a vein of mineral wealth, to strike it rich, to go on strike to protest work conditions, to be a scab or strike breaker, or to strike a man in the head who stood on the opposite side of the picket line.


In late March of 1908 Roy sank down into the Lowell Shaft when an avalanche of rock plummeted down into the darkness and crushed his head, an accident akin to a biblical stoning. He was knocked unconscious and near death, stuck at the bottom of a mine shaft that would be a convenient transition for a grave. His coworkers lifted him out of the mine, and a company doctor was called in to do surgery. A silver plate was put into Roy’s skull to bridge the fracture, and Roy slipped in and out of consciousness for over a week. After a month’s convalescence, Roy was on the mend. He had survived. Back in the land of the living, Roy submitted his quitting papers at the Copper Queen Mine. Roy arrived in Bisbee to pull copper rocks from the earth, and he would depart with a silver plate in his head. The silver plate would become a magnet for headaches for the rest of Roy’s days.











CHAPTER FOUR


Northern Mexico


The Revolution, 1908–1909


Venustiano Carranza needed bullets and Roy Gardner needed a new gig.


After the Copper Queen Mines nearly killed him, Roy transitioned into running guns and ammunition for the Mexican Revolutionary Army for his next career development. The guns of the revolution wouldn’t begin firing until 1910, but when Roy took the Southern Pacific train into Culiacán and Mazatlán after recuperating from his head injury, the revolution’s significant players—Carranza, Victoriano Huerta, Emiliano Zapata, and Pascual Orozco—were assembling their chess pieces.


The fates and leaders of the Mexican Revolution shifted more dramatically than the tides on a full moon night, but Roy put his money on Carranza, a man as tall as Roy was strong, with a dour scowl to contrast Roy’s mischievous smirk.


Roy roamed the Sonoran Desert on the Mexican side of the border, working odd jobs here and there and keeping his eyes and ears open for larger opportunities to avail themselves. A couple of Americans drew Roy into their scheme to transport guns and ammunition to the gathering army supporting Carranza. The plot to move guns was presented as a “cleanup,” an opportunity in Roy’s estimation for easy money, and he accepted. Roy was to make a drop-off in the town of Cananea.


Cananea lay on the Mexican side of the border about the same distance to the dividing line as Bisbee, Arizona, and the Copper Queen Mine were on the American side. Underground mineral wealth knows no boundaries, however, and copper riches spread under the rock of the earth in all directions. Cananea had its own copper mine, the Cananea Consolidated Copper Company, owned by an American, William Cornell Greene. In addition to Mexicans who received less pay than their American counterparts, the mine also employed a sizable number of Chinese immigrants.


In 1906, a labor strike broke out at the mine and the ensuing violence left a total of twenty-two people dead, including two who perished in a building fire. The Arizona Rangers arrived on scene to support the American management in quashing the labor unrest. The hesitation of Mexican dictator Porfirio Díaz to prevent the encroachment of armed Americans into a Mexican labor dispute created one more spark of resentment and anger within the populace, which further emboldened the revolutionaries a few years later. The murder of a Chinese immigrant during this tumult became the source material for the ballad “La Carcel de Cananea.”
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