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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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