
John Thomas McLeod 
June 17, 1889 – January 9, 1950 

  
     It was a seasonably cold January night in Bakersfield, expected to dip into the upper 20’s by 
morning--made even more bone chilling by an insidious San Joaquin Valley  “tule” fog, named 
after the ground fog that blankets the grass wetlands of the California central valley during the 
winter.   It was late evening and the family had long since settled in with blankets in hand and 
milk and cookies in mind.  The radio, still on, was the only ambient sound, save the gurgling and 
hiss of the radiator in the corner and hushed whispers of children conspiring to stay awake.    
  
  Suddenly, there was a knock at the door.  It was not the fervent knock of emergency nor was it 
the familiar knock of a neighbor.  It was weak and timid---almost apologetic.  Mother slowly 
opened the door.  The man at the door did not bring good tidings.  There was no warm smile, 
glad hand, heartfelt apology or explanation.  The visage of the man was at once clear---for deep 
sadness in his bloodshot blue eyes---and clouded---by layers of dirt, lined with age, and ruddy 
weather-worn cheeks under an unkempt red beard.    His clothing, brown and grey layers of 
filthy frayed cloth hung on him like wet sweaters on wire hangers.  The smell of stale alcohol, 
urine, and days old vomit wafted from him like the tendrils of the fog he rode in on.   He was, in 
the vernacular of the times, a “tramp”, a “hobo”, a “bum”, a “derilect”.   
  
     “Dad.  You can’t stay here tonight.  You’re drunk.  I’m sorry.” mother said, a familiar storm of 
tears already gathering in her eyes.  
  
     “I’ve . . . nowhere else to go dear . . . I already tried your . . . “ he mumbled, searching for the 
right words.  
  
     “I can’t do this again dad!  It’s so hard on the kids---on all of us!  You’ll have to stay 
somewhere else dad.  I’m sorry!”  
  
    “But . . . nobody will let . . . “  
  
     The door closed before he could finish.  Behind it, the mother choked back tears, and prayed 
for her father’s safety---not fully convinced she’d done the right thing, but hopeful he would 
find a way, just as he had so many other times. She was right about that.  John Thomas McLeod 
was a survivor.   
  
     Born in 1889 on the Isle Of Mann, an island located in the Irish Sea (between Great Britain 
and Ireland), John Thomas McLeod made his way to the United States in the early 1900’s and 
served in the United States Army during World War I.    According to family, he was “gassed” by 
the enemy while driving a tank and his previously fiery red hair was turned forever white by the 
incident.  His beard, when he grew it later in life, remained a bright red testament to his Irish 
roots.   
     After the war, John settled in Bakersfield, California, where he met Rose Castro, a second 
generation Mexican American.  They had four children, two boys and two girls, and lived in 
relative poverty in east Bakersfield.  The second child, Jeanette, was stricken with polio and 
clubbed foot and was permanently disabled despite several corrective surgeries.  Shortly after 



the birth of the youngest boy, Billy, Rose passed away in their humble home---victim of a 
botched removal of the afterbirth by an intoxicated doctor. Rose was only 27 years 
old.   According to his children, John never fully recovered and his stultifying grief was 
punctuated by the accidental drowning of little Billy a few years later.   
  
     The man the children knew as fun-loving and free-spirited--the man who dyed his red beard 
green every St. Paddy’s day, sang Irish shanties, told bawdy Irish jokes, and once played the 
harmonica on the radio, became sullen and morose. He sought refuge and perhaps momentary 
respite from his dank new reality, at the bottom of a bottle.  He drank.  Eventually, the local 
child welfare department filed a case against John, and this man who had sacrificed so much for 
his adopted country and lost the one true love of his life now handed over his beloved children 
to the state.  It was too much to bear.  John became homeless--unwatched, unwept, and 
uncared for.     
  
     No one knows the details of John Thomas McLeod’s movements after he was turned away 
from his daughter’s house that fateful night, January the 8th 1950.  It isn’t clear whether hers 
was the first, last, or one in a series of rejections he would hear when well worn welcomes 
turned cold and foreboding.  Bakersfield, in the early 50’s, was still considered a rural 
community, and the early mornings, particularly when the “tule” fog rolled in, were ghostly and 
sparse.  John, with no place to go, must have been chilled to the bone by the bitter cold and 
weighed down by a lifetime of bad fortune and poor choices.  Sometime during the night and 
into the wee hours of the morning John’s body heat loss began to exceed his body’s heat 
production.  Alcohol, a temporal refuge from his worldly pain, now played a central role in his 
undoing. He somehow made it to the alley directly behind the house where his wife Rose took 
her last breaths years earlier---and tried to cover himself with available cardboard scraps and 
refuse.  His final thoughts might have included happier times on the Isle of Mann or the first 
sight of the Statue of Liberty.  Perhaps he remembered the joy he felt at the delivery of his 
children or the countenance of the woman who loved him unconditionally---or a time when he 
allowed his children to dig a huge ditch in the back yard to fill with water for their own 
swimming pool. I wonder if he mused about his legacy—promise in the eyes of grandchildren 
he would never know.  Perhaps he was drawn to a distant memory of the beautiful estranged 
daughter he happened upon on an afternoon by the railroad tracks, she in a school bus filled 
with the chatter of happy children!   “She might not have seen me” he might have muttered in 
has final moments---as a wan smile crossed his lips for the last time. “Maybe, she didn’t see me 
. . .” 
  
     In the early morning hours of January 9th 1950, John Thomas McLeod, world traveler, army 
veteran, loving father, proud Irishman, homeless man . . . joined his beloved Rose in heaven.   
  
  
  
John Thomas McLeod was my grandfather. Rose was my grandmother.  My mother was 
John’s daughter, Jeanette McLeod Evans.  The “mother” in the story is my Aunt Pauline (the 
last of John’s surviving children).   I was born on June 19th 1952, 2 years after grandpa’s 
death.  I never got to meet him . . . but, I know him. 
  


