
 One of these days, Tom Lara is going to 
set up a room in his house for all his awards. 
Known as the father of San Bruno baseball, 
Lara's dedication to helping kids play ball has 
been recognized by many including Congress-
woman Jackie Speier (D-CA 12th District), 
U.S. House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, re-
tired judge Quentin Kopp, former California 
Governor George Deukmejian and (the late) 
President Ronald Reagan. He has also been rec-
ognized by the City of San Bruno.
 On June 11, 1988, then San Bruno May-
or, the late Bob Marshall Sr., dedicated the Tom 
Lara Field, "in honor of Tom Lara who has con-
tinued to serve the San Bruno community for 
thirty-three years. His tireless eff orts in build-
ing and maintaining youth baseball programs 
are deeply appreciated." Lara Field, located near 
the main entrance of San Bruno City Park, is 
major league baseball size and features bleacher 
seating. "I couldn't believe the City of San Bru-
no would do such a thing," said the 87-year-old 
Lara who still beams at the memory. "But I was 
thrilled."
 For Lara, sports were the thing that saved 
him from being a "punk." Born in Honolulu 
to Th omas and Pilar Lara, Tom, the eldest of 
fi ve boys, grew up in North Oakland, close to 
Emeryville. His parents, both from Spain, had 
come to the States when they were little. Tom's 
father was told the quickest way to become an 
American citizen was to join the service. He 
signed up for the Army and was shipped to 
California. When the First World War ended, 
they shipped him back to Hawaii. A few years 
down the road, he met Pilar and they married. 
Th e fi rst two of the couple's fi ve sons, Tom and 
Julio, were born in Hawaii. Eager to return to 
California, Lara Sr. moved the family to Sunny-
vale where he had built them a home. When 
the Depression hit, the family lost everything. 
Tom's dad got a construction job in Oakland.
 "I was very close to my mom," Lara said. 
"And when I was 10, she died. She was only 28. "
 With the youngest Lara child still in dia-
pers, Tom's dad couldn't handle it and sent his 
fi ve sons – Tom, Julio, Frank, Lawrence and Jo-
seph – to live with his wife's parents, who also 
lived in Oakland.
 "I had a chip on my shoulder aft er my 
mom died," Lara said. "I didn't take two words 
from anybody. If I thought somebody was say-
ing something bad to me, I got into a fi ght."
 Th e fi rst important turn for Tom came 
when his school's P.E. teacher talked him into 
playing basketball.
 "I didn't know basketball, but the teacher 
told me he'd work with me anyway," Lara said. 
"I started playing and I liked it." Come soft ball 
season, Tom tried that and he liked it. When 
he was 11, he was told he should go try out for 
summer baseball. Th e coach put him in right 
fi eld and told Tom, "You're a lot of work but 
you made the team." Lara discovered he was 
a pretty good hitter and soon he was batting 
ninth. Before the season was over, he was bat-
ting third and playing center fi eld. "I had a lot of 
upper body strength which really helped me in 
sports," Lara said. "What I didn't know is I built 
up my arms, shoulders and chest because I had 
to chop wood. My grandparents cooked using 
wood and that was one of my chores."
 Another turn in Tom's road that helped 
him was when his grandfather put him in a 
Catholic elementary school. "Th ose nuns didn't 
take any guff  and they straightened me right 
out," Lara laughed. "On top of that, I met really 
good people who were behind my playing soc-
cer, basketball, football and baseball."

 One of those people was Charley Tye. An 
ex major league player, Tye owned a couple of 
bars and restaurants in Oakland and he was 
interested in helping kids out, so he sponsored 
youth baseball. Lara made the cut.
 "Charley liked to take his outfi elders and 
put them in the infi eld, to get them used to 
picking up ground balls," Lara said. "He need-
ed a shortstop and he told me I was the kid for 
the job. I told him I was scared of those ground 
balls and I didn't want the job. But Charley 
taught me how to move my feet, like a danc-
er almost, so I could get those fastballs, and it 
worked out."
 Lara's grandparents moved the family to 
West Oakland and Tom went to McClymonds 
High School. He also still played Charley Tye 
ball and Lara's name was all over the Oakland 
Post Enquirer. When Lara was 15, his team 
won the state championship, but they were 
playing in the 16-year-old league. "Two of our 
long-time teammates were a year older than the 
rest of us," Lara said. "Th ey were 16, we were 15 
and we all wanted to stick together. We had to 
fi ght for that decision, and nobody would man-
age us, so Charley made me manager. He told 
me, that every time our team won, we could all 
go to his place for a coke, a hotdog or a ham-
burger, and fries. We won 17 games in a row, 
and Charley pulled me aside and said, 'Tom, 
you're breaking me!'"
 By that point in time, Lara was also a 
switch-hitter. A baseball coach had picked Tom 
up at the house one day, and saw Tom chopping 
wood. "I had to chop wood, regardless of game 
time," Lara noted. But what the coach noted 
was that his right-handed batter was chopping 
wood left -handed.
 Lara played semi-pro baseball while he 
was in high school and was scouted by the Yan-
kees, the Cardinals and the Cubs.
 "But then I threw an apple in the big ma-
chine," Lara laughed. "I went and joined the 
Navy in May and went to San Diego for train-
ing right aft er I graduated from high school."
 Joining the Navy was a fl uke. Lara, who 
used to go deep sea fi shing and crabbing with 
his grandfather and his uncles, was out crab-
bing when a Navy ship pulled into port. "I was 
curious and they invited us on board," Lara 
said. "Th ey gave us a tour and I was sold!"
 Lara wanted to be a machinist mate or a 
motor mate in the Navy – that's were his skills 
were. But the Navy told him he tested high-
est for radio operator. Th ey pulled him out of 
boot camp and sent him to radio school for 20 
weeks. In those training days, he also fought 
in the Navy "smokers." (Navy Plebe Wrestling 
Smoker.)
 "My mom's youngest brother, who was 
still in high school when my brothers and I 
moved in, was the champion wrestler in Cal-
ifornia," Lara said. "His name was Frank Lab-
rado and he taught me how to wrestle. He was 
like a brother to me." So, while Tom trained for 
radio school, which was followed by amphibi-
ous training, he also boxed. And before the Ra-
dio Operator, Th ird Class shipped out, he ad-
ditionally married his high school sweetheart, 
Connie.
 "Th e fi rst time I saw Connie, we were both 
16," Lara said. "It was at a Catholic 'instruction 
night, which was kind of like a Boys and Girls 
Club event. I said to my friend Rudy, 'I think 
she's looking at you.' And he said, 'No, she's 
looking at you!'"
 Next time Tom saw Connie was at the 
neighborhood theater, the Fox Peralta. Connie 
and her mother were sitting right in front of 
Tom and his friends. When Connie got up to 
get a snack, Tom followed her and they started 
talking – and that was it. Connie's mother and 
Tom got along very well.

 "Connie's dad didn't like me," Lara 
laughed. "I used to wear zoot suits and had a 
duck haircut. Connie and I went together for a 
year and a half, and then she made the mistake 
of visiting me when I was in San Diego. I nev-
er thought about marrying anyone until I met 
Connie. I was almost 19, when we married. 
We've been married for 68 years and I'm still 
head over heels!"
 Lara's tour of duty would carry him into 
two of the Second World War's biggest battles 
in the Pacifi c Th eater, Iwo Jima and Okinawa.
 "I worked as the Captain's private radio 
operator and didn't have to hit the beach," Lara 
said. "I was in between. Th e beach gave me the 
information and I relayed it to the ship."
 When the War ended, the Navy sent the 
ship Lara was on to help the Chinese with the 
Nationalist Troops. Tom would end up in Ts-
ingtao, Taikoo and Hong Kong before return-
ing to the States. Th e former radio operator got 
a job as a machinist apprentice with the Bemis 
Bag Company in San Francisco. He received 
his "journeyman" in three years, rather than the 

usual fi ve, and would go on to work as a Plant 
Manager for Free Flow in Redwood City and 
retire aft er many years as a Manager at Astro 
Packaging in Hayward. He and Connie moved 
to San Bruno in 1955 and have lived there since. 
Th ey have three children – Th omas III, Linda 
and Paul.
 Lara's founding of "San Bruno" baseball 
was accidental.
 "I was looking for a place for my kid to do 
some kind of program in the summer," Lara 
said. "So we went to the Rec Center and I asked 
what kind of programs did they have for kids 
in the summer and they didn't have any. With 
their permission, I started working my son out 
in the fi eld. Pretty soon, kids with gloves want-
ed to join us and I was teaching a baseball clin-
ic. Th en dads who played ball as kids came out 
and started helping. In no time, we had enough 
kids to start a 4-team league."
 By the next year, Lara had six teams and 
by the next, eight. Lara, who was with the 
VFW, started the Teener Baseball League. 
He helped a couple of dads get a younger 
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