
PLAYING IT COZY.

By Gerard J. St. John

In 1963, the Redevelopment Authority of the City of Philadelphia was a rare mixture of professional competence and political patronage.  The Authority was the nation’s leader in urban renewal; it attracted the brightest of city planners and the wealthiest and most aggressive real estate developers.   The Authority’s Real Estate Department was staffed with old-timers.  Most of them were in their late 40's and mid 50's.  They had been the backbone of many successful real estate offices throughout Philadelphia – usually offices with good political connections.  These people could draft a complicated real estate deed or a complex financing arrangement without giving it a second thought.  For the most part, they had known each other for years and enjoyed each other’s company.

Rosemary Payne was one of the “experienced” crowd.  A stocky woman with thick brown hair and a broad smile, she had worked for years in John Byrne’s real estate office on Castor Avenue.  Rosemary was a widow.  She was raising two daughters who were in their late teens, Pat and Mike.  Her son, Norman, was a motorcycle policeman.  Norman would shrug his shoulders and look away when, invariably, Rosemary would refer to her children as “Pat and Mike and Norman,” without giving any indication that they were anything but three boys.  She would play out that game as far as possible, and then guffaw, “At least I didn’t name one of the girls Norman.”

She had a non-stop sense of humor.  Virtually anything sparked a witty comment from Rosemary.  She teased Joe Coyle unmercifully.  Joe was one of the younger men in the department.  He joined the Authority shortly after graduating from Saint Joe’s College.  Joe’s desk was directly in front of Rosemary.  She would constantly needle Joe into making some ill-considered remark, which would only make his situation worse -- and funnier.  On one occasion, it was a smart comment about the attractive young girl who had recently taken a job in the valuation section of the department.  “Listen to the ladies’ man,” Rosemary bellowed, “He’s like the little dog that chases after cars.  If he caught up with one, he wouldn’t know what to do with it.”  “Whaddya mean?” Joe yelped. “I’ve got three kids, don’t I?”  But when he turned around to confront Rosemary, she was holding up a piece of paper on which she had previously written, “I’ve got 3 kids!”  On another occasion, she complained to the Pennsylvania Railroad about the overcrowded conditions on the two-car Torresdale Local.  The railroad responded by substituting a club car for one of the passenger cars.  Rosemary promptly wrote back that this was an improvement; the train was still crowded but she “no longer gave a damn.”

Rosemary would often talk about growing up in the Great Depression in the Kensington-Port Richmond neighborhood.  Young people had no money to go anywhere.  They would gather on the street corners at night, the girls on one corner and the guys across the street.  Someone would start singing.  Soon the entire group would join in the song.  Then, the girls would try to impress the boys with the quality of their singing.  The boys would pick up the challenge and respond with their own songs.  Through the night the choruses would alternate back and forth across the brick rowhouse streets.  It went like that nearly every weekend.  That was where Rosemary Gindhart met Norman Payne.

Years later, Rosemary and Norman would go with their friends to Sea Isle City, New Jersey, just after the end of the summer season.  Chronaker’s Motel was their headquarters.  After Mass on Sunday morning, they would meet for brunch in the main dining room.  Gin and tonic was a staple.  Before long, the group was gathered around the piano.  

Rosemary’s brother, Joe, was a natural musician.  Although he had never had a lesson and could not read a note of music, he could play any tune that he heard.  Joe was at home at the piano. He was roughly the shape of a bowling ball.  His puffy fingers seemed to roll along the keys like playdough.  After a while, sweat would form beads on his bald pate and run down the front of his face, adding an earthy quality to the tunes that he played.  One afternoon, there was a lull in the singing.  Joe took over with his own melody, making up the words as he went along, naming all of the seashore towns between Ocean City and Cape May.  Everyone liked it.  Pretty soon, the combo that entertained at Chronaker’s made it a part of their routine and the regular customers were requesting it.   “On the Way to Cape May” became the theme song for both Rosemary’s crowd and for Chronaker’s.  Eventually, Bud Nugent wrote out the music and the song is now a tradition throughout the Delaware Valley.

The musical tradition continued into the 1960's.  Whenever Rosemary would host a party, the piano was the center of attention.  Joe lived in the house next door.  When he was not playing professionally at one of the local taverns, he was ready to provide the music for Rosemary’s parties.  When it was a cookout on the patio, five or six of us would carry the piano out of Joe’s living room and set it up in the back yard.  DeMarco Village in the Northeast was a long way from Port Richmond and the Depression but the music lingered on.

Joe Gindhart was a very familiar name.  My St. Matt’s grammar school classmate, Joe Gindhart, was a cousin of Rosemary and Joe.  The caretaker of the old Mayfair ball park at Rowland and Ryan Avenues was also a Gindhart.  He had a very common neighborhood name, “Old Man” Gindhart.  After they leveled the ball park to make way for Lincoln High School, Old Man Gindhart stayed on as a custodian and continued to chase the local children away from the premises.  He chased us so often; he was like a member of the family. 

In the late 1960's, Rosemary became increasingly ill.  She was hospitalized for long stretches of time and within a year, was gone.  Not long after Rosemary died, Joe was hit by a car as he was crossing Frankford Avenue on his way home from the Longshore Tavern.  He was dead on arrival.  The driver of the car was in the military.  I later learned that the driver went to the legal officer at the Navy Yard, seeking a lawyer to represent him in connection with the fatal accident.  The naval officer referred him to a young lawyer who had been recently released from the Judge Advocate General’s Corps -- my grammar school classmate, Joe Gindhart.

Rosemary was probably the only one of my friends who was also a friend of my father.  Rosemary worked for John Byrne; and John was my Dad’s closest friend.  Dad and John Byrne shared an affection for La Salle College and its high school.  

At La Salle High’s father and son banquets, we would generally sit with the Byrnes.  At one of those dinners in about 1952, Dad and John Byrne arranged for the Attorney General of the United States to be the principal speaker.  James P. McGranery, a former congressman and federal judge, was a colleague from Brother Alfred’s labor relations program.  He had been appointed to serve as Attorney General in the final months of the Truman presidency.  Dad was proud to call Jim McGranery his friend.  But he and John Byrne both made it clear that they had no part in selecting the comedian who entertained at the dinner.

The young comic was tall, very thin and had a toothy grin that most of us thought was probably characteristic of his alma mater, South Catholic High School.  He played the banjo; told corny jokes; and sang corny songs like Cigarettes and Whiskey and Wild Wild Women.  His name was Cozy Morley.  Over the years, Cozy became something of a legend in Philadelphia and along the Jersey shore.  He worked every night club in the metropolitan area and several of the casinos in Atlantic City.  For more than a decade he owned and starred at the Club Avalon in North Wildwood, New Jersey, a show-bar that he lovingly refers to as “a toilet.”  Cozy was also a regular at benefits in virtually every Catholic parish in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.

Local folk identify with Cozy Morley.  They turn out to see him again and again, and they seem to take special delight that he tells the same jokes year after year.  It brings back happy memories.  They also like the fact that none of his jokes are off-color.  One night many years ago I was at the old Sciolla’s Club when Cozy was teamed with Mickey Shaughnessy, a comedian with a national reputation in night clubs and in the movies.  When Shaughnessy got going, his language could turn the air blue.  Just as the entertainment was about to start, a party of about a dozen young couples from a high school prom came into the room and were seated at a nearby table.  Shaughnessy, who was standing by the wall at the far side of the room, stared at the high-schoolers for about ninety seconds, then turned and walked out of the building.  Mickey could not do his raunchy act in front of a high school audience.  In contrast, Cozy never missed a beat.  His act was the same regardless of who was in the audience.    

Like the rest of us, Cozy grew older.  He put on some weight -- but not much -- and his hair became snow white.  Still, he told the same corny jokes and he sang the same corny songs and with the same goofy grin.  As one might expect, he added a joke or two to his routine and even added another song to replace Cigarettes and Whiskey.  He called it “my song.”  

You can hear Cozy’s song every spring when the weather starts to grow warm.  As if by some immutable plan, disc jockeys throughout the Delaware Valley welcome the approach of each summer season at the seashore by playing and replaying Cozy Morley’s recording of On the Way to Cape May – and, while I am fond of Cozy, my memories are not of the parish benefits or the seashore towns on the Ocean Drive but of Rosemary and Joe, and the piano in their back yard in DeMarco Village.  As Cozy put it, they went “from Welfare to Mayfair.”
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