EX-LIBRIS.

By Gerard J. St. John


On the east side of Ninth Street in Philadelphia, about halfway between Market and Chestnut, tucked in behind Gimbel Brothers Department Store was a narrow five story building.  It blended in with other narrow downtown buildings but this one had an old-fashioned straight awning that projected out high above the sidewalk and wrapped around and down the alleyway to where there was a door in the rear.  Wagon-like wooden bookshelves were propped against the walls, giving the alley a gallery effect.  It looked like a place that you once saw in a faded photograph of old city scenes, an innocuous black and white building in a dusty, black and white world.  But it was more than that.  Leary’s Book Store was a trap.  Once across the threshold, the trap was sprung.  It would be hours before an unsuspecting browser would again emerge onto the bustling big city sidewalk.


Part of Leary’s mystique was in the arrangement of its merchandise.  Virtually nothing of interest was stocked on the first floor where you could get in and out quickly.  If you wanted to buy or sell a used textbook, you would be directed to a small counter in the basement.  Leary’s had an excellent inventory of the texts used in most of Philadelphia’s prep schools.  But for other literary works, a very helpful clerk would direct you upstairs, usually to the third or fourth floor.  There were no elevators, just a very narrow stairway with a polished wood banister that gave you the feeling that the narrow building had once been a private home, probably to a family of very thin people.  The walls along every stairway were lined with built-in bookshelves, making it even more difficult to move quickly and more likely that your eye would catch an interesting title.  


At each floor, the room and the walls would be crammed with books.  And like any good book store, no one would disturb a patron who wanted to stand by the shelf and read a few chapters before deciding whether or not to make a purchase.  There was no dining area, no muffins, no coffee, and no bottled spring water.  It was just a dusty, dimly lighted -- and very comfortable -- bookstore.


Sometime in the 1960's, Leary’s went out of business to make way for a – well, people have long forgotten what was to be done there.  The Gimbel’s building was torn down and Gimbel’s business moved across Market Street and up beyond Strawbridge & Clothier’s in the Market Street East complex, where it soon became the first in a string of department store failures at that location.


In the meanwhile, a young, bearded book lover opened a small, used-book stall in the Reading Terminal Market.  It was located smack dab in the middle of the market, an L-shaped area with a waist high railroad wagon in front, and bookshelves in the back and on the left side.  The books came from small decedent’s estates.  In contrast to the procedure at Freeman’s Auctioneers where estate book sales were held about once every three months, the Reading Terminal Market was open every day of the week.  The locations of the books within the stall were constantly changed from underneath the wagon to the bed of the wagon, to the shelves etcetera.  


Browsing through the stall during the noon hour, I would often encounter a tall, square-jawed figure wearing a wide-brimmed cowboy hat.  He was James T. McDermott, a justice of the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania.  In the early 1960's, Jim McDermott, then an assistant district attorney, was the Republican Party’s candidate for Mayor of the City of Philadelphia.  He didn’t stand a chance against the powerful Democratic Party machine.  It would remind you of the line from the Broadway musical, Fiorello: “some qualified Republican who’s willing to lose.”  Looking at Jim’s smiling countenance in the newspapers throughout that election campaign, I thought that the man was crazy.  He was crazy all right, crazy like a fox.  He was beaten so badly in that election that the Republican Party felt that it ought to do something for him in return.  He was nominated, and quickly elected as a judge in Philadelphia’s trial court.  After a respectable interval, he was nominated for election to a ten-year term on the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania.  Thereupon, he conferred on himself the title, “Supreme High Judiciousness.”


Jim McDermott had all of the charm of the Philadelphia Irish.  When he spoke and smiled, it was as though the clouds parted and the sun shone through on a babbling mountain brook while butterflies fluttered, birds chirped, while invisible stringed instruments played the “Minstrel Boy.” I was not a part of McDermott’s inner circle but I was a member of the Saint Joseph’s University Law Alumni which entitled me to joke with Jim McDermott and his entourage on two nights each year, after which all potentially offensive comments would be forgotten as if by general absolution.  On our Reading Terminal Market encounters, we would exchange nods and banter about the current stock of available books.  McDermott was reputed to have a home library of about five thousand books.


One afternoon, I directed Justice McDermott’s attention to a particular volume and pointed out the name of the previous owner that was inscribed on the flyleaf.  McDermott looked directly at me and said, “The worst part of this endeavor is that you know that someday people will be looking at our books in these stalls in exactly the same way.  Do you ever think of that?”


I hear Jim McDermott’s voice every time that I see a name inscribed in a book.  It was that way when I saw Harold Wiegand’s name on several books including the collected works of Tennyson and Virginibus Puerisque, a novel by Robert Louis Stevenson.  My attention was also drawn to the labels on the inside covers of those books.  Those labels bore the name of Saint Joseph’s College and stated that the books had been presented to Mr. Wiegand for excellence in English and in Christian doctrine.  Not long after I purchased those books, I saw a column written by Tom Fox in the Philadelphia Inquirer.  It was about the first anniversary of the death of the long-time editor of the editorial page of the Inquirer, Harold Wiegand.  Jim McDermott’s voice echoed in the back of my mind, and I thought about Fox’s admiration for Harold Wiegand, and I thought about my own affection for Saint Joseph’s College, and I knew what I was going to do.


On my way to my office, I stopped by Balfour Circle in Lansdowne.  You would not know it is there unless someone pointed it out to you.  It looked like a blacktop driveway extending out of a clump of unkempt shrubbery.  The circle and the seven or eight custom built houses surrounding the circle were hidden from view.  I went up to the Fox residence and rang the bell.  


Tom Fox was a short, slender man with black hair that was becoming streaked with gray.  He was an old-time newspaperman who received national attention when he wrote an article for Sports Illustrated about pool hustlers in general and Minnesota Fats in particular.  For the Inquirer, Fox wrote about Philadelphia’s neighborhoods, leaders and unusual personalities.  I rang several times before Tom answered.  He motioned me into the house and quickly retreated back to the kitchen telephone where he had been comparing schedules with his wife.  I heard him say, “It is Gerry St. John -- you know him,” and then he went on with his schedule for the remainder of the day.  Actually, I had not yet met Karen Fox but I knew that she was employed by CBS and worked closely with Bill Baldini, a television newsman whom I represented in the defense of a libel action several years earlier.  When the telephone conversation was completed, I explained to Tom that I wanted him to have Harold Wiegand’s two books.


Tom was lost for words – an unusual circumstance for a newspaperman.  He suggested that we go up to his “sun room” and talk.  On the way upstairs, I was fascinated by the built-in bookcases along the stairway wall and mentally compared them with the bookshelves at Leary’s.  The “sun room” was a second floor addition to the house.  It had a glass wall and was far brighter than the rooms at Leary’s.  Tom and I talked for about thirty minutes about mutual acquaintances and about authors who had been newspapermen.  We both favored Gene Fowler.  We parted, promising to exchange our favorite books.


Months later, I received a phone call from Fox.  He wanted to know the titles of the books that I had given to him.  I recalled the Tennyson book but could not recall the name of the book by Stevenson.  Tom thanked me and promptly hung up.  A week or so after that telephone call, Tom’s column in the Inquirer was headed “Harold’s 88th was a good one.”  It told about a memorial luncheon held by Harold Wiegand’s newspaper friends on his birthday in June.  Tom gave Harold’s daughter the two old books.  He had determined that they were awarded by Saint Joseph’s Prep, not the College.  One book was awarded in 1913 and the other in 1917.  Harold graduated from Saint Joseph’s College in 1921.  When Harold Wiegand died, it fell to his son-in-law to clear out the old house, and Harold’s books were sold in bulk along with some unwanted furniture.  It was done in haste and regretted ever since.  Harold’s daughter Mary was delighted to see the two old volumes, saying, “The books are part of my father’s legacy.  We’ll pass them on to the grandchildren.”  Tom Fox was glad that he helped to preserve Harold’s legacy.


Tom Fox never knew Helen St. John, my father’s aunt, who was known to us as “Aunt Helen from New York,” to distinguish her from my father’s sister, Helen Peyton.  Aunt Helen from New York was born in Newfoundland in the early 1870's or maybe the late 1860's.  As so often happened in those times, Helen lived with her maternal grandmother for long stretches of time.  In the process, she acquired a good education, something that was rare among the women of the small fishing villages in Newfoundland.  


No one seems to know all of the details from those days long before the advent of “women’s lib,” but Helen found herself a lucrative job selling libraries of books to the barons of industry who were trying to break into the social register through their newly acquired wealth and their elaborate mansions replete with impressive libraries and works of art.  While Helen’s brothers and sisters were moiling in the fishing schooners that plied the icy north Atlantic for a subsistence living, Helen mingled with high society and built a portfolio of profitable investments with her substantial commissions on the sale of books.  Thus, she qualified as the only member of the St. John family who had the wherewithal to lose a fortune in the Stock Market Crash of 1929.  Still, she had enough left in reserve to support her until she passed on at an age in excess of ninety years.


In her later years, Aunt Helen lived alone in Brooklyn, on the second floor of an old brownstone building.  Her prized possession was a mahogany bookcase with glass doors and nearly one hundred volumes of books on art, history and literature, many of them with custom bindings.  One suspects that those books once served as demonstration models for her sales pitches.  Aunt Helen would point out to visitors the features of the bindings and regale them with stories of the members of society who valued those works.  When I visit the Frick Collection on 70th Street in New York City, I cannot help but notice that the books in Mr. Frick’s mansion look exactly like those in Aunt Helen’s bookcase.  Perhaps she made that sale.   


Like Jim McDermott, years later, Aunt Helen would talk about what would happen to the books in the event of her death.  She would say that she wanted them to stay in the family.  Pretty soon, a routine developed and she would offer the books to visitors who invariably were the children of her brothers and sisters.  By that time, almost all of her brothers and sisters had escaped from Newfoundland and their families were spread over Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.  Helen’s visitors adhered to the routine and politely refused the proffer on the ground that Aunt Helen obviously had many years left in which to enjoy them.  The grand routine came to a sudden end one afternoon when my father unexpectedly said, “O.K., I’ll put them in my car.”  And he did.  Helen was fit to be tied but she never said a word.  The bookcase is now in my living room.  Helen’s books are falling apart.  Many of the old bindings have dried out.  But no one ever wrote in them.  They are not inscribed with Helen’s name or Dad’s – or mine for that matter.   


On occasion, I look at my own collection of books and hear the voice of Jim McDermott, “someday people will be looking at our books.”  Almost immediately, I hear the rejoinder of Bill Schubert, another Philadelphia lawyer, who was asked whether he had given any thought to the way that his funeral service should be conducted.  Bill replied, “I don’t give a damn.  I’ll be dead!”  


Lawyers have a way with words.
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