THE PAST IS PROLOGUE.

By Gerard J. St. John


Memory is a perishable thing.  In most cases, it deteriorates with the passage of time.  In other instances, notably those related to fishing trips and sporting events, memory expands beyond reality.  But is your memory real?  Just asking the question acknowledges the likelihood of distortion when a reminiscence is viewed through a lens of fifty years or so.


Embedded in my memory is a childhood experience of agony and nausea on the old Route 15 trolley, as flu-like symptoms grew increasingly worse.  We were returning from an afternoon swim at the Philadelphia Turners.  I stretched out on the trolley’s long wooden bench, closed my eyes, and prayed that I would not throw-up before we reached the relative safety of home.  And home was about an hour away via the Frankford elevated and the Route 66 trolley.  It was one of those exercises in self-control that is supposed to build character.  We made it home safely.  And I was still the same character.  But the recollection of that experience is indelibly impressed in my memory.  I would not expect either my brother or my sister to remember that agonizing journey as I remember it, but they don’t even remember Philadelphia Turners, the aging indoor swimming pool on north Broad Street.


Swimming at Turners was Mom’s idea.  She said that the Turners was a well-known athletic facility and that the name “Turners” was short for a much longer German name.  Indeed it was.  The Philadelphia Turngemeinde was founded in 1849, just five years before my great-great grandfather, Boniface Metzinger, arrived in Philadelphia with his family.  The Philadelphia Turners was part of a network of clubs established by German immigrants to promote gymnastics and to train young athletes.  It was located on Broad Street at Columbia Avenue.  In the early part of the twentieth century, it was known for developing world-class Olympic athletes.  It was there that a young Turngemeinde swimmer named Jack Kelly met his future wife.  Their son John B. Kelly, Jr. is in the record books as an Olympic rower; and both father and son are memorialized on the banks of the Schuylkill River, just above boathouse row.  Daughter Grace Kelly became the Princess of Monaco; and her award-winning motion pictures achieved immortality in late-night television.  By the 1940's, when we swam at Turners, it was a dingy place with its best days behind it.  Perhaps it is best not remembered in that condition.


Perception also manipulates the past.  There are philosophers who believe that no two persons read the same book, or hear the same music, or see the same picture.  They think that differences in perception result in objects being viewed differently by different persons.  A prestigious Philadelphia lawyer nearly a century ago noted that, if differences in perception can vary our views of things with definite objective characteristics, how much greater must be the variation when it is a person being observed and the subjective moods and secondary agendas of both the viewer and the one being viewed can affect the perception.


For many years, I wanted to write my recollection of the 1953 high school championship basketball game between West Catholic and Overbrook High.  It was Wilt Chamberlain’s first year of high school play and Overbrook was rapidly becoming one of the dominating high school basketball teams in the country.  Nonetheless, unheralded West Catholic pulled off the upset of the century, beating Overbrook by a dozen points.  Among Philadelphians of my generation, there is something magic in the recollection of that game.  It is a game that is retold and replayed every time that two Philadelphians over the age of sixty years bump elbows at a local taproom.  But unfortunately, it seems that the rest of the world has no recollection of the game or its significance to 1953 Philadelphia.  The morning that I saw the obituary of Bill Lindsay, the West Catholic player who was the star of that game, I decided that the time had come to commit the story to paper.


Of course, to tell a story about that game – or any game for that matter – one must tell something about the events that led up to the game and the people involved, people like Wilt Chamberlain.  In the course of developing that subject, Wilt slowly became the focus of the narrative.  There were other outstanding basketball players in Philadelphia, some of whom were in the playoffs that concluded with the West Catholic - Overbrook game.  One of those athletes, Kurt Engelbert, provides an interesting parallel to Wilt and Billy Lindsay.  Kurt was also a friend.  He died a few years before Lindsay.  Kurt gave the story an added dimension, at least for me.  My only reservation about writing the story was a matter of perception.  I was afraid that, from the perspective of Billy Lindsay’s family, the narrative might appear to be a tacit criticism of Billy by juxtaposing his early departure from the sport with the continued basketball successes of Kurt and Wilt.  The possibility of someone having that perception bothered me.  Still, in the final analysis, it was a story for my own enjoyment – and there was very little likelihood that anyone in the Lindsay family would ever see it.


About a year ago, I gave a copy of the story to George Weir to get his reaction.  George is an active West Catholic alumnus, and he remembers the game very well.  For the longest while there was no comment.  Maybe George misplaced it or, perhaps, thought that it was not worthy of comment.  Then, one day at lunch with about a dozen of our college classmates, George mentioned the story and told everyone about it.  He also gave a copy of the story to Jack McKinney who took it to Florida and circulated copies to Jerry Mullin and to Jack Ramsay, a member of the Basketball Hall of Fame and a former coach at Saint Joseph’s.  


One night after a Saint Joe basketball game at the Palestra, a few of us stopped at a local bar to have a few beers before going home.  We were there about an hour when the discussion moved to the story.  There were a few criticisms like, “I don’t know why it has all that stuff about Engelbert,” but generally the story was well received.   


Jim Shields liked the story but took exception to one part of it.  I held my breath, expecting a comment about unjust criticism of Lindsay.  That was not his gripe.  It was about a part that describes Wilt walking outside West Catholic and stepping over the fence while the West Catholic students sat looking out their classroom windows.  “Gerry,” Jim said, “I don’t remember Wilt ever coming to the school during classes; and I don’t think that he could have stepped over that fence.”  We talked about that for a while.  I refrained from telling him the names of the West Catholic alums who told me that part of the story a number of years ago.  If the truth had been stretched, the statute of limitations had long since expired.  Besides, I had my own doubts about that detail but it had become part of the lore of the game – so I included it.


How far one needs to go in checking the accuracy of third persons’ recollections is a troubling question, especially when those recollections have been widely disseminated and have themselves become a part of the legend.  After thinking it over, I revised the story to say that, “years later, West Catholic grads still talked about the time that . . . .”  Nonetheless, I was glad that Jim didn’t mention any possibility of an adverse inference being drawn by Billy Lindsay’s wife or children.  I can deal with differences in recollection but unintended disparagement is different.  On the way home that night, George and I talked about a number of things.  In the middle of a running commentary, he interjected, “Oh, by the way, I happened to be talking to Billy Lindsay’s widow the other night; and I gave her a copy of your story.”   She liked it – Deo gratias.

Thus, it seemed that my West Catholic saga had come to a conclusion.  And then I picked up a copy of Jack Ramsay’s latest book, Dr. Jack’s Leadership Lessons Learned From a Lifetime in Basketball.  It is an interesting book in which Jack discusses the development of his coaching principles, and illustrates them with references to his basketball experiences and the basketball experiences of other well-known personalities.  Also, there are short segments on fascinating basketball stories that are not directly related to the text.  One of the personalities described is Wilt Chamberlain.  And one of the sidebar segments tells the story of “The Game.”  


Contrary to the beliefs of the old philosophers, great minds sometimes do run in the same direction.
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