A COMMON ENEMY.

By Gerard J. St. John  

Prologue
 


Sometimes a chance remark grabs your mind and holds it hard.  Such was the case one afternoon at Temple University School of Law when a well-deserved honor was being accorded to Judge Charles Klein, the President Judge of Philadelphia’s Orphans’ Court.  Judge Klein devoted himself to the benefit of Temple University and its law school.  It was a cute touch to have three of Klein’s young grandchildren deliver the citation to the judge.  George Forde, who was chairing the event on behalf of the Philadelphia Bar Association’s Probate and Trust Section, commented that a special bond exists between grandparents and grandchildren.  He then observed, “Some people say that is because they share a common enemy.”  It was a clever remark.


The laughter that rippled through the staid audience at the law school confirmed that the observation was one of general application.  Necessarily implied by George’s quip are inherent adverse relationships between parents and their children, and between children and their parents.  Like stress on the spokes of a bicycle wheel, tension runs both ways.   The youthful quest for control of one’s own affairs brings us directly to the boundaries established by our parents, the lines beyond which we dare not tread.  The mutual resistance of those two opposing parties makes them adversaries or, to use another word, “enemies.”  And the interaction of love, duty, honor, insistence, resistance and self-determination makes it almost impossible for the simultaneous perceptions of parent and child to coincide.


I cannot accurately describe my father.  Dad was the 700-pound gorilla; an authority figure with a command voice that seemed to come from beyond the clouds and a propensity to inflict rather than administer corporal punishment.  That image is in stark contrast to the impression conveyed by the stack of black-and-white photographs of the distinguished gentleman with the engaging smile.  It would also contrast sharply with the perceptions of his many friends and acquaintances throughout the Philadelphia area.  He was well liked.


Admittedly, some of my less than flattering perceptions may have been shaped by the less than enjoyable circumstances that surrounded some of those occurrences.  For example, one function of the male parent is to serve escort duty on unpleasant occasions such as visits to the pain emporiums of dentists.  One such instance involved a molar extraction by a center city practitioner who advertised himself on the radio as Dr. “Singing Sam” Algase.  His offices were across the street from Wanamaker’s at 13th and Market Streets.  Algase sang his own commercial jingle in which he admonished his listeners to “wear a sunny smile.”  After my encounter with Singing Sam, I wore a bloody countenance.  On the way home I used an old hubcap that Dad found in the trunk of the car as a spittoon for the excess blood.   I never forgot Singing Sam.  Hey Sam, here’s your sunny smile!


And then there were Dad’s tours of Philadelphia.  He had a mailman’s perspective of history.  We learned that Benjamin Franklin was the first Postmaster General of the United States and that another Postmaster General, John Wanamaker, was the one who began parcel post service.  Parcel post began its operations at the same time that Mr. Wanamaker opened his new department store across the street from that damnable dentist.  Near the Delaware River, we learned that the historic colonial houses had large courtyards and gardens in the back and that many of those backyards had out-houses that were still in use.  We were glad that he did not take us there in the summer.


We seemed to be part of a lecture circuit.  It would generally begin with the words, “When I was a boy . . ..”  What followed did not necessarily have any relevance to any point of immediate interest and the conclusion was usually that we should do something that he had chosen not to do himself.  However, there were times when we were urged to follow his example and not undertake activities that he thought were lacking in value.  Sports was an example.  Some parents are criticized for trying to relive their childhood athletic dreams through their children.  Far from it.  We struggled for the opportunity to achieve our own athletic dreams in our own time.  St. Paul might have been surprised to learn that when he wrote about “putting away the things of a child,” he was referring to his baseball glove.  After all, now that we were in high school we should “stop playing games” or, now that we were in college we should . . . or, now that we were out of college . . ..  Well, you get the picture.  Eventually, we reached an accommodation.  We continued to play ball and Dad continued to treat it as a waste of time.  The overwhelming urge to prove him wrong is just one of the emotional forces that distort objectivity and make rational assessment impossible.


Perhaps the only way fairly to describe a parent is to use the device suggested by St. Ignatius for decision-making and view the parent as an unrelated person, say as a close friend similarly situated in all relevant respects.  In such an exercise, one might say something like the following.

Men of Iron

John was the second child of Charlie and Liz St. John who lived in Nativity parish in Philadelphia.  He was their second child but the first son.  Someone told Liz that King Alfonso of Spain had offered to give a ring to every child born in 1904 who was named Alfonso.  That was good enough for Liz.  The boy was baptized John Alfonso St. John.  A few months later, the ring came in the mail.  They thought that it was a good omen.  But it was not long before someone stole the ring off the baby’s finger when he was sleeping in his stroller.  Whoever took the ring might as well have taken his middle name too.  Nearly all of his records created later in life would show the letters “NMN,” meaning “No Middle Name.”  For a while, even the “John” disappeared.  His family called him “Jack.”


Jack was the center of attraction at the St. John house on Chatham Street in the Port Richmond neighborhood.  In the next few years, two more daughters would be born but Jack was the St. Johns’ only son for a full six years until Santa Claus dropped off little Charles, the red head, on Christmas Day in 1910.  By that time, Jack had started first grade at Nativity Church’s grammar school.


School was a challenge that Jack did not relish.  He was bright enough and energetic enough.  But he had no interest in classwork.  He was outspoken to the point of being confrontational.  His main interest was getting a job, which would mean that he would have spending money and first-rate clothes.  He knew from his father that there were many jobs available in ironwork and that the pay was good.  His father did not like the idea but Jack persisted.  On his last day of class in eighth grade, Jack got into a heated argument with his teacher and walked out of class.  After a conference between the Mother Superior and Jack’s parents, it was decided that Jack would be permitted to graduate.  But he did not care one way or the other.  He had no intention of continuing school.


It was not difficult for a fourteen year old to find work.  World War I was winding down but it still fueled the economy.  Automobiles and motor driven trucks were becoming almost as common as horse carts on Philadelphia’s cobblestone streets and crowned dirt roads.  The railroads were in the process of electrification and light rail trolleys were being used increasingly throughout the city.  There was even talk about building an elevated train line that would take people into center city, “downtown,” and back.  Ironworkers were in demand.  Jack joined his father on the job.  He was fascinated by the work.  The building trades had always been a mystery.  Now he found that the way things were built and the way that those things worked were matters of common sense.  They could be learned.  The important thing was to think the job through.  

Charlie still did not like the idea of his boy working in iron construction.  It was too demanding and too dangerous.  He told Jack about his own childhood on the fishing schooners in the north Atlantic off Newfoundland, and how boats and men were lost in storms, fog and icy water.  He told his son of the dangers in building a railroad on Newfoundland and in completing the western section of the Canadian Pacific’s transcontinental line.  Charlie came to this country to do better and he thought that his son could do better still.  His pleas were to no avail.  


A few years later, the father’s point was made the hard way.  There was nothing different or unusual about that day.  Jack got his work assignment early in the morning and went off with one of the job crews.  That was to be expected.  The new workers were assigned to the jobs that the old-timers did not want.  Sometimes it was because the job was especially difficult.  Sometimes it was because of the inconvenient location of the job.  Jack knew that was the way that things were done.  That was fine with him.  He was making good money.  So long as they paid him, he would go where he was told and do whatever job the other workers would do.


When his crew returned to the yard that afternoon, Jack sensed immediately that something was wrong. There had been an accident.  A shipment of steel was being unloaded from a flatcar.  The load shifted, and then without warning spilled off the car.  Charlie was directly in the path of the steel.  He did not have a chance.  Charlie’s leg was mangled.  His days as an ironworker were ended.


As Jack walked home from the hospital that evening, he thought about the future.   Charlie’s words had not conveyed the harsh reality of ironwork, the railroads or the fishing schooners.   To Jack, those dangers were not real.  But now, this was real.  Some people said that Charlie was lucky because a new worker’s compensation law had been passed and he would receive disability checks for a few years.  Old-timers said that in their day, the workers were simply written off with no compensation at all.   


“T’ank God he’s alive,” said Jack’s mother.  They all knew that finances would be tight.  Jack was surprised at how easily his mother adjusted to the setback.  The more he thought about the accident, the more Jack became convinced that he would get out of iron work.  His first step was to take night classes in math and mechanical drawing at Temple University and general studies at Northeast High School.

Neither Snow nor Rain nor Gloom of Night . . ..

On February 15, 1924, Jack started a new job as a substitute mail carrier in the United States Post Office.  The new job brought with it a uniform, including a durable leather bag with a shoulder strap, and a pay rate of 60 cents per hour.  In the 1920's, substitute carriers had to be available for work at any of the post offices anywhere in the city.  About six years experience was required before a substitute could be expected to reach the full-time level of “regular [image: image1.jpg]


carrier.”  One of the prerequisites to becoming a “regular” was learning the post office “scheme,” i.e., the location of every street in Philadelphia and the post office that served every street address.  Zip codes did not exist but there were numbers assigned to each postal substation.  These were known as “zone numbers.”  For example, Frankford Station was zone 24.  Holmesburg Station was zone 36.  People sometimes put the zone on their letters but regular postal employees were required to know the right zone number regardless of whether or not it was shown on the address.  Jack had no problem learning the scheme.  In fact, he enjoyed the opportunity of walking through every part of Philadelphia.  


Jack’s walking was temporarily suspended in 1925 when he was involved in an automobile accident and fractured the base of his spine.  However, it was not long before he was back on the mail routes.  At about that time, he enrolled in a one-semester real estate course at Temple University.  Philadelphia was enjoying a building boom.  Major building projects underway at the time included the Benjamin Franklin Parkway, the Museum of Art, the Public Ledger Building, and the Delaware River Bridge to name just a few.  Builders had learned how to fireproof steel girders, and skyscrapers began to spring up in the downtown area.  From the looks of things, there would be profitable opportunities in real estate, either on a part-time basis while working as a substitute carrier or, perhaps, in full-time real estate sales.


When the stock market crashed in 1929, the idea of selling real estate effectively came to an end.  Businesses closed their doors and employees were thrown out of work without any type of unemployment compensation.  Few people had any money to buy real estate.  His friends told Jack that he was lucky to be working for the federal government.  Those were among the few jobs available during the depression and they were special in that they maintained the same pay level as before the crash.  By 1931, Jack was making $2,100 per year as a full time letter carrier.   He was glad that he had the job.  And he was glad that he had enough money to lend $500 to his sister Katherine and her husband Jim Shanley to make their mortgage payments while Jim was out of work.  He also had enough money to buy a car.  Was he lucky?  Maybe.  Jack liked being a letter carrier.


Jack even enjoyed the early starting time.  He had to be at the station by 4:30 in the morning.  The city was a different place at that hour of the morning.  Typically, he would leave the house at about 4:00 a.m. and drive to the post office.  It was very quiet.  There was no traffic.  He had the streets almost to himself.  The only other movement was an occasional milkman.  In that era, milk was delivered right to the door.  Each of the major dairies had a fleet of wagons or trucks that worked residential routes and delivered milk and cream in glass bottles to the customers’ front steps in the early morning.  The milkmen used wire hand-baskets to carry as many bottles as possible, constantly returning to the truck with the empties that people left out on the step the night before.  In the days of the horse and wagon, the milkman and the horse worked as a team.  As the milkman made his front step deliveries, the horse followed along the curbside at the same pace, so that the wagon was always right at hand.  But trucks had neither memory nor initiative.  Milkmen quickly developed a routine of stopping their trucks smack in the middle of the street.  There was no need to pull over to the curb.  No one else was on the street at that hour of the morning.  


The white trucks parked in the middle of the street with their lights on and their engines running reminded Jack of his father’s stories of icebergs drifting in the path of fishing schooners in the north Atlantic.  They looked peaceful but many a schooner was broken to pieces by those gigantic islands of ice.  The peaceful milk trucks also presented a deceptive danger as Jack soon learned when he started to pass one.  Without any warning at all, a white coated figure with a wire basket in each hand leaped from the open doorway of the truck right across the path of Jack’s car.  The milkman never hesitated.  He was in full stride and went right on making his deliveries.  He was used to having the street to himself in the morning.  Jack made it a habit to give milk trucks a wide berth on his way to work.


Letter carriers started their day by sorting out the mail in the same sequence as the addresses along the mail route.  The sorting process was done at a desk on which was mounted what looked like a large bookcase with about seven shelves.  The shelves had vertical slots, one for each address on the route.  It took about two or three hours, depending on the number of addresses, to “case up the route,” and then Jack would be in the neighborhoods while children were going to school and local businesses were starting their day.  Jack enjoyed the easy banter with the people on his route.  He learned something about them, about their businesses, their homes and their neighborhoods.  On one occasion there was an automobile accident.  A youngster on the way to school had been hit by a car.  He was not badly hurt but he was pinned underneath the car so that if the vehicle moved it would crush the boy.  It would be a while before a hoist could get to the scene and lift the car.  The boy was becoming increasingly frightened.  Jack lay down in the street beside where the boy was caught.  He slid the leather mailbag under the car and told the youngster to use it as a pillow.  Meanwhile, Jack lay there talking to the boy until the hoist arrived.   That done, Jack finished delivering the mail.
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It was in 1931 that he joined the United States Marine Corps Reserve.  It was an interesting experience.  The reserve unit spent most of its time taking Marine Corps Institute correspondence courses in English and mathematics.  Jack was surprised that such a rugged military organization would emphasize schooling.  He had expected that the emphasis would be on physical fitness.  However, there was a two-week field exercise at the Marine Corps Base in Quantico, Virginia.  Jack enjoyed the exercise.  And he liked what he saw of Quantico.  He rose to the rank of corporal but he did not have enough free time to keep up with the time commitments that the reserve required.


Jack was dating Betty Metzinger, a short, dark-haired telephone operator who worked for the Bell Telephone Company of Pennsylvania.  She was five years older than Jack.  Betty had been living on her own for more than a dozen years, even before her mother died of the flu in 1920.  Officially, the Spanish Flu Epidemic of 1918 had come to an end well before 1920, but the official termination date did not help Mary Crowley Metzinger.  Betty’s father was a foreman at the John B. Stetson factory at 7th and Master Streets.  Betty’s sister Edna was married to Joe McLoughlin, a photo engraver who lived in North Philadelphia.  Betty was smart.  Off and on she had attended college classes at Temple University.  


Betty also liked to cook.  She had a special talent for baking.  Jack and Betty would talk, sometimes in jest sometimes seriously, about starting a business together.  In February 1931, they almost did just that.  Harvey Knauer had a small baked goods business in the Roxborough section of the city.  Business was slow and Knauer hoped to be able to sell the assets to some susceptible entrepreneur.  They worked out a deal.  Knauer would sell Harvey’s Home Made Pie Baking Co. to Jack and his partner, Howard Briew.  Betty would handle the baking and Jack would handle sales and delivery.  The Tastykake Company needn’t have worried about the competition.  The enterprise never got off the ground.  However, on December 17, 1932, Jack and Betty entered into another type of contract in a nuptial Mass celebrated at the Cathedral of Saints Peter and Paul.


In December 1933, there was a tragic accident in the McLoughlin family.  Edna’s son, Joey, was nearly twelve years old.  He was playing “cops and robbers” with his friends.  One of the boys added realism to the game by using his father’s police revolver.  They did not know that the revolver was loaded.  Everyone was surprised by the loud bang.  The bullet hit Joey in the back.  The surgeons at the hospital knew that there was not much that they could do for him.  Joey hung on for three months.  The injury devastated Joey’s family.  His father could not bear to go to Joey’s hospital room.  But Jack went to the hospital.  He went there every day, talking to Joey much the way that he had talked to the youngster under the automobile a few years earlier.  He and Joey made plans for the things that they would do when Joey got out of the hospital.  But Joey didn’t make it.  He died in March 1934.  Jack felt like he lost a member of his own family.


Jack became more active in the mail carriers’ labor union, the National Association of Letter Carriers.   He ran for the office of treasurer of the Keystone Branch and was ecstatic when he was elected.  He quickly became friends with the other officers of the branch, particularly Ray Thomas and Phil Convery.  Ray Thomas seemed to know his way around the post office and the inner circle of the union.  Jack was convinced that Thomas was destined for big things in the Philadelphia post office.  As officers of the Keystone Branch, the three men represented Philadelphia’s mail carriers at conventions and union meetings in Kansas City, Cleveland, Boston, Pittsburgh and New York City.  Jack was beginning to learn that there was much that he did not know about labor relations and about running an organization.  He had not realized that one responsibility of the treasurer would be to organize the annual dinners for the membership and for the union’s leadership.  He was fortunate to have a high energy level.  Jack had to deal with the downtown hotels in Philadelphia and he had to account for the use of the local’s money.  He was learning on the job.


Jack was also learning about the demands of family life.  His first son was born on Columbus Day, October 12, 1934.  There was no question but that the boy would be named John.  A second son arrived two years later on December 8, 1936.  But this time there were mixed emotions.  Betty was hemorrhaging badly and might not survive.  As was common in those days when childbirth was a much riskier proposition, “worst case scenario” plans were made for raising the children.  Young Jack would be raised by Jack’s mother.  The new baby would be raised by Katherine and Jim Shanley.  Fortunately, Betty recovered and Jack discovered that part of the deal was that the second son would be named for Saint Gerard Majella, the patron saint of expectant mothers.  Jack would have preferred Tim, or Mike, but no one asked for his opinion.  He also did not have too much time to think about it.  His father had recently been diagnosed with throat cancer.  


The medical profession could not do much with cancer in the 1930's.  Their main approach seemed to be to cut away the affected tissue.  It was a process of trial and error.  It was done without an effective painkiller.  It was a terrible ordeal for Charlie St. John.  And it was tough on Jack too.  Jack had never been particularly religious but he felt his faith in a merciful God ebbing away.  How could God let this suffering happen?  In August 1937, Charlie was admitted to Philadelphia General Hospital.  When Jack came to visit, Charlie told Jack to bring the car, that he wanted to go home.  The attending physicians were vehemently opposed but Charlie signed himself out and Jack took him home.  They brought a chair from the dining room out to the curb.  Charlie sat on the chair and they carried him and the chair up the steps and into the house.  Charlie died before noon the next day.


Jack’s mail route in the Olney Post Office gave him an excellent opportunity to keep track of the housing available in Philadelphia, particularly in the northeast.  Unlike many of the letter carriers in the post office, Jack did not favor the established row house neighborhoods of West Philadelphia.  He had delivered mail throughout the farm areas of Holmesburg, Bustleton and Rhawnhurst, and he thought that the houses being built in those areas were far superior to the houses in older parts of the city both in quality and in terms of open space for recreation and space for automobiles.  Jack and Betty narrowed their interest to a row of homes that was being built in the 3400 block of Chippendale Avenue, near Pennypack Park.  That was where they would buy their new house. 


The exercise of determining where they would buy their house reawakened the skills that Jack had learned at the real estate courses he had taken at Temple University a dozen years earlier.  After making a few calculations, he went to see his father’s oldest sister, Helen, at her apartment in Brooklyn.  Helen had money.  She had loaned Katherine and Jim Shanley the money for the down payment on their house in Juniata Park a few years before.  Jack told Aunt Helen about the development on Chippendale Avenue and about the rows that were to be built on the north side of the street and on both sides of the 3300 block.  The corner house at 3400 Chippendale had already been sold.  Jack suggested that Helen buy the other three corner houses at a price of about $7,000 each, and that she convert them into 3-unit rental properties.  She could live in one of the units and rent the other eight.  That would provide her with a very good income.  It was an attractive opportunity.  But Helen had lost a small fortune in the stock market crash of 1929, and that money had been in banks and in blue chip stocks.  She could not risk losing the money that remained.  She could not afford to take another hit.


The opportunity was lost.  In retrospect, it was an excellent suggestion.  The corner houses were in great demand and eventually three of the four corners were converted into rental units, providing their owners with steady streams of income.  Twenty-three years later, when Helen St. John went to her final reward, the corner houses had tripled in value.  But Helen could not make investments based on 20/20 hindsight. 


Jack had a regular routine of checking on the progress of construction of the new house.  At the end of each workday he would drive to Chippendale Avenue and inspect the work that had been done that day.  It was the last row of development to the north.  Beyond Chippendale Avenue were open fields and farms for half a mile up to Holmesburg and then more open fields beyond.  Holmesburg was an old community.  Thomas Holme had been William Penn’s surveyor, the one who originally drew up the grid-like plan for Penn’s “Green Country Town.”  One block to the west of the 3400 block of Chippendale Avenue was the edge of Pennypack Park and, on the hill about 500 yards away, was the old poor house farm that had been built to serve Lower Dublin Township in an earlier time, before the township disappeared in the consolidation of city and county.  The farm consisted of a large stone building, two barns, a pasture and a large cornfield.  It was a wonderful combination of city and country.  


Jack put his early knowledge of construction to good use.  He was particularly interested in the insulation under the roof of the house that was being built on Chippendale Avenue.  In the fading light of the late afternoon, he pulled himself up to the opening in the upstairs bedroom closet and assured that the contractor had indeed filled the entire space with rock wool insulation from the ceiling beams up to the roof.  Thirty years later he would lose a bet to an insulation salesman who cut an opening in the roof and showed Jack how insulation had been piled high only around the closet opening but was in a thin layer everywhere else under the broad expanse of roof.  Obviously, the building contractor knew a thing or two about cutting costs and about dealing with prospective purchasers who thought they knew something about construction.


The house on Chippendale Avenue gave Jack plenty of opportunity to practice his mechanical skills.  Sometimes with the assistance of his next-door neighbor, Tom Crossley, and sometimes with the help of his brother-in-law Ralph Peyton, and sometimes on his own, he upgraded the electrical wiring, realigned the plumbing, installed a powder room, patched the roof, painted and papered the entire house, and widened the garage.  He hired a master plumber to move the water, gas and heating pipes in the basement but he did not like the way the job was done.  He paid the plumber, and then disassembled the entire job and re-did it himself.   
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Jack and Betty settled on the house at 3406 Chippendale Avenue in the first week of May 1939.  The purchase price was $5,290.00.  Shortly after settlement, they moved in with their growing family.  The move came barely a month after the arrival of their daughter.  Patricia was born on March 20th.  Again there was a discussion about the name and this time Jack had his say.  The baby was baptized Elizabeth Patricia, which later became E. Patricia or, more often, just plain Patricia or Pat.

Brother Alfred

Jack was glad to move into the new house.  He needed the added space now that he was in a classroom setting once again.  He had recently enrolled in the Sunday Labor-Management School at La Salle College.  The school was conducted under the direction of Brother E. Alfred, FSC, A.M., LL.D., President Emeritus of La Salle College.  Brother Alfred was concerned about socialist influences in American labor unions.  He wanted to assure that American labor leaders were equal to the challenges that were facing them.  Policemen, firemen, teamsters, stevedores and representatives of business and industry were invited to participate in Sunday morning classes in leadership, psychology, practical English, labor problems and public speaking.  Local radio stations donated free time on Sunday evenings for discussions, debates and public service announcements by members of the Labor-Management School.  The program was a huge success and Jack was an active part of it.


La Salle College had a beautiful campus.  The two main buildings formed a right angle at the southeast corner of 20th Street and Olney Avenue.  The buildings were four stories high with sharply pitched slate roofs.  On the interior of the property was a landscaped quadrangle.  Set back from the south side of the quadrangle was another brick building, taller than the others but more square, almost squat in appearance.  The squat building housed La Salle’s gymnasium.  Its south door opened onto a quarter-mile cinder track and a football field with stadium seats on both sides.  The year after Jack enrolled, a smaller brick building was added to the east side of the quadrangle to provide needed classroom and residence space.


From his vantage point at the Olney Post Office, Jack had watched the campus emerge from a wooded hillside on the outskirts of Germantown to its present state of development.  It had been a part of the Wister Estate, also known as Belfield.  The Belfield property was one of those large “summer estates” owned by well-to-do Philadelphians in colonial times.  It had not been touched by the growth of industry in Philadelphia.  In about 1926, the Christian Brothers decided that a portion of the Belfield property would be a perfect place to relocate their college which had outgrown its old quarters at Broad and Stiles Streets, near center city Philadelphia.  When the Sunday Labor-Management School began in 1938, the campus was just nine years old.  Jack thought that it looked the way that a college campus should look.


But Jack was not the kind of person to be moved by appearances alone.  The thing about La Salle that most impressed Jack was the founder of its labor-management school, Brother Alfred.  Short in stature, with an angelic face and a snow-white Van Dyke beard, Brother Alfred was a proven leader.  He was brilliant.  In addition to his teaching responsibilities, Brother Alfred had served as president of three colleges, two in Washington D.C. and La Salle.  He was largely responsible with builder John McShain for the construction of La Salle’s buildings at the 20th and Olney campus.  Brother Alfred also had a well-established reputation as a labor arbitrator, respected by both unions and management.  He had the ability to inspire people.  And Jack was one of those he inspired.  An even more critical measure of Brother Alfred’s influence was the view of Betty St. John.  Betty held Jack’s friends to a very high standard, a standard that few of them could meet.  “Jack’s a better friend of theirs than they are of his,” she would often say.  But “Brother Al” was in a class by himself.  In Betty’s opinion, Brother Alfred was “a charming man.”  She observed that his first words in every conversation were to compliment her appearance or a piece of jewelry that she was wearing.  “He just made you feel good to be in his company,” she said.  


The respect and admiration worked both ways.  Brother Alfred recognized Jack’s innate ability and he urged Jack to enroll in an accredited college program and to get a bachelor’s degree.  Brother Alfred explained that education greatly increases the effectiveness of a talented person.  Jack told himself that he did not have sufficient time available to achieve that goal.  The truth was that Jack was afraid that he would not do well in a classroom setting.  He had not liked school and he had peremptorily walked out at the end of eighth grade.  Now, he was beginning to realize the need for leadership psychology and communication skills, which could be best acquired through higher education.  But Jack worried about whether he could carry his own weight in competition with real students.  He was not a bookish person.  Jack favored the spoken word.  He put off his decision on college and focused on the labor-management program.  After a few years, Jack thought that too much time had passed by for him to begin taking college courses.  But he took Brother Al’s advice to heart with respect to his children.  He made up his mind that the children would attend college.


As the children approached school age, both Jack and Betty agreed that they would attend Catholic schools.  In the 1940's, there was no tuition in the parochial schools.  All of the teachers were nuns who dedicated their lives to teaching, mainly in the grammar schools.  Most Catholics, having no economic coercion to force them into public schools, sent their children to the parish schools.  The Archdiocese of Philadelphia insisted on attendance at Catholic schools.  It might have been a byproduct of a latent anti-Catholic sentiment that lay barely below the surface of Philadelphia society and it might have been the decidedly Protestant orientation of the public schools, but Catholics were warned to avoid non-Catholic schools and non-Catholic churches for fear of giving scandal.  Betty did not go along with that theory.  When Reverend King, the minister of the United Presbyterian Church, who lived directly across the back driveway, invited the neighborhood children to attend his summer “Bible school,” Betty quickly gave her permission.  “They teach pretty much the same thing as we do.  It won’t hurt the children to read the Bible in their school,” she said.


At home, Jack found the opportunity to develop some of the social graces that he had observed in his travels and in the organization of group dinners.  Proper table manners were the rule of the house.  Through practice, Jack developed a high level of skill carving roasts and poultry at the dinner table.  At holiday dinners with his mother, sisters and brothers, as well as his own family, Jack would station himself at the center of the table and, with a flourish, carve individual slices to the order of each person.  It was a professional performance.  And he enjoyed performing.


Jack was also right at home in the public speaking part of La Salle’s program.  His affirmative manner and high energy level were good fits with public speaking.  Brother Alfred taught him the proper way to prepare a speech and how to address a large audience.  The preparation for his talks also increased Jack’s knowledge of and interest in history and English.  One of his topics was the role of the United States Post Office.  In preparing these remarks, Jack learned that the post office’s motto had been borrowed from Herodotus’ fourth century B.C. description of the couriers who served the King of Persia; that Benjamin Franklin had run very efficient postal operations for the colonies and later for the United States; and that Buffalo Bill Cody held the non-stop distance record for riders of the legendary Pony Express that carried the mail from St. Joseph, Missouri to San Francisco, California in 1860.  


In the 1930's, there were no television sets.  Radio was the popular form of family entertainment.  In the evenings, families would gather around a large console radio in the living room and listen to their favorite programs.  Family and friends were impressed when they heard Jack speaking over the radio on Sunday evenings.  The new found interest in history also prompted Jack to save items that he thought would have historical significance such as the newspapers published on the day that war was declared and propaganda texts distributed by Nazi Germany giving accounts of atrocities allegedly committed by Poland against its German minority population.  Jack’s prior experience organizing dinners came in handy when he was asked to handle the dinner functions of the La Salle College Civic and Social Congress, and, later, The American Congress for Civic, Social and Industrial Achievement.  The latter entity was formed when Brother Alfred left La Salle College for retirement in Maryland.  Jack thought of both organizations as one continuing entity.

Brother Alfred knew the value of publicity.  He established the De La Salle Medal to recognize the cause of industrial peace.  Brother Alfred wanted the medal to be presented to very important persons.  Nothing succeeds like success.  An award that is shared by the most important men in America would be seen by everyone as a very significant award.  Brother Alfred announced that the first recipient would be the President of the United States, Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  Working through Congressman James P. McGranery, a member of the De La Salle group, Brother Alfred arranged to present the medal to the president in his office in Washington, D.C.  
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On January 8, 1941, Jack found himself walking through the front door of the White House and down a long corridor toward a desk that was situated to the side of a large door.  “Can I help you gentlemen?” the woman at the desk asked.  She was the first person at the White House to inquire about the nature of their business.  Jim McGranery spoke, “We’re here to see the president to present the De La Salle Medal.  We have an appointment.”  Scanning her desk calendar quickly, the woman said, “Oh yes, go right in gentlemen.  The president is expecting you.”  It did not occur to Jack until many years later that a president might require more stringent personal protection on a daily basis.  The next fifteen minutes flew by almost as if it had never happened.  The president was gracious, and Brother Alfred and Congressman McGranery were equal to the task.  A photographer appeared as if out of nowhere.  They all smiled.

 
One person who was not smiling was His Eminence Dennis Cardinal Dougherty, Archbishop of Philadelphia.  Cardinal Dougherty had been watching the progress of the Sunday labor-management program and he was not entirely happy with what he saw.  More to the point, he was not happy with what he was hearing.  And what he was hearing were complaints from some of the largest contributors to the Archdiocese.  They complained to Dougherty that Brother Alfred and La Salle College were taking the side of the labor unions against the management of the businesses owned by those substantial contributors.  They wanted to know whether the Cardinal could do anything about that situation.  There was plenty that the Cardinal could do.  Under the college’s charter, the Archbishop was the chairman of the board of directors.  Cardinal Dougherty ordered La Salle College to shut down the labor-management school.  Brother Alfred was transferred to the Christian Brothers Normal Institute at Ammendale, Maryland to live out his life in retirement.  Brother Alfred obeyed those directives.  But he continued to communicate with Jack and other members of the De La Salle group by mail, urging them to continue the work for industrial peace.  It was almost by remote control from Ammendale that the De La Salle Medal was presented to industrialist Henry Kaiser, albeit without any fanfare.


In January 1941, it was business as usual at the Stetson hat factory in north Philadelphia.  Foreman John Metzinger kept a close check on the pace of production on his line.  An easy-going man, he joked with the workers as he walked through the busy plant.  He stopped and told his assistant to keep an eye on things while he took a short break.  The other man nodded his assent.  John turned toward the rest room area and, without any warning, crumpled to the floor.  The workmen left their stations and rushed to his aid.  It was no use.  John Metzinger was dead.  Although he was only 64 years old, he had outlived two wives.  The company quickly notified Edna McLoughlin and Betty St. John, his only surviving children.


Early that same evening, Edna and Betty arrived at their father’s house at 3354 Disston Street.  They were surprised to see that the lights were on both upstairs and down.  When they entered the front door, one of their cousins, and then another, came down the front stairs from the bedrooms.  Each was carrying one of the lamps that belonged on the bureau in the front bedroom.  The cousins blurted out their condolences and said that they had come over “to make sure that everything was alright.”  They said that they were taking the lamps “to remember your father by.”  That said, they walked out of the house.  Betty was furious.  She locked the door and then she and Edna went through the entire house to see if anything else was missing.


After the funeral, Edna and Betty sat down at their father’s dining room table and divided the estate between them.  They had already agreed that Edna would take the house.  Betty took the bedroom set and other pieces of furniture.  When dividing the jewelry, Betty looked for items like her father’s diamond stickpin that she could pass along to her sons as a continuing memento.  But the predominant memory of that sad occasion would be that of finding the cousins looting her father’s house within a few hours of his death.  Throughout her life, Betty would warn her friends after a death in the family to lock all of the doors and make a detailed inventory.


It was not long after the Estate of John F. Metzinger, Deceased, was settled that the country found itself in the Second World War.  Most of the families on Chippendale Avenue were approximately the same age.  The heads of the households were too old for military service and their children were too young.  There were exceptions.  Two houses away, Don Rickard was young enough to serve in the navy.  Next door, Jim and Mary Wilson’s son Bud was eighteen.  He went into the army.  Three years later, Bud Wilson was killed when a transport plane crashed into the side of a mountain in Italy.  Jack’s brother Reds was already in the army at the outbreak of the war and Bill soon joined the Marines.  But for most of the families on Chippendale Avenue, the war meant mainly shortages of almost everything that money could buy.  Ration stamps were issued for gasoline and liquor.  There were ration cards and, later, coins issued by the OPA (the Office of Price Administration) for meat and other food items.  And even if you had sufficient ration stamps, that did not guarantee that any stores would have the items that you wanted.  Things were in short supply.


On occasion, farmers from the area, and sometimes from nearby New Jersey, would park a truck in an open lot on Frankford Avenue and sell loaves of bread or farm products.  Word of those sales spread like wildfire through the neighborhood and there would soon be a long line of people waiting for a chance to buy a loaf or two.  When the product was butter or meat, it sold out in record time.  If you saw that there was a line, you were too late.  It was already gone.  Local butchers looked to their friends and relatives who operated farms for fresh meat.  Private enterprise flourished.  If you knew a butcher who had good contacts with local farmers, you cultivated his friendship.  If the butcher who had the contacts was someone that you did not know, you called him part of the “black market.”  It was more of a nuisance than a hardship; almost as if the entire country was on a diet.

Politics as Usual  


Cardinal Dougherty may have closed its doors but the labor-management school brought home to Jack the importance of politics in a representative democracy.  He began to view political activity as a civic duty, a matter of social responsibility.  And La Salle also brought him into close contact with people involved in government and politics.  By and large, Jack liked the people that he met at La Salle.  One of his closest friends was a large congenial La Salle grad named John Byrne.  Jack knew the Byrnes from their taproom on Delaware Avenue in the Fishtown section of Philadelphia.  It was a frame building with a metal covering on the outside; hence its name, “The Tin Brick.”  It was a popular spot with the truck drivers who worked the piers and the nearby warehouses.  Byrne was taking over the family business and he was also active in politics in the expanding northeast part of Philadelphia.  Another friend named Bill Green was also active in politics in the northeast.  


Jack now found himself in the company of many men who were younger than he.  Jack was 34 years of age when the Sunday labor-management program began and many of the other participants were in their mid-twenties.  Maybe that is why his name began to change.  More and more of his younger acquaintances were calling him “John.”  And he really didn’t mind being called “John.”  In a way, it helped him accept the fact that he was getting older.  At the start of the Second World War, he volunteered for active duty in the postal section of the military service but was turned down because of age and family status.  He told himself that the rejection letter was addressed to “John” St. John, not Jack.  Maybe the La Salle people had it right.  Jack, . . . “John” . . . made up his mind that he would do what he could to help the political success of his young friends. 


Supporting the political success of John’s friends proved more difficult than it first appeared.  In northeast Philadelphia’s Fifth Congressional District, the elected representative was almost always a member of the Republican Party.  John and his friends were Democrats.  But the northeast was growing and the Democrats were making inroads into the Republicans’ registration lead.  In the meanwhile, John Byrne and Bill Green reached a “gentleman’s agreement” whereby they would take turns as the Democratic candidate for congress in the fifth district.  In 1942, Green was the unsuccessful candidate but the election was very close.  Hopes began to rise for success in 1944.  That would be John Byrne’s turn to run.  Everyone knew that if Byrne won in 1944, he would continue to hold the office unless defeated and the most likely prospect was that his hold on the office would become even stronger over time.  Green saw the 1944 election in practical terms as his last chance at congressional office.  He knew that the Democratic candidate would be exceptionally strong running in the year of a presidential election with Franklin Roosevelt as the party’s presidential candidate.  Green seized the opportunity and announced his candidacy for congress in the primary election.  He challenged John Byrne and repudiated the “agreement” that both of them had honored for years.


John was stunned by the sudden enmity between his two friends.  He did not relish the prospect of having to choose between them.  On the other hand, there was no real question as to which candidate he would support.  John knew about the gentleman’s agreement and thought that it should be honored.  Besides, John Byrne was his closest friend.  John threw all of his energy into Byrne’s campaign for congress.  It soon became clear, if it had not been clear before, that Bill Green was a very astute politician.  Green immediately approached the party regulars and sought their support for his campaign.  He was able to recruit many of them by his direct approach.  But his most effective politicking may have been in his dealings with the workers like John, the ones who remained loyal to Byrne.  To these workers Green said, “I understand your decision.  And I admire your loyalty to John Byrne.  But don’t forget that I am the guy on the other side.  Don’t try too hard to beat my head in.”  It was good psychology.  Many of Byrne’s workers gave only a half-hearted effort.  Green won the primary and became the party’s candidate in the 1944 election.


No sooner was the primary over than Bill Green approached Byrne in an effort to make amends before the November election.  To win the election against the Republican candidate, Green needed Byrne and his supporters.  It would be almost impossible to win if Byrne’s workers opposed him.  And Green knew that Byrne was miffed, and with good reason.  A friend of both men, John found himself being drawn into the discussions.  Gradually they worked out the terms of a peace treaty.  One part of the deal proposed by Green was that if he won the congressional seat he would take Byrne’s friend John to Washington with him as his executive secretary.  It was an outstanding opportunity.  But John thought about his father’s unexpected accident so many years ago, and the unexpected depression, and the absolutely certain needs of his young family.  He had twenty years invested in the post office and it offered security.  Also, while he liked and respected Bill Green, the relationship was not the same as it was with Byrne.  John told Green and Byrne that he could not go along with this part of the proposal but that he would do whatever he could for Green’s campaign.  In the end, Green and Byrne made peace with each other and Bill Green went on to win the congressional election in the fifth district and took his seat in congress in January 1945.


After the war ended in 1945, large numbers of servicemen returned home and many of them sought jobs in the post office.  For the first time, African Americans entered the postal service in substantial numbers.  As would be expected, they became members of the letter carriers union.  John continued to be active in the union leadership and he continued to undertake responsibility for the union’s annual dinners.  But now there was a new element in the equation.  The catering manager of the large downtown hotel was completing the arrangements for the dinner when he made an almost off-hand comment that “of course, your colored members cannot attend the dinner in our ballroom.”  John never missed a beat.  He replied, “I am making dinner arrangements for all of the people that I represent.  If some of them are not welcome at your hotel, then I cannot have the dinner here.”  John’s personal views never entered into the discussion.  He was acting in a representative capacity and he refused to act against the interests of any of the letter carriers that he represented.  He made dinner arrangements at a less “prestigious” location but one that catered to all of the members.  Chalk up one for Brother Alfred’s Sunday morning classes.


During the war, production of automobiles was stopped and manufacturing plants were devoted to the war effort.  John was not particularly concerned about the shortage of cars.  He had one of the best cars made, a 1936 Hudson Terraplane sedan.  It was one of the first cars made with an automatic transmission.  It also had a sleek, modern design.  John loved that car.  But when a strange man opened the passenger door while John was stopped for a red light on Frankford Avenue, and pointed a pistol at him, John got out of the car without any hesitation.  There was little that the police could do but look for the car and wait.  Two weeks went by without any word.  Finally, they found the car deserted on a rural road in Bucks County.  The thief had run it into the ground.  All of the tires were flat.  One of the tires looked like a spool of loose string.  John could only wonder about the extent of the damage to the engine and the transmission.  The insurance company treated it as a total loss.  But very few cars were available as replacements.  John decided to try to have the Hudson repaired.  It was a bad decision.  The car was never the same again.


And John was learning that cars are not the only things that wear out.  It was getting harder for John to finish his mail route each day.  He had always suffered to some degree from rheumatism and arthritis but now there were extended bouts of phlebitis, and then hemorrhoid surgery.  It was difficult to walk.  John had been offered different post office jobs on several occasions.  The next level at the post office was route examiner, which the carriers called “roundsman.”  The route examiner followed a letter carrier along his route and noted all of the things done wrong and the things that could be done better.  Letter carriers hated roundsmen.  John swore that he would never become one of those hated persons.  But in 1948 he had no choice.  His legs were giving out.  John could no longer make deliveries and the only alternative was to become a route examiner.  Grudgingly, he made the change.


It wasn’t long before John met his first real challenge.  He was assigned to evaluate a letter carrier who had been constant trouble to everyone at his station.  The station superintendent made it clear that he hoped the route examination would provide grounds for terminating this particular carrier.  John was not comfortable with that situation.  He was still a letter carrier at heart.  He did not want to cause any letter carrier to lose his job.  The day before the examination, he walked up next to the targeted carrier and, in a quiet voice said, “I am scheduled to examine your route tomorrow.  Be on your toes.”  The carrier turned away, walked straight to the superintendent’s office and reported John for disclosing confidential information.  Fortunately for John, the superintendent was not terribly upset and the examination went forward as scheduled.


During the examination, it was obvious to John that the carrier saw him walking about a block behind.  Nonetheless the results of the route inspection were awful.  The examination provided exactly the kind of objective data needed to terminate the carrier.  But John was uneasy.  Something gnawed at him.  If the carrier knew that he was being watched, why didn’t he clean up his act?  When he reached the conclusion part of his report, John wrote that in the absence of any explanation for the poor results recorded, he recommended that the carrier undergo a complete physical examination to determine whether there was a medical reason for the poor performance.  His conclusion came straight out of his classes at La Salle.  A physical examination was conducted and it disclosed that the carrier was suffering from a brain tumor.  Medical treatment did not help the letter carrier, the tumor was too far developed.  But everyone from the other carriers at the station all the way up to the postmaster heard of John’s evaluation and they were impressed.  Chalk up another one for Brother Alfred’s labor-management school.


In his non-postal hours, John continued to support the political fortunes of his friends.  One of the politically fortunate was Jim McGranery who, at the expiration of his term in congress had been appointed judge of the United States District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania.  He later gave up that position to become an assistant to the Attorney General of the United States under President Harry S. Truman.  In 1952, as his presidency was drawing to an end, Truman submitted to congress the name of James P. McGranery to fill the office of Attorney General of the United States.  

The nomination was opposed by a prominent Philadelphia political figure, Richardson Dilworth, who attacked McGranery’s character.  John was furious but he was not surprised.  Dilworth was impulsive.  He often spoke his mind without considering either the truth or the consequences of what he was saying.  In this case it was unlikely that Dilworth’s remarks would have any influence on congress.  But you could never tell about those things.  Someone might believe Dilworth’s charges.  It might spark opposition.  John spent every night for a week combing through old newspapers for stories about Dilworth criticizing other Philadelphia leaders.  He found a lot of news articles of that type.  He cut out the articles and put them in a scrapbook that he sent to a member of congress to demonstrate the lack of credibility of the man who had the gall to attack Jim McGranery.  Congress approved the appointment.


John probably never heard of the maxim that “no good deed should go unpunished.”  However, almost immediately after McGranery took office, Brother Alfred contacted John suggesting rather strongly that the De La Salle Medal be presented to the Attorney General of the United States, James P. McGranery, before his short term in office ended in December 1952.  Of course, John would handle the logistics.  The dinner at the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel was a major undertaking.  A featured speaker was General Walter Bedell Smith, Director of the Central Intelligence Agency.  It was a great success but was also a lot of work.  Since the dinner chairman spent most of the winter months in Florida, the work fell in John’s lap.  John was surprised the week after the dinner when he received a formal note from the “official chairman” thanking John for being of substantial assistance in helping Mr. Horan run a successful dinner.  John was not used to this type of executive protocol and his first reaction was one of indignation.  However, the reaction was only momentary.  John did not have the time or the affluence to develop a grudge grounded on protocol.


Politicking came naturally to John.  He was an effective communicator.  He had energy, organizational experience and an articulate, persuasive manner.  But he also had to deal with the Hatch Political Activity Act, which was usually referred to simply as “the Hatch Act.” The Hatch Act was designed to work hand-in-glove with the civil service laws in preventing a successful political candidate from firing large numbers of government workers and giving their jobs to political supporters as had been the case under what was known as the “spoils system.”  The civil service laws provided an objective method of determining qualifications for government jobs and objective criteria for advancement.  The Hatch Act made it a criminal offense for most federal employees to be directly involved in political activity.  Although the law contained certain exceptions, such as those for heads of departments, it was generally applicable to letter carriers.  The Hatch Act enjoyed partial success in achieving its objectives.  Letter carriers were secure in their employment.  On the other hand, everyone knew that the management positions in the post office went to those persons who had political influence.  Thus, as a practical matter, the Hatch Act acted as a roadblock to letter carriers who wanted advancement.  It was easier for outsiders to advance to the top jobs.


John avoided the cutting edge of the Hatch Act by pointing out that Betty was the member of the family who was politically active.  The Hatch Act did not prohibit political activity by a spouse.  And Betty was an active political worker.  She was a committeewoman in the 35th Ward and her responsibility was to cover the four-block precinct around their house.  Betty was good at that job.  She was a good listener and a good conversationalist.  She went door-to-door and knew everyone by his or her first name.  Republican party leaders in the 35th Ward viewed Betty as their biggest obstacle to carrying that precinct.  On election days, Betty would spend long hours at the polls, trying to maintain an upbeat attitude even though she knew that the Democratic candidate faced certain defeat.  In the meanwhile, John confined his activity to personal dealings with Byrne and Green and other party leaders and, of course, with the labor-management group from La Salle College.


With the 1952 election of Dwight D. Eisenhower as President of the United States, favored appointments in the post office began to go to a different group of people.  One of the favored persons was George Harkins, a young clerk with whom John often worked in the Frankford Station.  There was an age difference between them but George and John were friends and often joked about the political system that controlled their fortunes.  Still, the Democratic Party enjoyed solid influence in local politics.  It was a common occurrence for John’s neighbors on Chippendale Avenue to seek his assistance in getting promotions or better work assignments in Philadelphia’s police and fire departments.  Some of them even indicated a willingness to pay for the favors but John would have none of that.  Brother Alfred had taught him that it was dishonest for politicians to accept money from their constituents for doing what they had been elected to do.  John was happy to be in a position to help his neighbors.  


But John and Betty did have one serious problem with their neighbors.  A few of the neighbors began to denigrate the two or three Jewish families who lived in the immediate neighborhood.  It was as though they wanted to isolate those families and exclude them from the day-to-day neighborhood society.  Betty was furious.  She recalled her own experience as a teenager during the First World War when she was shunned by her North Philadelphia neighbors and called names because she had a German surname.  She did not appreciate that experience and she did not want anyone else to endure that kind of thing.  But John and Betty had to be careful how they handled the situation because their children knew the neighbors who were causing the problem and were friends of the children of those neighbors.  In the end, they decided that they would not tell the children the details but they would talk generally about discrimination and about Betty’s experiences when she was a child.  Outside the house, they made it very clear to the neighbors that they did not support this type of exclusionary activity.  Fortunately, the problem eventually dissipated and went away without further trouble.


Although Betty liked John’s friend Walter Garvin, she did have mixed emotions about some of Garvin’s friends.  Garvin owned a neighborhood bar with the appropriate name “Garvin’s Irishman.”   He was a slender man with a receding hairline.  Walter would often call on John carrying a plain brown paper bag that invariably held a fifth of whiskey.  “I thought that ye might like this,” he would say, thrusting the package into John’s hand.  It was part of Walter Garvin’s make-up that he did not want to call on a friend empty handed.  Betty understood that.  She was brought up the same way.  She was uncomfortable with the fact that her paternal grandparents had separated but she always remembered that when old Boscilius Metzinger came to visit, he always had a gift for her grandmother, sometimes a drum of molasses, and other times a product from the Pennsylvania Dutch area of Bucks County where he had taken up residence.  Betty liked that practice.  And she also liked the lilting Irish brogue of Walter and his friends.  “It sounds like music when they talk,” she said.  But she did not like it at all when their conversation turned to buying guns and ammunition to be sent back to the old country.


Betty also did not like the hours that John’s friends kept.  These men generally had their own businesses, usually real estate, insurance and tavern businesses.  The political decisions were usually made at late night meetings at one of the taverns or at the Democratic Party’s after hours social club.  John generally structured his days around the schedule of politics.  He would get home from work early in the afternoon and take a nap until dinnertime.  In the early evening, he would go to John Byrne’s taproom at 7412 Frankford Avenue and stay there until closing time.  He would then get a few hours sleep before starting the next workday.  Betty would attend the major social functions run by the political party but she was not a regular participant in the day-to-day social affairs of the party.  She was a committeewoman and she acknowledged that politics got her the part time job as a receptionist at the State Highway Department, but Betty was not about to let politics replace her personal priorities, and she told that to John in no uncertain terms.


When Ray Thomas was appointed Postmaster of Philadelphia, John did not get the top promotions that Betty thought he deserved.  Instead, Thomas appointed Tony Lambert to the key position.  Lambert had started at the post office eight months after John.  But John knew that Tony had also moved from letter carrier to a supervisory job in parcel post about a dozen years before John opted for the roundsman position.  John had deliberately stayed with the letter carrier’s job.  In retrospect, Lambert had made a smart move.  It broadened his background experience and made advancement more likely.  John made it a point to seize every opportunity to fill in for post office managers who were on vacation or out due to illness.  But in Betty’s mind, it was simply that Ray Thomas had forgotten his friend John.  As a general concept, Betty agreed with John’s willingness to help others but when the persons he helped later found themselves in a position to help John, Betty expected those persons to reciprocate, even without being asked.


Betty’s primary avocations were playing cards and playing bingo.  Bridge was the favorite game at the card parties that would rotate from the home of one player to another on a regular basis.  Betty had known Gert Helstab from her early childhood days in St. Edward’s parish.  Gert and her sister Margaret would often make a foursome with Betty and Margaret Carpinelli who lived directly across Chippendale Avenue.  On most occasions, they would be joined by at least four other neighbors.  On other nights, Betty and one or two of her friends would travel to one of three or four church halls where they played bingo.  These games were attended on a regular schedule.  Betty was a serious bingo player.  She handled twenty or more cards at a time every evening.


By and large, John and Betty’s interests came together on the critical issues confronting their family.  During 1957, politics caused a crisis.  John was never certain who was responsible but someone at the post office made an anonymous complaint against him.  It was alleged that John had engaged in political activity in violation of the Hatch Act.  It may have been a result of the dinner that he organized in honor of Pennsylvania’s Democratic Governor George Leader.  An investigation was conducted by the United States Civil Service Commission.  A violation could result in the loss of his job and a forfeiture of more than thirty years of hard work.  The investigator interviewed personnel at the post office and even checked John’s attendance records to determine whether he had spent an inordinate amount of time away from the job.  Absences might support a charge that he was working on political rather than postal business much of the time.  John knew that the investigation was taking place and he knew that he had to be extremely careful.  It was a constant subject of discussion between John and Betty.  The children were warned to be careful about talking to unidentified callers on the phone.  Finally, on December 10, 1957, John was advised that the investigation failed to substantiate the allegations and that the commission’s file was being closed.


John continued to receive long handwritten letters from Brother Alfred and Brother Al continued to urge that the De La Salle Medal be presented to President Dwight D. Eisenhower.  John followed up and even arranged for the medal to be struck.  It was a handsome, heavy medal in a velvet-lined box.  John kept it in the desk in his living room.  But John had little affection for Dwight Eisenhower. 
John just could not picture himself presenting the De La Salle Medal to Ike the way he had presented it to Roosevelt.  And most of John’s friends felt the same way.  So they continued to drag their feet and the medal remained in the box, in the drawer, in the desk in John’s living room.  Finally, the issue was resolved in 1957 when John received a phone call informing him that Brother Alfred had died.  The box stayed in the desk drawer until eight years later when Brother Thomas J. Donaghy and Brother Patrick Ellis came to Chippendale Avenue to interview John as part of Brother Thomas’ research for his book “Conceived in Crisis: A History of La Salle College.”  John gave them the medal for La Salle’s archives.


The passing of Brother Alfred reminded John of his mentor’s emphasis on education and stirred within an uneasy feeling that he was losing control of his ability to chart the educational paths of his children.  Young Jack had graduated from the University of Pennsylvania and was in the navy, serving aboard the aircraft carrier, USS Forrestal.  The scholarship that he won from the navy paid for his college education and was a big financial boost to the family.  Gerard was struggling through St. Joe’s but seemed more interested in ball games and his friends than he was in studying.  John smiled as he recalled entering the Democratic Club at the Poquessing Golf Course and seeing Gerard seated at the bar talking to Rosemary and Norman Payne.  John positioned himself on the other side of the room in plain view of anyone seated at the bar.  After a few minutes, he looked back over to the bar.  It was empty except for Rosemary and Norman.  “When does he study?” John worried.  John could understand the time spent at the Democratic Club.  It was the time wasted at ball games that he could not figure out.


John was at a complete loss when it came to dealing with his daughter.  In the 1950's it was not a particularly common thing for the daughters of government workers to attend college but both John and Betty wanted that for their daughter.  Yet, the harder John tried, the less he succeeded.  Pat dropped out of high school and took a job.  John pictured himself walking out of eighth grade.  It was deja vu all over again.  He made a big mistake those many years ago.  It would be an even bigger mistake for his daughter to drop out now.  So, he lost his temper and insisted and demanded — and each harsh word became a fresh mistake.  Privately, he blamed himself.  He had not been able to describe the value of education as Brother Alfred had described it to him.  John had communicated the value of education much in the same ineffective fashion that his father had told him about the dangers of icebergs in the north Atlantic.  Maybe he should have done something different.  But what?


Betty felt much the same as John, but she handled it differently.  When she was young, Betty had also wanted to follow her own star.  She left home at an early age.  She lived for a while with her friends, the Helstabs.  She rented a room.  Betty was not there when her mother got sick and died of the flu.  Betty developed a firm, long-range outlook.  She focused on the long-term goal and was satisfied with any development that moved, however slightly, in that direction.  Betty was a plodder, a survivor.


In the meanwhile, the Frankford Post Office Station, which had been the largest substation in the nation, was divided and one part of it was designated as a new post office named Boulevard Station.  George Harkins was named as superintendent.   John was appointed assistant superintendent.  The building was unique in that it shared a wedge-shaped parcel of land between Levick Street and Harbison Avenue with a municipal building that was used as a district headquarters for the Philadelphia Police Department.  Although the federal and the municipal functions of the buildings were quite different, the men in charge of the two facilities had frequent contact with one another to coordinate their mutual problems.  John and George Harkins got along quite well with their counterpart from the police department.  In fact, John developed a genuine respect for the outspoken Captain Frank L. Rizzo.  He thought that Rizzo more than made up for his lack of education by the exercise of good judgment and common sense. 


Not long before Boulevard Station opened, John Byrne and his brother Joe bought the old Cottage Green Inn on Ashton Road near Holme Circle.  The “Blue Laws” were still in effect and bars were subject to early closing hours and Sunday sales were prohibited.  However, a new law would provide an exception for hotels and inns that rented out rooms.  The Cottage qualified under the exception because it had two or three rooms, even though, as a practical matter, they were never rented out.  One room was a permanent home for Buck Ryan, a Wallace Beery look-alike carpenter who had an affection for alcohol and who worked full time for the Byrnes.  The other rooms just stayed vacant.  Their only function was to qualify the Cottage for Sunday sales.  Cottage Green quickly became the headquarters for Byrne’s political operations.  And John made the Cottage his own base of operations, often volunteering to act as the restaurant’s maître d’.


It was with mixed emotions one evening that John told the Byrne brothers that his youngest son had enlisted in the Marines.  He would report to Quantico in September.  There was a twinge of envy.  John enjoyed his own experience in the Marines, including an exercise at Quantico.  And he was proud and just a little bit jealous of his youngest brother, Bill, who had been a Marine during the war.  But how could anyone who was incapable of following his father’s clear directions at home ever hope to survive the demands of the Marine Corps?  “He’s in for a rude awakening,” John predicted.   Byrne just smiled.  Byrne often told his own sons that they should be more like John St. John’s boys.  In all probability, John Byrne mentioned the Marine Corps to young John and Neil the next day.


John had experienced a rude shock the previous year when he stopped to say hello to his mother.  Her mind had slipped badly.  John no longer saw his mother with the frequency that prevailed a dozen or so years earlier.  Holiday dinners no longer included the extended family.  The children were older now and some holidays, such as Christmas and Easter, no longer had the same meaning to them.  The children also resisted large family gatherings that impinged on their own social lives.  Betty too was not particularly enthusiastic about crowding all those people into one row house.  Little by little, the time between John’s visits to his mother grew longer and longer.


Liz St. John was one of those persons whose appearance never seemed to change.  She still looked the same.  But John noticed immediately that something was different.  There was a slowness of mind, an air of indifference to her family.  She had trouble remembering things and remembering people.  The doctors said that it was nothing to be concerned about, that she was just growing old.  On one occasion, she did not even recognize John.  It was as though she was a completely different person, an elderly lady who looked and sounded just like his mother but thought and acted differently.  Years ago, his father had suffered excruciating pain but he never lost his mind.  Right up to the end, Charlie St. John made his own decisions.  Maybe there were some things worse than physical pain.  Liz St. John died on June 11, 1959.  She was 80 years of age.  John silently prayed that he would never lose his mind.

Happy Days Are Here Again

As 1960 approached, it seemed as though political fortunes were shifting and that the Democrats might regain their presidential momentum.  John heard about the overtures that were being made to Bill Green and others by Joe Kennedy on behalf of Kennedy’s son John who was then a Senator from Massachusetts.  John did not like what he heard.  It was one thing to win an election.  It was another thing to buy it.  On the other hand, John could sense the enthusiasm that was building among younger voters who supported the youthful senator from Massachusetts.  It was the type of enthusiasm that the established party candidate, Adlai Stevenson, could not muster.  Joe Kennedy just might pull it off.  But John would not concern himself with the presidential race.  Bill Green was taking the lead in whipping up support for the presidential candidate.  John was content to work behind the scenes assisting John Byrne in the local elections.  


John was surprised by the election results.  He was not surprised that Kennedy won Philadelphia by a landslide.  John had worked more than twenty years to build that effective political organization.  But he was surprised that Kennedy won the national election, and he was surprised at the closeness of the race.  Closer to home, he was glad that Bill Green emerged from the election with a great deal of influence in the new administration.  And he proudly displayed in his living room the bronze medal that John Byrne brought back for him from Kennedy’s inauguration.  But he still felt that Joe Kennedy bought the election and, maybe he even bought Bill Green.


John also knew that the political stars were aligned as never before.  He mentioned to John Byrne that the Postmaster of Philadelphia, Anthony Lambert, was about to retire and that John St. John would very much like to be the next Postmaster.  He had 36 years of experience in the post office and had handled virtually every aspect of the postal service at one time or another.  John also knew that he would have the support of career post office people.  It was the first time in their long acquaintance that John had asked for anything for himself.  Byrne took it up with Bill Green.  Green said that it was a good idea.  Green would submit John’s name to President Kennedy for appointment.  In the meanwhile, it was arranged for John to receive an interim appointment as “Acting Assistant Postmaster of Philadelphia.”  


The Postmaster’s position was now vacant.  For all practical purposes, John was doing the job of the Postmaster.  It would just be a matter of time.  But John underestimated the level of avarice and self-interest inherent in the political process.  Other people wanted the job of Postmaster, not because of any postal experience but because they felt that they were entitled to it by reason of the political favors that they had done for one politician or another.  Someone suggested that John did not have the education for the job.  They said that he not only did not have a college degree but that he really had not attended high school; that he just took a general equivalency test.  And then came the announcement from Washington.  Someone else was appointed Postmaster of Philadelphia.


Bill Green swore that he had nothing to do with the snub.  He said that he too was a victim; that another Philadelphian had given the other name to Kennedy’s people and that Kennedy acted on it with the understanding that this was the person who had Philadelphia’s backing.  Green said that the very next day he directed all of the congressmen from Philadelphia to cast their votes against a bill proposed by the Kennedy Administration and, when asked the reason, to say that they had been directed to do so by Green.  Later that same day, Green said that a Kennedy aide called on him and inquired about Philadelphia’s vote.  Green asked the aide if he had contacted the other congressmen from Philadelphia.  He had.  Each said that he had been directed how to vote by Bill Green.  The aide asked why Green had given that order.  Green answered the question with a question.  Did the Kennedy Administration now know who spoke for Philadelphia’s congressional delegation?  If so, there would be no problem in the future.  


The next week, Congressman Green submitted John’s name for appointment to the position of Director of Personnel for the Eastern Region of the United States Post Office.  Again questions were raised about John’s educational qualifications, this time directly by the post office staff who reviewed the proposed appointment.  Someone else wanted that job too.  Again there was a delay.  But Bill Green followed up this time and John took office in December 1961.


The director of personnel did not have the high public profile of the Postmaster of Philadelphia, but the eastern region was a much larger geographic area, covering Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware.  The director’s job included presiding at the swearing-in ceremonies for the postmasters in all of the communities in the region.  Typically, the new postmasters were political appointees and were persons of great influence in those communities.  The installation ceremonies were covered in the local newspapers and were accompanied by receptions in the town halls.  John enjoyed the ceremonies and the people who attended them.  In turn, the community leaders and media were greatly impressed by the distinguished appearance, public speaking skills and long postal experience of the “big shot” from Philadelphia.  John would usually drive to the ceremony.  Although he was often unfamiliar with the surroundings, he knew that it was easy to find the post office.  “You just look for the building with the American flag out front,” he would say.  
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In Ridgewood, New Jersey, the newly installed postmaster was an influential member of the Republican Party.  He feigned surprise when John presented him with a large, framed photograph of President John F. Kennedy to be hung in the post office.  John smiled at the new postmaster and said that he wanted to have the photo autographed but that was done only “in election years.”  Everyone laughed.  Photographers snapped pictures for the next day’s newspaper.  And then they all repaired to the firehouse hall for a celebration.  John topped off the day by stopping in to see his brother Reds who lived in North Bergen, just outside New York City.


The regional director of personnel was also the official who would make arrangements for educational seminars to be presented by members of the faculty at major universities for the benefit of the postal managers.  John particularly enjoyed the classes on time management and on decision-making.  The seminars would be a big help to the next level of management as they advanced toward the top jobs in the post office.  In effect, he was continuing the work of Brother Alfred.  And since it was strictly an administrative office, John could set his own hours and avoid the rush hour traffic on the Schuylkill Expressway.  It gradually dawned on John that this was a far better job than being Postmaster of Philadelphia.


John knew that political opportunity was a fickle thing.  It would be hard to improve on the present circumstance in which John Byrne practically ran the Democratic Party’s City Committee and Bill Green had the ear of the President of the United States.  Such enhanced political clout certainly had not hurt the real estate and insurance businesses of Byrne and Green, and Green also stood to make a fortune on the new Liberty Bell Race Track that was opening in the northeast part of the city.  Important political figures always seemed to know what development opportunities were materializing and were usually in a position to share in the profits.  And now the federal government was making millions of dollars available for redevelopment and other social projects.  John suggested to his friends at Cottage Green Inn that they form a holding company to develop government-funded projects.  In effect, they could use federal funds with very little risk and achieve major profits.  It was a model being followed by entrepreneurs throughout the country.  It was a very good idea.  Investing a few thousand dollars each, they created the Northeast Holding Corporation.


It was a learning experience.  Powerful political connections were not enough.  A number of other skills were also needed.  Someone had to be able to evaluate the enterprise and determine whether it could be built within the available time and cost parameters.  Someone had to develop the building plans, including the sequence of contractors needed to complete the job.  And someone had to oversee the construction from beginning to end.  The Northeast Holding group did not have those skills.  They were all “little guys.”  They did not know where to begin.  Then, one member of the group seized an opportunity.  He pointed out that the company’s money was just sitting in a bank and not earning any money.  He proposed using the money for mortgages which would be a safe investment until a development opportunity presented itself.  In effect, he used the holding company as a private bank to support his own marginal real estate sales.  Within a very short time, the holding company’s funds were totally committed to mortgages on undesirable real estate in deteriorating neighborhoods.  John tried to halt the skid but he did not have the necessary skills either.  Opportunity passed them by.

Not a Leg to Stand on

While the Northeast Holding Corporation foundered, John found himself preoccupied with a more serious concern.  He was wearing out.  His legs were getting increasingly weaker.  A few years earlier, after what was supposed to have been a routine hernia operation, he noticed a weakness in his legs.  At the time, he thought that it was just another side effect of the cigarettes that he smoked almost continuously.  But then he passed out for a few seconds while driving home on the expressway.  He was not tired or sleepy.  But one minute he was wide awake and the next minute he was not.  When consciousness returned, he was in the same lane of traffic and the cars around him were in the same relative positions.  He pulled over to the side of the road and rested for a while before continuing home.  Then it happened again at home.  He mentioned it to his friend “Doc” Callaghan.  Joseph J. Callaghan was a medical doctor who worked for the state.  He was the only medical person that John trusted.  Years ago, John felt the same way about Vernon G. Nickelson but “Dr. Nick” had long since passed away.  

Doc Callaghan made arrangements for some tests.  He did not seem surprised by the results.  He told John that it looked like a vascular problem.  There was very little circulation in his legs, and that was just the start.  Other complications were likely.  Doc recommended that John go on medical disability and then submit to a complete battery of tests at the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania.  John filed for disability in February 1963 and left the job in the middle of March.  In early September, he was admitted to the hospital for testing.


The doctors at Penn found several serious problems.  There was infiltrate on the right lung, almost certainly a tumor.  Between March, when the first x-rays were taken, and September, it had more than doubled in size.  Given John’s history of cigarette smoking, the prognosis for the lung was not good.  The circulation in his left leg was almost completely blocked.  The doctors warned that an injury to the legs, even a severe bruise, could result in an amputation or, maybe two amputations.  Even under the best of circumstances, there was very little that the doctors could do for that degree of blockage.  The prostate was enlarged and might require surgery.  Finally, there were questions as to the health of John’s heart.  Each of these conditions was serious.  Taken together, they were a disaster.  


The doctors suggested that the lung be addressed first.  If that could be successfully treated, they would then consider the circulatory problem.  While John was in the hospital, a patient assigned to the same room was diagnosed with a similar lung condition.  When the condition was explained to him, the man lay back on his bed, crying compulsively.  He continued to cry through the rest of the day.  John asked the hospital staff if he could be transferred to another room so that he could think clearly.  Then he went about making arrangements for his own surgery.  He insisted on an interim discharge from the hospital.  In late September, he would attend his oldest son’s wedding in Monterrey, Mexico where young Jack was a Foreign Service officer in the United States Consulate.  Afterward, John would check back into the hospital.  Although the doctors advised against any delay in the surgery, they went along with John’s plan.
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Both John and Joe Byrne knew the seriousness of John’s medical condition.  They knew about the surgery and they knew about the wedding in Mexico.  They suspected that the lung problem was cancer.  The Byrnes decided that they would join John on the trip to Monterrey.  Another Cottage Green “regular,” Jack McGinley, said that he would go too.  They were afraid that John would not last long after the lung operation and they knew that this might be their last time together.  Picking up on Edwin O’Connor’s “The Last Hurrah,” the best selling novel modeled after Boston’s Mayor James Michael Curley, they called their trip “The Last Olé.”

It had been a long time since John had a vacation or had traveled anywhere with his closest friends or his family.  John, his family and friends made up for lost time.  They celebrated in private homes in Monterrey.  They celebrated at a nearby country club.  They celebrated in Monterrey’s restaurants.  And they even had an afternoon “Fishtown Party,” a throwback to the old days at the Tin Brick.  The Fishtown Party brought Joe Byrne’s day to an abrupt halt in mid-afternoon.  It even put a serious dent in his activities the following morning.  The wedding almost took a back seat to the wedding celebrations.  It ended too soon.  John returned to Philadelphia and checked back into the hospital.  The operation took place on October 9, 1963.


Had he known what the operation would be like, John said that he would never have gone through with it.  He would have let the disease run its course.  The surgeons made a very long incision down his side near the arm; a rib was broken and pulled back out of the way; and then began the removal of the lung.  It was a difficult procedure.  John was awakened in the recovery room.  Something had gone wrong.  There was continued bleeding in the lung cavity.  Would he consent to going back into the operating room for another attempt at closing the bleeding?  Were they kidding?  Did he have any choice?  When the operation was completed, he looked like he was dead, and felt worse.  


It was a day or two before he could focus well enough to carry on a conversation with the doctors and visitors.  They brought him into a conference room where the team of surgeons tried to explain the details of the operation.  It was highly technical and difficult to understand.  They did not use the word “cancer” but you could almost feel it in the muggy atmosphere of the room.  They said that there was only a five percent statistical probability of living beyond five years and that they were unable to predict mortality within that five-year period.  That was when John reached into his shirt pocket, took out a cigarette and lighted it.  The chief surgeon started to admonish him but then thought better of it, saying simply, “I wish that you wouldn’t do that.”  John knew that he was showing off but he had gone this far and there was no way that he was going to put out that cigarette.  Who were they kidding?  You don’t qualify for statistics like that just because it was a tough operation.  The cigarette was his sign of protest.


Given his poor prognosis, an operation on the vascular system was out of the question.  John was discharged to his home.  He could barely get upstairs to the second floor bedroom.  Everything hurt.  He was too weak to get out of bed.  Soon John noticed that his skin was getting dark.  It looked like he had a suntan.  He joked with visitors about spending too much time at the beach.  But he had developed hepatitis from the blood transfusions he received during surgery.  Gradually, some of his strength returned but he felt awful.


In November, John pushed himself to get dressed and get out of the house.  He decided to join his friends at Cottage Green.  Appearances were deceiving.  John looked healthier than many of his friends.  But it was disconcerting the way that they hovered near him, as if to be in a position to catch him if he fell.  At one point, John did stumble on an irregularity in the floor -- and three men leaped from nearby tables with their arms outstretched to break his fall.  After about two hours, John called it a night and asked his son to drive him home.  John’s friends breathed a collective sigh of relief.  Now they could have a drink and relax.


The recovery was painfully slow.  John limited his activities around the house.  Most evenings he would drive to the Cottage for an hour or two.  But his full strength was not returning.  He longed to get back to the post office but he knew that was not in the cards.  Even if a medical miracle occurred, things had changed.  The three men who brought about his appointment to the eastern region, John Byrne, Bill Green and President Kennedy, were all dead.  Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963; Bill Green died of a brain tumor about a month later; and John Byrne suffered a fatal heart attack the following year.  John Byrne’s brother Joe was not far behind.  He too had a brain tumor.  The trip to Mexico had been The Last Olé after all.  


Despite his illness, John spearheaded an effort that resulted in city-owned Poquessing Golf Course being renamed in memory of John F. Byrne.  He also served as co-chairman of a fundraising drive that resulted in the John F. Byrne scholarship being created at La Salle College.  At first, John tried to downplay the scholarship effort.  He was not sure that they would be able to raise sufficient funds and he was afraid that the fundraising effort might dampen the political support that he knew would be there for the memorial renaming of the golf course.  As it turned out, both efforts were successful.  The political support remained firm and the renaming was approved by City Council.  The fundraising drive raised more than $17,000.00, which was sufficient to support the John F. Byrne Scholarship.  A short dedication ceremony was held at the golf course in July 1966.  Mayor James H. J. Tate presided.  There were five speakers on the program.  Everyone in attendance agreed that John was by far the best speaker at the ceremony.  


Any surge of energy that John might have experienced in establishing the Byrne memorials was offset by his latest medical evaluation.  The doctors at HUP confirmed that there were no new tumors but traces of the disease that they did not want to talk about were in the vascular system.  They recommended that any further surgery be deferred unless there was an emergency.  John didn’t complain.  But he was weak.  Arthritis made his shoulders ache.  He was spending more time in bed.  When he did go downstairs, he would sit on the steps and negotiate them one step at a time.  During the Easter holidays, Betty became ill.  Her stomach was upset and it seemed as though everything ached.  She just wanted to lie down and rest.  After several days without improvement, she went to the hospital and was admitted immediately.  It was a heart attack.  At home, John pushed himself to get out of bed, cook his own meals and generally do the things around the house that Betty had been doing.  The activity seemed to bring back some of his strength.  On the other hand, it may have been the result of his new medication.  The doctors had prescribed two shots of whiskey each day for his vascular condition.


The long inactive days gave John plenty of time to think.  It reaffirmed his longstanding belief that the employment benefits of the post office were far superior to those of private businesses.  His medical care was guaranteed by the government and he had elected that his pension be transferred to Betty in the event of his death.  Not every pension plan offered that option.  And many private pension plans did not survive the financial failure of the underlying business.  John was glad that he did not leave the post office to join Bill Green back in 1945.  The post office had been a solid employer.  But John was not content to sit at home and collect the federal benefits that he had earned.  John wanted to get back into the action.  He knew important people.  He would get back into the fray, either in the post office or in politics.


At first, John did not notice his memory slip.  He called Pat Carr to discuss an aspect of the Northeast Holding Corporation.   John still held the office of president.  He had barely raised the subject at hand when Carr said, “But John, we discussed that point this morning.  Don’t you remember?”  John did not remember.  But he mumbled, “Oh yes, of course we did.  It just slipped my mind in the press of other things that I have been doing.”  John then cut the conversation short and hung up the phone.  He was alarmed.  That had never happened before.  There was no reason for him to forget a telephone conversation that occurred just an hour or two earlier.  And then it happened again, and again.  It was getting worse.  Was this the way it started with Mom?


Joshua Eilberg, who had recently been elected to congress, called on John and asked him to work on Eilberg’s staff.  The congressman needed someone with experience and credibility to deal with potential contributors.  John liked Josh Eilberg and wanted to help him.  It was the kind of activity he had been searching for.  John agreed to join the staff.  But the deteriorating memory quickly got in the way.  John had to tell Eilberg that he could not continue.  John was now reluctant to call anyone on the phone.  He was afraid that he might have just finished talking to them and would be embarrassed by his forgetfulness.  John’s world was getting smaller.  


There were emergency admissions to the hospital, sometimes for pneumonia but most of them heart related.  Doc Callaghan thought that they were cerebral accidents, the things that people often call “mini-strokes.”  One evening, John was certain that one of these events would be final.  He could accept that.  It was plain that the medical profession could not restore his health, that he was on a steady downward progression.  When John lost consciousness, Betty called the emergency squad.  The firemen were quick and efficient.  They hurried upstairs and set up a stretcher.  Just then, John awakened and ordered them out of the house.  He had no intention of going to the hospital.  Doc Callaghan tried to reason with John but without success.  “I can’t just sit here and watch this,” said Doc, and he went down to the kitchen, poured himself a bourbon and sat down to wait it out.  Upstairs, John was slipping in and out of consciousness.  One thought began to bother him.  Suppose that this attack was not fatal.  Suppose that it left him partially impaired for lack of medical treatment.  “Maybe you had better call back that rescue squad,” he said.


  John spent about a week in Nazareth Hospital.  Most evenings at about 9:30, well after the end of visiting hours, the nurses on duty would see a slender, balding man with a brown paper bag tucked under his arm walk out of the stairwell and into John’s room.  Ten minutes later they would see him leave without the paper bag.  They wondered, but they never discovered what he had been carrying.  John always hid the bottle in the drawer next to his bed until someone could take it home. 


One night on the way home from the Cottage, John’s attention was diverted to the other side of the street and the wreckage of an accident that occurred earlier in the evening.  John did not notice that the car in front of him put on the brakes to get a better look at that same accident.  The rear end accident that resulted was a minor thing but it caused a great deal of aggravation.  John had just dropped his own automobile insurance coverage in protest against the high rates.  The increasing insurance premiums seemed to be a waste of money considering his safe driving record.  The other motorist brought suit and John had to retain a lawyer in Josh Eilberg’s firm to represent him.  The suit was resolved but it took about a year and the settlement payment plus the lawyer’s fees far exceeded the insurance premium that John had “saved.”  Now, he rarely attempted to drive.  Yet, he did not want to sell the car.  That would be an admission that he would not recover.  It was not his nature to give up hope.  The car sat parked at the curb in front of the house.  It was like a monument to the past and the way that things once were.  But things were changing. 


Even the neighborhood had changed.  Chippendale Avenue was no longer the last block in northeast Philadelphia.  Far from it.  Houses now covered the entire three and one-half miles from Chippendale Avenue north to the Bucks County line.  John Byrne’s nephew Jimmy owned the Cottage Green.  Although Jimmy treated John as a member of the family, it was not the same at the Cottage without John and Joe Byrne.  And John’s only contact with the post office was the annual dinner of the postmasters association, which he was able to attend through the good will of Andy Derham who worked in the eastern region and had come to admire John.  Derham was not permitted to attend those dinners.  He was not a member of the postmasters association.  He was just a postal employee, but a loyal one.  He would drop off John at the dinner and then drive around for a while, or stop for coffee.  After about three hours, Derham would pick up John and drive him home.  At the dinners, the master of ceremonies often announced that John was one of the few persons who held membership in both the postmasters association and the National Association of Letter Carriers.  The announcement usually drew spontaneous applause from the crowd.  In John’s mind, that was not anything to cheer about.  It only showed how effective the Hatch Act had been at limiting the advancement of letter carriers.  


The children were now raising families of their own.  John hoped for their success but he dared not interfere with them at this stage of their lives.   He was settling in to the role of patriarch of the family.   John could not figure out exactly how it had happened but both of his sons not only graduated from college but went on to further education; Jack at Princeton and Ger at Temple’s law school.  They had done that on their own.  Now, for the most part, John’s attention was focused on his first grandson, Pat’s boy, Jerry.  The two spent a great deal of time together.  John enjoyed talking to the youngster and watching his progress.  Maybe John could help Jerry learn some of the things he would need to know later in life.  A special bond developed between the grandfather and grandson.


In the meanwhile, visitors to the house on Chippendale Avenue would notice the mail that came from religious organizations.  In particular there were the tracts published by the Christophers.  John had not been far from these subjects all along but now they were on the kitchen table.  He and Betty discussed the topics covered in the pamphlets.  They also discussed them with the parish priests and the hospital chaplains.  John had come full circle. 


John beat the statistical probabilities that were explained to him at the hospital.  He beat them almost by double.  He lasted nine hard years battling cancer, vascular disease, hepatitis, memory loss and fatigue.  He did it without complaint, adjusting to each new setback as it occurred.  Deteriorating health became a common enemy for John and Betty.  They drew strength from each other.  John was finally ground down by a series of strokes on December 28, 1972.  He was 68 years old.  For the most part, he escaped the devastating effects of Alzheimer’s disease.  Delusions set in during the last two hospitalizations but that was about the extent of it other than the short-term memory loss.  When the end came, his insurance and pension papers were found together in a neat file folder, with specific instructions written in longhand on index cards that were clipped to the appropriate papers.  A day or two after John died; George Harkins came to Chippendale Avenue, sat down at the dining room table, and completed all of the annuity forms for transferring John’s pension to Betty.


Betty was content to let the children handle the funeral arrangements.  They selected a gravesite in the recently opened Resurrection Cemetery on Hulmeville Road.  It was in a newly-opened section of the cemetery dedicated to St. Joseph the Worker.  In May 1955, about a dozen years after Cardinal Dougherty shut down Brother Alfred’s labor-management school, Pope Pius XII instituted the feast of St. Joseph the Worker.  It was intended as an incentive to all those involved in the enterprise of labor to devote themselves to the realization of a social order in keeping with the Gospel.  It would be hard to find a more appropriate burial site than one dedicated to the principles of industrial peace that were at the heart of Brother Alfred’s work.  


At the funeral Mass at St. Matthew’s Church, the homilist, an eloquent priest who had not known John, glanced at the obituary and made an assumption that he did not bother to verify.  He spoke of John and Betty’s nine enjoyable years of retirement.  The priest’s mistake was lost on most of the congregation who were mainly friends of John and Betty’s children and who had not known John well.  Most of John’s close friends had died before him.  But seated quietly in the last pew of the church was Ray Thomas.  He knew.  


Betty’s heart grew weaker and she stayed closer to home.  Bingo was a thing of the past.  Betty shared John’s dislike of the medical profession.  Plagued by gall bladder problems for years, she tried to cope with it by watching her diet rather than seeking medical care and risking surgery.  When it came to dental problems, she would rather have a tooth extracted and be done with it.  Now Betty was finding that those approaches came back to haunt her with a vengeance in her later years.  Her energy waned.  She noticed that even her childhood friends were becoming difficult to endure.  “I would like to see Gert, but all she talks about any more is her latest operation and how bad she feels.  I don’t need that,” said Betty, “I already feel bad.”  


Betty was spending most of her time near the old black and white television set.  Her eyes were not comfortable with the light emitted by color television.  Unlike John, Betty had been influenced by the athletic interests of their sons.  She now followed Philadelphia’s professional teams.  On one occasion when asked how she planned to spend the evening, Betty’s response was, “Well, I had planned to watch the Sixers’ game against New York but Billy Cunningham just had surgery on his knee and Willis Reed is out with a hip pointer, so what kind of game can that be?”  She was more than just a casual sports fan.  


One snowy evening in 1976, Betty was half-sitting, half-lying on the living room sofa.  She did not feel right.  She could not make herself comfortable.  Betty lost her balance and rolled onto the floor.  She couldn’t pull herself back up.  Her words were thick and jumbled.  She was suffering a stroke.  The emergency squad rushed her to Nazareth Hospital.  Betty recovered.  The movement and the speech returned but the stroke destroyed her initiative.  It was almost impossible to work up the incentive to practice the very basic movements that her physical condition required.  Betty decided to sell the house on Chippendale Avenue and move in with her daughter in Southampton.  The Chippendale Avenue property sold for a price of $31,500.00, about six times the original purchase price.  It had been the family home for 37 years.  


Betty’s heart continued to weaken.  She suffered repeated attacks of congestive heart failure.  It became an all too familiar routine; the accumulation of fluid in the lungs, the frightening feeling of suffocation, the emergency race to the hospital, the drainage procedure, and then it would start all over again.  In late October 1977, she was admitted to Holy Redeemer Hospital for the fifth time in as many months.  Betty was exhausted.  She knew that she could not last much longer, and she no longer cared.  Betty’s heart finally gave out during the afternoon of October 27, 1977, at the age of 78 years.

Epilogue

Well, that is how it would look if I tried to write in an impersonal style.  A few difficult and emotional factors were omitted, as were some intra family piques and a large number of isolated occurrences involving persons and events not central to the theme.  The omissions were strictly judgment calls on my part.  One suspects that the omissions do not make a significant difference in the narrative.


The narrative took a jumble of nostalgic memories and forged them together in a more or less chronological sequence with facts that are recorded in letters, files and other writings.  The effort just may have achieved the intended goal.  


 It reminds me of a song, “Johnny I hardly knew ye!”






� 	Recently I learned that “Singing Sam” was a professional vocalist named Harry Frankel.  The song was written by Dr. Charles G. Algase as the theme song for Algase’s “Sunny Smile Club” and as a radio commercial for his dental offices.
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