RELATIVITY.

By Gerard J. St. John


Perhaps the most memorable part of my graduation ceremony from La Salle High School in June 1954 was the attendance of Connie Mack, nee Cornelius McGillicuddy.  Even at age 91, you could tell that in his day he had been a great athlete.  At six feet four inches, he was taller than anyone in my graduating class – and his slender build made him look even taller.  He wore an old-fashioned celluloid collar and a straw skimmer hat, an outfit that immediately identified him as the owner and manager of the Philadelphia Athletics Baseball Club.  He had been a great athlete in his day but, unlike many managers in professional baseball, he saw no reason to try to look like a ballplayer when he was managing.  He looked for all the world like an undertaker sitting at the far end of the dugout near third base.  Connie Mack was a legend in his own time.  Nearly everyone at the graduation was turning to get a good look at him.  Until that day, I had no idea that Connie Mack was Frank Cunningham’s grandfather.


One of the rites of passage in one’s senior year at La Salle High was taking the entrance exam for La Salle College, which was located on the same campus at 20th Street and Olney Avenue.  I was no exception.  By graduation day, I had been accepted by the College for the class entering in September 1954.  Under these circumstances, it was surprising that I took Jack’s suggestion to “look at St. Joseph’s College” before the summer ended and college classes started.  It may have been that I just wanted an excuse to get out of the house.  St. Joseph’s was at 54th Street and City Avenue, a long ride by public transportation, about one and one-half hours each way.


Yet, here I was alighting from the E bus in the early afternoon across City Avenue from the large stone Gothic structure that was St. Joseph’s.  The interior was pretty much as I had expected, a long, austere corridor with white plaster walls and a polished floor.  In a strange way, the stillness of the corridor was intimidating.  At the end of the hall, on the left, a door was open and a light was on.  I walked quickly by the doorway, glancing in to see if anyone was there and hoping not to be seen myself.  It didn’t work.  The slender man in a white, short sleeve shirt looked up and then came out into the hall.


Michael Boland was the registrar, a position that was confirmed by the small sign that hung above the doorway.  He introduced himself and made it clear that I was welcome to walk around and see what I thought of the place.  At that time, the campus consisted of two old army barracks buildings (the “cardboard college”) and a fieldhouse in addition to the main building and two or three stone residence houses.  “But be sure to stop back here before you leave,” he said.  Annoyed at having drawn attention to myself in such a clumsy manner, I promised to stop in before leaving, and then I strode off into the heat and the dust.  More than an hour later, after wandering through a series of hot, empty buildings, I regretted my promise to stop back at Mr. Boland’s office before leaving.  I wanted to find a cold soda and get on my way back home.  But I did promise, and back I went.


I was taken aback when Mr. Boland addressed me by name, as though we had known each other for years.  “How do you like the place, Gerry?”  That was quickly followed by “Do you want to register for the September class?”  The latter caught me completely by surprise.  I mumbled something about not having taken the entrance exam and, after all, it was June already.  “That’s no problem,” said Boland, “You graduated from La Salle; so we can accept you without an entrance exam.”  I could not believe what I was hearing.  First, he remembered my name.  Now, he even waived the entrance exam – something that La Salle did not do.  I was beginning to like the place.  I filled out the application then and there.  


Over the next few years, I was very comfortable at St. Joseph’s College where I met several people who became close friends.  One of those friends was Jim Haughton who had picked up the nickname “Sadie” in high school at St. Joe’s Prep.  Sadie was a good all-around athlete who made up for his lack of height through his knowledge of the game and a keen awareness of the tendencies of opposing players.  But his distinguishing talent was his high tenor voice and an inclination to sing even before anyone suggested it.  Just thinking about it was enough to cause Sadie to step onto a chair or bench and begin singing.  


When we traveled to New York to watch St. Joe’s play basketball at the old Madison Square Garden on 49th Street, our crowd would invariably finish the evening at Joe King’s Rathskeller, in Greenwich Village, at a table near the piano.  The year after we graduated, Sadie and I were part of a group that rented a summer house in Ocean City, New Jersey, where sing-along entertainment was popular on the beaches and in the bars in the neighboring seashore towns.  By that time, Sadie and I collaborated on a number of popular tunes.  In the summer of 1960, it was a matter of routine to stop by the Haughton house on Fridays after dinner, and we would drive to the shore together in my car.


One Friday evening, Sadie was unusually hesitant when I stopped to pick him up.  It was his grandmother’s birthday.  Grannie Haughton was in her nineties and all of the Haughtons were expected to attend.  He was worried that I would leave for the shore without him.  “It will only be twenty minutes or so.  I just have to make an appearance,” he pleaded.  Sadie breathed a sigh of relief when I said that I would wait.  He then turned toward the door and motioned to me, saying, “Come on, you can come to the party.”


We walked.  Grannie lived only a block or two away.  As we walked, Sadie kept up a constant chatter, apparently trying to persuade me that this would not be a terrible ordeal.  The house was fairly crowded when we arrived.  Almost immediately, someone said that we were all going upstairs to Grannie’s room.  Grannie was confined to bed.  She could not come down to the party, so the party would go up to her.


About twenty people clambered into the second floor bedroom, calling out, “Happy Birthday!”  Grannie was lying on the bed with her head slightly propped up on a pillow.  She looked tired.  It was difficult to judge her mental state because she was engulfed by a gaggle of children, each vying for her attention as she waved and tried to address each of them individually.  Mrs. Haughton introduced me as “Jim’s friend” and Grannie nodded in my direction before turning her attention back to the children.  Sadie looked over at me and said, “Take a seat on the floor.  Sit anywhere.”  I found a comfortable spot in the corner where I could stretch out my legs.  Sadie sat across the room near one of his sisters.  I glanced at my watch.  It was seven o’clock.  We were supposed to be on the road by now.


When the children finally got settled, someone said that Grannie would like to hear a song.  The children took up the challenge.  It sounded as though they had practiced.  When they finished the song, I thought that Sadie would probably do one of his routines but Mrs. Haughton pointed to one of the girls.  The girl smiled and began to sing a tune from a Broadway musical.  She was very talented and I found myself thinking that every family has at least one entertainer.  When she finished, someone else sang — equally well — and then another and another.  It was a very talented and entertaining group.  


Inevitably, Sadie sang.  When he finished his number, he looked over at me and jerked his head toward the door.  I held up my hand, palm forward and slightly down, and signaled for him to wait a while.  A few minutes later, he held up his left forearm and agitatedly pointed to his watch.  I looked at my watch.  It was past eight o’clock.  Again, I held up my hand and then joined in the singing.  And so it went.  Later that night, in the Old Tavern and in the Gables in Margate, New Jersey, Sadie would tell anyone who would listen that he almost didn’t make it to the shore that night because “Saint wanted to stay at my grandmother’s birthday party.”  It was a good line.  It got a lot of laughs.


Thirty eight years later, thought of Sadie’s grandmother when Cathy and I traveled to Ireland and visited the house where Cathy’s paternal grandparents had lived.  Cathy visited her grandmother back in 1962, shortly before the old woman died.  I had seen a faded photograph of the Jane McErlean sitting with a shawl around her shoulders in front of her daughter’s house.  The old homestead was in Clady, about 30 miles northwest of Belfast, just across the River Bann from Portglenone.  It had been unused for a number of years.  It was an old, weather-beaten, masonry building with a metal roof.  It was about the size of two 2-car garages laid end to end.  It had been the home of Henry and Jane McErlean, and before that it belonged to Henry’s parents.


Jane McErlean’s maiden name was Graham.  Of the seven children of John and Bridget Graham, Jane was the only one who stayed in Ireland.  In the early 1920's, when Cathy’s father came to the United States, his mother Jane arranged for him to stay with her sister Bridget, who lived in Philadelphia with her husband Michael Boland.  Bridget Graham Boland, was the mother of Michael Boland, the registrar who was largely responsible for my attending St. Joseph’s College.  Another son, Frank, a doctor, was the father of my high school and college classmate.  And yet another of Bridget’s sons was Judge John Boland who, in 1949, was one of the founders and the first president of the Saint Thomas More Society of Philadelphia, an organization of Catholic lawyers, judges and law professors.  Forty years later, I would hold the office of president of the Saint Thomas More Society.   

Not long after young Henry arrived in Philadelphia, his mother’s brother Joe Graham asked Henry to be the godfather of Joe’s eleventh child, Tom.  In 1966, Father Tom Graham celebrated the wedding Mass for Cathy and I or, as they say, “married us.”  And there is more.


Joe Graham’s twin brother, Patrick, married a girl whose maiden name was Bridget Graham.  Thus, this Bridget became Bridget Graham Graham or, perhaps, Bridget Graham squared.  That marriage not only added to the proliferation of both Grahams and Bridgets, but it also blurred the line between two branches of the Graham family and compounded the confusion of outsiders who tried to figure out the relationship of one Graham to another.  Meanwhile, the second Bridget, that is Bridget Graham Graham, had a brother Jim whose son became an Auxiliary Bishop of Philadelphia, the Right Reverend John J. Graham.  In the spring of 1990, Bishop Graham confirmed our youngest son Gerard.


While Cathy and I were in Portglenone and Clady, we visited Jane Graham McErlean’s last surviving child, Susan McErlean McCann.  Susan was in her nineties and bedridden, bringing to mind memories of Grannie’s party thirty eight years earlier.  We talked with Susan’s children, Bridget McCann Birt, her sister Jane and three brothers, Patsy, John and Tom, about their family background.  They were very interested in their forebears and their experiences but they have very little information about them.  There are few documents and fewer photographs.  And the family elders who have long served as their collective memory are dying out.  


At one point, Bridget sadly noted that there are no longer any Grahams or Bolands left in Portglenone.  I can believe that.  In fact, I think that I know exactly where they went.    
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