JUMBO

By Gerard J. St. John


As calendar year 1955 wound slowly to a close, a discrete group of students was selected for a 5-year coop program at St. Joseph’s College in Philadelphia.  Typically, college coop programs involve alternating semesters of study and semesters of practical employment in private enterprise related to one’s field of study.  This particular group included a contingent of recent graduates of Northeast Catholic High School, John Brand, Jim Gavaghan and James J. Morris, Jr.  The Jesuit fathers approached each of the students individually and informed us that all concerned would be better off if we got real jobs before continuing our education at St. Joe’s.  And that we did.
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One year later, we were back.  The one-year sabbatical meant mainly that we were now in the Class of 1959 and subject to the influence – for better or for worse – of Vince Nolan, the irrepressible anchorman of St. Joe’s Prep’s Class of 1955.  For Jim Morris in particular, this was a mixed blessing.   Although Jim and Vince were the best of friends, Jim knew that he would now be a primary target of Nolan’s hilarious rapid-fire comments.  Morris was a mountain of a man, about 6’3” tall and weighing over 250 pounds.  He had exceptional foot speed and consistently placed first in contests involving the shot put and the discus throw.  On the other hand, his nickname would make him an obvious target.  In high school, they called him “Flabby.”  If you mentioned the name James J. Morris to a North Catholic grad, he would look at you and say, “Who?”  And then, “Oh, you mean Flabby Morris.”  Jim hated it.


In our senior year, someone came between Jim Morris and Vince Nolan.  Jim met Maryann Olszewski and the change was immediate.  He studied more.  His grades improved.  One afternoon, we were sitting in the cafeteria and Vince was complaining about one of the tests and his relatively low grade.  Jim disagreed with his friend.  Jim said, “I didn’t think that it was such a hard test; I got a B+.”  Vince was stung by the comment.  He erupted with a quick retort, “Listen to Mr. genius!  He’s a genius.  He’s a — Jumbo genius!”  The name stuck, sometimes in the diminutive “Jumbo” or “Jummie.”  Jim liked it; years later, he even made it his e-mail address: jumbogenius@aol.com.  We liked it too.  For most of us it was a welcome replacement for the “F” word that had become second nature to us.


The year after graduation, Jim and Maryann were married at St. Timothy’s Church in Mayfair.  At that time, I was attending The Basic School at Marine Corps Schools, Quantico, Virginia.  Jim and Maryann were obviously surprised when Frank Reed and I showed up at their wedding Mass in uniform.  We even carried swagger sticks, which were a part of the official uniform during the tenure of General Pate as Commandant.  Jim got a big kick out of it.


As is often the way with college friends, Jim and I went our separate ways, devoting virtually full time to our respective families and jobs.  On occasion, we would get together at a ball game or at our class reunions.  Jim worked in center city for the Hartford Insurance Company.  I would see him on the street occasionally and often heard lawyers mention his name.  However, we were involved in the same case only once.  On that occasion, we did not deal with each other by phone or by mail as us usually the case with lawyers and insurance claims managers.  We made it a point to meet at Bookbinder’s Restaurant on 15th Street.  We had dinner and a few manhattans; and we talked about everything but the case.


One frequent subject of conversation was the current activities of our mutual friend John Brand.  John and I had worked together at the Frankford Post Office during the Christmas holidays when we were in high school.  John and Jim were close friends from Northeast Catholic High School where Jim threw the shot put and the discus and John threw the javelin.  They both received athletic scholarships to St. Joseph’s College and invariably, they garnered first place in the shot, discus and javelin events in all of the conference track & field meets.  After graduation, John became a golf pro at a club in Woodbury, New Jersey, and then bought a golf facility in upstate New York before moving to Florida.  One afternoon, I received a call from Jim telling me that John Brand’s mother passed away and that John would be in town for the funeral.  It would be a good chance to get together.


The funeral Mass was at St. Joachim’s, which North Catholic graduates call “St. Joe-Akim’s.”  The Mass was celebrated in the newly renovated chapel.  Jim insisted that I precede him in the pew so that he could have the aisle seat.  The regular pew seats were small folding chairs but the aisle seat was an armchair.  No sooner were we seated when I heard Jim grunt, “Uh-oh.”  

“What’s the matter, Jim?”

“I’m stuck!”

Just then, a bell rang and the priests and the altar boys came out of the sacristy; everyone stood up!  Jim stood up too – with the armchair stuck to his posterior and all four legs of the chair pointed toward the back of the church.  Sometimes it is hard not to laugh.


St. Joe-Akim’s is located at the intersection of Church and Penn Streets in the Frankford section of Philadelphia.  There was barely enough curb space on Church Street for the hearse, the flower car and a limousine.  The rest of the funeral cortege was parked around the corner on Penn Street.  My car was about fifth in the line.  Jim and Maryann were at the far end.  The burial was to take place at Our Lady of Grace Cemetery in Penndel, up near the old Greenwood Dairies.  I wondered if something was wrong.  It was taking a long time for the cars to move out.  Up at the front of the line on Penn Street, I saw one of John Brand’s daughters get out of her car and walk around the corner toward the entrance of the church.  She came back in an instant.  The hearse, the flower car and the limo were gone.  They were on the way to the cemetery and no one had followed them.  At that point, the young lady announced, “Flabby knows the way.”  “Everybody follow Flabby!”


I have never seen anything like it before or since.  It was starting to rain.  Nine cars in close alignment, with parking lights on, emergency lights flashing, windshield wipers flicking back and forth, and purple “Funeral” signs posted in their windshields – but no hearse – raced north on Roosevelt Boulevard, through red lights and warning signals.  We did not know how far ahead of us the hearse was.  We estimated that it left the church nearly ten minutes before we got started.  We pushed ahead frantically through one intersection after another, expecting at any minute to be pulled over by the State Police.  Eventually, we arrived in Penndel and pulled off Route 1 and onto the residential streets that led to the cemetery; through the front gates and — it was empty!


No one was there.  We drove all around the cemetery and then parked at a freshly dug gravesite where a small canopy had been set up.  We opened our windows to let in some air and we waited.  About ten minutes later, we saw headlights coming down the road.  It was the hearse, the flower car and the limo.  Each group was happy to see the other.  After the short graveside ceremony, it was time for rejoicing.  Jumbo Genius had beaten the odds; after a false start, he had easily outpaced the undertaker.


Last week, Jumbo had another date with the undertaker.  He competed well; he finished the race but this time he did not win the event.  John Brand came up from Florida, driving 15 hours straight through.  Jim’s classmates from grammar school, high school and college showed up in great numbers to see him off.  Their comments centered not on Jim’s extraordinary physical dimensions, his victories or his trophies but on his great sense of humor and loyalty to his friends.  No one used the “F” word.
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