A SNAPSHOT IN TIME
By Gerard J. St. John
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No, it is not a great photo.  There is no sense of movement, much less speed, balance, or grace.  The ball is nowhere to be seen.  All eyes are up, looking for the ball.  It is as if the players are sneaking an extra breath of air while everyone is looking at the backboard.  But wait!  There on the left edge of the photo, next to Jack Egan’s hip, see the fellow dressed in a coat and tie, and wearing horn-rimmed glasses?  That’s me.  This is the only known photograph of the best seat that I ever had for an NCAA basketball tournament game. 

It all started on Wednesday, March 11, 1959.  I was in charge of the intramural sports program at St. Joseph’s College, and I spent a good bit of time in the fieldhouse.  That particular afternoon I wanted to make sure that all of the scheduled basketball games were completed.  St. Joe’s was a small school.  There were only three courts available on which to play all of the intramural league games.  It was a particularly busy time that month what with the varsity basketball team having been selected to participate in the eastern regionals of the NCAA tournament.  St. Joe’s was scheduled to play against top-rated West Virginia and its superstar Jerry West, in Charlotte, North Carolina, on Friday night.


I was a St. Joe basketball fanatic.  I would have loved to go to that game but I was financially challenged.  I could handle the price of the tickets; and I could go on a starvation diet for three days; but the cost of travel and a motel room were beyond my meager resources.  Maybe it was a good thing that the issue was cut and dried.  A lot of my friends were in the same boat.  We would not mope around feeling sorry for ourselves.  I had just finished an intramural game and was resting at the end of the court, when I noticed a silhouetted figure waving at me from the main entrance of the gym.

It was Ray Adamczyk.  He graduated in 1956, in what I thought of as, “Mike Fallon’s class.”  Ray probably did not know anyone else in the gym.  He looked relieved when I acknowledged his wave and walked over to him.  He asked about the availability of tickets for the tournament games.  I had no official position in the ticket office, but I regularly helped out with the sale of tickets and other athletic department chores.  I was able to direct Ray to the office where he had no difficulty purchasing tickets for the games.  As we talked, he said that he remembered what it is like to be a student, and that he and his fiancé would be glad to give a ride to any students who were going to the games this weekend.  “Just tell them to meet me here tomorrow at 5:30 p.m.”  At about that time, Jim Gavaghan joined us and said, “I’m going!”  When Don McBride heard about our plans, he made it a threesome.  We did not know where we were going to sleep, but we were going south, “y’all.”

On Thursday evening, the three of us met Ray and his fiancé at the fieldhouse and began our journey.  I had no idea how long it would take to drive to Charlotte.  I assumed that we had plenty of time because we were starting out more than twenty-four hours before game time.  I would learn.  Our differences in outlook soon became apparent.  Ray and his fiancé had their reservations in Charlotte.  It was okay with them if we arrived in Charlotte 30 minutes before game time.  On the other hand, Don, Gav and I needed time to scrounge places to stay after the game.  We wanted to get to Charlotte as quickly as possible, but it was not our decision to make.  It was Ray’s car.  Ray stayed well below the speed limit on every highway, regardless of the volume of traffic.  Keep in mind that this was before the days of the interstate highway system.  The speed limits were designed for horse and buggy traffic.  We plodded down Route 15, past Gettysburg and by the civil war battlefields at about the same speed that Robert E. Lee had traveled a century before.  
Gav offered and re-offered to share the driving chores.  Finally, Ray relented and let Gav assume the driving.  Don and I moved up to the front seat; we let Ray and his fiancé have exclusive possession of the back seat (which would also make it difficult for them to see the speedometer).  It was nearly midnight when we wound our way through the town of Culpeper.  Through the early morning hours, Gav’s driving made a big difference in the distance that we covered.  Shortly before daybreak, Ray awakened and said that he would resume the driving chores.  As expected, our progress slowed noticeably.  However, we pushed on at Ray’s unperturbed pace until finally we pulled up to the Charlotte Carousel sports complex and the sprawling Carousel Motel.  It was nearly 11:00 a.m.  We made arrangements to meet Ray after the second game on Saturday night, and then set out to find someone who might let us spend the night in their room.
The Carousel Motel was like a college town.  All four teams and most of their supporters were staying there.  It was not long before Gav ran into some members of the track team who agreed to let him stay in their motel room.  One down and two to go.  We saw plenty of people that we knew, but getting a place to stay was something else.  We were walking by the area occupied by the U.S. Naval Academy basketball team when someone called out Don McBride’s name.  It was Fran Delano, who had been a high school classmate of Don’s at St. Joe’s Prep in Philadelphia.  Fran was a member of the Naval Academy team.  He spoke to his roommate Ron Doyle, and they said that Don and I were welcome to stay in their room.  “Just stay out of the way of Coach Carnevale.”  Later, Doyle made arrangements to move in with another teammate who had a room by himself.
Things were working out very well.  We had our tickets to the game.  We bought them before we left St. Joseph’s, but we had no idea where they were located.  The tickets said “Row DDDD.”  That meant nothing to us.  The meaning became crystal clear when we showed the tickets to the usher at the base of the Carousel stairway.  He pointed up — way, way up.  I began to feel dizzy.  In a minor state of panic, my eyes raced around the arena.  Down at courtside was a long table that ran along the edge of the basketball court.  There were seats for the official scorer, the timekeeper, radio sportscasters and newspaper reporters.  Significantly, at the right end of the table there were three empty seats . . . three empty seats.  Now, I wasn’t born yesterday.  I knew that those seats were reserved for somebody important.  We were not important.  Undoubtedly, any approach to those seats would be quickly and publicly rebuffed.  Why bother?  I looked again at our tickets – and I looked up at Row DDDD – and whispered to Don and Gav, “Pull out a piece of paper and a pencil; we’ll tell them that we are reporters for the college newspaper.”
I was surprised that we made it all the way to the table.  Once there, we hunkered down and pretended to make notes on the scraps of paper that we tore from the official program.  I kept waiting for the sword to drop.  It never happened.  Midway through the first half, I began to relax and enjoy the game.  Don McBride was sitting to my left.  To Don’s left was the radio broadcasting crew.  Between them was a telephone.  It was 1959, the era of The Bell System and AT&T Long Lines.  Long distance phone calls were a big deal.  Don picked up the phone and dialed his home number.  His family was listening to the game on the radio.  They could not believe that Don was calling from courtside.  The following night we came back, and the seats were still there.  This time we had no hesitation.  We felt that we were entitled to those seats.
And what about the games?  They did not go as well as we hoped.  St. Joe started off against West Virginia like a house afire.  The Hawks had an 18-point lead midway through the second half.  Then West Virginia began a pressure defense and the referees began to call a one-sided stream of personal fouls against St. Joe’s, usually offensive fouls.  There were 32 personal fouls called against St. Joseph’s as opposed to only 20 against West Virginia.  Four of St. Joseph’s five starting players and their first substitute off the bench fouled out of the game.  Joe Gallo, the fifth starter, was on the verge of fouling out with four fouls called against him.  None of the West Virginia players fouled out of the game.  Jerry West was spectacular, scoring 36 points to lead West Virginia to a 95-92 victory.  In the consolation game on Saturday night, Navy beat a disheartened St. Joe’s team 70-56.
When classes resumed the following week, Bernie Scally asked me to draft a letter from him as president of the Student Council of St. Joseph’s College to the NCAA, complaining about the one-sided officiating in the West Virginia game.  I told Bernie that I could not do that.  I did not like what the referees had done, but the game was over, and it was time to move on.  We did move on, but some small part of that distant weekend in Charlotte has lingered in me.
In the fall of 1959, I frequently found myself driving through Culpeper, Virginia, and the civil war battlefields to and from my first active duty assignment at Marine Corps Base, Quantico, Virginia.  Culpeper always reminds me of that long drive to Charlotte.  While attending The Officers Basic School in Quantico, we were joined by a class of freshly minted second lieutenants from the Naval Academy.  Nearly all of them had been at the NCAA tournament and stayed at the Carousel Motel.  They remembered it as a party weekend.  Twenty-five years later I was reminded of Ron Retton, an unheralded substitute on the 1959 West Virginia team, when his daughter Mary Lou won a gold medal in gymnastics in the 1984 Olympics.  That gave me an additional reason to root for Mary Lou.
Most of all, I find myself thinking of three courtside seats at the officials table.  Things like that do not just “happen.”  Someone must have stepped back and let three college kids have their dream weekend.  I don’t know who was responsible, but this lucky beneficiary has been forever grateful.  I am also glad that this experience was preserved in an almost forgotten black-and-white photograph in the St. Joseph’s University archives.  Go Hawks!
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