I REMEMBER IT WELL.
By Gerard J. St. John

It is a scene from the popular movie “Gigi.”  Maurice Chevalier sings a duet with one of his past flames, reminiscing about their romance years ago.  It goes like this:

He:
We met at nine.

She:
We met at eight.

He:
I was on time.

She:
No, you were late.

He:
Ah, yes, I remember it well.

We dined with friends.

She:
We dined alone.

He:
A tenor sang.

She:
A baritone.

He:
Ah, yes, I remember it well.

Moviegoers enjoyed Chevalier’s lighthearted recollection.  Obviously, someone’s memory could be improved.  Isn’t memory supposed to be accurate and reliable?  

It reminds me of my own persistent recollection of a basketball game that pitted the University of Pennsylvania against Villanova in the 1971 NCAA Tournament.  March 1971 was early in my career as a lawyer.  In our large Philadelphia law firm, novice lawyers were often given the most menial jobs available.  As Jim Leyden put it, “They get the crap that no one else wants.”  On this particular occasion I was temporarily assigned to a gaggle of lawyers and legal assistants engaged in a dreadfully dull document review in the basement storage area of a major client in mid-town Manhattan.  Other members of our team had been on that job for more than a week, and they had established a routine for their off-the-clock hours.  Gary Wynkoop invited me to join them after work at one of New York’s downtown restaurants.  I demurred.  I had other plans.  Penn and Villanova were scheduled to play that evening in the televised quarter-final round of the NCAA Basketball Tournament.  
Both teams were outstanding.  Penn was undefeated, including a victory over Villanova in Philadelphia’s Big 5 competition.  Penn had a balanced attack led by 6’-7” Corky Calhoun.  In the backcourt were legendary guards, Steve Bilsky and Dave Wohl.  The frontcourt consisted of several 6’-8” players including Bob Morse, Jim Wolf and Phil Hankinson.  Villanova’s 6’-8” Howard Porter is usually described as “dominating.”  That is an understatement.  Moreover, Porter was backed up by the likes of Hank Siemiontkowski, Tom Ingelsby and Chris Ford.  It promised to be a great game.  My plan was to grab a sandwich and a beer, and watch the game on TV in my hotel room.

Walking back to the hotel I spotted a small deli that advertised exactly the type of sandwich that I had in mind.  The deli was not a big place; it had a long counter at which customers queued up and placed their sandwich orders.  I was told that I could pick up my sandwich at the cash register where I could also order the beer.  I paid the cashier, picked up the large brown paper bag that had my order, and headed for the hotel.  My timing was perfect.  It was just 30-minutes until game time.  That was when I discovered the mistake.  The roast beef sandwich was not in the bag.

There was no time to run back to the deli to claim my sandwich.  The game was about to begin.  I sat down in front of the TV and popped open a can of beer.  It would not be the first time that I had a six-pack of beer for dinner.  On TV they called the tournament “March Madness.”  Maybe that explained the missing sandwich.  Slowly, it dawned on me that the missing sandwich was not the only madness of that day.  For all practical purposes, there was no real game to the game.  Villanova started like a house afire.  It seemed that they scored every time down the court.  In contrast, Penn was tentative.  Their shots were not falling.   Villanova got the rebounds and raced down to the other end of the court for easy scores.  Penn waited for the momentum to change – but the momentum did not change.  Villanova coasted to a lopsided 90-47 win.  For Penn, their only loss of the season was an unmitigated disaster.

Villanova seized the moment.  They went on to beat Western Kentucky in the semi-finals, and were pitted against UCLA in the tournament final.  It was a close game but UCLA prevailed by a score of 68-62.  Villanova finished in second place.  Howard Porter was voted the Most Outstanding Player of the tournament.  And then the bubble burst!

Prior to the tournament, Porter had signed a contract to play professional basketball, and thereby disqualified himself from participation in the NCAA Tournament.  The NCAA imposed sanctions vacating Villanova’s tournament victories and expunging its second place finish.  No one dared to suggest that Villanova’s vacated victory meant that Penn had finished its season undefeated.  Even an edict from the almighty NCAA could not erase the memory of that devastating loss.  The madness of March is not so easily dismissed.


 The 1971 tournament jinx seemed to follow some of the players into their later lives.  Penn’s Phil Hankinson, a sophomore forward on the 1971 tournament team, had a bright future with the Boston Celtics, and then knee injuries and severe depression led to his tragic suicide.  Even worse was the difficult trail of Howard Porter, who sunk deep into drug addiction.  Years later, it appeared that he had successfully rehabilitated and was flourishing as a probation officer in Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota.  Then, in September 2007, his barely living body was found in an alley, beaten to a pulp.  He died one week later.  The convicted killers said that it was a planned robbery that went awry.


And what about my missing roast beef sandwich?  Well, that was the undeniable fact that challenged my memory of this distant event.  As is the case with any reminiscence, the story required research to verify the underlying facts.  One of those facts is that the game between Penn and Villanova was played on March 20, 1971.  That was a Saturday.  I did not work in New York City on Saturdays.  Our document review assignments were strictly weekday things.  During the week, we often stayed overnight at a downtown hotel, but on Friday afternoon we would catch a train back to Philadelphia.  There is no way that I could have been in New York City on that Saturday in March 1971.   

Yet, I recall the Penn-Villanova game so clearly.  I can still see Howard Porter and Hank Siemiontkowski dominating both ends of the court.  You don’t just imagine someone named “Siemiontkowski.”  Moreover, I know darn well that there is a small deli in New York City that owes me a roast beef sandwich.  The answer to the puzzle is that I did see Villanova wallop Penn on TV; and I did order that roast beef sandwich; but both of those events did not occur on the same day.  
Trial lawyers are familiar with the phenomenon in which a witness’ memory mixes up the details from two separate events and combines them into one cohesive unit.  It is a fairly common occurrence.  Psychologists have a name for it.  They call it “misattribution.”  It is a descriptive diagnosis.  It simply describes the symptom observed.  The conclusory description does not tell us how the billions of cerebral nerve cells functioned to form the memory in the first place, or what went wrong in any given aspect of the recall.  The best we can do is to make an educated guess at which parts of which brain lobes might have been involved in misattributing the source of the memory.  
So be it with that long-gone basketball game.  Ah, yes, I remember it well.
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