PLAY IT AGAIN, SAM.

By Gerard J. St. John


I heard that song before.  I first heard it in one of the clubs on Okinawa, probably the Mikado, in Koza.  The Mikado had a 12-member band that played American and European music.  The saxophone section carried the melody, giving it a “Glen Miller” sound.  In the Officer’s Club at Camp Schwab, the same tune was played on the piano.  We also heard it in Tokyo, and Hong Kong, and in Subic Bay in the Philippines.  It was a lilting melody that seemed strangely out of place emanating from the deep baritone saxophone but was right at home with the piano.  Unlike Moon River, another ubiquitous tune in the Far East in 1962, none of us knew the name of this captivating melody.  We tended to think that it was a classical piece and that our lack of knowledge of “good music” was the reason why we did not know its name.  But that did not answer the question of why nearly every musician in every low-brow establishment in the Far East played the piece as though it was second nature to them.


When we returned to the United States in 1963, at the end of our overseas tour, I heard it in a small club in San Francisco, again on a piano.  The piano player did not know the name either.  Over the next thirty years, I heard it played a number of times on the radio but never caught the name of the tune.  And then one night, it was part of a concert presented at the Academy of Music by the Philadelphia Orchestra.  The program listed it as Mozart’s Concerto No. 21, the andante movement.  The program also said that it was used as the background theme in a 1962 motion picture, “Elvira Madigan.”  Very few people remember the film and, of course, I never even heard of it because it was out of circulation by the time that I returned home from the Far East in 1963.  Nonetheless, Elvira’s theme had become a part of the standard repertoire of virtually every club instrumentalist in this country and abroad.  And for me it was a source of nagging curiosity for more than thirty years.


It reminds me of the story that I read about Notre Dame football.  I first read it in about 1964, but for the life of me I cannot recall where I read it.  It was about the 1925 Rose Bowl game, the last bowl game that Notre Dame played until it reversed its “no post-season game” policy in the late 1960's.  In 1925, Notre Dame was coached by Knute Rockne.  The backfield was popularly known as “The Four Horsemen.”  Stanford University was coached by the legendary Pop Warner.  Its star was Ernie Nevers.  It was one of Pop Warner’s best teams.


Stanford quickly showed its power both on the ground and in the air.  But a combination of stiff goal line defenses and critical fumbles left Stanford on the short end of a 6-3 score midway through the second quarter.  However, Stanford was on the move again and was about to score the go-ahead touchdown.  But that was not to be.  Stanford tried to set up the touchdown with a pass.  Elmer Layden intercepted the ball on the Notre Dame 22 yard line and ran it 78 yards for a touchdown.  In the third quarter, Notre Dame took advantage of a Stanford fumble and scored again.  In the closing minutes of the game, Layden picked off another Stanford pass and ran this one back 70 yards for a touchdown, giving Notre Dame a decisive 27-10 victory.


After the game, Notre Dame boarded a train for the long trip back to Indiana.  Meanwhile, Pop Warner complained to anyone who would listen that the rules of the game of football should be changed to credit the team that dominates the contest, as Stanford did in the Rose Bowl, measured by statistics showing the total numbers of first downs, rushing yards, passing yards and total offense.  National sports writers picked up the cause and descended on Rockne to get his view.  The Rock, who had the long train ride to think about the subject, laughed and said that it was a great idea.  Rockne said that the rules for football ought to be revised in that fashion — just as soon as baseball rules are revised to award victory to the team with the most men left on base.


It was a great comment.  It ended Pop Warner’s complaint then and there.  It embodies such common sense that it is also applicable to many other situations.


When I first read about it, I was wondering whether I should make the effort to go to law school or whether it would be better to stand pat and use my high mark on the law school aptitude test as a talking point of my “potential,” as some of my acquaintances were doing.  Rockne’s remark put the concept of “potential” in its proper context.  I later used that story many times to squelch blowhards who claimed present glory based on past accomplishments.  Then, one day a few years ago, Tom Fox, the old Inquirer columnist, was telling me a story that he had been told by Jim Crowley, one of the Four Horsemen of Notre Dame.  It was about the train ride back from the 1925 Rose Bowl game.  I responded with the story about men left on base.  Fox perked up noticeably.  He pulled out his notepad and said, “Where did you get that story?”  


He might as well have asked me to hum a few bars from Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21.
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