ZAMBO

By Gerard J. St. John



Little Black Sambo was a popular children’s story in the 1930's and 1940's.  It was set in a fantasyland that was part Africa, part India.   Sambo was a child who matched wits with four tigers and prevailed over them. (You may recall that Sambo pitted the tigers against each other by appealing to their pride and jealousy.  In the end, the tigers chased each other at ever-increasing speed in a tight circle and churned themselves into a mass of butter that Sambo ate with his pancakes.)  Helen Bannerman, a native of Edinburgh, Scotland, wrote the story to entertain her two young daughters.  Nearly a century later, another Edinburgh mother, Joanne Rowling, would amuse her young child by writing a fantasy-land tale of wizards and goblins.  It became one of the best-selling books in publishing history.  But by the time that Harry Potter appeared on the scene, Sambo had been relegated to the trash heap; remembered only as an example of institutional racism of the twentieth century.



Whether or not Sambo is racist is a question for the inquiring mind of someone else.  But there can be no question that, in the early 1940's, everyone knew Sambo.  And it was only natural that dark-complected Dominic Zambino would become known to his friends as “Zambo” or the abbreviated version, “Zam.”  



It would be wrong to say that Zam was “little.”  Zambo was a big man.  He was enormous; six feet, two inches tall and weighing just under 300 pounds.  He was strong and highly intelligent.  Only his ponderous, slow feet kept him from being the outstanding athlete that he would liked to have been.  If Zam was disappointed with his oversize dimensions, he kept it to himself.  Instead, he bore the brunt of his own sense of humor.  Zambo had a well developed sense of humor.



One target of self-deprecation was his prodigious appetite.  Whereas most people begin their day with a small bowl of cereal, Zam would start out the day with a heaping bowl of baked macaroni and cheese – maybe two.  It was a rare occasion when he did not have a fudgesicle in his mouth.  He would buy them by the handful at the store on Frankford Avenue that served as our local hangout.  One evening, Jim McMahon invited the curbside crowd to an introductory ride in his newly purchased car.  There must have been eight or nine of us, and we all crammed into the car.  In the back seat, there were three rows of people sitting on each others’ laps.  We made certain that 300-pound Zam was on the bottom row.  After a 15- minute drive through the neighborhood, we returned to the starting point and pried ourselves out of the car.  Zam was the last to emerge, stretching his very large frame.  Then, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a chocolate fudgesicle that somehow had survived the trip.  You can be sure that no one asked him for a bite of that fudgesicle.



Zam’s pride and joy was his collection of 78-rpm audio records.  He concentrated on the big bands of the 1930's and 1940's.  He could listen to just a few bars of the music and tell you the name of the song, the musician and the approximate date of the recording session.  The collection was shelved in his recreation room.  It looked like the record library of a major radio station.  Dom spent most of his free time in that recreation room, listening to the records.  The only exception was when his uncle stayed overnight and slept in the recreation room. When the uncle was there, a glass-cased pretzel cart would be in the hallway.  The uncle was a vendor of Philadelphia soft pretzels.  He worked one of the downtown street corners.  We thought of pretzel vendors as being about one step above running a lemonade stand.  We were not surprised that Zam’s uncle had no home to call his own.  But we were surprised to learn that a pretzel vendor with a good downtown location made about as much money in one day as our fathers made in an entire week. 



Zam graduated two years ahead of me at St. Joseph’s College.  It was a long distance from our Mayfair neighborhood in northeast Philadelphia to St. Joseph’s, which is located at the western edge of the city.  Kurt Engelbert drove to school every day from his home in nearby Tacony.  Kurt went out of his way to pick up Zam.  During the 40-minute drive to St. Joe’s, the car radio was invariably tuned to a disc jockey who featured big band music.  The disc jockey would play the record first, and after the record ended, he would announce the names of the tune and the artist.  At the first notes of the music, Zam would tell us the tune and the artist – and invariably, he would be correct.  About mid-way through the school year, the disc jockey announced a contest.  He would play approximately twenty seconds apiece from five recordings.  The radio audience was invited to guess the names of the tunes.  The prize would be a guest appearance as a disc jockey on the show.  Zam won hands down.  He had four of the five records in his recreation room library, and he knew the fifth one instantly.  A few weeks later, he appeared on the show and proved that he had no aptitude whatever for the radio business.  He laughed uncontrollably through his entire 30 minutes of fame.



Zam laughed a lot.  Once he got started, it was virtually impossible to stop.  One evening in 1956, we were sitting in the Zambino living room, watching the Republican Party’s National Convention on television.  At that time, television was in its infancy; this was one of the first political conventions to be televised nationally.  The network was inexperienced and the commentators were feeling their way with this new public media.  The big question at that convention was the candidate for vice president.  Everyone knew that President Eisenhower held the top spot but there was a heated contest for the office of vice president, then held by Richard Nixon.  In particular, Nelson Rockefeller was running a well-financed campaign for vice president.  That particular night, the names of the candidates for vice president were being placed in nomination.  With each nomination, there would be a carefully rehearsed demonstration by the candidate’s supporters.  



During a lull in the activity on the podium, the camera went down to a staging area where Dick Nixon’s supporters were readying their demonstration.  There were men wearing straw skimmers emblazoned with red, white and blue bands.  There [image: image1.jpg]wr
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were about thirty attractive girls with very short skirts.  The announcer said that the Nixon team would pick up on the slogan that had served President Eisenhower so well, “I like Ike.”  Each of the demonstrators carried a sign declaring that, “I like Dick!”  Dom Zambino fell out of his chair and rolled across the living room floor laughing.  Seconds later, the screen went blank as the network censored the show.  The following day, the newspapers made only a brief reference to a problem with the television coverage due to a “double entendre.”


During our college years, Zam did not drive a car.  He did not have a driver’s license.  He would explain that, when he tried to drive and put his foot on the gas pedal, his foot was so large that it hit all three pedals at the same time.  The inability to drive seemed not to bother him – except when St. Joe’s was playing a basketball game in New York City.  St. Joe had a pretty good basketball team in those days and Kurt Engelbert was probably its best player.  Zam’s interest in St. Joe basketball was heightened by the presence of Kurt and Mike Fallon on the team.  So strong was his interest in watching those games that Zam asked his father for the use of the family car to drive to New York.  He told his father that the lack of a driver’s license was not a problem because I would drive the car.



Much to my surprise, Zam’s father agreed to let me drive his car.  I had never even met Zam’s father.  During the daylight hours, he was at work; and he never came down to the recreation room when we were listening to records.  Maybe he did not like big band music.  Even when we left for New York, Mr. Zambino was not at home.  Zam had the keys and the car was in the driveway behind the house.  I could not believe it.  My father would never have let me drive our car to New York City.  Yet Zam’s father had no hesitation in letting me drive the Zambino car to and from the Holiday Tournament games in Madison Square Garden. 
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Madison Square Garden was a special place.  In those days, “the Garden” was located on Eighth Avenue at 50th Street.  Usually, you could get a parking spot at the curb in the nearby “Hell’s Kitchen” area.  You just had to be sure that there were three or four guys with you walking through Hell’s Kitchen to and from Eighth Avenue.  The Garden was a large, drab, big city building, several stories high.  From the outside, it looked like one of Philadelphia’s downtown department stores with a theater-type entrance in the middle of the block.  Inside, it was an old-time sports arena with several levels of balconies that circled the playing area.  The top balcony was so high that it must have been difficult for spectators to see down through the dense cloud of cigar smoke that hovered near the roof of the building.  The building smelled of cigars, stale beer and decades of sweat soaked into the old wooden floors. 



The thick aroma undoubtedly helped the St. Joe fans hide the fish.  I don’t know how the practice got started; I was told only that it was our “tradition” when playing in the Garden.  Before the game, a group of students would visit one of New York’s fish markets and buy a fairly large whole fish, usually a mackerel or a carp.  They would ask that the fish be wrapped in a double layer of paper – and then would add another layer of newspaper to be sure that the package would not leak.  When they were about half-block from the Garden, one of the students would use a belt to strap the package to his midsection.  Then, he would button his overcoat to cover the package and walk into the Garden like everyone else and take his seat.  When the referees called the first foul on St. Joe’s, the chant would start, “Throw him the fish!  Throw him the fish!”  It got louder and louder.  And then the fish would come hurtling through the air, usually landing in the middle of the court.  The St. Joe fans would go wild.  The security guards would scurry around in a frantic but vain search for the culprit.  The Garden regulars loved it.
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Before the game, the Philadelphia basketball crowd invariably met in the main bar of the Taft Hotel on Seventh Avenue, just one block from the Garden.  The legal drinking age in New York City was only 18 years, and that made the town especially attractive for young college students.  After the game, some people would go back to the bar at the Taft, while others would go to the strip-joints along 52nd Street.  Our crowd usually took a taxi down to Greenwich Village.  Joe King’s Rathskeller at Third Avenue and 17th Street was our favorite watering hole.  It was a piano “sing-along” spot, with an Old World German motif, located in the basement of one of the Village’s large buildings.  The piano player knew all of the college songs, and we knew all of the words. 


Returning from one of those games in the early morning, I took the wrong exit from the New Jersey Turnpike.  Instead of connecting with the Pennsylvania-New Jersey Turnpike Bridge, we found ourselves driving through Yardley, in Bucks County, on a two lane country road.  As we drove along that unlighted road, it occurred to me that I was still driving at turnpike speed.  It was at that instant when I saw the blue and red flashing lights in the rear view mirror.  The policeman was all business.  I handed him my driver’s license and the packet of owner’s materials that was clipped to the visor above my head.  The officer took these items, pulled out a thick pad of traffic citations and went to check the license plate on the rear of the car.  “Everyone thinks that they are still on the turnpike,” he grumbled.  I leaned back on the seat, wondering how I would explain this infraction to Zam’s father.



Suddenly, my reverie was shattered by the driver’s license and owner’s packet flying back at me through the window of the car, landing on my lap.  “Who belongs to the FOP?” asked the officer.  He had seen the small round decal that was fixed to the license plate.  Zam responded that his father, Lou Zambino, was one of the founders of the Fraternal Order of Police.  Zam later told me that his father once had the reputation of being the toughest cop in South Philadelphia.  Some people said that Lou Zambino was the role model for Frank Rizzo, a South Philly cop who became mayor of the city some fifteen years after our incident in Yardley.  “Tell him that I said hello,” called the policeman, “and watch your speed!”



Eventually, Zam did get his driver’s license.  It was a practical necessity when he took a job with the Revenue Department.  He had to drive to and from the Harrisburg office.  Maybe it helped that there were only two pedals to deal with in a car with an automatic transmission.  Still, he was in Philadelphia most of the week and we continued to get together and shoot baskets on the outdoor courts behind Lincoln High School.  On weekends, Hank Heywood joined us.  Hank was about a year older than Zam.  He was a sergeant in the Air Force and was stationed at Dover, Delaware.  Hank was looking for a way to stay in shape, and our weekend activity fit right into his schedule.



It wasn’t long before we added jogging to our routine.  We would start on Lincoln’s quarter-mile track.  After two laps, Hank and I jogged out across the football fields to the gate at Ryan Avenue and turned right to the nearby Park Guard pistol range at the edge of Pennypack Park.  In the meanwhile, Zam did another lap or two on the track.  Hank and I continued along Sandy Run to the bridle path and then toward Pennypack Falls.  About two hundred yards before the falls, we turned right to a narrow path up the steep slope to Rowland Avenue.  As we stumbled out of the woods and onto level ground, we would see Zam waiting about three hundred yards away, near Sheffield Avenue.  The three of us would then run back to the track and jog two more laps.  We figured that the entire run covered nearly three miles.  It was a great conditioning exercise – and we were ten years ahead of the jogging craze that started in 1968 with the publication of Kenneth Cooper’s book Aerobics.  More important for me, it laid the groundwork for the intensive running that I would do when I tried out for soccer at St. Joe’s.  And it made the Hill Trail at Quantico seem like a walk in the park.  On the other hand, it seemed not to change Zambo one bit.



Four years later, when I returned to Philadelphia after my tour of duty in the Marine Corps, there was a change.  Zam was no longer driving a car.  He was no longer working for the Revenue Department.  In fact, he was no longer working.  And he was no longer laughing.  He no longer jogged.  His exercise was a daily walk along Frankford Avenue to Cottman Avenue and then back home.  He seemed to be in a trance.  He would say hello, but little else.  When I visited my parents on Chippendale Avenue, I would drive around the corner to Sheffield Avenue and go past Zam’s house.  In good weather, he would be sitting on the front step.  If I called out, he would wave, the automatic type of arm motion that one makes when he has no idea who is calling him.



We knew that something was seriously wrong when Zam did not show up at Kurt Engelbert’s funeral.  Jerry Mullin said that he would look into the situation and see if we could be of help.  A few weeks later, Jerry told me that he spoke to Zam’s mother.  She said that Zam was being cared for and that there was nothing that we could do that would help him.  It turned out that Zambo lived in a fantasyland of his own.  It is called Schizophrenia.  Zambo’s challenges were on the inside.  He matched wits with his tigers and lost the battle.
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