A PIECE OF THE BALL.


By Gerard J. St. John


Late in a hot, humid August afternoon in 1958, Saint Joseph’s College held the first practice for its new varsity sport, soccer.  Philadelphia is a “basketball town” and, in terms of its athletic priorities, Saint Joe’s was a “basketball school.”  


Traditionally known for its scrappy style of play, the Saint Joseph’s Hawks basketball team was in its third year under a future Hall of Fame coach, Jack Ramsay.  Most Saint Joe basketball players were from the Philadelphia area.  They were competitive athletes but they were not the “blue chip” players who attracted the attention of recruiters from “the big schools” across the country.  Still, Jack Ramsay’s basketball teams were usually among the top twenty in the nation.  Saint Joe’s track team was a close second in the school’s athletic priorities.  The athletic priorities of “the College” were in large measure those of George Bertlesman.  “Mister B” was Saint Joe’s Athletic Director, track coach, and number one basketball fan.  He did not hesitate to commit Saint Joe’s to what proved to be a highly successful Philadelphia Big Five Basketball Program in 1955 and, two years later, he scheduled national powerhouse Kansas University to a “home-and-away” basketball arrangement without even discussing it with Ramsay.  In 1958, with little advance planning and no advance recruiting, Bertlesman inaugurated soccer as a varsity sport.


Saint Joe had no intramural or club soccer programs through which potential varsity players could be identified.  Nonetheless, word spread through the vacationing Saint Joe’s athletic community that soccer practice would begin in the first week of August.  The first week of August is a terrible time of the year for any outdoor sport in Philadelphia.  The temperature soars into the high 90's where it is matched by the humidity.  With little or no rain, playing fields are dust bowls.  You would have to be crazy to play soccer in weather like that.  

Saint Joe’s new coach, Jack Dunn, did not have time to notice the intolerable weather.  A four-year All American at Temple University, a member of the 1952 Olympic team and one of the last players cut from the 1956 Olympic squad, Dunn was recently discharged from the army, recently married, and was starting a new job with Gulf Oil Company.  One of Gulf’s managers, a Saint Joe alum, suggested that Dunn would have plenty of spare time to coach soccer at Saint Joe’s.  It was a suggestion that Dunn could not refuse.


So it came to pass on a sweltering August afternoon, Jack Dunn donned a brand new gray Saint Joseph’s College T-shirt, dark blue shorts and soccer shoes; strung a coach’s whistle around his neck on a long white shoelace, and waited in the fieldhouse locker room for his players to arrive.  He was happy to see Jim Gavaghan and Jay Crawford, two track stars who were well known in the Philadelphia soccer world.  Gavaghan and Crawford would be key parts of Dunn’s new team.  One of the few concessions that George Bertlesman gave to his new soccer coach was permission for the track team’s premier quarter-miler and its best hurdler to participate in varsity soccer.  But Dunn knew that there would also be some players whose skills were below the college level.  He planned to surround those novices with more experienced athletes and thereby minimize the detrimental effect of inexperience on the overall play of the team.  It is a standard coaching practice in any sport.


Dunn introduced himself to each of the players who arrived in the muggy locker room.  As each prospective player left the room for the practice site on Finnesey Field, Dunn mentally placed that player in his most likely position on the soccer field.  As the minutes passed, an uneasy, gnawing sensation began to grow in the pit of Dunn’s stomach.  Gradually, the awful truth dawned.  Only ten men showed up for the eleven-man team.


Long after the last man walked out to the practice field, Coach Dunn waited in the empty locker room; hoping, praying, that at least one more candidate would walk through the door to complete the team.  He would be grateful for anyone; no experience was necessary.  Any warm body would do.  Finally, he could put it off no longer.  Resigning himself to the devastating realization that he had a ten-man soccer team, he walked out of the locker room and down the side of the shadowy, unlit basketball court.  Then he heard the crisp thump – thump – thump of a basketball.  His Kensington street smarts sprung to life.

“Hey kid, are you coming out for soccer?”

He didn’t even ask whether the kid attended Saint Joe’s.

“What’s that kid?  Never played before?”  Dunn shook his head.  (What’s that got to do with it?  Can’t the kid count?)
“Don’t worry about that, it’s easy -- we’ll teach you.”

(We need another body, dummy!)

The kid hesitated, stammered something or other, and the coach knew that he had won his first battle.  The kid would “give it a try.”  The kid could count after all.


Over the next few weeks, seven or eight additional players joined the team.  Some knew the game well.  Alex Pali and Andy Ecsery were displaced from Budapest by the recent revolution in Hungary.  Both were excellent athletes.  Sergio Tobia had been raised in France.  He could fire powerful shots on goal with either foot.  Juan Aigster came to Saint Joe’s from Mexico.  Nonetheless, as the start of the abbreviated six-game initial season approached, the basketball kid and three other novices were still there to remind the coach about his desperate day-one promise to teach them the game.  

Every practice was pretty much the same: stop-and-start running for about five or six miles; thirty minutes of fundamental drills, a practice game with the coach playing on the offensive team, and then a few laps around the track before going to the showers.  It was exhausting.  


By the time September rolled around, the players were in great physical shape.  But three starters had never even seen a soccer game, much less played in one.  Everyone took great delight in needling goalie Bob O’Connell, trying to explain to him what a soccer goal looks like.  The school’s goals were on back-order from the supplier and delivery was delayed until just before the first home game.  In the meanwhile, two football blocking dummies at each end of the field sufficed for the goals during practice.


Coach Dunn brushed off inquiries about how to play the game.  There was plenty of time for that.  What this group needed was conditioning and practice.  There were a few scrimmages against real soccer teams from the Philadelphia area.  Usually, the coaches of those teams owed Coach Dunn a favor.  The scrimmages were played on real soccer fields with real soccer goals.  But the first varsity game against La Salle College was rapidly approaching.  Finally, the day before the La Salle game, the coach called his charges together to explain how the game would be played.  


First, he directed his comments to the more experienced players.  Then, he turned to the rest of us.

“Now don’t think that you can outsmart them.”

“They have been playing soccer a lot longer than you.”

“And don’t think that you can outmaneuver them; they have developed their soccer skills over many years of practice – and you cannot match that experience.”

“And don’t think that you can outrun them; they are good athletes and in good condition.”

“But there is one thing that you can do.”


“When your man has the ball, he will move toward you in classic soccer form, with his center of gravity over the ball and the ball slightly in front of his feet.  He will want you to try to take the ball away because he is in control and he knows that the best that you can hope for is to get just a piece of the ball.”

“So take a piece of the ball, and take a piece of the man – and put them both upfield as far as you can.”

It was good advice.  Saint Joe beat La Salle the next day despite giving up two early goals.  The team lost only two games that season.


It was also good advice off the soccer field.  The Marine Corps thrives on that kind of aggressive, in-your-face tactics.  Courtroom trials are much the same.  Aaron Burr is reputed to have said, “The law is what is boldly asserted and plausibly maintained.”  George P. Williams, III, as good a trial lawyer as Philadelphia has seen, adopted that proposition as his own, restating it with a booming voice that made Burr’s premise sound very much like “a piece of the ball and a piece of the man.”  When the kid that Jack Dunn scavenged from the basketball court later plied his skills in a courtroom, persons seated near counsel table might have heard the barely audible aspiration, “A piece of the ball and a piece of this witness.”  The coach’s approach was also a good courtroom tactic.


Recently, the Saint Joseph’s University soccer team held a dinner to celebrate its 40th anniversary.  Coach Dunn came to the dinner carrying a large brown shopping bag under one arm.  During the ceremonies at the dinner, Dunn recounted the accomplishments of the many teams and the many players who represented Saint Joseph’s in soccer over the past forty years.  He paid special attention to his first team and the first game, the come-from-behind victory at La Salle.  Reaching into the brown shopping bag, Dunn extracted an old, misshapen leather soccer ball.  It was the ball from that first game against La Salle.  It is now a part of the sports memorabilia at Saint Joseph’s.  For Coach Dunn, a piece of the ball is not enough.  He wanted the whole damned thing!   
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