IT WAS ONE OF THOSE DAYS.

By Gerard J. St. John


Some days are better than others.  Some days, things happen in just the right sequence and critical events coincide to produce a result that exceeds one’s expectations.  Those occasions are the stuff of nostalgia.


In the spring of 1958, I was the catcher for Bob Dailey’s softball team, which was sponsored by the CWA, a local of the Communication Workers of America union.  Most of the players worked for Western Electric Company.  We played independent games throughout the Philadelphia area from Port Richmond to Torresdale, and were entered in a league at the Solly Avenue Recreation Center.  On this particular occasion, we were playing at the Sheffield Avenue field at Lincoln High, the one with the short left field and an eighteen-foot high cyclone fence.  The opposing pitcher, Jack Hannah, was a very good all-around athlete – one of the best of that time in the Holmesburg area.  But Jack was not a softball pitcher.  He was doing someone a favor by filling a roster spot.


I came to bat in the second inning.  There was no one on base and no score in the game.  Jack was throwing straight pitches at a medium speed.  I followed Ted Williams’ rules for hitters: hold the bat tight; swing hard; rotate, using the knees, hips and shoulders; and snap the wrists so that the bat hits the ball just in front of your rotating center of gravity.  I wanted to hit a line drive off the fence in the gap between the left and center fielders.  My main concern was that the quick center fielder would be able to get in front of the ball before it reached the fence.  As the pitch approached the plate, I concentrated hard and brought the bat around as quickly as possible in front of my rotating body.  The contact between bat and ball was perfect.  It felt as though the ball was crushed.  And then I heard the collective gasp of the spectators.  The sideline conversation stopped.  No one said a word.  The only sound was the low whoosh of exhaling.  When I looked, the left and center fielders were standing still, with their backs to me, looking upward.  High in the air, about 40 feet over the left field fence, the ball was just starting to level off.


That was the longest ball I ever hit.  Also, it gave me a reputation in the neighborhood as a long ball hitter.  The spread of that reputation may have been furthered when I sprained my right shoulder the following week and everyone gave me the benefit of the doubt when I did not repeat the monster hit.  But who cares?  It is a great memory.


Memories also blossomed at Water Tower Recreation Center on Willow Grove Avenue in Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia’s upscale neighborhood.  Despite the affluence of Chestnut Hill, Water Tower is far from an elite facility.  It is a run of the mill neighborhood rec with a typical, small indoor basketball court, an outdoor court, a few ball fields and a small playground.  In the summer of 1964, Vince Nolan and I entered a team in the outdoor basketball league at Water Tower.  We happened to mention it to one of our former St. Joe classmates and much to our surprise, Tom insisted on playing.  It surprised us because Tom is about five or six years older than most of our class, having spent time in the service during the Korean War before entering college.  Although his tall, slender build gave the appearance of fitness, Vince and I knew that Tom had hardly touched a ball since his high school days.  He took it easy in college and then hit the three-martini lunch circuit in the stock brokerage business.  But Tom was a friend and, if he wanted to be on our team, he would be on our team.


When Tom showed up for the first game, the lack of recent playing time was painfully evident.  The white Converse All-Star sneakers were brand new, as were the white sweat socks, the white gym shorts and the white t-shirt.  The fresh-from-the-shelf whiteness of the clothing was matched only by the paleness of Tom’s skin and his white hair.  Fortunately, there were not many spectators, this being one of the first games and neither team having any well-known players.  There were only three or four kids having a catch with a baseball, a few players from other teams in the league and someone who was exercising his dog, a greyhound-size Dalmatian.  Tom was to sit out the first quarter or so, and come into the game as a substitute.  Tom found himself a comfortable place at the end of the long log that served as a bench at the side of the court.


The two teams were evenly matched.  The other team even had a short, stocky player who was almost as funny as Vince Nolan – and the two were covering each other, making funny comments all the while.  The ball came loose near our basket.  There was a scramble and the other team’s comedian came away, pushing the ball in front of him at full speed with Nolan at his heels and both of them hollering at the top of their lungs.  At about mid-court, something drew their attention to the sideline.  There was the large Dalmatian, one leg lifted high, directing a strong stream of urine down the back and right shoulder of our substitute player.  The game was stopped for about three minutes while the players and spectators tried to regain their composure.  Through it all, Tom hung in there, by that time wearing a white and yellow shirt. 


Later that season, we played against a very good team in that same league and were matching them goal for goal, mainly because Billy Lavery was having one of “those nights.”  Everything Billy did was right.  But when I loafed just once to catch my breath, the other team stole a pass and I found myself alone at the foul line with three fleet players descending on me for a sure score.  The only chance I had was to get the ballhandler to commit to an early pass.  It worked.  The ball glanced off my right elbow and went spinning toward the sideline.


Now it was my turn, as everyone scrambled back the other way.  It was tough getting control of the wildly spinning ball.  It was a mistake to push the ball into the heart of their defense.  But it was too late.  I could not stop.  There was no way that I could score under those circumstances.  In a state of panic, I glanced to the right and my eyes locked for an instant with Billy Lavery’s eyes.  It was a millisecond but it was like a laser beam carrying a computer message.  I knew exactly what Billy was going to do; cut behind me right through the area that was being vacated by the defenders who were closing in on me.  And he knew that the ball would be waiting for him.  Without any hesitation, I continued the running into the center of the defense but released the ball behind me as I faked a shot.  All eyes were on me.  Meanwhile, Billy accelerated right down the middle of the lane, took the ball in full stride, and scored before anyone realized that he had the ball.


The crowd around the court erupted in surprise and applause.  Two classic plays had unfolded back-to-back.  Billy Lavery probably had a dozen other superb plays in that same game.  But nearly forty years later, the only thing that anyone remembers about that league is the dog pissing on Tom Egan’s shoulder.   Sic transit gloria.


Those experiences came to mind during the closing arguments in a trial involving the design of a riding lawnmower.  The plaintiff had relied on the testimony of a college professor from Kansas, who held himself out as an expert in the design of almost every type of product from ice makers to rocket ships and who had testified in more than 700 cases in courts throughout the country.  In this case, the professor made two significant errors.  The first was devastating.  He said that in his examination of the mower he applied the brakes before making a certain test.  We later showed that the brakes were improperly aligned and did not work at all.  Obviously, his testimony on that point was not true and the involvement of the brake was essential to the test that he conducted.  The second error was that he forgot whether tension was applied to the inside or the outside of a belt loop.  He took a guess – and got it wrong.  In my closing argument, I planned to note the professor’s “Jack-of-all-trades” expertise, briefly mention the belt loop error, and then emphasize the brake testimony.


At the outset, I tried to get some reaction by mentioning some of the products about which the professor had testified in previous cases, saying that, “My favorite is the manure spreader.”  There was not a smile, a smirk, or even a twitch on any of the jurors’ faces.  I quickly decided to abandon all attempts at humor.  A few minutes later, I called the attention of the jury to the professor’s testimony about the tension on the belt loop and how he said it came from the inside when anyone could see that it was an outside application.  As I pointed to the diagram that showed the loop, I suddenly had a mental picture of opposing counsel in his closing argument.  He pointed to the same diagram and correctly said that tension could have been designed to be applied from either side.  He said that the professor was just confused and that it was “not important.”  The words “not important” jumped out at me.  


I now improvised, “And do you remember what my opponent said about the professor’s error?  He said it was not important!”  

I hesitated for a second or two.  Why not push it a little farther?

“Well, maybe it’s not important to know how the machine works when you are making manure spreaders.” The jury was now laughing openly.  So far, so good, “But it is darned sure important to know how the machine works when you are designing power lawnmowers to be used by the public.”


The rest of the closing argument went pretty much as planned.  The spontaneous comment about the opposing argument caught the fancy of the jury and enhanced my entire argument.  As I took my seat, I glanced over at my opponent who wore exactly the same expression that my friend Tom once wore during that fateful encounter at Water Tower Recreation Center, years before.  When the jury returned a verdict in favor of my client, opposing counsel hissed, “It was that damned closing!”  It probably was.  It was one of those days.
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