EL CID

By Gerard J. St. John


It was with a great deal of trepidation that I undertook the study of a foreign language.  My experience with English up to that point convinced me that languages were dull and centered on the memorization of grammatical rules that served no apparent purpose except to demonstrate the value of a good memory.  But La Salle High School required that we study at least one foreign language in addition to two years of Latin, which I felt was accurately identified as a “dead language.”  Those of us who were studying math and science were encouraged to take German.  Mom’s paternal grandfather was German – he was a Metzinger – but it didn’t do him much good.  He died in a poor house.  I opted for Spanish.  One of my friends said that Spanish was the easiest of the languages.  Now, I was about to find out.


Our Spanish teacher – a brand new graduate of La Salle College – failed miserably in his first effort to influence the class.  He wrote his first name on the blackboard, “Jose.”  Jose?  Jorseshit!  He was as Irish as Paddy’s pig.  The color of his thinning red hair blended in with the rusty tint of his pale skin.  Nonetheless, he went to great lengths to explain that Spain was home to many red-haired Celts, and he wanted us to think of him as one of them.  The effort was in vain.  To us, he was just plain Joe – Joe Moran.  We compromised on the name.  We called him “Mr. Moran.”


Mr. Moran was of medium height with a slender build.  He had an air of poised indifference that reminded me of the movie actor David Niven.  He was bright – and he knew it; but he did not flaunt his intelligence.  Rather, he acted as though everyone in the room was equally bright so there was no reason to mention the subject.  Also, he had a dry sense of humor.  As he paced back and forth at the front of our classroom, he would time his recitation of Spanish and English words and raise his voice as he passed near the open door.   “Perezoso – Lazy,” he called out in a loud voice.  He was flirting with Gladys Moore, the secretary in the principal’s office across the hall.


Fortunately for us, Mr. Moran did not rely solely on the Spanish-English dictionary.  We had supplemental reading materials written in Spanish.  Our homework assignments were to translate and read the stories aloud in class.  One of the first of these readings was a story about El Cid (pronounced “L-Seed”), the fiery 11th century Spanish hero who returned from exile to free Valencia from the grasp of the Moors.  Legend had it that even after his death, the Spaniards lashed El Cid’s body in full fighting regalia onto his war-horse at the head of an attack.  The sight of the apparently invincible Cid rallied his own troops and demoralized the opposing Moorish forces.  From the sound of Joe Moran’s voice during these readings, it was easy to imagine that he experienced Walter Mitty-like moments, in which a red-haired Cid rode out to victory against the Moors.


We read a great deal about the Moorish occupation of Spain in that class.  Mr. Moran was right when he said that the dates were easy to remember – from 711 to 1492, a roll of the dice at one end and the discovery of America at the other.  And besides El Cid, we learned about Charles Martel, the French King who stopped the northern advance of the Moors in the Battle of Tours, and about Martel’s grandson Charlemagne.  Also, we learned of the architecture of the Moors, such as the magnificent Alhambra in Granada, with its ornate designs arranged in geometric patterns.  We learned of the music – Granada and the flamenco rhythms – and the great paintings that were a part of Spain.  Moran spent most of his vacation visiting Spain and other Spanish-speaking countries.  His first-hand accounts added to our interest.


Although the school did not require additional years of a foreign language, I continued with Joe Moran’s classes through my junior and senior years.  His same basic approach to Spanish continued through those additional semesters.  We read Lazarillo de Tormes and Gil Blas, classic picaresque novels of the satirical misadventures of naive persons who are mistreated by a series of businessmen, landowners and noblemen.  Throughout these translations, Moran would make repeated and clear references to the rules of language, the ones that seemed to make no sense when we learned them years earlier in our English classes.  Now, the rules made sense and we could understand the roles played by those rules in all languages.  

When all was said and done, our Spanish class taught us literature and English grammar; and we built a foundation for an even greater appreciation of European history, art, architecture and the culture of the Moors.


I lost track of Joe Moran when I went on to college and later to the Marine Corps.  When I returned to Philadelphia after active duty in the Marines, I learned that Joe Moran was no longer with us.  He had been diagnosed with cancer and died soon afterward.  

On occasion, I think back to those high school days, the good times and the not so good, my friends and my teachers.  Unlike many of my friends, I am reluctant to point to any one teacher as having been “the best.”  The Christian Brothers who ran La Salle High dedicated their lives to teaching young men.  Some of us presented them with challenges far beyond the expectations of the good brothers.  And while it is true that some teachers were better than others, the designation of one as “the best,” by implication denigrates the efforts of the rest.  I am not inclined to denigrate the work of people like Brother Stephen, who taught physics and geometry, or Brother Thomas, who taught history, or even the leprechaun-like Brother Michael whose typing class proved its value forty years later when computer keyboards came into prominence. 

Still, when I find myself trying to rally my spirits to meet a difficult challenge, such as was often the case in law school or as is still the case in the writing of reminiscences, I find myself conjuring up a mental image of El Cid – one with red hair – pacing back and forth, inspiring his troops even after death.  Arriba! 
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