DREAMS DON’T LAST

By Gerard J. St. John


In 1955, popular songs evoked dreams of exotic travel.  Bing Crosby crooned about “those far away places with strange sounding names, far away over the sea.”  Jo Stafford urged us to “see the pyramids along the Nile; watch the sunrise on a tropic isle.”  Sitting in a Cadillac limousine that was destined for delivery to Prince Ibn Saud in Saudi Arabia, I wondered what it would be like to drive across the Arabian Desert.  The Cadillac was in a freight elevator on the second floor of Pier No. 3 North on Delaware Avenue in Philadelphia.  While I was on sabbatical from my studies at St. Joseph’s College, I worked in the shop office of E. A. Gallagher & Sons, riggers and export packagers.


Mom got me that job.  She saw an ad in the newspaper for a position called “clerk-export.”  It was described as a clerical job in a shop office.  It called for typing skills of about 36 words per minute.  Mom figured that I was a natural because I had previously worked in the office of Fred Woodland’s steel fabricating shop on Shackamaxon Street, and because I took a typing course in high school.  Besides, she wanted to get me out of the house.  I got the job but it was mainly because Tom Schwemmer and I had a lot in common.  
Tom was the shop manager.  We were both neighborhood athletes, separated by about eight years in age.  I called him “a has-been” and he responded that I was “a never-was.”  Tom liked basketball.  When I mentioned one day that I might leave work early to catch a train to New York where St. Joe’s was playing in Madison Square Garden, Tom did not quibble about required working hours.  He asked what I was waiting for.  The next day, we replayed the game in the office.


E. A. Gallagher’s was like a family.  Tom Schwemmer was engaged to Theresa Murphy who worked in the main office on the mezzanine floor of Pier No. 3.  Theresa was the secretary for the office manager Frank Lalley, whose son Bob was one of my classmates at St. Joseph’s College.  Frank Mulligan, another St. Joe’s classmate, worked part-time as a switchboard operator at the end of the normal workday.  Theresa’s brother Bill worked for Arabian American Oil Company, Gallagher’s main customer, and was a fixture in the pier.  Schwemmer and the Murphys were from Roxborough.  That year, Roxborough High had a pretty good football team and we spent a lot of time discussing the prospects of high school football as well as college basketball.  

Gallagher’s location was right up my alley.  Delaware Avenue was one of my favorite Philadelphia streets.  It was at least eight lanes wide, paved with cobblestones, and had two sets of railroad tracks running right down the middle of the street.  Siding tracks ran to the businesses on both sides of the street, including a set of tracks that ran directly into Pier No. 3 North.  The cobblestone street was pockmarked with sink-holes that threatened to rip apart the undercarriages of any vehicles that ignored the uneven contours of the road.  It seemed to me that driving on Delaware Avenue was a lot like flying a fighter plane in combat.  There was no such thing as a right-of-way.  Vehicles trying to avoid the sink-holes would often veer into the lanes of oncoming traffic.   And no one had any idea when a railroad locomotive might appear on either side of the road and, if it did appear, whether it would be moving forward or backward.  The Walter Mitty in me loved Delaware Avenue.  It was a street of dreams. 

Across the street from Pier No. 3 was a row of meatpacking companies, the largest one being Armour & Company.  At the intersection with Market Street was a bar named Pier 5.  The main clientele of Pier 5 seemed to be the employees of Armour’s slaughterhouse.  It was one tough crowd, male and female.  Still, the Pier 5 sandwiches were among the best in Philadelphia.

Gallagher’s shop office on the second floor of Pier No. 3 was at about the same level as the decks of the ships that pulled up to the pier.  Against the wall to the left of my desk was a teletype machine (“twx”) that was used to communicate directly with ships at sea.  It was a combination of a typewriter and radio.  Messages were typed out on a keyboard that looked like the keys of an old-fashioned cash register.  At the end of each communication there was a designation, such as “over,” indicating that the other party could then respond.  A large roll of paper recorded both sides of the communication.  Although the teletype machine was located in the shop office, its use was restricted to the main office personnel.  The only exception was when Gallagher sent Don Dougherty to school to learn how to use the teletype.  Don didn’t know anyone else who had a teletype machine, so he sent his practice messages to me, and I responded to them.  

My camaraderie with the Gallagher’s people, for the most part ended when I left the shop office and returned to St. Joe’s in September 1956.  I knew that this would be a big change for me but, somehow, I expected that the friendly surroundings of Pier No. 3 would remain in place for a long time to come.  I should have been more realistic.  Fifty years have passed and those years have taken a toll on my expectations.

A visitor to Philadelphia today would be hard-pressed to find Delaware Avenue.  It has been renamed “Columbus Boulevard.”  It is much smaller than once was the case.  A good part of its width is now a depressed highway, Interstate – 95.  The interstate has depressed a lot of people.  The little that remains of Delaware Avenue — I mean Columbus Boulevard — is paved with asphalt.  It has clearly marked traffic lanes, no cobblestones, no sink-holes, no railroad tracks and no intersection with Market Street.

The railroad went the way of the dinosaur.  As the interstate highway system stretched across the country, businesses increasingly used trucks to move their products rather than railroads.  Trucks were not anchored to a set of iron rails.  Trucks could go anywhere.  The mobility of trucks affected many businesses, including the meat packers.  No longer did cattle breeders rely on railroads to bring their products to market.  Slaughterhouses sprung up closer to the ranches and packaged meats were trucked directly to wholesalers.  The meat packing businesses on the west side of Delaware Avenue shut down and made room for Interstate -95, as did Pier 5 when its best customers moved to other locations.

The truckers also took over most of the international export trade.  Many ships stopped coming to Philadelphia.  The ones that did come to Philadelphia specialized in “container” cargo, basically trailers that could be hitched to trucks and moved on the highway.  The container piers are located in South Philadelphia, nearly two miles from Pier No. 3.  For all practical purposes, Pier No. 3 North was abandoned.  E. A. Gallagher’s went out of business.
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And what about Pier 3 North?  It was converted into luxury condominiums.  It offers spacious units with a view of the river and the opportunity for docking space at the marina adjacent to the pier.  It is a dream location for many young urban professionals.  Although the teletype machine is long gone from Pier No. 3, it is probable that every condominium has one or more personal computers capable of chat room conversations that operate much like the twx of the 1950s.  The luxury condos hold little attraction for me.  I cannot forget the cone-like devices that were attached to the mooring lines of the ships that anchored at the pier, designed to prevent rodents from gaining access to the ship.  Nor can I forget the rats that regularly visited the edible commodities that were stored in Pier No. 3.  I suspect that their descendants view the luxury condominiums as an improvement to the neighborhood.

Over the years, I have had contact with some of the people with whom I worked at E. A. Gallagher’s.  Don Dougherty went into the seminary at St. Norbert’s but later withdrew.  I last saw him on the beach in Ocean City, New Jersey in 1960.  Frank Mulligan worked with me at the Redevelopment Authority of Philadelphia and later was in my class at Temple Law School.  He practices law in Reading, Pennsylvania.

A few years ago, a group of my classmates from St. Joseph’s College held a reunion-planning meeting at the old Williamson’s restaurant in the GSB Building on City Avenue.  The Markward Club, the high school basketball organization, was holding one of its weekly meetings in the next room.  One of the Markward people came over to our table and talked with us for a while.  Everyone seemed to know him.  They called him “Murph.”  He owns a bar in the Roxborough neighborhood.  Last month, Father “Bagel” Breen asked me to drive him to a Markward luncheon at Keenan’s in Roxborough.  Murph was there.  I asked him if he once worked for the Arabian American Oil Company and frequented Pier No. 3.  It was the same guy.  He told me that Theresa died of cancer about a dozen years ago.  Tom Schwemmer is still around, one of those has-beens who now spends his time in Florida. 
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And what about those far away places with the strange sounding names?  I have been to a few of them over the years.  Fly the ocean in a silver plane?  See the jungle when it’s wet with rain?  Been there; done that.  Carl Sandburg was right when he said, “Don’t expect too much.”
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