A CHANCE ENCOUNTER

By Gerard J. St. John 


The Murray Ohio Manufacturing Company was a manufacturer of bicycles and power lawnmowers, headquartered in the suburbs of Nashville, Tennessee.  When Jim Freeman was in charge of Murray’s legal department, he liked to have seminars with the company’s trial lawyers from all parts of the country.  It was a great chance to talk to interesting trial lawyers like Gary Ottoson from Los Angeles and Mike Stiegel from Chicago, just to name two.  But my most memorable contact at those sessions was a chance brush with Rudolf Walter Wanderone, Jr. in April 1986.


Murray Ohio put us up at the Hermitage Hotel, which, in its day was the grand old hotel of Nashville.  It had been recently refurbished and each unit was a suite of rooms.  Each suite had its own decorative motif.  The main restaurant was very good and there was a coffee shop in the basement level.  We arrived on a Sunday and began the seminar with dinner at a local club.  Afterward, we gathered in the basement bar of the Hermitage Hotel for a few drinks and swapped war stories about our recent trials.  I knew most of the lawyers from previous gatherings and I was introduced to those that I had not previously met.  I had no doubt but that I would not remember all of their names by the time that we went to breakfast in the morning.


The next morning, we were on our own for breakfast, after which we would travel to the company’s manufacturing plant in Lawrenceburg.  It was shortly after 7:00 a.m. when I left my room and walked down the hall to the elevators.  One of the other lawyers was already there.  Although I had met him the night before, I could not recall his name.  We exchanged “Good mornings” without mentioning any names and waited for the elevator.  At about that point, a third man came down the hall.  He appeared to be in his early seventies.  He was wearing blue denim trousers, a blue denim suit-type jacket, a white dress shirt and a string tie.  He nodded and said, “Good morning,” and we continued our wait in silence.  Then, the other lawyer addressed the newcomer and said,

“Are you who I think you are?”

“Probably,” replied the stranger.

“Well, it is good to see you,” said the lawyer.

“It is good to see you too.”

At that point, the elevator arrived.  The three of us then went down to the lobby in silence, with me wondering who in the world this denim-clad stranger was.


As we exited the elevator and walked across the lobby, I turned to my seminar colleague and said, “All right, who is he?”  In a matter-of-fact way, he replied, “Minnesota Fats.”  Minnesota Fats!  He was famous.  He was “The Hustler,” the pool shark in the movie that starred Paul Newman and Jackie Gleason.  His given name was Rudolf Walter Wanderone, Jr. but, wherever he went, people just called him “Fats.”  He started out as “New York Fats” and later became “Chicago Fats,” and eventually the one that stuck was “Minnesota Fats,” the name from the movie.  He had two great strengths in addition to his pool table skills.  First, he could stay with a game for hours on end without tiring.  Second, he could always make the high-pressure shot.  Whereas other players seemed to worry about the consequences of losing their entire bankroll, that did not bother Fats at all.  In fact, he seemed to see that type of pressure as being to his advantage.


I never saw Fats again after that morning in Nashville but about three years ago I learned that he got his big break in the early 1960s when he was featured in an article in Sports Illustrated Magazine about a high-stakes pool tournament in Johnston City, Illinois.  The Sports Illustrated article made it clear that he was the model for “Minnesota Fats” in the movie “The Hustler.”  A few years later, he collaborated with the author of that magazine article and published his autobiography, The Bank Shot and other Great Robberies.  But what really surprised me was when I learned that the writer of the Sports Illustrated article and the collaborator on the autobiography was none other than my friend Tom Fox, the old newspaper columnist for The Philadelphia Inquirer.  

Fox would have liked the story of my encounter with Fats.  Tom’s column regularly covered situations in which Philadelphians were introduced to total strangers in other parts of the country and, within minutes, they found that they had a number of mutual friends.  But, not knowing of Tom’s connection with Fats, I never mentioned to him my short contact at the Hermitage and conversely, I was not in a position to mention Fox’s name to Minnesota Fats.


It is all behind us now.  In 1989, Tom Fox suffered a severe stroke.  He died on May 19, 1989.  I could not attend his funeral because I had a trial scheduled.  I went right from the viewing up to Allentown, Pennsylvania where the trial began the following morning.  Minnesota Fats ran his last table seven years later, in January 1996.  And then in January 2005, I received a form letter from the Bankruptcy Court for the Middle District of Tennessee.  The caption was “In re: Murray, Inc., Debtor.”  Murray’s business followed the path of Tom Fox and Rudolf Wanderone. 
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