A WHITE SPORT COAT AND A PINK CARNATION

By Gerard J. St. John


It is hard to remember exactly where I first met Jay Kuvik but it was at a recreation center in northeast Philadelphia in the early 1950s.  Fred Eisele and I often spent an hour or two at the local recs, part of it on the basketball courts and part playing pitch-and-catch with a baseball. One afternoon, a tall, slender youth wearing a small straw hat joined us.  He knew Fred and he knew how to handle both a basketball and a baseball.  His name was Jay Kuvik.


I was impressed.  Jay was about 6’ 3” tall.  He could throw a baseball as hard as anyone in the neighborhood.  On the basketball court, he was quick and coordinated.  He was also a person who immediately treated you as a long-time friend.  Whenever we would meet, he would greet me with a hearty handshake and would share his views on matters of local interest.  It soon became clear that although Jay was a very talented athlete, he was intimidated by the athletic abilities of his contemporaries.  Rather than compete with basketball superstar Tom Gola or baseball pitcher Lou Griffin, Jay withdrew from competition and tried to impress us with a flashy car and a high profile social life.


The car was a blue and white Chevrolet Bel Air convertible.  It had sleek lines and fashionable tail fins.  It was a classic.  The car impressed everyone.  The level of Jay’s social life was another matter.  Jay had a strange idea of social life.  He went out with women who were a several years older than him.  They wore as much mascara around their eyes as football players wear greaseblack around theirs to reduce the glare of the sun.  These gals had not seen the sun in years.  “She’s a $100-a-night hooker,” Jay would proclaim, or maybe, “the wife of a former All-American guard from Michigan State”(probably the 1940 team).  Either way, it was hard to be impressed.


During the summer of 1955, the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation conducted a comprehensive survey of highway traffic in the Philadelphia metropolitan area.  The survey was intended to provide data that would be used in the design of highways and expressways in and around Philadelphia.  The survey also provided summer jobs for local college students, including some who would become good friends, for example, Al Sheppard, Jim Gavaghan and – you guessed it – Jay Kuvik.


The traffic survey started out with roadside interviews of drivers on the outskirts of Philadelphia.  Accompanied by a very visible state police officer, we would stop traffic in one direction and about 10 of us would conduct simultaneous interviews of the drivers, noting on a clipboard the vehicles’ place of origin, the destination, the general purpose of the trip and one or two other points.  It took about seven minutes, and then we would let the traffic proceed and stop the next group of drivers.  Some people got more attention than others.  Democratic Party political leader Bill Green got a lot of attention – he was probably responsible for most of us getting the jobs.  On the other hand, Philadelphia Eagles football player Pete Pihos seemed genuinely surprised that we paid so much attention to him.


After about two weeks, the focus shifted from the surrounding suburbs to the city itself.  Now we were assigned in groups of four or five to work at specific intersections in the city.  Each of us was assigned to count the cars that traveled in a specific direction on a specified street, and also to count the cars that turned at the intersection and the direction of the turn.  The results were recorded on an hourly basis, starting at about 7:30 a.m. and going up to about 11:30 a.m.  After a lunch break, we would resume counting at about 1:30 p.m. and go up to 5:30 p.m.  Sometimes the afternoon session would be at an intersection several miles from the one where we started out.  Our supervisor, a genial man named Emil, tried to accommodate our requests to be assigned with our friends at the same intersection, or near to the same intersection.  Jay Kuvik was a part of our group – an important part.  Jay was one of the few of us who owned a car.  More important, he volunteered to pick me up in the morning at my house.  I thought that was important.


To be sure that we arrived at the designated intersection on time, Jay said that he would pick me up at about 6:00 a.m.  I had some concern about the early hour of the pickup because I knew how my father and our neighbors would react to the blare of a horn at the break of day.  To be on the safe side, I was ready and waiting in our living room at 5:50 a.m., looking out the front window and ready to dash through the front door to tell Jay that the horn wasn’t necessary.  There was no horn.  Instead, there was the car’s radio – turned up full blast – with Marty Robbins singing “A White Sport Coat and a Pink Carnation.”  I was out the front door in a flash.  There was Jay, standing up on the driver’s seat wearing his usual straw hat, blue slacks that were pegged at the cuffs and a white sport coat with a pink carnation.  He looked like a tall version of Evil Eye Fleegle, a character in the popular comic strip Li’l Abner.  He must have parked around the corner and waited until that song was played.  The radio was so loud that he could not hear me screaming for him to turn it down.  “I’ve been out all night; I haven’t been home yet,” he confided to everyone on the block.


Once at our assigned traffic location, we had to deal not only with the boring task of counting cars, but also with the two-hour lunch break in neighborhoods where we did not know anyone.  Again Jay came to the rescue.  He had a basketball in the trunk of his car.  Jay, Jim Gavaghan and I spent the better part of our lunch break taking shots at the nearest basketball court.  It wasn’t long before Fred Perry and Bill Pitts joined us.  Fred was from North Philadelphia.  He was attending Delaware State University on a football scholarship.  Bill was from Chester.  He had been a member of Chester High’s state championship basketball team.  Pretty soon, we developed a regular routine.  Jay would drive us to the basketball court where he would find a shady spot and catch up on his sleep.  Jim, Fred, Bill and I would then challenge the local kids to a game with four men on a side.  We didn’t look like much; none of us was more than six feet tall.  But Gavaghan, Perry and Pitts were natural athletes, gifted with speed, strength and quickness.  We won a lot of games that summer.

Pretty soon, two hours on the basketball court was not enough.   Someone quickly figured out that if we counted for about 30 minutes, we could double that figure and have the total for an hour.  From that point, there was no need to continue the count; we could simply scale back the number of cars until we reached the lunch break.  At the end of the day, we could reverse the pattern.  The only trick was to make sure that we were on the corner when Emil came around to check on us.  In the meanwhile, we had almost the entire day to play basketball.  We had a great time.  Today, when I find myself tied up in rush hour traffic, I cannot help but wonder whether the traffic jam is in some way related to those survey numbers that we provided to the highway engineers.

We had traffic jams in those days too.  One morning, we were caught in a line of traffic on Ridge Avenue near Huntingdon Avenue on our way to our survey site in the Strawberry Mansion neighborhood.  Jay stopped for the light but the car behind us kept on coming.  It was a minor impact but my head snapped backward before I could control it.  My neck hurt for a while but the pain went away in a day or two.  The main concern was the dent in the middle of the Bel Air’s back bumper.  Over the next few weeks, Jay tried to impress us with his knowledge of how to deal with his insurance company’s claims adjuster.  Jay was afraid that the insurance company would try to short-change him on the money to repair the bumper.  

The core of Jay’s approach would be to emphasize the seriousness of the accident and to remind the adjuster that it involved not only property damage but personal injury as well.  Finally, he was told, “the check is in the mail.”  The check arrived; and it was in the amount that Jay wanted — but the check was payable to “the order of Jay Kuvik and Gerard J. St. John.” Jay was fit to be tied.  I got a good laugh out of it but I did not hesitate to endorse the check over to Jay.  After all he had done for us that summer, I was not going to make him sweat out the insurance payment.

A few years later, Jay and I found ourselves working together again – this time in the Post Office at Christmas time.  My father was the assistant superintendent of the Frankford Station, which was then located at Meadow and Darragh Streets.  Each Christmas, I was assigned to the parcel post group, which worked out of the basement.  The same group of people worked in parcel post each year.  We developed a working arrangement whereby John Brand and I went outside and loaded and unloaded the trucks, and the older workers focused on the lighter inside work.  Jay aligned himself with the inside gang.  We were a relaxed group.  No one complained when Jay brought his basketball into the basement and we held dribbling contests.  Jay enjoyed the good-natured joking around – at least until he found out that if he tried to dribble past me, he would get hit with a forearm and go sprawling over the canvas bags of parcels that lined the aisles of the basement floor.  We made good money and we had good fun.  However, after that Christmas season, it would be about forty years before I saw Jay Kuvik again.

It was sometime in the 1990s when Jim Gavaghan, Vince Nolan and I went to the Cannstatter Club, where the Northeast Old-Timers Basketball Club was going to present an award to Jerry Mullin.  Andy Dougherty was the prime mover of the Old-Timers Club.  He pushed the upper echelon of the club to select award recipients, and then took charge of the arrangements for an award dinner at the Cannstatter, placed orders for the awards, drew up the program and handled all of the ticket sales.  Before the dinner began, I went up to where Andy was sitting to make sure that he had my reservation.  He assured me that it was paid.  Looking over Andy’s shoulder at the attendance list, I saw a familiar name, Jay Kuvik.

After the dinner and the award presentations, I made it a point to look for Jay.  Sure enough, I soon saw a tall, slender figure, slightly hunched forward and with the unmistakable expression of Jay Kuvik on his face.  He had let his hair grow, and it dropped gracelessly over his ears.  He looked tired.  “Jay,” I called out, stating my name as a precaution against the possibility that he did not recognize me.  “I know who you are,” he said with that old-time, easy smile.  He said that he was teaching high school; that he was married and had a family.  There was little time to talk.  We said that we would get together and talk over old times.  It never happened.

I saw Jay again at Mike Fallon’s funeral Mass at St. Jerome’s but that was not a time to talk.  We waved at each other and nodded in recognition.  Last year, another group in the northeast organized a lunch and invited all interested athletes from the northeast.  It was a great success.  A wide variety of old-timers showed up, including Bobby Shantz, the little lefty who pitched for the Philadelphia Athletics, and Pickles Kennedy, who played every sport at Lincoln High and basketball and baseball for Temple University.  My high school classmate Gerry Griffin also attended the lunch.  Gerry told me of the schedule for future lunches and said that, “your friend Jay Kuvik told me that he would be at the next one.”  Two months ago, I saw Gerry at a lunch reunion for our high school class.  The next lunch meeting of the northeast group was coming up and Gerry called Jay Kuvik to be sure that Jay was aware of the scheduling.  A woman answered the phone.  Gerry was not prepared for the response when he asked for Jay.  The response was, “Mr. Kuvik is deceased.”

Apparently, we did not recognize the death notice for John W. Kuvik.  “Jay” was not mentioned.  The online guest book focused on “Coach Kuv” and Holy Family College.  There was no mention of the Bel Air convertible, the white sport coat or the pink carnation.  They buried a different guy.

We get too soon old.
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