ECHOES OF EQUIDISTANT

By Gerard J. St. John


Vince Nolan is a piece of work.  He not only says funny things, but he says them in a funny way.  Although some of the things he says are outrageous and some of the things he does are outrageous, still you cannot help but laugh.


A case in point was the afternoon in Leo Carlin’s living room a few months before Vince’s wedding.  Someone asked Vince where he and Mary Kay planned to live.  Vince responded with a very detailed description of the decision-making process.  Vince lived in Lafayette Hill.  He was the manager of the 69th Street branch of Philadelphia National Bank in Upper Darby.  Mary Kay worked for The Bell Telephone Company in its Cheltenham office, about a mile from her home in West Oak Lane.  It is about 15 miles from Cheltenham to Upper Darby.  Vince said they planned to rent an apartment at a place equidistant between Upper Darby and Cheltenham.  He pronounced it “E-kwee-distant,” placing distinct emphasis on each syllable and making it sound like a place of historic significance.  Hank Riegler pushed the question.  Exactly where is this place that is equidistant between Upper Darby and Cheltenham?  Vince sheepishly responded that it was a duplex on Central Avenue — in Cheltenham.
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Vince’s speaking style is reminiscent of the old movie comedian W.C. Fields.    It is ironic that my friend Bill Fields does not look, act or talk anything like his famous grandfather.  But Vince acts and talks just like W.C.  And like the great W.C., he inherited his sense of humor from his mother.  That heredity was obvious one Sunday afternoon in January 1966 when I called Vince.  His mother answered the phone.  She said that Vince was not at home and that he was feeling “down in the dumps.”  She then asked if I had heard about the Prep.  As everyone in Philadelphia knows, “the Prep” is St. Joseph’s Preparatory School.  There are more than a dozen prep schools in and around Philadelphia but only one of them is known as “the Prep.”  The Prep is Vince’s alma mater.  Early in the morning on the day of my phone call, there was a fire at the Prep and about two-thirds of the building burned down.  Mrs. Nolan quickly put it in perspective, saying, “Can you imagine anyone who wound up at the ass-end of his class, crying because the school burned down?”   


Scholarship, or lack thereof, was not Vince’s only high school distinction.  He was a lineman on the Prep’s football team.  As football players go, Vince was vertically challenged.  Invariably, opposing linemen dwarfed him.  When the Prep played South Catholic High, the disparity in size was obvious.  On a particularly important series of downs, Vince looked directly at the gigantic defensive lineman across from him and hissed, “Wait until you see what I’ve got for you on this play.”  When the ball was snapped, instead of blocking, Vince threw a hard punch at the face of his opponent and muttered, “Ha, ha, I gotcha!”  On his way back to the huddle, Vince walked up to one of the referees and said, “Keep your eye on that guy across from me.  He’s been taking cheap shots all afternoon.”  On the next play, the defender tried to get even with Vince and the referee whistled him for a 15-yard penalty, giving the Prep a much-needed first down.


On another occasion, Leo Carlin unexpectedly came into the game as a substitute for the Prep’s injured quarterback.  Leo was a nervous wreck at the prospect of quarterbacking the team.  Summoning all of his courage in the huddle, he confidently called the next play and stepped toward the line of scrimmage.  Almost immediately he forgot the snap count.  Did I call for the ball on the 2-count or on the 3-count?  By the time that he reached the line of scrimmage, he was on the verge of panic.  He dared not let his confusion show.  He put on his best act as a cool, confident quarterback, came up behind Vince Nolan and called, “Set!”  All of the Prep’s linemen snapped down to the set position — all except Nolan.  Vince stood straight up, pointed to his left and said in a loud voice, “Sir, I am the guard.  The center is over there.” So much for Leo’s composure.  It was hard to say what was worse, seeing and hearing the reaction of both teams on the field or listening to Vince tell that story for the next fifty-plus years.


Academic achievement was a similar story.  In his senior year at the Prep, Vince had a difficult time keeping his grades at a passing level.  In the meanwhile, the Prep’s Mothers Club had a very difficult time selling tickets for a car that was being raffled off in their annual fundraiser.  In the middle of the school day, a call went out over the loudspeaker, “Vince Nolan, please report to the principal’s office.”  Vince thought that it was about his grades.  However, the principal never mentioned anything about grades.  Instead, he said that the Mothers Club could use some help selling raffle tickets at a center-city street corner.  Vince was sympathetic to the mothers’ plight but he said that he needed to devote all of his available time to study and bringing up his marks.  The principal interrupted and said, “Don’t worry about that.  I am sure that something can be worked out.”  That did it.  Vince went to center-city and raffle ticket sales soared.  The fundraiser was a huge success; and Vince graduated, albeit at the “ass-end” of his class.


I met Vince the following year when he went to St. Joseph’s College.  It was not long before I saw first-hand what his Prep classmates knew so well.  Also, I saw first-hand the lengths to which those classmates would go to get some measure of revenge.  For example, during a pickup basketball game in the fieldhouse, a few of the guys ripped off Vince’s raggedy shorts and T-shirt.  Nolan took it in stride — until he learned that his buddies had also broken into his locker, taken his clothes and spread them on top of the skylight on the roof of the fieldhouse.  To get to the roof, you had to climb a ladder behind the balcony seats, a task that was virtually impossible while holding a bath-towel around your middle.  Vince gave up the towel about halfway up the ladder, and crawled out onto the roof au naturale (or as Vince puts it, “balls-ass naked”).  That was when they took away the ladder.  It gave new meaning to Mrs. Nolan’s description of Vince’s scholastic posture.


When we left St. Joe’s, Vince and I both applied for the officer candidates course in the United States Marine Corps.  Vince was not accepted because he was color-blind.  Years later I learned that one member of my officer candidate platoon, Sid Mook, had also been turned down by the other military services because he was color-blind.  Nonetheless, Sid was accepted into the Marine Corps program because, in the recruiter’s words, “in the Marine Corps, everything is green.”  Sad to say, Vince did not get the same treatment.  Vince enlisted for the 6-month active duty program and reported to the Recruit Depot in Parris Island, South Carolina.  Vince’s boot camp in Parris Island coincided with my OCC program in Quantico and we corresponded with each other through those trying times.  In August 1960, I was transferred to Camp Pendleton, California.  Hardly had I arrived at Pendleton, when Vince told me that he planned to spend his 1961 vacation with me in San Clemente, California.  Damned!  Wasn’t I lucky?


When the fateful day arrived, I met Vince at the airport in San Diego.  We decided to grab a sandwich before starting the 60-mile drive north to San Clemente.  We were only halfway across the street when a San Diego policeman stopped us for jaywalking.  Jaywalking?  There was no traffic on the street and we crossed, just as we always did in Philadelphia.  The policeman already had it figured out.  He saw our haircuts and the college rings.  He guessed that we were connected with the Marine Corps, probably officers and from the East Coast.  He asked us if we wouldn’t mind complying with the law of California – at least while we were in San Diego.  We told him that we would do our best and he let us continue on our way.  It was a great start for a vacation.


In retrospect, I should have taken my own vacation at the same time instead of putting in a full day at the base and then escorting Vince around Southern California all night and into the early morning hours.  Even more difficult was Vince’s grasp of geographic distances; “Let’s take a run up to San Francisco.”  Did he realize that was a 450-mile run?  It was like being in Philadelphia and saying, “Let’s drive up to Boston for a cup of coffee.”   And that did not take into account the battered condition of my old Chevrolet that tended to overheat after about 45 miles.


Rock Davidson was out of town that weekend and some of his friends were using his apartment in San Clemente.  They invited us to join them on Friday evening.  As I expected, Vince was the life of the party.  We stayed until about 12:30 a.m. and then got in my car for the two-block drive back to my apartment.  No sooner had I started the car than Vince said, “Are you afraid to drive to San Francisco?”  “You don’t have the guts to drive to San Francisco.”  Maybe it was the beer talking and maybe it was the beer that was affecting the listening, but I said, “Okay Vince, we are going to San Francisco.  But whenever you want, you say the word and we will come back to San Clemente.”  Off we went.  

About an hour later, we were going through the sleepy city of Los Angeles.  I looked at Vince and he looked at me – and we kept on going north.  And that is the way it went through the early morning hours as we sped north on Highway 101.  By daybreak, the magnitude of the distance was beginning to dawn on Vince but we had gone too far to turn back.  There was a minor crisis when the car almost overheated.  Fortunately, we came upon a remote service station where we flushed out the cooling system.  Rust colored water flowed down the barren mountainside for about twenty minutes.  It was beginning to look like the Red River Valley.  When the water faded to a pinkish shade, we jumped back in the car and continued our journey.  

It was nearly noon when we reached center city San Francisco.  We were in luck.  The first motel where we stopped had one room left; it was a suite on the ninth floor.  We called it “the penthouse.”  After driving all night, I was ready to collapse.  Vince had other ideas.  He wanted to go to Golden Gate Park.  “Deanie’s out here,” he said, “She has an apartment near Golden Gate Park.  Let’s go over and say hello.”  So off we went – this time to find Golden Gate Park.
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Helene (Deanie) Breithaupt  (Vince pronounced it “Brite-Hop”) was a nurse, working at a hospital in San Francisco.  She shared an apartment with two other nurses, Ann and Carol. Deanie was surprised to see Vince.  She was even more surprised when she learned that we drove up to San Francisco from San Clemente after a late night party.  On the other hand, Deanie knew Vince from Philadelphia; she knew better than to be surprised by anything that he would do.  As Vince correctly surmised, Deanie, Ann and Carol were polite enough to show us around the town for the next two days, frequently pretending not to know us when Vince did things like climbing to the top of a park fence or walking out on a stage to pose for a photo with the orchestra.  We not only saw Golden Gate Park, but we also toured Grant Avenue in Chinatown and had dinner at a Chinese restaurant.  Somehow, we made the long drive back to San Clemente by Monday afternoon.  I reported for duty at Camp Pendleton and Vince hit the sack and caught up on his sleep.  

We also visited Disneyland, dropped in on Julie and Larry Borger at Santa Ana Marine Corps Air Station and went to the bullfights in Tijuana, Mexico before Vince’s whirlwind vacation came to an end.  On Vince’s last night in San Clemente, we sat in the kitchen of my apartment with a case of beer and laughed as we wrote captions to the photos that we had taken over the last ten days.  We tried to ignore the complaints of the tenants downstairs who did not seem to realize the importance of our preparation for Vince’s departure.  When Vince got home to Philadelphia, he apparently made it a point to show those photos to everyone he met.  Two years later, when I returned to Philadelphia, I could not get over the number of people who recognized me as “the guy in Vince’s pictures.”

It was not long after Vince’s lecture on “Equidistant” that we began to think of his bachelor party.  Strong feelings ran deep.  Nearly everyone had his own reason to seek retribution from Vince.  The prevailing view was that the party should result in an intoxicated Vince who would then be placed on either a plane or a train to some distant location with only his bank’s credit card in his pocket. (This was in the days before the ATM or “debit” cards.)  A practical obstacle to this plan was that Vince was allergic to liquor.  It made him nauseous; he drank only beer.  Someone suggested that an ounce or two of vodka could be mixed with each beer without detection.  It was an interesting idea but we could not be sure.  The only answer was to have a practice session.  The party at Leo and Kay’s house was just like any other party, but this one proved that vodka could be mixed with beer without detection.

The bachelor party began with dinner at the Carlins’ house in Bala Cynwyd and then it moved to the Ivy Hill Tavern, Vince’s hangout on Cheltenham Avenue, across from Holy Sepulchre Cemetery.  About six of us had flasks filled with vodka.  When Vince ordered a beer, someone would take it from the bartender and quickly drink a mouthful of the beer before passing the bottle to the next person.  That person would replace the ounce or so of beer with vodka and pass it along to Vince.  Not long afterward, someone emptied one of the flasks of vodka into a pitcher of beer and that pitcher was set aside for Vince.  At times it was awkward to tell people that they could not drink from that pitcher, but that was what we did.  At the early hour of 8:30 p.m., Leo Carlin was telling a story and he emphasized a point by jumping up on a chair.  Vince’s eyes followed Leo’s upward movement, and then Vince’s eyes closed and he slumped under the table.  The bachelor party was over.

With lots of help, Vince was assisted out of the Ivy Hill and into Hank Riegler’s new Volkswagen (that had been financed through Vince at PNB).  A policeman saw the activity and came over to investigate.  When we explained what was going on, he laughed and wished everyone the best of success.  The best of success did not extend to the people who were in the back seat of the car with Nolan.  The rear windows of Volkswagens are fixed and could not be opened even when Vince regurgitated the contents of his stomach.  It was a malodorous drive to the George Washington Motor Inn by the Turnpike, where we rented a room for Vince and left him without his wallet.  Back at the Ivy Hill Tavern, people wondered what had become of Vince Nolan’s bachelor party.  They could not believe that it was over so quickly.

I did not sleep a wink that night.  Visions of alcohol poisoning danced in my brain.  I was glad that we did not leave him on an airplane or a train where he could have wandered into hazardous situations.  At about 11:00 a.m., Jim Gavaghan called and said that Vince had called Dick Scanlon.  He did not know where he was but he asked Dick to pick him up and to bring along some clean clothes.  He had one more surprise coming – he had to pay the bill for the room.  The budget for the bachelor party did not cover all of the expenses.

That evening, we all gathered at Sadie Haughton’s house for a New Year’s Eve party.  All eyes were on Vince when he arrived.  His pallor was a dark green.  As he stepped into the room, Vince called out, “G’imme a beer!”  He popped open the can and drained its contents.  There was a moment of hesitation while everyone wondered whether the beer would stay down.  It did.  All of us – Vince included – breathed a sigh of relief.
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Over the years, these stories – and many more – have become a part of the lore of our crowd.  We get together several times each year and each time, Vince is “Mr. Interlocutor,” telling the stories of days gone by.  As the years go by the stories are repeated and they get better with repetition.  Our children have all heard the stories and they have adopted Vince as one of their own. (“Is Mr. Nolan coming?” “How come everyone laughs when Mr. Nolan comes?”  “He looks like Humpty-Dumpty!”  )  We tell them that Vince lives in a far-off place called Equidistant.  You cannot find it on a map – or on a google search of the Internet.  Like Brigadoon, Equidistant appears only for short periods of time and then it disappears in the early morning hours.  And like Brigadoon, Equidistant reappears only when conditions are right, conditions that usually involve large quantities of beer and laughter.
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