I POOSH!  I POOSH!  I POOSH!

By Gerard J. St. John
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Dad’s parents were both immigrants from Newfoundland (pronounced “Newfen-LAND”).  Maybe that is why Dad’s brothers and sisters virtually adopted my siblings and I as their own.  We could always count on extended family get-togethers on holidays such as Christmas, Easter, Fourth of July and Thanksgiving, to say nothing of birthdays and special occasions.


These were hard working but not particularly musical people.  Still, on certain occasions there would be song.  For example, a rousing rendition of the “Beer Barrel Polka” always accompanied the tapping of a keg of beer at a party:


“Roll out the barrel


 We’ll have a barrel of fun.


 Roll out the barrel


 We’ve got the blues on the run. ...”

It was almost a chant -- hardly Gregorian but nonetheless ritualistic, invariable and accompanied by an established cultural ceremony.  To this day, I associate “Roll Out the Barrel” with the sounds, sight, smell and feel of a party in a long, narrow whitewashed mud-wall, rowhouse basement with a concrete floor and a quarter keg of beer in a washtub of ice.


The rite of tappage was often followed by a toe-tapping, hand-clapping, chorus:


“Where do you work’a John?


 On the Delaware Lackawan!


 And whattaya do’a John?


 I poosh!  I poosh!  I poosh!


 And whattaya poosh’a John?


 I poosh, I poosh’a da truck.


 And where do you poosh’a John?


 On the Delaware Lackawan!”

Jack, Pat and I would sit on the wooden basement steps and watch the “grown-ups” sing, clap their hands, stamp their feet, smile, and nod knowingly at each other.  It is my only childhood memory in which my aunts and uncles are young, probably in their twenties and thirties.  It is also a memory that reflects their way of life; I poosh! I poosh! I poosh!


Sixty years later, those basement parties are just a memory, and a fading one at that.  The most persistent part of that memory is the refrain from “Where do you work’a John?”  In recent years, the question posed to John has become susceptible to a number of different perspectives.


A common question posed upon meeting a person for the first time is “What do you do?”  It is a slight variation of “Where do you work’a John?”  Young lawyers selecting a jury are taught to ask the potential jurors “What do you do?” rather than “Where do you work?” because the former question is focused on the person rather than on the person’s job.  “Working” is also the name of a play written by Studs Terkel that focuses on the different jobs that people have.  Prior to the opening curtain, the actors mingle with the audience and engage them in conversation.  Pretty soon, you realize that there is no opening curtain.  The play begins when, one by one, each actor stands and gives the first name of the person with whom he has been talking and identifies that person’s job.  For example, “This is Gerry.  He is a lawyer here in Philadelphia.”  Psychologists and vocational counselors often say that, “we are what we do.”  They mean that people tend to think of themselves in terms of their means of livelihood.  It is an interesting concept.


Back in the days of the basement parties, it never occurred to me to categorize Uncle Jim as “a line foreman at Philco”; Aunt Agnes as “a cable lacer at RCA”; Uncle Reds as “a driver-salesman for Armour Meats;” Uncle Bill as “a metalworker” at Budds; Aunt Dot as “a long distance telephone operator” for AT&T; or Uncle Ralph as – well, forget about Ralph.  He defies description.  On occasion, it may be appropriate to refer to a job as a shorthand identification of the person but it would be strictly that, a nametag.  For example, when he was president of La Salle University, Brother Patrick Ellis astonished me with a demonstration of his remarkable memory.  We had just been introduced at a cocktail reception.  He mentioned that he knew someone named “St. John” and, after pausing for about four seconds, said it was “John St. John, the letter carrier from Northeast Philadelphia.”  He met Dad just once, about twenty years earlier when he accompanied another Christian Brother who interviewed Dad about his participation in La Salle’s Sunday Morning Labor Relations courses as a member of the letter carriers union.  Under those circumstances, the reference to “letter carrier” made sense.  It was not an attempt to characterize Dad or his life.  


How do you characterize a life?  Saint Ignatius of Loyola focused on service to others rather than the accumulation of wealth, power or public importance.  Are there ordinary people who render extraordinary service at the neighborhood level?  Of course there are – if we look for them.


Ray Block comes to mind.  Ray Block is about seven years older than I although his thinning hair at one time made him look considerably older.  Ray was a decent athlete but lacked the size and speed necessary to be a standout ballplayer.  Still, he managed to compete through a sound knowledge of the game and its technical aspects.  As an athlete, he was a technician.  Ray was employed in a number of different jobs and once tried his luck as the owner of a sporting goods shop.  But it would not be appropriate to try to describe Ray Block by reference to those jobs.


In the late 1940's, Ray gradually focused his energies on coaching with the old Mayfair Boys Club, an organization that had teams in the Sandlot Sports League.  At that time, Sandlot Sports was the “showcase” youth competition with the highlight being the annual all-star game played at Shibe Park.  The annual all-star game gave local ballplayers a chance to compare their skills with those of the major leaguers who regularly played at Shibe Park, and it provided one more point of identification when one of the local players made it to the big leagues.  At that time, there were two local products on the Philadelphia teams.  Del Ennis, an outfielder from Olney High, provided most of the offensive punch for the Phillies 1950 National League champions.  And Bobby Shantz, a vertically challenged pitcher who lived in the Mayfair-Holmesburg neighborhood became a starter for the American League Philadelphia Athletics.  Shantz is still remembered for his major league all-star appearance in which he struck out three of the National League’s best hitters in one inning.  But the vast majority of neighborhood baseball in those days was just a matter of showing up at the field and choosing sides.  The winning team would keep playing.  Those pickup games took place almost every morning and again every evening.  Ray Block decided to start a new team that would compete in one of the younger Sandlot Sports age brackets under the name Mayfair A.C.  It would have regularly scheduled practices and full uniforms.  Tryouts were scheduled early in the spring.


Mayfair A.C. was successful.  And each year the organization added at least one new team and eventually added teams in other sports including football and basketball.  Pretty soon, Mayfair A.C. was an amateur athletic conglomerate with an impressive array of teams, major fund raising events and elaborate awards banquets.  It also had a large number of volunteer coaches and a management committee consisting largely of parents of the children on the teams.  The committee eventually became so powerful that it decided that the organization no longer needed Ray Block.  Ray never looked back.  He simply started a new team.  He called it the Mayfair Boys Club, the old team with that name having long since disbanded.  In the meanwhile, every so often in the practice of law I would encounter someone who would ask about Ray Block who they remembered as their childhood coach.


Bob Dailey was different from Ray Block.  Bob organized softball teams so that he could play in those games himself.  Bob was a tough athlete, a good pitcher and a good hitter.  But each year he got one year older and gradually, he concentrated more and more on the organizational aspects of the ball club which was comprised mainly of his co-workers at Western Electric Company and played under the name of their labor union, a local of the Communications Workers of America.  One afternoon, Bob arranged a tryout for a fast-pitch pitcher but his two colleagues could not catch a ball thrown that hard.  I happened to be passing by and volunteered to catch the fastballer.  When Bob’s regular catcher, “Coke” Varallo, heard what happened, he insisted that Bob put me in as the starting catcher.  That would allow Coke to play second base.  He had had enough of the dirty job of catching.  Dailey went along with the suggestion but not just because his friend wanted to play second base.  Bob Dailey had pitched against me in neighborhood games.  He knew that I almost always made contact with the ball.


In the middle of the season, Dailey asked me to play in a “special” game against a team from Forrest Hill Athletic Club in Holmesburg.  Ours would be mostly the same CWA team but it was a grudge match against the players who had been the best in that neighborhood before Bob’s generation came along.  Our club was younger, faster and stronger but somehow it had managed to lose this annual grudge match for several years running.  The main problem was that they tried too hard, and popped up or struck out in crucial situations.  It may have been a grudge match but it was not my grudge.  I was there for fun.  I joked with the opposing pitcher, and then hit the ball on a line four consecutive times, driving in or scoring most of the runs in a winning effort.  Afterward, back at the club, I had a chance to talk to the pitcher.  He was really upset, particularly about the time that I deliberately swung at a bad pitch to avoid being walked, and then hit the next pitch between the outfielders for a triple.  The next time at bat, he hit me with a pitch.  


It turned out that he had a history of hard luck.  He had been one of two very talented baseball pitchers from the same team.  Both were on the short side.  Both were effective pitchers.  The other fellow got a big break and my opponent did not.  Now, Bobby Shantz was striking out Stan Musial and Jackie Robinson in the major league all-star game and this fellow was getting hit all over the lot by some kid – and he did not like that at all.  Bob Dailey had to step between us as the post-game discussion began to escalate dangerously.  Bob looked out for his players, especially when they could hit.  


Unfortunately, Bob was killed in an automobile accident that fall while working in Baltimore.  Without Bob Dailey, there was no softball team.


Jack McLoughlin introduced me to Pace Gonen whose father owned the Warnock Tavern at Warnock and Windrim Streets in the Olney neighborhood.  The Warnock Tavern was a small, neighborhood taproom at the end of the block, right across the street from the Fleers Bubble Gum plant.  The Warnock served the worst draught beer in the City of Philadelphia.  Its coil box was an environmental hazard.  But so long as Fleers made bubble gum, the Warnock would be a thriving business.


Pace was in his mid-thirties.  He was a big man but with no apparent athletic ability.  It also seemed as though he had very little to do with the operation of the tavern.  The tavern was his father’s business.  But the Warnock sponsored a softball team and Pace was in complete charge of that activity.  Pace obviously enjoyed being in charge of the softball team.


Pace particularly enjoyed managing a team that featured one of the best pitchers in the city, left-hander George Pentram.  George was a dead ringer for Leo Gorcey, the actor who played Muggs, the leader of the Dead End Kids in the movies of the 1930s and 1940s.  When George began his pitching motion, his arm moved in a figure-eight across his chest and then in a tight arc down by his left thigh.  From that point the ball exploded to the plate in the blink of an eye.  George rarely threw a pitch that was not across the plate.  Walks were almost non-existent.  No-hit games were commonplace.  Pace backed up George with another top-flight pitcher, Harry Siegel, who had pitched for Bob Dailey’s team the year before.  Also, there was Skip Turner, a tall, lanky fireballer who had difficulty with his control.  The rest of the team fell into two categories, the old-timers, many of whom had once played sandlot ball with Del Ennis, and the players who regularly frequented the tavern and had somehow survived those corroded coils.  When Pace asked me what position I played, I quickly responded, “Second base.”  I was learning.


The Warnock team played in two separate leagues, one fast-pitch and the other slow-pitch.  It soon became clear that my competition for second base would be Artie Juegel who lived a few houses down the street from the Warnock.  Artie was trim and athletic in appearance, and he handled all of the practice drills in a competent manner.  Pace started Artie at second base but it soon became obvious that Artie could not hit the pitching in either league.  When in the field, Artie prayed that no one would hit the ball to him.  George Pentram probably had something to do with it when Pace finally put me in the lineup in place of Artie.  George would always let you know when he thought that someone was not playing well.


The ball club had a serious problem when late July came around because several of the older players went on vacation with their families.  There were few reserves.  Artie was reinserted into the lineup in right field in the last inning of a game in the fast-pitch league.  The game was tied and the other team’s best hitter was at bat.  He took a mighty swing but managed to make contact with only a piece of the underside of the ball.  The result was a very, very high pop-up to right field.  Artie, who had stationed himself all the way out against the wall of the building in right field, came running toward the infield, looking high into the sky and muttering, “Oh, oh, oh!”  Then, realizing that he had run too far, he stopped and backpedaled, looking almost straight up and still muttering, “Oh, oh, oh!”  The ball was very high and took a long time to come down.  Artie circled beneath it in a counterclockwise direction and suddenly fell flat on the seat of his pants just as the ball fell to the ground between his outstretched legs.  He was still in that position when the winning run crossed the plate.


That experience was fresh in our minds a few days later when Harry Siegel was pitching at the Rifle Club in the slow-pitch league.  Harry hated the slow-pitch rules that would not allow his usual windmill style windup and also restricted the backward movement of his pitching arm to a scant nine inches.  To compensate for these restrictions, Harry twisted himself into a knot and then leaped forward as he released the ball, achieving a surprising rate of speed.  But the unusual procedure cost him his control.  Late in the game Harry began to tire, walking the first four batters in the last inning.  We now had just a one run lead with the tying run on third base and no outs.  Pace had no choice.  He substituted Skip Turner for Harry.  Skip disliked the slow-pitch rules every bit as much as did Harry.  And we all knew that Skip had a strong tendency to throw wild pitches and to hit batters, even under the best of circumstances.  One bad pitch or one bad fielding play would lose this game.  I looked over my shoulder at Artie in right field and took a few steps back, away from second base so that I would be in a position to make a play if the ball was hit to shallow right field.  Artie was pacing back and forth nervously, chewing on the fingers of his glove.  But Skip rose to the occasion.  He struck out three straight batters, the last one after running the count full.  There was an immediate feeling of elation and relief.  But in right field, Artie had already relieved himself.  The pressure of that last inning was too much for him.  He stood there with a silly grin on his face, looking down at the front of his soaking wet trousers.  All of us agreed that it was the manager’s responsibility to give Artie a ride back to the tavern that evening.


Pace continued to manage the tavern’s softball team after I left for military service.  That came to an unexpected end several years later when he suffered a fatal heart attack.  Maybe the coil box finally got to him.  He was identified in the obits as a “tavern owner.”  That hardly told the story.  On occasion, I run into Tommy Welsh, a former Sandlot Sports all-star who played first base, and Irv Bass, our shortstop.  We enjoy reminiscing about the double plays, about the time that I threw the ball to first before Tommy turned around, relying on his quick hands to make the catch, and about George Pentram’s explosive reaction to errors made in the field behind him.  We don’t talk much about Pace Gonen.  He was not one of the players.  But he made it all possible.


During my term as president of Saint Joseph’s University’s Alumni Association, we created an award to recognize the achievements of our fellow alums.  We call it the Ignatius Award.  It is intended for the younger alumni and focuses on what they do, in the sense of what they really are, rather than what their employment may be.  I nominated Marcellus Williams, who is generally known as “Boo,” a former basketball player.  Six feet, eight inches tall, he was a force to be reckoned with on the basketball court during his college days and was later inducted into the Philadelphia Big Five Basketball Hall of Fame for those efforts.  After making an attempt to play professional basketball, Boo returned to his native Hampton, Virginia and took a job with an insurance company.  
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During the summers, he established a basketball league for youngsters in the Hampton-Newport News area.  He coached, refereed, made up the schedules, and solicited volunteers and sponsors.  The program grew each year to the point where more than 700 boys and girls participate annually.  Boo served as mentor, friend and adviser to the youngsters, reinforcing the need for academic preparation and contacting college coaches and athletic directors on their behalf.  He was particularly helpful to the scholar-athletes who often played in the shadow of a superstar and did not attract the attention of the college athletic programs.  In Virginia, they call this summer program the “Boo Williams League.”  


In 1996, St. Joseph’s University presented the Ignatius Award to Boo Williams.  At the presentation, they talked about the “Boo Williams League,” some of its well-known alumni who had become major stars in the National Basketball Association, and one alum who had been a scholar-athlete at St. Joe’s before entering medical school.  And they talked about Boo Williams’ own basketball exploits at St. Joe’s and laughed as he deprecated those accomplishments in his own humorous high-pitched voice.  No one mentioned that Boo is an insurance agent.  

Where do you work’a Boo?  
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