MAYFAIR PRESBYTERIANS
By Gerard J. St. John

 
It is hard to remember what the Mayfair Presbyterian Church looked like when I first moved to Mayfair, but the dignified stone church was not part of it.  Mayfair Presbyterian was a work in progress.  The pastor’s house was three blocks away.  It was right across the driveway behind my house.  The corner house on my block of Chippendale Avenue was owned by Joe Casacio.  He built the Mayfair Presbyterian Church.  Joe must have been a pretty good builder.  The stone church was a first-class building.  It looked like a church ought to look.  Joe Casacio continued building houses, converting them into apartment units, and then starting all over again.  “I didn’t know it was so easy to make money,” he said.

I did not have much personal contact with the Presbyterian Church even though I lived in the neighborhood for nearly thirty years.  In the early 1940s, Catholics were treated as a religious and social minority.  We stuck together.  We had our own schools and our own athletic leagues, as well as our own churches.  We were discouraged from participating in the services of other churches for fear that we would give the impression we were not satisfied with our own church.  Mr. Henderson was the pastor of Mayfair Presbyterian Church.  He did not wear black clerical clothing; nor did he wear the celluloid Roman collars that we always associated with priests.  He was reserved and soft-spoken.  Years later, when television came on the scene, there was a character called “Mr. Rogers” who reminded me of Mr. Henderson, except that Mr. Henderson did not wear cardigan sweaters.  Mr. Henderson was surprised when my mother told him that my brother Jack and I would attend his church’s summer Bible School.  When reminded of the Archdiocese’s stance against participating in the programs of other churches, Mom said, “I don’t agree with that.  They pretty much believe in the same things that we do.  Besides, it won’t hurt you.”  She was right.

For the next two months, Jack and I attended the Mayfair Presbyterian Church Bible School on two days of each week.  It was interesting.  We used a children’s-level “Bible Stories” book.  It had a lot of drawings.  The teacher would read stories about people like Samson, Noah, Moses and Solomon, after which we would talk about them.  Mr. Henderson was not involved in most of the school activities, but he was present for the start and the end of each school day.  Generally, he would make a few light comments and then say a prayer with his arms outstretched and head bowed.  It was interesting to see Mr. Henderson in the church environment.  They called him “Reverend.”  He was still the same quiet man that he was in the neighborhood, but he was clearly the person in charge of the church.  Years later, I would think about that summer school as being the start of my appreciation for the Bible.  On the other hand, it did little for my appreciation of Joe Casacio’s building skills.  I paid no attention to the construction features or the room layout of the church.

About a dozen years after the Bible school, I had another opportunity to be inside the Mayfair Presbyterian Church.  Ray Block was one of the few persons I knew who was a member of that church.  Ray is about five years older than me.  He was an organizer.  He organized a variety of youth baseball, basketball and football teams, mainly under the name “Mayfair A.C.”  Ray did not play for any of those teams; he was strictly an organizer, manager, and coach.  However, on occasion Ray would put together a basketball team comprised of his friends.  I was not one of his friends.  It was not clear whether this basketball team was sponsored by the church.  Most of their games were played in the basement of Mayfair Presbyterian Church.  On the other hand, most of the players, including Fred Eisele and my brother Jack, were not Presbyterians.  One afternoon, Ray could scrape up only four players; he needed a fifth.  After exhausting all other possibilities, he told Fred Eisele that it would be okay to ask me to be the fifth man.   I don’t know why Ray did not ask me directly.  Maybe it was because I was not one of his friends.

The basement gym was pretty much what you might expect of a basement gym – but still, I was impressed.  It was Joe Casacio’s gym; a bit on the dark side, but it had plenty of overhead space.  I did not recognize any of the players on the opposing team.  I took that as a good sign because it meant they did not know me either.  They would have to assume that I knew my way around a basketball court unless I proved otherwise.


Hardly had the game started when I knew something was wrong.  I could see it; I could feel it.  The gym was getting darker.  I had the ball and was dribbling to my right, past Ray Block.  Suddenly, Ray disappeared from view.  My range of vision was constricting.  It was like being in a tunnel except that the edges were not sharply defined.  What looked like a small strand of barbed wire glowed white near the lower edge of the tunnel.  My peripheral vision was gone.  I was frightened but I dared not say anything.  Maybe it would go away.  It was my first experience with what people call “ocular migraines.”  Those events involve electrical storms in the brain and restriction of blood flow to the optic nerve.  Typically, there is a temporary loss of vision in one or both eyes.
I suffered in silence, hoping my vision would improve; but the gym was getting darker.  I decided to get rid of the ball as quickly as possible whenever it came to me.  Fred took a short step in my direction.   I looked right at him and passed the ball sharply while I could still see him.  Fred was having a good game shooting jump shots from the corner of the court.  Meanwhile, George Herrmann drove the ball up the foul lane like he owned it.  I was not surprised when the player who was guarding me dropped back to double team Fred and George.  It occurred to me that he would continue that tactic unless he thought that I was a scoring threat.  I had to shoot the ball.  The opportunity came soon enough.  We were breaking toward our own basket.  George was on the left; Fred was on the right.  All the defenders dropped back, leaving me wide open for a short jump shot.  I was looking straight at the basket.  I did not dare to turn my head.  It was a shot that I could make in my sleep – and that was pretty much the case.  The ball was in the net before the opposing team knew what happened.  No one was happier than I when we reached the half-time break.  

The break gave me a chance to rest my eyes for about fifteen minutes.  That short rest was just what the doctor ordered.  My vision improved gradually during the second half.  In the meanwhile, Fred and George carried our team offensively.  I never mentioned the ocular migraine to anyone.  After the game, Ray Block told Fred that I had “played a good game.”  I couldn’t say; I didn’t see much of it.  Good game or not, I was never invited to play in another one of Ray’s games.  That one game ended my experience with Mayfair’s Presbyterians.  

A few years ago, I published a book that set out in short-story fashion many of my memories.  One of those memories was about Ray Block and his organization of youth athletic teams under the names “Mayfair A.C.” and “Mayfair Monarchs.”  At Fred Eisele’s suggestion, I sent a copy of the book to Ray.  A few weeks later, I received a handwritten note from Ray thanking me for sending him “that nice little book.”

Last year I came across a death notice for Ray Block.  His funeral was to be held at Mayfair Presbyterian Church.  Ray was 82 years of age, unmarried, and had no surviving family.  The members of our basement basketball team of years ago now live in places far removed from the Philadelphia area.  Still, the church was crowded with about 180 mourners, mostly former players and parents of players on the youth athletic teams Ray had organized over the years.  It was an impressive turnout.  At the end of the ceremony, the funeral director rolled the casket out of the church and down a ramp to the waiting hearse.  It was only then the undertaker realized that no pallbearers had been selected.  He looked at his two assistants, and he looked at the space over which the casket had to be lifted, and then he called out to me as I was walking to my car, “Excuse me, could you give us a hand with the casket?”  Of course I could – and did.  And that is how I came to be a pallbearer for my old friend Ray Block.
3

