A TIME FOR HEROES
By Gerard J. St. John


Early last week, Father Robert Breen called and asked what I was doing on Thursday.  He needed a ride to St. Albert the Great Church for the funeral of Tom Gola.  Of course I would attend Tom Gola’s funeral.  He was one of my heroes.  
It has been nearly 65 years since I first heard the name Tom Gola.  I was a freshman at La Salle High School; Tom was a senior.  Everyone at La Salle knew Tom Gola – or at least it seemed that way.  He was a tall, slender young man who fit in well with his classmates.  He was at the top of his class in academics, and in a class by himself on the basketball court.  I did not follow basketball at that time, but I was impressed by Gola’s athletic ability playing softball.  He hit a softball farther than anyone I ever saw.

Toward the end of my freshman year, two Tom Gola stories swept through the La Salle campus.  The first story had to do with an award ceremony for the outstanding high school basketball players in the Philadelphia area.  It was one of the few times that the all-stars of the Catholic and Public Leagues were honored at a single formal event.  It was a “coat and tie” affair at one of the downtown hotels.  One of those outstanding high-schoolers lived in a poverty-stricken neighborhood.  He did not own either a coat or a tie.  To attend the award dinner, he borrowed a suit from one of his uncles, a rather large uncle.  The baggy suit was embarrassing.  He looked like a clown.  When it came time to take group photographs, the poorly clad player was nowhere to be found.  His teammates knew where he was hiding, but they were reluctant to call further attention to their friend.  Instead, they went to Tom Gola, saying, “You are the only one he will listen to.”  Tom found the player hiding in a restroom, and persuaded him to join in the group photos, albeit in the back row where his borrowed clothes would not be apparent.  It was the kind of thing we had come to expect from Tom Gola.
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The second story had to do with college scholarships.  Gola received offers of scholarships from nearly 100 colleges and universities across the nation.  Rumor had it that some of those offers were coupled with amenities that would give him spending money and his own car.  Tom surprised everyone by accepting the scholarship offered by La Salle College.  Also included in the deal were scholarships for his two brothers.  Tom would attend college (and play basketball) on the same campus where he attended high school.

In my sophomore year, I made it a point to attend some of the high school’s basketball games.  Gradually, I learned something about the sport, including the speed and endurance required of basketball players.  At the college level, the prohibition against freshmen playing on varsity teams was suspended for the duration of the war in Korea, enabling Tom Gola to lead La Salle College to the championship of the National Invitation Tournament in New York City.  It seemed as though a love affair developed between the major news media and Tom Gola.  Philadelphia basketball fans made it a regular practice to drive up to Madison Square Garden to watch Tom Gola play against well-known New York teams and other national powers.  Madison Square Garden on Eighth Avenue was the “Holy Grail” of basketball.  The Philadelphians met at the Taft Hotel for a few beers prior to the game, walked to “the Garden,” and eventually found their way back to Philadelphia.  On the return trips, the conversations invariably centered on how well Tom Gola played that night.

Back at La Salle, the high school and the college continued to share the same basketball court.  The high school held its practices early in the afternoon, after which the college took possession of the gym.  On occasion, the college team scrimmaged against the local NBA team, the Philadelphia Warriors.  Rumor had it that the college team prevailed in many of those battles.  The temptation was overwhelming.  I joined a group of students who hung around the gym when the high school’s practice ended.  The college officials made sure that all unauthorized persons left the premises, and then they locked the doors.  Fortunately, they did not close the interior window that was located high on the wall at one end of the court.  Seven or eight of us went up the stairway and watched the scrimmages from the landing behind that window.

Basketball programs listed Gola as 6’7” tall.  He was the tallest man on La Salle’s team.   (After graduation, the U.S. Army draft board measured him at a shade under 6’6” tall, making him eligible to be drafted into the army.)  Gola was also the fastest man on the team, and had the quickest reflexes.  Unlike most basketball teams that played their tallest man directly in front of the basket, La Salle moved Tom Gola inside and out, making it difficult for opposing teams to defend against him.


One measure of the influence exerted by an outstanding athlete is the extent to which other players adopt his style of play.  One of the first things about Gola that caught my attention was his complete lack of any facial expression during a game.  Regardless of the effort that went into any move on the court, Tom’s face remained expressionless.  Sportswriters called him “phlegmatic.” I looked up the word in the dictionary.  The Oxford Universal Dictionary defines a phlegmatic temperament as being “cool; self-possessed.”  I can recall only one time that Gola showed emotion on a basketball court.  
It happened in one of the few games that Tom Gola played at Penn’s Palestra. (La Salle College played its home games at convention hall, at the small gym on the college campus and at the gym in the new Lincoln High School in Northeast Philadelphia.)  In 1954, the Palestra was host to the eastern regionals of the NCAA Basketball Tournament.  La Salle was matched against North Carolina State, led by Mel Thompson and Ron Shavlik.  It was a close game, and State was turning up the pressure with an increasingly physical defense.  Gola got a step on his defender, and drove down the lane for what looked like a sure goal when a well-placed forearm sent him sprawling across the court.  The facial expression remained unchanged but you could see the fire in his eyes.  He made both of the foul shots.  On the next series, Gola helped La Salle break a full-court press by coming back to the mid-court line to take a pass.  Hardly did the ball touch his hands, when Gola flipped a pass back over his head to the basket where teammate Bob Maples was waiting unguarded.  Fans wondered how Gola knew Maples was there.  Gola rebounded; he brought the ball up court; he set up plays; he scored; and La Salle won handily.
This was the end of the old two-handed set shot era.  Gola rarely took a set shot, but when he did it was the one-hand variety.  When it came to foul shots, basketball traditionalists still favored the two-hander.  Many of them used the underhand two-handers that were a trademark of Bill Sharman of the Boston Celtics.  Sharman rarely missed a foul shot.  But Tom Gola shot a one-hander from the foul line, and most Philadelphia players followed suit.

Defensively, Gola used his long arms and quick hands to great advantage.  He frequently blocked shots, but unlike other dominant defenders, he did not swat an opponent’s shot into the stands.  He caught the ball in flight and immediately threw it to one of his teammates on a fast break.  Frank Selvy, a sharpshooter from Furman University in South Carolina, came to convention hall with the reputation for having scored 100 points in one game.  Against La Salle, Selvy went right at Tom Gola with a running jump shot near the foul line.  Gola’s quick hands stole the ball cleanly, and his fast feet led to a layup at the other end of the court.  He seemed to glide the last few steps to the basket.  Gola rarely dunked the ball.  He laid it softly against the backboard and let it fall into the hoop.

Local basketball players copied Gola’s signature defense against aggressive drives to the basket.  He approached the opponent, almost daring him to extend the ball within reach.  Usually, the opponent would move the ball back while driving forward.  Gola then leaned around behind the player and flicked the ball away.  Ten years later, Northeast Philadelphia’s Jim Halpin introduced that move to his teammates at The Citadel in South Carolina.  It is described by author Pat Conroy in his memoir My Losing Season.  Conroy never forgot that defensive move but he did not realize that it was part of the legacy of Tom Gola.
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Gola’s legacy is impressive.  He is a member of the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame and the Philadelphia Big5 Hall of Fame.  He was a 4-time All America selection, the Most Valuable Player of the 1952 NIT, the Most Outstanding player of the 1954 NCAA Basketball Tournament, and a 5-time NBA All-Star.  His teams won the 1952 NIT, and the 1954 NCAA Tournaments, and finished second in the 1955 NCAA Tournament.  In 1956, he led the Philadelphia Warriors to the NBA Championship.  In 1968, when La Salle’s basketball program hit the skids, Tom Gola returned to the campus and coached the basketball team to a second place finish in the national rankings.  Significantly, his college awards were achieved with teams that were not stocked with blue-chip players.  Coach Ken Loeffler put it this way, “My team was Tom Gola plus four students.”  Tom Gola made everyone around him a better player.
 
When his playing and coaching days were over, Gola won election as a representative in the Pennsylvania legislature, and then as City Controller of Philadelphia.  In 1981, he was appointed regional administrator of the Department of Housing and Urban Development.  In the meanwhile, he ran his own insurance business and dabbled in things like running a golf driving range.
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Over the years, I had occasional contact with Tom Gola.  He continued to play softball with his old friends at 50-50 Tavern in the Olney Tavern League.  He still hit the ball a mile.  In 1986, I met him briefly at a luncheon when he was inducted as a coach into the Big5 Basketball Hall of Fame.  Tom never played in the Big5.  It was started in 1955, three months after he graduated from college.  Nonetheless, in 2000 the Philadelphia Big5 held a special induction for a few old-timers who played their college ball in Philadelphia and should not be left out of any Philadelphia basketball hall of fame: Tom Gola, Paul Arizin, Ernie Beck, Bill Mlkvy and George Senesky.
They held the old-timers ceremony just in time.  In the summer of 2003, Tom was leaving a suburban restaurant when he tripped, fell backward and struck his head on a curb.  He lapsed into a coma and was hospitalized.  Rumors circulated that Gola suffered a stroke, maybe multiple strokes.  He spent time in a nursing home.  He spent time in seclusion in Florida.  He withdrew from the public eye.

I last saw Tom Gola five years ago at the inaugural of the Northeast Philadelphia Hall of Fame, held at Holy Family University.  This award is not centered on athletics.  It recognizes achievement and significant, positive impact on the community.  Tom was one of the initial inductees.  I left the pre-ceremony reception early so I could get a good seat for the presentation.  As I reached the doorway to the theater, two men approached from my right.  One man was assisting the other who was obviously disabled and struggling with a cane.  The man with the cane was twisted and hunched forward.  I grabbed the closest door and held it open for them.  When they started down the aisle, I realized I had just held the door for a long-time hero.

Tom Gola was a public citizen.  He personified Philadelphia in the last half of the twentieth century.  He transformed individual talent into a symphony that captured the imagination of the entire country.  When Tom passed away two weeks ago, sportswriters, most of whom are not old enough to have seen Tom Gola play, looked at his basketball statistics and declared that Gola “was an early version of Magic Johnson.”  It was a declaration that disparaged both men.  Johnson was a good basketball player, but Magic Johnson is no Tom Gola.
The congregation at St. Albert the Great was a “Who’s Who” of Philadelphia basketball, a gathering of La Salle alumni and sports fans in general.  Prominent among the mourners were Charley Greenberg, a guard on the 1954 NCAA championship team, and Ernie Beck, the Penn All-America who played with Tom on the 1956 NBA champion Philadelphia Warriors.  Wilt Chamberlain was wrong.  Sometimes people do root for Goliath.  This was a time for heroes.
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Of course, Father Breen made it to the funeral.  He was one of the concelebrants of the Mass. (Fr. Breen is in the back row, on the right in this photo.) At the church they distributed a small memorial card with a photo of Tom taken about ten years ago.  On the reverse side of the card was the following inscription:

“Today I am a contented person,

I gave it my best in all that I did,

In sports, businesses

and in public office.

 I would have never

second-guessed myself.”

            Tom Gola
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