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THE LYNVETS, 1959. INSET: LARRY KELLY.






Maybe you limp a little at times and you don’t look as pretty when you dance, but think of the good times you had. Think of the bars you closed.

Mike Ditka, 1990

Heavenly shades of night are falling It’s Twilight Time

The Platters, 1958






Introduction



At the 69th Regiment Armory on 26th Street and Lexington Avenue, in a glass display case just off the lobby, sits a World War II infantryman’s helmet. The helmet is intact except for a ragged tear on the right side, about where the temple would be. The card below explains that the helmet belonged to a Redemptorist priest killed in April 1945 while administering last rites to a soldier during the fighting on Okinawa, the final land battle of the war in the Pacific.

The priest was raised on Eldert Lane in City Line, a working-class section of Brooklyn that bumps up against Queens just north of Jamaica Bay. A dozen years later, the priest’s gallantry would be extolled in a book by Daisy Amoury called Father Cyclone. On a smaller stage, he gained recognition sooner. Less than a year after his death, the local chapter of the Catholic War Veterans renamed itself the Reverend Lawrence E. Lynch Post.

In 1950, a group of boys from City Line barely into their teens, prodded by an unmarried appliance salesman for the Brooklyn Union Gas Company, decided to start a football team to play in a new sandlot league that had sprung up in Brooklyn and Queens. The team held its organizational meetings at the Lynch post, which occupied the second floor above a fruit-and-vegetable stand at Liberty Avenue and Eldert Lane, in the shadow of the Liberty Avenue El. At one of those early gatherings, the boys realized they needed a name for their team. They tried on a few. Crusaders and Knights were popular choices, but they were already overbooked. In fact, with the proliferation of teams, there were few good names left. Finally, someone with a better sense of place than most thought about where they were: a veterans’ hall named for Father Lynch. “Let’s call ourselves the Lynvets,” he said. Some credit the name to Bob Lulley, the team’s first quarterback, others to the baby-faced wide receiver Tommy McCabe. Whoever it was, he never suspected that he had just christened an organization that would become a living memorial to the fallen chaplain.

The Lynvets were winners from the start. By the late 1950s and early 1960s, the years on which this book focuses, they were at the top of their game—sure of themselves, unquestioning of their values, imbued with a relentless if shortsighted optimism.

Much like the nation itself. It was the twilight of innocence, or what passed for innocence if you didn’t look too closely. America was at peace, looking confidently to the future, when it should have been holding its breath for what lay ahead.

[image: space]

I played for the Lynvets after graduating from high school in 1958 and before the adult world snatched me up two years later. Though it never occurred to me then, time was running out on the Lynvets as the Fifties drew to a close. The team was balanced on a knife edge and would in a few years time tumble into a future far less hospitable to the values they embodied—and to many of the teammates who left such a lasting imprint on me.

What I didn’t sense, could never begin to contemplate, were the changes that would soon sweep the nation, making the Lynvets and the things they came to stand for in my mind—courage, toughness, unflinching patriotism, and an unremitting self-reliance—little more than loutish if exotic anachronisms to the generation that was about to reshape America.

Change was surely on the way, though few of the Lynvets heard it coming. Ultimately, that change would be so powerful that it would transform the nation almost as dramatically as did the Civil War a century earlier. It now seems clear that the strains within American society that converged with such fury in the mid-1960s started making themselves felt a decade earlier. And as the Fifties faded, the clues were there, if your lens was ground just right.

In February 1960, a sit-in at a lunch counter at an F. W. Woolworth store in Greensboro, North Carolina, set off a wave of similar demonstrations throughout the South as the nonviolent drive for civil rights gained fresh momentum. In May of that same year, the first birth control pill, Enovid, went on the market. In November, the youth movement, building since the advent of rock and roll early in the previous decade, surged into national politics as a telegenic Irish-Catholic senator was elected president, succeeding a World War II general two decades his senior. And in January 1961, Hibbing, Minnesota, native Robert Allen Zimmerman moved to New York and began singing his antiestablishment folk songs at Café Wha? and other Greenwich Village coffeehouses under the name Bob Dylan.

And there was more. Over the course of the year 1961, the new president, John Kennedy, quietly made decisions that moved the nation further down the path toward a distant war. Equally as important, a generation conceived in the flush of victory by men and women who had survived the rigors of the Great Depression and the travails of World War II was closing fast on the Lynvets. By the late 1960s, the baby boomers, at least many of the more affluent and better educated among them, had rewritten the social contract in ways that few of the Lynvets would ever decipher. Along the way, they hijacked the culture, employing it to celebrate themselves, to exalt their lifestyle, and to ridicule and otherwise diminish those who weren’t them and didn’t want to be.

[image: space]

My two years with the Lynvets, a trying and uncertain time in which off-the-field issues threatened to corrode whatever prospects I had, embedded in me values that helped define my future. Even today, looking back over a daunting expanse of years, I see that at critical moments in my life I have measured my actions against what I believed my fellow Lynvets would expect of me. My coach was an often-unemployed football genius named Larry Kelly, who I now realize was one of the most influential figures in my life. What would he think of how I handled this situation or that one? What about my teammates—Hughie Mulligan, crazy Peter Connor, Kenny Rudzewick, the great Ferriola? I feel heartened when I sense their approval, uneasy when the answer comes back, as it does all too frequently, We’re not with you on this one, Bob.

In my mind, and in the minds of my teammates, Larry Kelly and the Lynvets have long since been interchangeable. But in that summer of 1958, when I arrived on the scene from alien territory, the Kew Gardens section of Queens, the entwined legend of coach and team was just beginning to build. By then, the Lynvets were fielding teams in all four divisions of the Pop Warner Football Conference. The year before, Kelly had helped coach the Lynvet Juniors to a second straight championship. Now he had taken over the Seniors, the organization’s marquee team, but an underachieving one during the previous two seasons. The players ranged in age from eighteen to twenty-one, and everyone was out of high school, one way or another. Some were married. There were a handful of guys like me going to local colleges—Hofstra, St. John’s, Queens College, Fordham, Manhattan—but we were the exception. Most had already joined the workforce in a variety of jobs much like those held by their fathers—construction workers, city employees, laborers at nearby Idlewild Airport. Several worked for the Fire Department, or soon would. There were perceptible variations in educational level, economic strata, sophistication, professional promise. What we shared, and this transcended all the differences, was an unadulterated love of the game. That and a desire to be the best so fierce that it must have been tied to something deeper, more complex, perhaps the sense that our youth was slipping away and soon we would be like most of our older friends—good guys, nothing special.

Over the next four years, the Lynvet senior team was indeed special, piling up victories at a staggering rate. Like the New York Yankees in major league baseball, the Lynvets became the team to beat in sandlot football. Opponents could dream of winning a championship, but even in their dreams they knew they would have to take down the Lynvets first. Larry Kelly was the brains of the team, the center of gravity, a great coach and a complicated man. For three of those four years, he was blessed with a gifted quarterback in Bob Ferriola—tall, elegant, a commanding presence in the huddle, his passes impossibly tight spirals that defied you to drop them. Add to Ferriola a corps of racehorse running backs led by the graceful Marine Tommy Vaughan and a sweet-natured kid named Joe Aragona who lived in Rego Park with his older sister and widowed mother. In that fourth year, because of the league’s age limit, Kelly had to turn to others, among them the talented but troubled Tommy Wall and an angry kid not long removed from an Army stockade, Mike Montore. But the heart and soul of those teams were blue-collar players like Peter Connor, the Faulkner brothers, Chipper Dombo, Jackie Meyer, and Kenny Rudzewick. Rudzewick was the oddball in the group, the normal one. A bank teller during the day, a college student at night, a fiery defensive tackle in his off-hours, he would become the president of a bank and a pillar of society in the years ahead. The others led lives in varying degrees of disarray. Together, though, they played with such intensity and abandon that at times their own teammates feared being on the same field with them.

I will recount their tales in this book, and also my own, not because any of us are particularly special but because we shared the same transforming experience with a special team, one that flew below radar in the outback of the world’s most cosmopolitan city. I also hope to pay homage to a time, for me and the nation, when the path to an honorable future seemed as straightforward as playing hard, hitting clean, and not fumbling the ball.

The Lynvets of those days were not without blemish. Heavy drinking, at team parties but not only then, would in the years ahead diminish more than a few in ways no opponent ever could. Petty thievery was rare, but not unknown. The Lynvets, after all, were educated on the same streets that schooled John Gotti and his crew of mobsters-in-waiting. Many more were stunted by limited ambitions, often arising from the near poverty of their youth, that would cripple their promise as they entered full-fledged adulthood.

In the end, though, their transgressions were small ones. Today, as a nation unsure of its identity finds itself struggling into a new century, the virtues that the Lynvets embodied shine that much more brightly. And the years during which they ruled football on the sandlots of Queens and Brooklyn seem frozen in time—nothing less than that condition of fragile innocence between confession and the next big sin known to the faithful as a state of grace.
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The Lynvets




On a mild December day in 1959, Tommy Wall was leading the Woodside Chiefs to a lopsided victory over St. Vincent’s Home for Boys, a team from an orphanage in Brooklyn. At five foot eight, 155 pounds, Tommy was small for a quarterback, but he was quick and smooth, a sure if not spectacular passer. More to the point, he took charge. The Chiefs always fielded a talented team in the Pop Warner league’s Junior Division, which consisted mostly of high school kids from the many city schools that did not have football, but they had a reputation as undisciplined and poorly coached. Tommy, at seventeen a tough Irish kid out of Woodside’s coldwater Mathews Flats, not only knew the game but kept his rowdy teammates in line. He was slick, too. On one play, he faked to his fullback as he dove into the line, faked a second time to a flanker coming around behind him, dropped the ball to his hip, and drifted untouched into the end zone. The officials lost the ball, clustered over a pile of St. Vincent’s players who had tackled the flanker. “Yo, ref, over here,” shouted Tommy, holding the pigskin aloft.

Near the end of the game a guy named Sal DiFiglia, whom Wall knew from sandlot football circles, stopped by the bench. “Tommy Wall,” said DiFiglia, his tone laughingly formal, “Larry Kelly, the head coach of the Lynvet Seniors, is up in the stands. He’d like to see you after the game.” Typical of Kelly to send a messenger rather than coming down himself, Tommy later thought.

But not then. At the moment DiFiglia delivered Kelly’s summons, Tommy felt a stab of excitement. The game over, Sal hurried him, still in uniform, into the stands. His cleats clattering on the cement steps, Wall saw Kelly in a maroon Lynvet parka at the center of a clump of Lynvet players he knew, if only by reputation: Chipper Dombo. Tommy Vaughan. The one everyone said was nuts, Peter Connor.

Kelly was younger than Wall expected, twenty-five at the most, and more Ivy League in dress and demeanor than seemed plausible for someone with roots in City Line. Wall noticed that Kelly wore white bucks. In Woodside, Tommy reflected, only fags wore white bucks, fag being his all-purpose word for anyone who went to school regularly, stayed out of the bars, or lived in a detached single-family house. Kelly greeted Tommy cordially, if not effusively, congratulating him on a nice game. Then, with studied nonchalance, Kelly said, “We’d like you to come out for the Lynvet Seniors next year. Bring Ted Horoshak and John McCann and Buster Fiore and anybody else on your team you think can play for us.”

Wall, whose mind was as nimble as his personal life was chaotic, quickly processed Kelly’s words. During the course of that one game Kelly had singled out the three best players on the Chiefs other than Tommy himself. That was part of Kelly’s growing reputation, an unerring eye for talent. Most important, Kelly—facing the loss of his All-League quarterback—was at the game primarily to scout him, Tommy Wall. Kelly asked him for his address and phone number, said he’d be in touch, then, as Tommy recalled it, “basically dismissed me,” as if he were a kid who had been called to the principal’s office.

In the years to come, Kelly’s occasionally off-putting manner would strike Tommy as curious, as if the coach felt compelled to discourage familiarity between himself and his players, at least those who weren’t his close drinking buddies. After all, this wasn’t the big time, not college, not the pros. This was sandlot football, for Christ’s sake. But as Tommy thought more about the day he met Kelly, he realized that it had been a big deal. That day, sure, but in the years that followed, too. Larry Kelly and the Lynvets wanted him. Yes, a very big deal. It would be too strong to say that Tommy Wall, during that brief conversation in the stands, felt touched by God. But it was close.

It didn’t feel anything like that to me when I decided to go out for the Lynvets the previous year. I was just a month out of high school that summer of 1958 when I saw a small announcement in the sports section of the Long Island Daily Press, which was not exactly the New York Times but covered the smaller movements of ordinary lives like mine in Queens, a world away from the glamour of the city, which meant Manhattan. The notice said the Lynvet Seniors, whoever they were, would be holding tryouts the following Saturday at some place called Cross Bay Oval, wherever that was. I was preparing to enter St. John’s University, a few miles from where I lived in Kew Gardens, but St. John’s did not have a football team and I wanted to play football—it didn’t much matter where. I called the number in the paper, spoke briefly to somebody named Larry Kelly, telling him who I was and of my experience as a running back at Stuyvesant High School.

“Come down to practice—we’ll see what you can do. Bring your equipment,” said Kelly, his tone maddeningly neutral.

True, I hadn’t actually played my senior year at Stuyvesant, but I had been slated to be a starting halfback and, after a season-ending injury, had been replaced by a kid who was probably going to make All-City that fall. See what I can do? A sandlot team was going to see what I could do? How about, “Great, glad you called, anything we can do for you, need a ride to practice?”

Bruised pride and all, I went to practice. Cross Bay Oval turned out to be in Woodhaven, which was accessible from the apartment building in Kew Gardens where I lived with my mother and two younger sisters only by catching the bus at Union Turnpike and Queens Boulevard, then transferring twice, about an hour trip—assuming you didn’t have a car, which we didn’t. If you had a car, something that practically no one I knew had, Cross Bay Oval was fifteen minutes away.

Riding the bus to the field, I wondered what I was getting into. Two years of high school football, though injury-plagued, had given me a sense of how a good football team should practice and play. I worried that I was about to throw in with a bunch of guys with guts hanging over their belts who played something that barely resembled the game that Murl Thrush, the Stuyvesant coach, had taught us. Yes, I wanted to play football, but I didn’t want to screw around. I decided before I made it to the field that if the Lynvets fell short of my expectations, which were not all that high, but high enough, I would look for another team.

I found the field, was surprised to see players already in uniform. I located Kelly and introduced myself. He was friendly, if reserved. “Get dressed,” he said, pointing to a bar called McLaughlin’s across the eight lanes of traffic on Cross Bay Boulevard. “We’re gonna get started in about ten minutes.” The bartender was deep in conversation with a handful of Saturday-morning customers as I walked in. He looked up and gestured toward the back stairs, which led to a musty basement room complete with an out-of-order jukebox and scarred linoleum flooring, presumably the Lynvet locker room. Grumpily I changed into my pads and uniform and jogged back to the field, dodging the southbound traffic streaming toward the Rockaway beaches. Kelly had already gathered the team together.

“The latecomer is Bob Timberg,” he said. “He goes to St. John’s. He played at Stuyvesant. Sort of. He wants to be a Lynvet. He didn’t know that when we call practice for ten, we mean suited up by ten. Now he knows.”

I glanced around, saw two dozen pairs of eyes looking me over, all friendly enough, none obviously impressed. Also a few grins. At the time, I thought my prospective teammates had detected my consternation and were privately enjoying it. I would soon learn that the grins were nothing more than recognition that I was getting my first taste of Larry Kelly and Lynvet football.

As we broke up into backs and linemen, a swarthy, smiling kid a little bigger than me came over, stuck his hand out, and said, “Hey, I’m Joe Aragona. You went to Stuyvesant? That’s some school—you must be one smart guy. And you’re going to St. John’s? Wow!”

To me, St. John’s didn’t exactly rate a “wow,” not in those days anyway, but I agreed that, yes, those things were true.

“And you played ball at Stuyvesant? Wow! Did you start?”

Reluctant to explain my checkered history as a high school player, I mumbled something that seemed to meet Joe’s need for an answer. By then, he was on to something else, about how the Lynvets were really lucky to have me and how he was a halfback, too, but he had just moved up from the Junior team and probably wouldn’t play all that much this season because the team was loaded with running backs, but he had played for Kelly the year before and he was a terrific coach and I was going to love playing for the Lynvets.

As Joe prattled on—that first day he rarely took a breath and talked in transitions—I looked over the field. Cross Bay Oval was not an oval at all, but a pie-shaped public athletic field surrounded by a ten-foot-high chain-link fence at the intersection of Cross Bay Boulevard and North Conduit Avenue, the service road for the Belt Parkway. Howard Beach was just across the parkway, Idlewild Airport, gateway to exotic worlds, about two miles away.

Kelly, I quickly found out, was a no-nonsense coach. Practice was crisp, businesslike, and demanding. There was very little standing around, but several of my presumptive teammates took time to wander over and introduce themselves. I met others, thanks to Joe Aragona, who squired me from group to group between drills. “Kenny, Kenny, meet Bob Timberg, he played for Stuyvesant.” Other than Joe, no one seemed to care about my credentials, but each made me feel welcome. More than one used the phrase, “Kelly’s a ballbuster,” but with an odd twist, as if to say, don’t take the coach’s comments at the beginning of practice seriously, but take Kelly seriously.

Within half an hour, I knew the Lynvets were the team I was looking for. In an hour, I was marveling at my good fortune at having idly plucked Larry Kelly’s phone number out of the paper. I knew nothing about my teammates, but I felt good being with them. Whatever else they might be, they came across as guys who loved the game as much as I did. More than that, they carried themselves like winners. Many of them were. Joe Aragona was just one of a half dozen players who had moved up from the previous year’s Lynvet Junior team that Kelly had helped coach to the Pop Warner championship. Joe himself—though it was not at all evident from his earnest, self-deprecating demeanor—had been named the league’s Outstanding Back. Bob Ferriola, the quarterback, had been the junior league’s MVP two years before, though I gathered that something had not gone well last year, his first as a member of the Senior team. Kenny Rudzewick, a big, blond, sunny defensive tackle, had never played on a championship team in his two years with the Lynvet Seniors, but he had winner written all over him. By the time practice ended that day, I could tell I had stumbled onto something out of the ordinary.

I knew nothing of Lynvet tradition that first day. But as we drilled and scrimmaged, I knew that the Lynvets would not be a flabby, ragtag bunch of football frauds who would swill beer on the sidelines and disgrace themselves on the field. I did well in the scrimmage, breaking loose a couple of times, but I noticed the precision of the blocks that cleared the way for me and the sureness of the tackles that brought me down. These were not my Stuyvesant teammates, who almost to a man were heading for elite colleges and universities all across the country. But the Lynvets were at least as tough and easily as skilled. My first impression, which was accurate, was that many of them were the kind of kids who had dominated the schoolyard or the street corner in the days before we started sorting ourselves out through education, socioeconomic standing, and career choices. They dominated not through intellectual candlepower and rarely through physical intimidation, but by virtue of who they were, their unvarnished selves, the force and magnetism of their personalities, their personal presence.

I headed home after practice that first day thinking that at least one thing in my life was settled. I wanted to be a Lynvet. Everything else was in play.
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Necessary Roughness




Football madness coincided with the onset of puberty. Girls were part of the reason. For a painfully long time, the best we could hope for was holding hands with a girl or casually draping an arm around one in a darkened movie theater, a Pyrrhic achievement as more often than not the back of the seat cut off the flow of blood to the extremities and our fingers went numb. But whatever we wanted from girls, it seemed to many of us that our prospects were best advanced by being football players.

From the time football first grabbed our imaginations, we also sensed that the game existed within an ether of sexuality, an intoxicating earthiness that we didn’t quite understand, but without which the sport would have mattered less to us.

John Updike understands. “Do you remember a fragrance girls acquire in autumn?” he begins his 1961 short story “In Football Season.” The evocative, richly textured opening concludes, “This fragrance, so faint and flirtatious on those afternoon walks through the dry leaves, would be banked a thousandfold on the dark slopes of the stadium when, Friday nights, we played football in the city.”

In truth, for many of us football as the key to a girl’s heart turned out to be pretty much a fool’s errand.

“I hoped through football to become a ladies’ man,” said Tommy Wall. “I thought, for some twisted reason, that women would be attracted to good football players. As a matter of fact, do you know how much I believed in this? I used to be embarrassed for guys who didn’t get in the games who would bring their girlfriends. I’d think, ‘How the hell could he bring that foxy-looking girl, and he doesn’t even play?’ I never realized she didn’t even know who was playing—or care.”

But there was more to it for me and, I suspect, for many of my football friends. By the time I was thirteen I had come to think of my first love, baseball, as a childish diversion, not something that went to the heart of who I was, or hoped to be. And what was that? Who knows? A hero, I guess, and by my youthful definition a hero had to accomplish great things, but he had to do so in the face of danger. Years later, I learned an expression that summed it up: No guts, no glory.

Guts were more important than glory. Courage—and back in the 1950s that meant physical courage—was crucial. Did you have it or did you not? If you didn’t have it, how could you get it? Baseball did not provide the answer to these questions, not for me. Football did. Years before I ever put on a uniform, I knew that the gridiron was going to be my youthful testing ground, the place where I would find out if I had it. Not the only place, but the first place.

In those days, the issue was important. My friends and I had lived through World War II even though we were small children during the war years. The postwar jubilation had lasted barely five years before the nation found itself at war again, this time for reasons that lacked the resonance of the epic showdown with the Germans and the Japanese. From 1950, when I turned ten, to 1953, Korea was with us every day. We pored over maps on the front page of the daily papers, following the movement of the battle lines. The early withdrawal of Allied troops into the Pusan Perimeter, the daring Marine landing at Inchon, MacArthur’s invasion of the North, the Communist Chinese sweep across the Yalu, and the First Marine Division’s bloody retreat from the Chosin Reservoir through a blizzard and at least seven Chinese divisions. Young men we knew went, and some of them died.

Tommy Wall recalled the screams in his heavily Irish Woodside neighborhood the day that Mrs. Silk tried to throw herself out the window of her third-floor shotgun apartment. She had just gotten the news that her youngest son, eighteen-year-old Jimmy, had been killed in Korea. And there was Mrs. Reese. She left her flat every afternoon at three o’clock sharp when the Long Island Star-Journal arrived at the newsstand, only to return sobbing a short time later, having learned that once again her son, Richie, missing in action, had not turned up on the latest prisoner exchange list.

By the mid-1950s, as we were coming of age, the Cold War was raging and the draft hung over all of us. Veterans of World War II and Korea were awe-inspiring figures in our neighborhoods, especially the ones who had distinguished themselves in combat. Though there was no armed conflict at the moment, we sensed that battlefield challenges awaited many of us as well. We needed to be ready to meet them, and back then, when the game still had a regular-guy scale to it, football seemed a good way to prepare. In those days, I refused to wear gloves even on the most frigid days. I wanted my hands to get used to the cold so that I could catch passes in the icy weather late in the season. And I wanted to be ready for the Red Chinese hordes when they came charging through the snow in subzero cold, bugles blaring, burp guns belching—just as they had at the horribly outnumbered Marines at the Frozen Chosin.

Compared to baseball, football had the feel of war—at least it did to teenage boys too naive to know better. We marched up and down the field, hurled bombs, launched aerial attacks. And we hit people. The goal wasn’t to maim, but hurting and getting hurt were part of the game, not some aberration. And while baseball rewarded concentration and finesse, football was about passion and courage, things that we prized, wanted for ourselves.

No one I knew wanted to go to war. Years later, in the heat of the Vietnam era, some of those opposed to the war tried to paint those who fought in it as deluded products of books and movies that they claimed glorified combat. Perhaps to an extent they were right. Certainly movies like Sands of Iowa Jima and such books as Battle Cry, Leon Uris’s tribute to the Marines, had an impact on us. When Battle Cry was made into a movie, Marine recruiters in dress-blue uniforms stationed themselves in the lobbies of neighborhood theaters all across the city, pens and enlistment papers at the ready. But those of us growing up in the 1950s were not dolts. We knew that thirty-six thousand Americans, most of them not much older than us, had died in Korea and not long before that four hundred thousand men barely old enough to be our fathers had been killed in World War II. Many more had been maimed, and we saw them all over, legless men, men with hooks for hands, blind men. Some wearing their wounds as badges of honor, others gamely trying to fashion normal lives for themselves as if their afflictions were unremarkable, still others selling pencils on street corners, their pedigree—Disabled WWII Vet or some variation—scribbled on torn pieces of corrugated cardboard dangling from their necks on fraying pieces of discolored string.

When it was being fought, World War I was described as the war to end all wars. By the late 1950s, in the wake of World War II, most of us believed, as Douglas MacArthur would put it in a West Point speech a few years later, that “only the dead have seen the end of war.” We did not live in fear of war or see it as irrevocably in our future, though we expected to be drafted and to spend a couple of years in the service. There was always the chance that we’d be lucky and do our service time in a period of peace, assuming of course that we could resist the impulse to reenlist when war inevitably broke out and our younger comrades were summoned to arms.

War, or the prospect of it, did not bleed into our everyday lives. Rather, it traipsed along the edges of our consciousness, rarely in focus, but never fully obscured. When the Korean War ended in stalemate in 1953, we just let it go. We were glad it was over and the troops could come home, but we were not terribly exercised by the ambiguous outcome. Ike was elected president in 1952 after he promised to go to Korea. We understood that to mean he was going to settle the war, not come up with a master plan for victory. And, of course, we didn’t lose that war, we just didn’t win it. And South Korea, the country we fought the war to save, was still there, its borders unchanged. As a nation, though, America was again drenched in blood, exhausted by war, and wary of any new overseas adventures.

Oddly enough, the greater threat of a devastating nuclear exchange, one that would obliterate the great cities of the East and West, played into our lives far less than the possibility of conventional war. We had antinuke drills in school and buildings sprouted Fallout Shelter signs, but beyond that there seemed little anyone could do to prepare. It didn’t even make sense to pray that it didn’t happen because if it did the question of whether or not God existed would be settled once and for all.

The fresh memory of Korea made the prospect of another war, one that might involve us, more than a figment of our imagination. It did not immobilize us or cause us to view the future less confidently, but it lent an edginess to our lives, an existential quality that was beginning to mount a challenge to the precepts of religion and conventional morality that still restrained our behavior. But when Elvis burst on the scene a couple of years later, we were primed for him. My sisters, Pat and Rosemarie, and I turned on the Dorsey Brothers’ show that Saturday night in January 1956 to kill time until Jackie Gleason came on a half hour later. Suddenly there was Elvis, in a black shirt, a white tie, and pants with a shiny stripe on them. We had no idea who he was, only that we had never seen anything like him. He was on Dorsey every week for the next five weeks. The third week, he sang “Blue Suede Shoes” and “Heart-break Hotel.” Pat was eleven and suddenly she was screaming and madly ripping the curlers out of her hair. As the Elvis craze mushroomed, the world felt different. His popularity was far greater among girls than it was with guys, though the guys were more than willing to harvest the emotions his music stirred. The bobby-soxers that jammed Frank Sinatra concerts now seemed to belong to another, gentler time. Sinatra was about holding hands at midnight. Elvis was about getting laid. It would take another few years and the arrival of the Pill for us as a nation to fully come to grips with what that portended.
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Living with Lenny Rochester




If Larry Kelly seemed skeptical of my football credentials during our first conversation, he was simply displaying the shrewd coaching instincts of which he was justifiably, if immodestly, proud. In truth, by the time I showed up for that first Lynvet practice, my life had not been going smoothly for some time, either on the gridiron or outside the lines.

By then, two of my major illusions had collided with reality, the notion of a happy family and the belief that I might, just might, be one of the smartest kids in the world. The first fell victim to my powers of observation. At a certain point, I could see that my parents were not made for each other. That collision took place in slow motion, a grinding, extended experience. The second occurred on my first day at Stuyvesant High School, an all-boys public school in lower Manhattan that specialized in science and math and drew many of the brightest kids in New York. I had taken the test and decided on Stuyvesant not because it was arguably the best school in the city, but mostly because it had a football team and my local high school in Queens did not. I had been to twelve schools by the time I stepped into the clunky, five-story white-brick building on 15th Street between First and Second Avenues and had excelled, in my way, at all of them. I may not have always stood at the top of my class, but I always knew I could if I really wanted to.

Until Stuyvesant. That first day was like walking in on the middle of a conversation, much of it conducted in a language I barely recognized. It wasn’t that the words were foreign, I just had no idea what they meant. Molecule. Covalent compounds. Metternich. Relativity. And these were the kids talking, not the teachers, and not just in class. I panicked, and for a time I struggled. Eventually I righted myself and did okay at Stuyvesant, but by then I had a much more accurate sense of where I fit in the intellectual firmament. I was smart. I was not brilliant, as were scores of my classmates.

As late as my junior year at Stuyvesant, the first year we could play football because of split sessions, I still had one illusion left. I believed, contrary to most of the available evidence, that I could be the best running back in the city. Granted, I was small, about five foot seven, 135 pounds, but that was not so small in those days. And I figured, incorrectly as it turned out, that I still had a lot of growing to do. I was fast, but I was not that fast. Stuyvesant’s two starting halfbacks, Jim Norman and Chris Pendarvis, both seniors, were track stars who weighed 185 pounds and 170 pounds, respectively. Even so, I was quick and elusive, had good instincts, and could catch any pass I touched, enough at that point to keep my ridiculous conceit alive. It helped that I was hurt early in the year, a season-long injury, so I never had to compete with Jim and Chris or, for that matter, Dennis Margaris, a fellow junior who I now realize was better than I was, too. Injured, I rode the bench, biding my time, waiting for next year, when I’d be healthy again and could show the coach, Murl Thrush, what I could do.

The dream died during the last game of that season against our archival, Dewitt Clinton, a high school in the Bronx. Clinton had an All-City halfback named Lenny Rochester, a black kid whom Coach Thrush told us we had to stop if we were to have any chance of winning. Of course, every team had someone. Lenny Rochester sounded like just the latest in a string of opposing players the coach had warned us about during the course of the season.

I have never seen a performance equal to Lenny Rochester’s that Saturday in the late fall of 1956. From my seat on the bench, I watched Lenny Rochester take Stuyvesant apart. He was untouchable, literally. Stuyvesant had a good defense, but I don’t remember anyone on our team even touching him. He ran through and around our line for touchdowns, returned kicks for touchdowns, caught passes for touchdowns. There was something else, no doubt an optical illusion or the product of an overheated imagination. Whenever Lenny Rochester put a move on one of the Stuyvesant players, his belt buckle seemed to emit shimmering rays of light, a phenomenon all the more remarkable in that he didn’t even have a belt buckle—no one did. But that’s what I saw that day, Lenny Rochester swiveling his hips as he was about to be tackled, his belt buckle flashing, and Stuyvesant guys falling on their faces as Lenny left them for dead. Late in the game, Peter Cobrin, one of our defensive linemen, leveled him deep in the end zone as he slowed down after still another touchdown. “I just wanted to see what it was like to tackle him,” Peter said afterward.

Depression doesn’t begin to describe my emotions during that game. I never thought of Jim Norman or Chris Pendarvis, as good as they were, as threats to my private dream. They were different kinds of backs. Lenny Rochester ran just like me. He cut like me, he faked like me, he ran pass patterns like me. Except he did all those things—and more—so much better than I did that there could be no denying that on my best day, if and when it ever came, I didn’t belong on the same field with him. Lenny Rochester was not me in my wildest imagination, he was beyond my imagination.

That night, I lay in my bed trying to come to grips with what I had seen that afternoon. I understood what it meant. I would never be the same. Lenny Rochester was the first person that I had ever encountered who was better than I was at something I wanted to be the best at. Never again would I be able to think of myself as unique, one of a kind. Now I was like everyone else. For the rest of my days, I knew, I would have to live with Lenny Rochester. In my experience, football was the only sport that allowed a young man to see so deeply into his own soul, however shallow it might be.

There was life, it turned out, after Lenny Rochester. Dennis Margaris and I were slated to be the starting Stuyvesant halfbacks in our senior year. During the spring and summer leading into that season I worked at gaining weight and strength through a system of my own devising. My friend Larry Sifert and I would go to the YMCA in Jamaica three times a week and lift weights. I hated it, felt uncomfortable being around guys working on their pecs and lats, whatever they were, but I was on a mission. After lifting, even though I felt dehydrated, I would not drink any water. I had gotten it into my mind that all the lifting, and particularly the sweating, had opened the cells of my body and made them unusually receptive to weight-inducing substances. So after showering, Larry and I would sit at the counter of the drugstore on the corner of Sutphin Boulevard and Hillside Avenue and I would consume my version of androstenedione—tuna-fish sandwiches and vanilla milkshakes. Never gained a pound. Not aware that I got any stronger. My pecs and lats were looking pretty good, but all that did was make me feel self-conscious. I wanted to play football, not hang around gyms and pose in front of floor-to-ceiling mirrors.

At summer practice, in a drill without pads, I dove for a pass, caught it, landed on my left shoulder, and broke my collarbone.

My mother had told me the year before that I was going to get hurt playing football. I insisted that she was being overly protective. After I was injured in my junior year, I told her that it was a freak accident. A year later I was back where I started, this time in a sling. I hid in the closet of my bedroom when I heard her come home from work. She called to me.

“I’m in here, Mom,” I shouted back.

She walked into the bedroom. I wasn’t exactly there. “Bobby?” she said.

I said, “I’m looking for some stuff in the closet.”

A walk-in closet would have made my explanation more credible. This one was about three feet deep. Also, to keep my mother in the dark, I would have had to stay in it at least two months, long enough for my collarbone to heal.

Stuyvesant was to play eight games that season. Fortunately for the team, a junior named Joe Lamonte moved seamlessly into my spot in the backfield. But I was determined to return to the team before the season was over, even though my doctor, a quack caught up in the spurious concept of responsible medicine, told me my collarbone would not heal in time for me to play that year.

I came up with my own rehab plan. The issue here was not strength or weight or talent. I just needed my collarbone—which, according to possibly doctored X-rays, was in two distinct pieces—to grow together. I had to make it happen. I asked my mother what would make bones heal. She didn’t know, but she took a stab at it. “Milk,” she said, “and maybe Knox Gelatin.” I was willing to try anything. Even though I hated it, milk made sense. Calcium. Builds strong bones. Knox Gelatin, a glue-like substance, sounded so bad that I knew it had to help.

This became my regimen. Each night I would take a quart of milk to bed and drink it, suppressing as best I could the gag instinct. Also, I would pour a packet of unflavored Knox gelatin into a pan of boiling water, wait till it cooled, then drink it. It was like drinking raw egg whites—or a phlegm ball, as one of Gilda Radner’s characters said of oysters. But I did it. Every night. Also, because I was a Catholic then, I would go to Mass every morning on the way to school and pray for my collarbone. Each week I would demand my mother take me to the doctor for an X-ray. Week after week he’d come in with the print and a self-satisfied smirk, put it up on his display board, click on the light, and show me that there was still a darkened slash between what he insisted were the two halves of my collarbone. At Week Eight, six weeks into the season, I saw what seemed like a milky membrane connecting the two halves. “I don’t see what you’re talking about,” the doctor said.

The next day I told the coach I was ready to go. Made it through practice. Late in the third quarter of Saturday’s game, the coach put me in. I took a pitchout and gained about a yard. A play or two later, the quarterback called a dive play, a handoff into the line. I brought my arms into position so he could slip the ball in and collapsed, so great was the pain. My season was over. Dennis Margaris made second team All-City. The next year, Joe Lamonte made first team All-City. It was as if I had never been there.

[image: space]

I didn’t know it then, but my real gridiron career, the one in which I actually played in games instead of sitting on the bench and bemoaning my injuries, would finally take shape on a series of neighborhood football fields that bore little resemblance to the stadium on Randall’s Island where two years earlier Lenny Rochester had demolished the Peglegs—yes, that was, and still is, Stuyvesant’s nickname. Though I was barely aware of it, the working-class neighborhoods of Queens and Brooklyn were awash in football teams that clashed on fall weekends in the public parks of the two also-ran New York City boroughs. They were called sandlot teams, though by the time the Lynvets emerged in 1950 it had been years since anything besides pickup games had been played on actual sandlots. The teams received lavish press coverage in community papers—bylined stories, player profiles, scene setters before big games, multicolumn headlines for the games themselves. Local pride and large, close-knit families accounted for remarkably ardent followings whose passions animated the games even if they occasionally boiled over into violent sideline free-for-alls.

Names tell part of the story. Greenpoint Crusaders. Flushing Aces. Sunnyside Colts. Baisley Park Bombers. Rockaway Knights. Corona Condors. Auburndale Shamrocks. College Point Klowns. Brooklyn Cavaliers. Thirty-seventh Avenue Boys. Marine Park Uniques. Astoria had three teams—the Regalmen (sponsored by Regal Shoes), the Willows, and the Spartans. Woodside had at least four—the Chiefs, the Redskins, the Rangers, and the Mickwoppers, the last made up mostly of Irish and Italian kids (at some point, in an early bow to commercialism and political correctness, they changed their name to the Pace Olds Whippets). Ozone Park and South Ozone Park contributed three teams to the nine-team Warner conference in 1950—the Apaches, the Red Devils, and the Panthers, though before the season was over the last named became the Nat Paterson Panthers, after their sponsor, a Cross Bay Boulevard DeSoto-Plymouth dealer.

For the fans, sandlot football teams, especially the older squads, offered exciting and well-played games at a time when television was still in its infancy, and even later, when it provided only limited coverage of college and professional teams. The third nationally televised title game, but the one that really put pro football on the map, was the 1958 National Football League championship between the New York Giants and the Baltimore Colts, the famous “sudden death” game in which the gritty Johnny Unitas in his high-topped cleats led the Colts to victory in overtime.

As for the players, school district boundaries—rigidly adhered to in those days—dictated who could and could not play high school football since most New York City secondary schools, both public and parochial, did not field teams. Stuyvesant, in fact, could claim the Manhattan championship every year because it was the only public school with a team in a borough of nearly 2 million people. Attesting to the lure of the sandlot game, many high school players, usually in defiance of orders from their coaches, also suited up for their neighborhood teams. Even so, many fine athletes had no outlet for their talent and their desire to play other than the sandlots. These players were not scouted by colleges, nor did they expect to be, though some entertained vague notions that someone with connections would notice them and a football scholarship might materialize. By the time they reached the senior ranks, though, most sandlot players had long since made peace with their place in the sports universe. For them, whether or not they had played in high school, high school was over. They played because they loved the game and enjoyed the macho camaraderie that went with it.

For some of these same young men, and I was soon to be one of them, sandlot football also provided a refuge from ragged lives that seemed to be leading nowhere terribly exciting. Many others sensed that the world was rigged so that people like them would be left behind, even though, constitutionally incapable of seeing themselves as victims, they never truly came to grips with that issue. For all of us, the sandlot teams conferred a sense of belonging to something that mattered as we were being propelled into the uncertainties of adulthood.

In some ways, the season never ended. There were team parties, dances, and beer blasts that doubled as fund-raisers. Players often went to the beach together in the summer, usually Rockaway or Jones Beach, where in their brightly colored team jerseys they ran into players and cheerleaders from other teams similarly attired. These encounters—on the boardwalk or at the Irish bars like McGuire’s, the Sligo House, and the White House that lined Rockaway Boulevard from Beach 103rd to Beach 108th Streets—were usually times of boozy good fellowship and braggadocio, the players akin to warriors from rival tribes in a period of uneasy peace. “Hey, you’re the quarterback, right? We’ve got this new halfback, played for Adams, faster than hell. Big, too. We’re gonna kill you guys this year.” As coach of the Lynvet Senior team, Larry Kelly, beer in hand, would hold court on the boardwalk in Rockaway as if he were the lord mayor of Dublin mingling with the commoners.

Not all the off-season activities were so harmless. For some, those blowouts at the beach were part of an inexorable slide into alcoholism. And, as Tommy Wall once said of his pre-Lynvet days with the Woodside Chiefs, “In the off-season, we were a gang.”

As I learned more about this colorful subculture, I realized that within the melange of teams, the Lynvets stood out, both for the caliber of its players and coaches and for its stability as an organization. Many teams were formed one year and disbanded the next. Some of the best players drifted from team to team, never finding one on which they felt at home. In the mid-to-late 1950s, Woodside’s John Hourican was one of the two best quarterbacks roving the sandlots. Over an eight-year period he played for seven different teams, the Woodside Junior Rangers, the Whippets, the 37th Avenue Boys, the Woodside Redskins, the Brooklyn Cavaliers, the Greenpoint Crusaders, and the Rockaway Knights. By contrast, his sole rival for quarterbacking preeminence, Bob Ferriola of City Line, played his entire sandlot career, ten years, for one team, the Lynvets.

For me, the Lynvets would become my salvation in ways I could not have begun to explain during the years I played for them. And I was not alone. As Lynvets, Larry Kelly, Tommy Wall, halfback Mike Montore, and others found a toehold on their better selves during troubled times in their lives. Those snatches of pride and courage and strength we shared eventually grew within us, becoming the core of a decent manhood that might have easily eluded any one of us in other circumstances. And there were times, for each of us, when it was all we had.
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Father Cyclone




The Lynvets were born on a street corner in City Line across from St. Sylvester’s Catholic Church in the summer of 1950, around the time the North Korean Army swept across the Thirty-eighth parallel. The day before, as kids were bowling duckpins and playing basketball in the basement of the old wood church, Charlie Fitzgerald, an older guy from the neighborhood, passed the word that there would be a meeting after Mass the next day for anyone who wanted to play football. About twenty-five boys showed up, assembling under a street sign that marked the intersection of Grant Avenue and McKinley Street. Charlie, a standout guard at John Adams High School in Jamaica a decade earlier, told them he was starting a team for kids eleven to fifteen that would compete in the new Pop Warner Conference, which had begun play in Brooklyn and Queens the year before.

Larry Kelly was one of the kids there that day. So was Bob Lulley, destined to become the great quarterback of the first generation of Lynvet champions. One of the younger kids, Tommy Vaughan, would later become a storied Lynvet running back, but his mother decided that at 90 pounds he was too small for a league with a 135-pound weight limit and players four years older than he was.

Vaughan, later my Lynvet backfield mate for one glorious season, had to wait till 1951 to get his mother’s permission. But he joined the other kids the next several weekends in collecting newspapers, piling them in a truck, and hauling them to the junkie to raise money for uniforms and equipment. The church kicked in a few bucks, as did the Father Lynch post a few blocks away on Liberty Avenue, and the kids sold raffle tickets at ten cents apiece for a chance at a Teletone radio. A few weeks before the first game, Charlie Fitzgerald took a few of the players to a sports wholesaler on Canal Street on the Lower East Side to pick out uniforms.

On Saturday, September 15, the Lynvets paraded under the lights onto Sherwood Oval in Springfield Gardens in Queens to kick off the 1950 Pop Warner season. They wore white jerseys with maroon numbers and maroon pants, establishing the team’s colors, the same as Fordham, the Jesuit college in the Bronx. Their opponents, the South Ozone Park Apaches, were not nearly as well turned out. Some wore dungarees, others shorts. The Lynvets, dressed for success decades before the term gained currency, rolled to an easy victory. After the game, Art Cwergel, the conference president and the man who brought Pop Warner football to Brooklyn and Queens, told the team, “I feel you guys are going to be the Notre Dame of this league.”

They did not win the title that year, beaten out by the defending champion Ozone Park Red Devils, but that first Lynvet team displayed the intensity and football skills that would soon become their hallmark. The papers began referring to the Lynvet quarterback as “Passin’ Bob Lulley” and more than once the Long Island Daily Press noted that Lulley and receiver Larry Kelly formed “a dangerous aerial combination.”

In 1951, the Lynvets’ second year in the league, they won their first championship, turning the tables on the Red Devils as halfback Artie Donelon swept left end for the game’s only touchdown. Along with a detailed story on the contest, the Daily Press carried a picture of Lulley, who had completed fourteen of twenty passes, high in the air throwing a jump pass. The caption read, “Warner Aerial Artist.”

The newspaper coverage gave the teams added cachet. Reporters and photographers were dispatched to big games, though lesser matchups seemed heavily dependent on coaches or someone else assigned by the team to call in the results, which were whipped into story form by overworked rewrite men. This made for some amusing confusion. Lulley played several games under the name Bobby Larue, lifting the last name from his girlfriend, a Lynvet cheerleader. He did so because he was also playing for his high school, St. John’s Prep, and his Prep coach, wary of injuries, ordered his players to stay off the sandlots. But no one could quite keep it straight. As a result, the papers one week would talk about the fine play of Bob Lulley, the Lynvet quarterback, and the next week extol the performance of Bobby Larue, the Lynvet quarterback. A week or so later, old Passin’ Bob would be back in the headlines.

A similar thing happened with Dick Petrarca, a powerhouse runner nicknamed the Bull, who played as Billy Smith because he was a few months overage. In some stories the exploits of fullback Dick “The Bull” Petrarca would be chronicled; in others the Lynvets scoring machine would be led by fullback Billy “The Bull” Smith. No one seemed to question a team having two fullbacks with the same nickname, one of whom seemed to disappear from print whenever the other was playing, or why, like Larue and Lulley, they were never seen together.

From the start the Lynvets were a talented team with a seemingly bright future, but one that might easily have fallen apart, as so many other promising squads had done, were it not for the enthusiasm and organizational smarts of Charlie Fitzgerald. Over the next half dozen years, Charlie would coach not only the original Lynvets but also a younger Lynvet team that he started in 1951. By then, the fledgling Pop Warner Conference had reorganized itself into two tiers, a Senior Division, into which Lulley, Kelly and most of the first Lynvet team moved, and a Junior Division for the younger kids.

Charlie was short and heavyset, his chubby face set off by horn-rimmed glasses. As a coach, he had his shortcomings. He was not an X’s and O’s guy, leaving that part of the game to his wraithlike adviser, Paul Frey, who stayed in the background as he designed offensive and defensive schemes for Charlie and the coaches who came after him. But Charlie was a motivator, a man who lived to win and communicated that desire to the kids.

Charlie was more than a rah-rah guy. He built an organization that made parents, neighbors, and local businesses part of the team’s impressive support structure. He ran raffles, put on dances and beer busts, and filled programs for those events with a remarkable number of ads, most of which he sold himself. In 1953 he presided over the Lynvets’ assimilation of the rival Ozone Park Red Devils, greatly strengthening the team as players like Kenny Mueller, Jimmy Sims, and Kevin Glynn became Lynvets. Over the years, many men and women contributed to the success of the Lynvets, but it is safe to say that only Charlie Fitzgerald was indispensable.

At the end of the 1955 season, having led the Seniors to four championships in six years and the Junior team to a fifth, Charlie decided to close out his coaching career. He told Bob Bushman, who played for Charlie’s Senior team in 1954 and 1955, “Bob, I just can’t put in the seven-days-a-week and all the nights that this team needs if we’re gonna win, and if we’re not gonna win, I don’t want to be part of it.”

There followed the Wilderness Years. In both 1956 and 1957, the Lynvet Seniors fell short of the title, in the latter season losing their final game 20–0 to the fourth-place squad. Part of the reason for the uneven performance of the Seniors was the Marine Corps. In February 1956, three important players—Tommy Vaughan, Chipper Dombo, and Hughie Mulligan—decided they hated their jobs in Manhattan, wandered over to the Marine recruiting station in Times Square, and enlisted for two years. A fourth player, John Delahunty, did the same the next day. Suddenly, players at the heart of the Lynvets were on their way to Parris Island.
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