A NIGHT WITH PETE HAMILL

Fr. Judge, members of the class of 1953 and fellow Regians, members of the Regis faculty and administration, friends and guests. To all of you we extend our warmest welcome to Regis High School to join us in honoring our classmate, Pete Hamill. To Pete’s wife, Fukiko, we extend an especially warm welcome and greeting. To Pete, welcome home!

We are here tonight to award the second honorary diploma in our school’s history to our classmate, Pete Hamill. Remarkably, the first such award, in 1988, was to Robert Giroux, class of 1931, himself a giant of the literary world. Bob Giroux set the example for Pete by dropping out of Regis to take a job with the Jersey Journal, which is not the New York Post but Bob’s family needed the money.

A few historical notes about Regis:

Almost a century ago, Mrs. Julia Grant, widow of former New York Mayor Hugh Grant, was concerned that there were numerous Catholic young men who did not have the financial means to receive a decent secondary education. Many were the children of immigrants: primarily Irish, Italian, and German. One Sunday in 1912, in a hand-written note delivered to Fr. David Hearn, S.J., pastor of St. Ignatius Loyola Church, Mrs. Grant made an offer that Fr. Hearn could not refuse: a $500,000 down payment to the Society of Jesus to build and operate a tuition-free high school to educate “young Catholic men of promise.” 98 years later, Regis High School is still an all-scholarship, tuition-free Jesuit high school supported by the proceeds of its endowment and by the generosity of its alumni. Regis High School is a unique Catholic-American institution.

The recently transcribed Regis High School Diary for the years 1913-1914 provides some priceless facts about the school’s early days.

By St. Patrick’s Day 1914, the building site had been purchased and cleared, architectural design completed, and erection of the steel framework begun. 6 months later, on September 14, 1914, the first Regis class of 250 boys entered through the 84th street entrance. Among the data required by the registration forms was the student’s height. Not having had time to arrange the students otherwise, the first six sections of Regians were arranged by height. Class lists were drawn up to place tall boys in section A, the smallest boys in sections E & F, and medium sized boys in sections B, C, & D to act as a buffer.

On September 22nd, 1914, the sculpted figure of an owl was installed on the north wall of the quadrangle. The owl stands guard there yet. Until this week, we had understood that the Regis owl had been selected as a symbol of wisdom. In fact, the poor animal had been rescued from an about-to-be demolished garage on the Regis site. Had the garage architect been inclined differently, the student newspaper might well have been known as the swine, the weasel or, perhaps, the sloth.

The growing-up years of the class of 1953 spanned three momentous periods in our nation’s history: the tail-end of the Great Depression; World War II; and the transformative era of the GI Bill. In 1949, Harry S. Truman presided over a nation whose population was just shy of 150 million people. The People’s Republic of China, West Germany, and NATO were created that year. On Easter Monday, anniversary of the 1916 uprising, Ireland declared its independence from the British Commonwealth

In early 1949, 1500 Catholic public and parochial school students took the competitive examination for a scholarship to Regis. In early September, 150 scholarship winners passed through the 85th Street “tunnel” for the first time. Each of us in jacket and tie, our garb for the next four years. A few of us sported absurd pegged pants. Everyone was terrified. School had always been just five minutes away. Overnight, 13-year olds were navigating the world’s largest city on buses, subways and trains. Every upperclassman was bigger than us. We were not the best athletes but had always had the best grades; now, we faced real competition. Rumor had it that 1 out of 3 of us wouldn’t make it. There were no chairs in the cafeteria; we stood to eat lunch! We hadn’t yet answered our class beadle’s first roll call and were already disheartened.

Because we were never in the same classroom, I can’t regale you with tales of Pete and Tom’s Excellent Adventures. That’s for others to do later. I ask for some leeway in the accuracy of the stories I do tell you. As the church caretaker character played by Kevin Bacon in the play, A Most Holy Picture put it:

The older I get, the more vivid become my memories of things that never happened.

Each member of our class had received the same letter dated April 13, 1949. It was signed by the Regis Principal, Charles T. Taylor, S.J. The letter informed us that we had one choice: Greek or Mathematics in 2d year. We were further informed that “. . . every graduate of Regis High School, who intends to go on to college, will make application for a Catholic college.” That was the deal. The letter laid out the cost of our 4-years at Regis: $155. The total included books, registration, student activities fees, lab fees and, optimistically, a graduation fee. 

We came to know two sides of Fr. Taylor. In the first week of class, he addressed the student body assembled in the quadrangle: “Gentlemen” he said, “I am saying good morning to you for the rest of the year. If you should pass me in the hallway, do not acknowledge me and we’ll get along just fine.” The following spring, student morale at low ebb after 8 months of non-stop effort, Fr. Taylor called a lunchtime assembly in the quadrangle. For a few moments, he lifted his gaze to the blue, virtually cloudless April sky, then turned back to us and said, matter-of-factly “Gentlemen, it’s a beautiful day. Take the rest of it off.” The school exploded and we bolted to freedom. That was the end of the morale problem.

Fr. Thomas Burke, our saintly guidance counselor, led the freshmen spiritual retreat. Under the watchful eye of the nuns, we had memorized large sections of the Baltimore Catechism but few of us had done any self-examination to speak of. This was a new experience. On the second day of the retreat Fr. Burke gave the talk that all but the few sophisticates in our class were dreading: the birds and the bees. Most of us were pretty naïve kids. There was no TV or internet to enlighten us and the Legion of Decency had a hammerlock on what movies could be screened at our neighborhood theaters. Our information about human interaction came from parish priests, nuns, and parents. My parents were from Cork and Tipperary so you know how much advice I got. Fr. Burke’s opening line was: “There are three kinds of belles: Annabelle, Lulubelle and Inflammabelle.” The rest was downhill.

In a recent book featuring photographs by Life Magazine photographer, Bill Eppridge, entitled “A Time It Was”, Pete Hamill provided a beautiful introductory essay about the last campaign of Robert Kennedy. In the piece, Pete recounted one of Kennedy’s favorite passages from Agamemnon by the Greek playwright, Aeschylus:

He who learns must suffer. In our sleep, pain which cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart until, in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.

After reading those lines it dawned on me that Aeschylus had attended Regis.

Getting through 4 years at Regis was not an easy proposition. A minimum of 3 hours of homework each night was necessary to maintain a 75% average. If our grades did not achieve that level we would lose our scholarships. We were urged to take part in extra-curricular activities. Despite our scholastic workload, it seemed that everyone stayed after school doing something. Sometimes we were thrown out at 6:00pm. Pete Hamill joined the student newspaper and his journalistic career was under way. I recall seeing Pete’s cartoons in The Owl and wondering: how does someone get his fingers to do that?

Some teachers were more demanding than others, clearly intent on validating Aeschylus’ insistence on suffering. Richie Doyle was, perhaps the brightest member of our class. Two years younger than most of us, he seemed to do everything right from academics to singing in the glee club to playing an instrument in the school orchestra. One morning our third-year Latin teacher, James J. Daly or, as we called him behind his back, “The Jay”, called on young Doyle to translate a passage from Virgil. A formidable figure, The Jay was reputed to have 13 languages in his arsenal. He also had a reputation as being almost impossible to satisfy. Richie smoothly translated the selected passage and, correctly parsed a number of expressions tossed at him by Mr. Daly. Richie’s answer to the last challenge caused a smirk to appear on The Jay’s mouth. In a cold voice, he said to young Doyle “That’s wrong; sit down; take a zero.” Richie persisted: “Mr. Daly, in the footnote at the bottom of the page, Fr. Henle (the author of the textbook) says the same thing I said.” Daly looked Richie in the eye and replied in an even tone, “If Fr. Henle is the Pope, I am God. He is wrong. Sit down and take a zero.”

Showing up late for class or a minor lapse of judgment would land us in Jug for an hour, writing a 500-word essay about doorknobs or such. More serious disciplinary offenses meant Study Hall. There the stay was subject to the principal’s mood and, on occasion, whether he remembered there was anyone there. Late evening telephone calls to the St. Ignatius rectory by frantic parents were not out of the ordinary.

As we adjusted to Regis, fun began to poke its nose into the academic tent: the Jesuit Tournament; the Dramatic Society; Photography, Chess and Radio clubs; Sodality and Guard of Honor; the great Hearn Debating Society; the unbeatable Glee Club arrayed in tuxedos; the Owl, yearbook and The Regis, our literary journal; tea dances; intramural football and basketball; our 84th Street neighbors, the St. Lawrence girls; coffee at The Madison; Thanksgiving food drives; the Senior Room with its 3 pool tables and smoking privileges; finally, the Senior Prom. We had become brothers.

A year-and-a-half later, on the day after graduation, Eddie Mandt, Bob McElynn and I were emptying our lockers for the last time. Out of nowhere, Mr. Daly slipped into our midst. We were stunned when our former nemesis invited us to join him at The Penguin Bar, a couple of blocks north on Madison Avenue. We were not of legal drinking age but, nonetheless, we downed a couple of beers with The Jay. I have no idea what we spoke about or whether Mr. Daly asked us to call him by his first name. But I remember him as a really nice man after all. I also remember that, under The Jay, we really learned our Latin. We had no choice.

Pete did not graduate with the 107 who had survived. With uncommon foresight, he decided to delay that event until today. On June 16, 1953, the feast day of St. John Francis Regis, we were awarded our diplomas. Daily for four years we had made our way to Regis from the five Boroughs, New Jersey, Westchester or Long Island; a few on foot, most by subway, bus, LIRR or Hudson Tube. Bob Mulligan journeyed from Bay Shore, Long Island, two hours each way on the LIRR and subway. Bob is sitting in a front row tonight but taking a nap at the moment. He’s still compensating for sleep deprivation. 

As Fr. Taylor’s April 13, 1949 letter mandated, each of us was duly admitted to a Catholic college, eventually emerging as priests and lawyers, doctors and engineers, soldiers and scientists. Little did we know that there was a journalist in the making out there who would travel a lot longer and a lot farther than any of us in order to receive his diploma.

I’m going to take a one-minute detour at this point. The class of 1953 was not a racially diverse group. Not for any reason other than that was the result the competitive examination produced. Our classmate, Dave Hammock, was the only African-American member of the Regis student body during our four-years at Regis. After graduation, Dave became a physician and has practiced medicine in South Carolina for decades.

Insufficient diversity in the student body has been a Regis concern for many years. The school has attempted several approaches to improve that situation. None were as successful as we would have liked. In 2002, Regis created the REACH program. Essentially, a scouting system was set up to identify talented 6th grade boys, of minority or immigrant background, whose academic promise is at risk for any number of reasons including lack of support at home or negative peer pressure. Each year, of those nominated, 40 boys are accepted into REACH. In the first summer of the 3-year program, the 6th-graders kick off the program with 3 weeks away from home at Scranton University. Their days are taken up with classes taught by Regis staff, coaching, time with mentors, and recreation. They take up residence in the university dormitory. After returning from Scranton, the boys attend classes at Regis for 3 weeks. After the regular school year starts, the boys spend 20 Saturdays at Regis with teachers and mentors. Each boy understands that he is expected to maintain satisfactory grade levels in his regular school work. By the end of the 3d year, each boy is ready to compete with the best and brightest of New York City’s middle schoolers. The results of the REACH program are impressive by any measure. Of the 142 REACH graduates at the end of the 2009 school year, 51 had won Regis scholarships and another 61 had won full or partial scholarships to Xavier H.S., Fordham Prep, The Loyola School and Christo Rey H.S. Regis expends approximately $250,000 per year for the REACH program run. We think it’s worth it. If you’d like to learn more, there are some brochures somewhere in the auditorium.

Now we can get back on the main track.

All of us know what Pete Hamill has accomplished. Famed as a reporter, columnist, editor, novelist and short story writer, he has written film scripts and appeared in both motion pictures and on television. Unfortunately, neither Oscar nor Emmy graces his trophy shelf. Pete has been honored as one of the 400 people who have contributed the most toward making New York the great city that it is. He has been installed in the Players Hall of Fame. Pete is a great admirer of the Irish literary giant, James Joyce, and is a regular at the Bloomsday reading events here in New York. It is only fitting that Joyce foresaw the work of a young Irish-American across the waters.

For myself, Joyce wrote, I always write about Dublin, because if I can get to the heart of Dublin I can get to the heart of all the cities of the world. In the particular is contained the universal.

Pete Hamill’s Dublin is New York City. He has traveled the world to find and tell the stories of New Yorkers, even those in the guise of Puerto Ricans or Vietnamese, Irish or Italian, Lebanese or Nicaraguans. His tales are of the underdog, the unspoken-for, the less-than. When Pete wrote from Vietnam about lost soldiers and melted villagers, he exposed the universal truth that was staring us in the face but which, for too many including me, had washed over us undetected. Hear that simple truth in his piece “The War”, published on December 2, 1965.

It is the worst of all luck to be young in a bad time, because the young men always fight the wars. For twenty-five years now old men have been teaching young men how to kill other young men in all the countries of the world. The young men have been given guns and slogans and told that what they do is fitting and noble and will further the cause of human freedom, or the cause of Communism, or the honor of one’s country. And then the young men march off to die.
				.	.	.
But I wonder how many poets we have lost in anonymous jungles and on forgotten beaches in our time. I wonder if in the Ia Drang Valley the worms are eating at the body of a man who might have cured cancer, or written a symphony, or run for President, or played shortstop for the Mets, or painted a masterpiece, or even simply loved somebody truly.

The late Pedro Arrupe, SJ, Superior General of the Society of Jesus from 1965 to 1983, defined the fundamental task of Jesuit schools:

Today our prime educational objective must be to form men for others; men who will not live for themselves, but for God and his Christ; men who cannot even conceive of love of God which does not include love for the least of their neighbors; men completely convinced that love of God which does not issue in justice for all is a farce.

Fr. President, on behalf of the students and alumni of Regis High School, I hereby declare that William Peter Hamill has satisfactorily fulfilled the prescribed course of studies at Regis High School thereby fulfilling the requirements of the Regents of the University of the State of New York and request that a diploma attesting to that achievement be awarded to him. I give you, Fr. President, Pete Hamill, a Man for Others.
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