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PAT BANNISTER’S HEAD stretched slightly to the right; his frail, 

61-year-old body lay motionless in the railed bed at Barnes Hospital. His 

eyes were closed, and it is unclear whether or not he was aware I was 

there, on Christmas Eve 2013. Cancer had metastasized, and in its re-

lentless march to end his life, it had invaded his brain. I had to get there 

fast, to tell this man I had known like a brother for more than 55 years 

that I loved him.

Just hours earlier, to test his acuity, Pat’s attending physician had asked 

him to name the President. “You mean of ‘The U High?’” Pat had replied.

His answer said as much about what Pat Bannister had come to value, 

as it did about the sharpness of his faculties. By “the U High,” he meant 

St. Louis University High School, or SLUH, the institution in the central 

west end of the City of St. Louis from which he and I had graduated in 

1971. Four years prior, at age 14, I had endeavored to gain admission 

to St. Louis U. High because my older brother Jim was a student there, 

and because Pat Bannister was going to go there, just as his three older 
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brothers and his father had gone there before us. Pat and I became men 

together at that school. We created bonds with classmates that have 

endured for our lifetimes.  

I had known Pat since we were five-year-olds in kindergarten at the 

Epiphany of Our Lord Catholic grade school in south St. Louis, in a quiet 

neighborhood unthreatened by violence, wealth or pretension. Common 

in the Epiphany parish were large families, five children or more, with 

mothers who stayed home to tend to the children and fathers who worked 

in small businesses, the trade unions, or civil service. Mike Shannon came 

from one of those families, and went on to more than five decades with 

the St. Louis Cardinals, the first as a championship player; the last four 

as a beloved broadcaster. Francis Slay came from one of those families, 

and went on to become the longest-serving Mayor in the history of the 

City of St. Louis. Pat Bannister was the sixth of the seven children of Irene 

and Del Bannister, a proud Irishman who served as the City of St. Louis 

Collector of Revenue in the 1950s. Pat and I became friends in 1958, fast 

and forever, and spent the next 13 years going to school together every day. 

After separating to attend different colleges, he first at Rockhurst 

in Kansas City then later at St. Louis University, I at Northwestern in 

Evanston, Illinois, we reunited to share a rent-subsidized apartment in 

St. Louis for a couple years in the mid-1970s. 

In the first grade, when given the opportunity to add a Christian 

name to commemorate the Catholic sacrament of Confirmation, the two 

of us conspired to entwine our best friendship forever. Thus, he became 

Patrick Michael Joseph Bannister, and I became Joseph Patrick Michael 

Castellano. At seven years old, we were true friends indeed.

In the summer between second and third grade, Pat and I and other 

kids from Epiphany took a bus to swimming lessons at a forlorn city 

public facility on South Broadway called Downs Pool. I recall cutting the 

bottoms of my feet on the rough, chipped concrete surface at the bottom 
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of that pool. For us, though, this was a beloved luxury, and a chance 

for relief from the oppressive St. Louis summer. The sound of Freddy 

“Boom Boom” Cannon blaring the pop hit Palisades Park1 over the pool’s 

creaky sound system, the sharp smell of chlorine and grilled meat, the 

adventure of an experience beyond the boundaries of our neighborhood 

… that memory of youthful innocence remains a sweet one.  

I do not recall feeling particularly underprivileged, though I guess 

I envied the kids whose parents gave them money to buy a hamburger 

or hot dog after swimming lessons. I felt entrepreneurial, not ashamed, 

as I quenched my hunger by lapping up some of the condiment table’s 

free mustard that I had squirted directly into my hand. A tasty treat. In 

fact, an objective observer likely would have declared that version of me 

incapable of shame, had he witnessed an incident after one particular 

day at swimming lessons.

Pat Bannister had a family commitment that day and was dismissed 

early when his Dad arrived to pick him up. Later, the lesson over and Pat 

long gone, I opened the small locker we shared, prepared to change from 

my swimming trunks into my dry clothes, and was troubled by what I 

saw: Pat’s underwear briefs, a different brand and at least one size larger 

than mine. No sign of my own. Quickly concluding Pat mistakenly had 

taken my underwear, and without for one minute even considering the 

option of traveling home “commando,” I simply put on Pat’s briefs, then 

the rest of my clothes, and headed for the bus for the ride home. Later, 

we made the exchange of undergarments, after our mothers dutifully 

laundered them. Well, yes, now it sounds creepy, but those were not 

sensibilities I had developed as an eight-year-old boy. Thankfully, our 

mothers never spoke of the incident.

In the fifth grade, we had a dedicated teacher who introduced us to the 

concept of pursuing our Castles in Spain, something Henry David Thoreau 

and others have referred to, over the years, as having grand dreams. Mrs. 
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Theresa Mitchell challenged us to write an essay describing our dreams 

for the future. On lined graph paper in handsome cursive penmanship, 

dated February 26, 1964, the 11-year-old Pat Bannister had declared his 

ambition to some day become President of the United States.

I hope that the future holds for me a life of politics. First I want to become 

a lawyer, then a judge, then Governor of Missouri, then a Senator from the 

State of Missouri. Then, if it is God’s will, the President of the United States. 

I am so hopeful and sure that I will win the election, that next week I will 

start writing my Inaugural Address.

I thought of that essay as I watched Pat’s earthly life slipping away. I 

thought of our lives together, of ambitions realized, of others altered or 

unfulfilled. I thought of how much the world had changed since we first 

became aware of it in the mid-1950s. And of how much it had stayed the 

same. I touched Pat’s arm, and encouraged him to get well so we could 

go out and get a beer together. Just like always. I realized later I said that 

for me, much more than for him.

The next day, as the world’s Christians celebrated Christmas and much 

of the world took the day off from work, I went back to Barnes Hospital. 

Quietly, I said good-bye to my lifelong friend. He died the next day.

I reflect now on how it was that Pat Bannister evolved in 50 years from 

wanting to be President of the United States, to concluding his life more 

focused on the high school he had attended. There was something special 

about that school, about that time in our lives, about that time in history, 

that embedded in our skins, our hearts, our souls. While significant U.S. 

and world history were being made at a seemingly unprecedented pace, 

my St. Louis U. High classmates and I were holding on for dear life … 

spooked by some of that history; largely unaware of most of it. We were 

just kids, like all kids looking for their place. 
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Infused with the hubris of teenage boys, for whom the development 

of our bodies far outpaced that of our minds, self-awareness or judgment, 

we traveled fearlessly forward on our journey through adolescence. En-

couraged to feel privileged by virtue of our acceptance into St. Louis U. 

High, the prestigious all-boys academy that annually was able to select 

from an aspiring group of applicants from among the community’s eighth 

graders, we expected that life held something special for us.

Dick Keefe was a teacher and administrator at St. Louis U. High for 

43 years. He started at the school the same year my classmates and I 

started, in the late summer of 1967, and has retained a fondness for our 

class. He recalled that our school theater group staged the musical, The 

Fantasticks2 , during our senior year. “That play was a metaphor for your 

class,” he said. Written by Tom Jones and Harvey Schmidt, the innovative 

musical debuted in May of 1960 at the Sullivan Street Playhouse in Green-

wich Village, and ran there for 42 years. Jack Warner, a young teacher 

and Jesuit scholastic in training to be a priest, directed the production 

at SLUH during the fall of 1970, while my teammates and I were beating 

our brains out on the football field. Early in Act I, Luisa sings:

 

I’m sixteen years old, 

And every day something happens to me.

Oh! Oh! Oh!

I hug myself till my arms turn blue,

Then I close my eyes and I cry and cry

Till the tears come down 

And I taste them. Ah!

I love to taste my tears!

I am special! 

I am special!

Please, God, please! Don’t – let – me – be – normal!
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Holy crap, it’s hard to accept that we could have been that insuffer-

ably self-indulgent. That number was not what prompted Keefe to cite 

the musical as a metaphor for our class, but SLUH boys throughout the 

years probably have earned our reputation for having an elevated opinion 

of ourselves. Early in his career, the young Keefe had been advised by 

a veteran school administrator: “The students that come to St. Louis U. 

High pretty much all come in with a strong self-image.” Keefe recalls the 

advice that followed that understatement: “You have to deal with that.” 

Still, for our particular class, the Class of 1971, whatever confidence 

we started with would be battered by a relentless assault of obstacles, 

seemingly one after another, as we pursued the fulfillment of our ex-

pectations. As in The Fantasticks, our story featured friction between the 

generations and the erosion of youthful innocence. These were the themes 

Keefe had in mind when he made the connection. 

This is the story of how this group of young men navigated a course 

that whipsawed us between the treacherous and frivolous, how we 

sought both relevance and fun in a rapidly changing world, and how we 

ultimately stumbled onto a most unlikely achievement in the autumn of 

1970. Inclined to think we were on our own, we pulled together like an 

abandoned Lord of the Flies experiment gone well, and found ourselves 

competing for a football championship few thought we were capable of 

winning, or that we deserved. 

The journey to that achievement, likely much more than the result 

itself, would affect many of those young men for the rest of their lives.


