Coffin In, Coffin Out
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San Francisco, March 11, 1999 - In the diminishing pantheon of heroes who lived during my lifetime, Joe DiMaggio was not on my list. But that's only because I'm not much of a sports fan, and I don't have idols. I do, however, recognize the value of cultural icons, and today I paid my respects to the baseball Hall of Famer by participating in the small gathering of souls -- witnesses to the end of an era -- across the street from Sts. Peter and Paul, the towering Catholic church in North Beach, a few blocks from my home.

"Hey, they said it was gonna be a private funeral, and  I come in this mornin' and there's no place to park. What is this?" says the old-timer from the Italian Club on Stockton Street to a local man who responds with a knowing smirk. Well, it's a little of this and a little of that, I think. On the one hand, the park is lined with a wall of imposing satellite dishes and media trucks along one side, white SUVs on another, and police barricades and camera platforms on the north side facing the church. The church sidewalk is lined with police and motorcycles stand at the ready. The park is also crawling with square-jawed male reporters and their female counterparts -- stylish women in good little suits and pancake makeup, rehearsing their takes or interviewing the locals. "Coffin in, then coffin out in about 50 minutes," one cameraman instructs a colleague.

On the other hand, as I make my way through the scene, I'm struck by the absurdity of the media decision-makers who authorized spending a small fortune to arrange this calvacade on a bright, sunny day only to witness a paltry turnout that peaks at about 300.

Standing behind a barricade at a good angle to the church, I'm equally interested in the media assault and the DiMaggio family as the funeral gets under way. 

"It appears that if you're short, old and Italian, they will interview you," I say to the strapping young man next to me dressed in a gray pinstripe suit and dark glasses. The sound bites heard on the news since his death have been mostly of people who knew the ball player as a neighborhood youth, when he batted so hard his baseballs hit the cable cars.

The young man carries a cell phone.  He laughs and confides, "God, I sure don't want to be interviewed, I don't want my boss to know I'm here. But I had to show up, I mean, it's Joe DiMaggio! Besides, I live just a few blocks away; it would be wrong not to pay my respects."

We discuss the light turnout. His take on it, as a local Italian-American, is that people in the neighborhood were miffed upon hearing that the funeral would be closed to all but 30 people. "I think people were insulted not to be invited into the church," he says. (For the uninitiated, North Beach is a community of folks who often band together around certain themes -- don't bring in the chain restaurants or drugstores, please; don't make that neon sign on Moose's restaurant too bright; and, please, keep those movie people from taking away our limited on-street parking.)

A young woman with a microphone, pencil, and notepad, trailing a television cameraman poised for action, approaches me. She'd like to ask a few questions. This disproves my theory, as I am short, but not too old, and not Italian. I tell her I don't really want to be interviewed, and, besides, I'm not even a sports fan. She rattles off an intriguing list of prepared questions. The guy next to me jokes, "Look, I'm her agent, and if she doesn't want to talk, she doesn't want to talk, but it's totally up to her. Just don't get me in the shot, okay?" 

I relent, and I'm asked what Joe DiMaggio meant to me, off-camera. I rattle off my first thought, that he represented the last of a breed of people in the public eye who knew how to comport themselves. He understood privacy, unlike the Dennis Rodmans and Madonnas of the world who don't seem to have a sense of boundaries. I like the fact that Joe DiMaggio was a private man, a gentleman. She loves this and begs me to say it for the camera. I do an instant internal rewrite eliminating the aforementioned names and, it's a take. Ms. Andronico has captured my image for local cable, Channel 52. (I don't have cable, so I probably won't see it.)

I pass a young man sitting on a bench, dressed in an old Yankees uniform. He displays DiMaggio baseball memorabilia and is being interviewed by two reporters. I decide to leave the scene for about 45 minutes and return in time for "coffin out." On my way I pass a white-haired woman dressed in layers of sweaters who says she drove in from Marin to pay her respects. She always admired Joltin' Joe.  Several photographers and a reporter are drawn to her because she stands in front of the street barricades holding an impressive black and white photograph of Joe DiMaggio and Marilyn Monroe taken on their wedding day. The sun bears down sharply on the stunning image, making the gilded couple appear even more unreal than their short-lived marriage. You can't help but wonder what went on between them, what painful personality clashes diminished the hopes they must have had that day in 1954.

By now the crowd has expanded somewhat, and people are assembled three-deep at the corner the funeral procession will take past DiMaggio's old home on Beach Street in the Marina, then to Colma where he will rest until his final interment in a mausoleum, now being built. A solemn looking young man holds up a large, wooden number "five." The coffin is carried down the church steps by pallbearers, including DiMaggio's son, Joe Jr., only child of his father's first marriage, said to have been estranged from his dad, and living near Sacramento in a trailer.

We witness Joe DiMaggio's last ride. The dignified family and friends dressed in somber colors pile into their vehicles. The policemen's cycles give a roar, and the procession begins. The crowd applauds. 

The media begins to disassemble and break for lunch. Cables and ladders are returned to their trucks. The crowd of neighbors, postal clerks, and proprietors of restaurants and small shops disperses. Reporters record their wrap-up commentaries and cameras pan up for one last take of the glorious church where Joe DiMaggio was eulogized by his brother an hour ago. Someone scares the pigeons, and a flurry of winged angels rises skyward. 
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