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After his discharge from the United 
States Army, Joseph Pope began a life-
time of involvement with young athletes 
in Jersey City. He first built St. Brigit’s 
Grammar School into a CYO power-
house. He then coached approximately 
ten years at St. Mary’s High School in 
downtown Jersey City.

In 1971, Mr. Pope became the varsity 
basketball coach at Hudson Catholic. He 
held that position for thirteen years. He
enjoyed almost immediate success, lead-
ing the Hawks to the North Jersey Paro-
chial A Championship in 1973, to the 
Hudson County Athletic Association 
championship in 1975, and to the New 
Jersey Parochial A championship in 
1976. The 1973 team lost the state final 
to the number one team in New Jersey,
Christian Brothers Academy, and the 
1974 and 1975 teams lost in the state 
tournament to the eventual Parochial A 
champion, Essex Catholic. In the 1975 
county championship game, played
before approximately 5,000 fans in the 
Jersey City Armory, the Hawks routed a 
favored St. Anthony’s team, leading by 
as many as 20 points. The two stars of 
that team, Jim Spanarkel ’75, and Mi-
chael O’Koren ’76, each later played in 
an NCAA Basketball Championship 
game and played for years in the
National Basketball Association.

 

Coach Pope coached five 1,000 point scorers: 
James McDonough ’73, Jim Spanarkel ’75, 
Michael O’Koren ’76, Ed Nierstedt ’81 and 
Paul Lee ’82. For a time, O’Koren was the 
alltime leading scorer in Jersey City.

In 1972, Coach Pope became the varsity 
baseball coach at Hudson, a job that he 
would have for 19 seasons. Six of his teams, 
including his last one in 1990, captured the 
Hudson County Division Championship. The 
team won three of those titles in a four year 
span, between 1974 and 1977. The 1984
baseball squad won the Hudson County 
Championship. Stars John Furch and Jose 
Colon played for Duke University, and Furch 
and John Biancamano played professionally, 
in the White Sox and Padres organizations, 
respectively.

With his early success in both basketball and 
baseball, Coach Pope helped Hudson Catho-
lic attract many students, and not just ath-
letes, to the young school. The students took 
great pride in their school and their athletic 
teams. Over his years coaching, Mr. Pope 
assisted countless Hudson catholic athletes
to use sports as a foundation for becoming 
productive adults. He could be a strict disci-
plinarian when necessary, but he delighted 
in the accomplishments -- on and off the 
court or ballfield -- of the young men he 
coached. He taught many of us that educa-
tion comes in many forms, and that wisdom 
does not necessarily arrive with a diploma.
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