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  For aspiring young Black athletes, coming up in Flint in the 1960’s and getting a scholarship to pursue a career in Basketball was a lot closer to being the exception than the rule.  According to Thigpen there was a quota system in place here in Flint that helped regulate the flow of players from junior high school to high school to college.

  In the early 60’s Thigpen said I witnessed the quota system in its truest form.  Young Black athletes were running around thinking that the coach knew best and no one was really thinking about whether the coach was only going to have so many Blacks or Whites on the team, mostly Whites.

  First of all you must understand that we didn’t have Black coaches.  The coaches I came into contact with back then weren’t like the ones these kids have today.

  Today’s coaches are mostly out there to help the kids and show them how to play the game correctly.  Thigpen continued in junior high (Emerson) I saw the quota system in operation but back then I really didn’t understand what was really going on.

  We had athletes that would make the basketball team but they really weren’t basketball players at all.  However they still made the team.

  What really upset me about the whole situation was that there were athletes who I went to high school with that played three years of a high school sport and when they graduated the coach should have had some type of scholarship in place for them.  Back then it wasn’t about passing an ACT test it was an entrance exam test.

  I think they exploited Blacks to the point when it came time for a scholarship and Career Day, they would always try and hustle Blacks to the line heading down to Buick Motor Division.  Thigpen was the first basketball player from Flint to make it all the way to the National Basketball Association (NBA).

  In my case, I played one year of high school basketball my senior year and I got better deals than some athletes who had played three years of organized ball.  We were never exposed to college coaches and we didn’t recognize the overall deception but what the coaches were doing was keeping us from getting scholarships.  Back then if a college coach came to town to visit the area high schools (Northern, Central and Southwestern) he would see a team full of football players on the basketball team.

  The basketball talent was always walking the halls or playing at the teen club.  Then the question becomes who’s going to give a football player a scholarship to play on a basketball team along with the overall impact this type of treatment by the coach has on a person?

  After growing up during this period, I can safely say what the impact seemed like to me.  When you play ball every day with someone and you know what your ability is compared to what their ability is, it should follow that the best man gets the job.

  During my day basketball practice started two weeks before the annual Thanksgiving Day football game.  Although football players couldn’t go out for basketball until after the big game they would automatically put us basketball players on the back burner once the football players showed up for practice.

  It would be an ego thing for any kid to be out there busting his butt playing the game he loves and along comes a 250-lb lineman football player who takes your spot and you have been showing him up, everyday in gym class or anywhere.  Then to add insult to injury, here you had been playing with old equipment and the football players would always get new equipment once they started practice at least two weeks late.

  In my case I was kind of lucky because I got cut from Northern’s basketball team two years in a row and I couldn’t never understand why because when we were down in the park playing it was no contest between myself and the football players.  If it wasn’t for Northwestern high school being built I would have probably never have made anything of myself in the world of sports.

  In my first year at Northern the coach from junior high came over and picked whom he wanted on the team and if you didn’t play 9A basketball you wouldn’t play on the junior varsity squad.

  My good friend in high school, I would beat him constantly in practice and he would start the games and play and I wouldn’t get into the game unless it was out of reach.  This same guy walked over to the coach and I was standing next to him when he told the coach, I really don’t think I should be starting and Thigpen my backup.

  This boy or man is beaten me up on the court every day and I don’t deserve to be starting in front of him.  He also said, When I leave Northern I will be going to school on a football scholarship not basketball.  Jack Marlett was the head coach.

  I spoke with his assistant Burt Jackson years later at a sporting event and someone came up and asked him what happened to Thigpen during high school?  He said, “I was a late bloomer.”  That pissed me off and I told Jackson that he didn’t give the guys sitting on the bench a chance.

  Years later when I had a chance to coach at Whittier after I had gotten old and everything, I was going by talent and if you couldn’t play I would tell you to go work on your game and come back next year.  What really upset me about the job was that I was instructed by a higher up to put the kid who couldn’t play back on the team.

  He was Black and his excuse was, he was a relative of someone.  Two kids who I was forced to cut approached me in the hall and said, “coach I was playing hard every day and I just told them it was just politics.

