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To all of my wonderful grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and to all the other grandchildren and great-grandchildren in our country. Because they will hopefully have the power to transform this great experiment that’s called the United States of America into “a more perfect union.”

And to LeBron James, in appreciation for all he’s done to enrich the lives of so many people in our community.







Let me remind you of that unfulfilled promise, the one right there in the Declaration of Independence: “All men are created equal.” I’ve been waiting my whole life for America to live up to that.

—Bill Russell
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INTRODUCTION

by Earl Monroe

I rarely make public comments about anything people I know have written or said, but I’m happy to make an exception here.

Ray and I were both born and raised in the same South Philly neighborhood, six years apart. I never got the chance to meet or see Ray play because I didn’t get interested in basketball until I was fourteen, when the junior high school coach saw this skinny 6'3" kid walking down the hall and asked if I played basketball. For me it was a life-changing moment.

I was a junior at John Bartram High School when I first saw Ray play. He had just finished his rookie year with the Detroit Pistons, and had come back to Philly to play in the Baker League. He often came over to the neighborhood basketball courts to work out and play with some of his friends. Even though Ray had the exalted stature, in my eyes, of being an NBA player, he treated me and all the other young players with total respect, shaking hands and acknowledging us. He probably didn’t even notice I was there, as we young guys used to sit around the edge of the court hoping to get picked to play the winners in the next game. We never got picked. Later, when I was playing at Winston-Salem, I started to play in the legendary Philadelphia-New York Games in the summer. He played in the pro game, and I played in the college game. That’s when I joined Ray in the traditional brotherhood of “Philadelphia basketball players.”

Eventually Ray and I were teammates with the Baltimore Bullets from 1967 to 1970, and our friendship deepened. Working and traveling with the team, we wound up spending a lot of time together, both on and off the court, going to dinner, movies, and shows or just hanging out at the clubs on Baltimore Street, like the Casino, where some of the greats in R&B and jazz played every night. Artists like Stevie Wonder, Gladys Knight & the Pips, the Four Tops, the Temptations, Les McCann, and many more made their way through Baltimore. It was the gateway between the North and the South, depending on which way you were traveling.

Ray and I talked about everything at that time—from basketball strategy to our observations of local, national, and NBA politics. We even had the chance to travel to Japan together, along with Bob Ferry for the State Department, where we visited the tragic burn wards of our soldiers who had been injured and maimed during the Vietnam War.

I always appreciated Ray’s talent and his will to win. Boy, with the way he handled the ball and his shooting range, he really would have loved to play in this edition of the NBA. But even more than that, I simply enjoyed him as a good-hearted, perceptive person with a terrific head on his shoulders when it came to both the game of basketball and the dynamics of our American culture. Over the entire span of the sixty years I’ve known him, he’s always remained true to himself, whether as a professional athlete, an NBA or college coach, or when he was selling insurance.

Given our common background, the racial situation was always central to our discussions, both the prejudice that we each faced and the pervasive bias that still confronts our people. Our views were, and still are, identical in this regard. We’re both aware that, despite some significant missteps, race relations have evolved and improved over the years of the NBA’s existence, and we’re looking forward to seeing that evolution influence our country as a whole. After all, as a people, we’ve been here for four hundred years, well before America even became a country. We’ve fought for this country and have made significant contributions to this country, and it’s shameful that we still need to have laws passed to enable us to vote. Studying American history is often like studying partial truths. All the stories are centered around white existence and heroic deeds and there’s very little about the Black experience and how we’ve endured the brutality and oppressions—and yet we’re still here!

Ray Scott has given us all a good read with his book, a thoughtful and heartful narrative of some of what he’s seen and experienced. Myself, I’ve learned a lot that I didn’t know about Ray, his family, and how he has navigated his way through life. The book is inspiring and, to me, enlightening.

He takes the reader inside the locker room to reveal how players feel about each other, about their coaches, about the media, and about management. Along the way, Ray also gives us personal, in-depth scouting reports of Wilt Chamberlain, Bill Russell, Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, Willis Reed, and many more. Readers will find eye-opening discussions about how much individual and team rivalries greatly enhanced the popularity of the league and made it an avenue for the riches present-day athletes enjoy.

Ray Scott may be a modest person, but he’s had a big life. He’s known other great athletes, such as Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier, and gives us a ringside seat. Ray was part of the action, as a team rep, when the owners certified the NBA players union in 1964. He was also right there in 1970, when the historic Oscar Robertson suit was filed. It wasn’t entirely settled until 1976, but as a result and ever since then, players have had the right to declare free agency.

Throughout the book, Ray dishes out some inside information, but never deviates from his honorable purpose—which is not to shock but to make his readers think about NBA basketball and the progress the league has made in the sensitive issue of race in America.

Ray is neither an NBA apologist nor an NBA critic. He just tells it like he saw it, which is exactly the way it was and is.

Earl Monroe
New York City
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PROLOGUE

My name is John Raymond Scott, but I’m better known as Ray. I was born on July 12, 1938, at the Frederick Douglass Memorial Hospital, in a Black neighborhood in South Philadelphia.

I have been blessed to have played in the National Basketball Association for nine years (1961-70) and in the American Basketball Association (ABA) for two years (1970-72), and to have coached the Detroit Pistons from 1972 to 1976. At the end of the 1973-74 regular season I was named the NBA’s Coach of the Year, the first African American to be so honored. Then, when standing at midcourt at halftime of a subsequent playoff game against the Chicago Bulls in Cobo Hall, receiving the trophy, I was even more amazed when the SRO crowd of eleven thousand hometown fans got to their feet to cheer me wildly.

Several questions are basic to my story: How did I, a kid from a low-rent, third-floor walk-up apartment in South Philly who started playing basketball when I was ten, go where I’ve been and get to where I am? How and why did I manage to survive the usual racial obstacles that hindered and often destroyed the careers and lives of so many Black men, including basketball players who I believe were more talented than I ever was? Some of these questions are relatively easy for me to answer. Some I’m still trying to figure out.

Like everyone else I knew, I’d grown up hearing about the routine racial discrimination adults in my family and in my neighborhood were forced to endure. But my personal awakening came as a twelve-year-old, when my uncle took my brother and me on a trip to Washington, DC. I saw the care he had to take to only drive along “safe” highways and only stop at “safe” gas stations. We were driving deeper into the South, after all, and were no longer in friendly Philadelphia. And now, in our nation’s capital, I was disturbed to see “Colored Only” water fountains.

Four years later, when I was sixteen and the horrible details of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till’s murder became public, I was stunned to realize that this could happen to me, too, and to any one of my friends. Like too many other children of color, I might have succumbed to the stress of this overwhelming reality of African American life if it had not been for the loving presence of a father (actually, my stepfather).

By the time I was twenty-two and a rookie in the NBA, I had more money than ever in my pocket. I already knew that having a healthy bankroll was the key to some measure of validation in this culture. Now I was traveling the country and, with an expanded view, could sense a dawning recognition of widespread racial inequality. I was waking up and so was the rest of American society.

It was the early sixties, and JFK promised to include Black people in the mainstream of America’s new dream. The US Supreme Court outlawed blatant racial segregation. Voting rolls were expanded in Black communities. Previously all white colleges were beginning to recruit Black athletes in ever-increasing numbers. Positive things were happening all over the map.

Both my life and my times have led me to several conclusions. Here are a few of them, with many more to come:

That there are still many struggles ahead, both individually and collectively, but positive changes are happening. So we must all be persistent in doing our part to make this a better world.

That, as an African American, and despite my successes, I still believe that if my people have not achieved equality, then I have not achieved equality.

That even though Black people want to evolve socially, politically, and legally, there are no rules to guide us in this collective endeavor.

That each of us has to find our own way.

My purpose, then, in writing this book is to explore, and hopefully to encourage a better understanding of, a certain portion of the history of “We the people” as I have experienced it. My ultimate aim is not to shock but to encourage readers to think.

What follows is my best attempt to explain how I’ve succeeded, also how I’ve failed, and how my path might encourage readers to open-mindedly face their own journey.
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CHAPTER ONE

MY BEGINNINGS

I was named after my maternal grandfather, John Raymond Mackey, a steel worker living in Youngstown, Ohio, who would frequently come to visit us in Philly. He was handsome, austere, intelligent, well-read, and he encouraged my early interest in books. As I grew, we stayed connected, and years later, when he died in 1963, my mom and I attended his funeral in Youngstown.

My biological father, John Samuel Howard, simply vanished when I was one year old. My mother remarried three years later. My stepfather, Sylvester Bernard Scott, gave me love, security, a new last name and, most importantly, he gave me a family. All the things that the four-year-old me really needed. I was heartbroken at age eight when he passed.

There’s an enormous body of literature that says African American boys raised by single mothers have difficult lives ahead of them. Indeed, 72 percent of “Negro” males in America are raised by single mothers—as opposed to 25.8 percent of the total population. These youngsters are at a higher risk of engaging in drug and alcohol abuse, of being less cooperative with authority figures, of having damaging emotional problems, and of possessing a weaker sense of right and wrong.

Growing up as poor as we were might have been another considerable handicap, but I didn’t realize we were poor, because everybody that I knew was in the same situation. I escaped all of these potential problems through the loving attentions of my mother, who taught her children to always look for the value and humanity in everybody we encounter.

And I also survived these obstacles through my involvement in basketball.

I began my on-court future at the Western Community House when I was eight. The tiny basketball court on the second floor attracted most of my attention, and there were many days when I practiced there on my own. That’s where I played my first Biddy League game two years later. There I was, a squeaky-voiced kid so excited that I didn’t know what to do. I probably didn’t do anything extraordinary during my Biddy League days, because I don’t remember any of the games.

But I do remember being excited when I played in my first road game. This was at the Phillis Wheatley Recreation Center, located in a residential neighborhood in North Philly. I remember playing there because Phillis Wheatley (1753-84) had been enslaved in Boston but had developed into one of the most popular poets in the late eighteenth century. She was especially revered in Philadelphia, so I knew she was a hero.

My solo practice sessions started to pay off when I was eleven. By the time I was fourteen and in the ninth grade, I was 6'3" and had a fantasy that I could be a good player.

I had another early epiphany when I was twelve and my Uncle Reese drove me and my younger brother, Marvin, on a long-promised trip to Washington, DC. On our way there, we drove through Delaware and Maryland, with Uncle Reese strictly following the traveling guide in The Negro Motorist Green Book that had been written by Victor Hugo Green in 1936 and updated in subsequent editions. There were no superhighways, and a scarcity of welcoming gas stations and restaurants on our route, so the listing of the safest/quickest roads was Uncle Reese’s only game plan. But I was so excited that I paid no attention to our routes and stops.

I had heard about the Jim Crow laws when people discussed them back in Philly—in living rooms, drugstores, restaurants, and churches. However, it was in our nation’s capital that I first saw “White” and “Colored” water fountains. The first time we boarded a trolley, I immediately went to the front of the car like I always did back home, but I was sternly told that I had to move to the back. Likewise, when we went to see a movie, I tried to sit in my usual front-row seat, until I was grabbed by the arm and told I had to sit in the balcony—another rude and unexpected slap in the face for twelve-year-old me.

We stayed for a week at a small townhouse that Uncle Reese owned in a segregated neighborhood. Back in Philly, we used to picnic at Fairmount Park, which was integrated. So the total absence of any white people in this DC neighborhood was another shock.

However, I did have an unexpected positive experience there. One of the neighborhood kids took me to a playground, saying, “You gotta see Rabbit play.”

“Rabbit” turned out to be sixteen years old, maybe 6'5", about 235 pounds, and was simply unstoppable. With his drives, dunks, jumpers, and rebounds, he never lost a game. He wasn’t a step above the other players, he was a full staircase above them.

And Rabbit’s real name was Elgin Baylor.

Elgin and I were destined to meet again many times both on and off the court.

Even so, the racial bias I had experienced in DC dominated my mind and my mood. So, on the drive back to Philly, I now paid more attention to the routes and the stops Uncle Reese made. When we were hungry we had to go to the back door of a restaurant to order our food, then eat in the car. When we had to relieve ourselves, we had to pee in the bushes. Even so, Uncle Reese always told us to hurry up because any cop that happened by could arrest us for indecent exposure.

I realized that racism was the rule in American culture. It was true then, and it still holds true today.

The next significant step up was a two-year stint at South Catholic High School, where I played on the frosh and then the JV teams. I had grown to 6'6", and despite my rail-thin body, I averaged 25 points for the JV. They tried to keep me happy by promising that in my junior and senior years I’d be an important varsity player, but I was never promoted to the varsity.

Meanwhile, it was the summer after my freshman year that I started playing at least three times a week in neighborhood games with some terrific Philly guys: Woody Sauldsberry, “Bozo” Walker, “Puny” Bill Murray, Hal Lear, Guy Rodgers, Wayne Hightower, and John Chaney. Players from other neighborhoods would come to our playground, and we’d make the rounds of theirs. That was my first introduction to big-time basketball. I didn’t embarrass myself too often, and I sure did learn a lot.

Unfortunately, South Catholic was in a tough Italian neighborhood, and I was beaten up several times for the crime of being Black. The principal claimed that I had started the fights because I was a bully! So, after my sophomore year I transferred to a public school. I could handle, shoot, and rebound, so for the next two seasons at West Philadelphia High School I was named to All-City teams.

Wilt Chamberlain was a senior at Overbrook High School when I was a junior. We lost only three games that season, all of them to Wilt and company. With Wilt off to Kansas, we won the Public League championship, beating Northeast High School, whose star player was Herb Adderley. My efforts were ably abetted by a pair of very talented teammates—Carl Lacy and Hubie White.

Yet, even as a high-schooler, I echoed certain concerns of the adults in my community. By reading Jet, EBONY, and the local Black newspapers, as well as listening to talk around my neighborhood, I learned about the fate that befell many Black soldiers in Europe during World War II. A disproportionate number of executions for capital crimes in Europe during the war were doled out to Black soldiers, and among the atrocities suffered by those who weren’t executed were various forms of mutilation.

Moreover, some Black veterans who survived the war and returned home were subjected to the same kind of overt discrimination that they had endured before they risked their lives for their country.

These incidents angered just about every African American I encountered.

So, yes, my brothers and sisters helped win the war “over there,” but were still on the losing end of the war here.

It should be noted that President Eisenhower’s highway construction program in the early and mid-1950s deserves major credit for enabling African American schoolyard/playground players to have easier access to competitive pickup games in other neighborhoods and even other cities. This included more opportunities to play in white neighborhoods. This was a development that greatly accelerated my own on-court growth.

Moreover, the creation of America’s “autobahn”—its system of highways—was a boon to those African Americans who sought to drive their cars to visit friends and relatives in the South. No longer did they have to depend on The Green Book to inform them which were the safe roads to take on these trips and which were the dangerous ones. No more fearful trips through towns hostile to Blacks, especially those in cars with Northern license plates. Instead, they could now cruise at high speed in relative safety along the new superhighways.

When I was in high school, four of Philly’s Big 5 colleges and universities (Saint Joseph’s, Villanova, La Salle, and Penn) fielded all-white basketball teams. Meanwhile, a trio of Black players—Guy Rodgers, Hal “King” Lear, and Jay Norman—starred for Temple. Accordingly, most of the Blacks in Philadelphia never rooted for the four teams that didn’t recruit African Americans. And I’ve always believed that the Big 5 made a huge mistake by letting Wilt get out of town. They should have pooled their resources to do whatever had to be done to keep him in Philly.

Ever since Jackie Robinson integrated baseball in 1947, Black people wanted to see more African Americans participate in all sports. So, whenever we could scrape together enough money for tickets, my buddies and I would go to the Palestra to watch as many Temple games as possible. We were also eager to see visiting teams that likewise featured Black players facing any of the Big 5: Seton Hall with Dick Gaines and Walter Dukes. St. Francis (NY) with Vernon Stokes and Al Inniss. St. Francis (PA) with the incredible Maurice Stokes. Manhattan with Junius Kellogg. And, of course, Duquesne with Sihugo Green and the Ricketts brothers. Occasionally we would even drive up to New York to see Providence’s Lenny Wilkens play at Madison Square Garden.

Just to watch these guys play at such a high level in front of huge crowds was inspirational.






CHAPTER TWO

LEARNING THE HAMOTZI, PLAYING IN THE BAKER, AND UP


After my success at West Philly High School, I was recruited by several colleges. However, since I was aware of the racism that was rampant in so many schools and in so many parts of the country, I did a tremendous amount of research to discover which colleges already had Black players and which colleges had road games scheduled in places that were hostile to “Negroes.” Here’s what I found:

Willie Naulls and Walter Torrance were at UCLA.

Branch McCracken was always eager to recruit African Americans, so his team at Indiana had Walt Bellamy, Hallie Bryant, and Charley Brown. Later, Brown transferred to Seattle.

Elgin Baylor, of course, was at Seattle.

Michigan State had “Jumpin’” Johnny Green and Horace Walker.

San Francisco had Bill Russell and K.C. Jones.

The University of the Pacific had LeRoy Wright.

Clarence “Big House” Gaines paid a visit to my home and encouraged me to accept a scholarship to Winston-Salem. He said that if I was interested, I should meet him at a certain corner with my bags packed at a certain time the next day. But I was still making up my mind, so I never showed up.

I was interested in two other schools that contacted me, what at the time was known as Maryland State and Morgan State. Years later, these schools would be among the group collectively known as Historically Black Colleges and Universities, or HBCUs. But I remained undecided because I was still being recruited by other schools.

Illinois sent an assistant coach to my home, and the University of Oklahoma sent Benjamin Hooks, the vice president of the NAACP in Norman, Oklahoma. The latter’s pitch was that I would be the first African American to play for the school. But both Urbana-Champaign and Norman were too far from Philly for me to go there. So I never gave a definitive answer to any of the schools that wanted me.

Except, that is, for NYU.

An ex-Knick, Ray Lumpp, was the dynamic assistant coach at NYU, and before he reached out to me, he had already signed up four African American high school players from New York City—Tom “Satch” Sanders, Al Barden, Russ Cunningham, and Cal Ramsey. Because of the racial quotas then in effect, I figured that at most only three of us would start, and since I’d be the only out-of-towner, I’d wind up on the bench. So I turned Lumpp down.

I had graduated from high school in January, but I was still unsure of which college scholarship I would accept. Then a friend called to say he could get me a scholarship at a junior college in New York City, where I could play for the rest of their season. It sounded like the perfect gig.

New York City Tech Junior College was situated in Downtown Brooklyn at 300 Jay Street. In addition to free tuition I was granted $15 every two weeks for “laundry money.” And I hooped.

For what
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