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Phota by Rich Krauss
Montclair State College track coach John Blanton, center, smiles as he celebrates a winning season with team

members Amod Field and Rosa Dominguez

Undefeated season helps coach
overcome controversy on hiring

By JERRY THOMAS

John Blanton of Orange can boast,
at least for a while, following a winning
track season at Montclair State Col-
lege. &

But the first-year coach, who
faced a hurdle when some of his critics
cried “reverse discrimination” after
the school picked him over a “dedicated
part-timer,” refuses to “stick his chest
out.”

“I am not that kind of coach; my
athletes’ records speak for them-
selves,” said a confident Blanton last
week, days after the school’s women’s
cross-country team finished the season
undefeated. The season also marked the
first time in the school’s history that a
female track member had made 1t to
the NCAA finals.

Last spring, Blanton, who 1s black,
was a successful coach at East
Orange’s Chiford Scott High School,
where he led the girl's track team to
several championships and produced
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standout runners tor top universities.
While at Clifford Scott, Blanton,’ 31,
was named Northern Hills Division
coach of the year twice.

Despite his record of accomplish-
ments, some people close to the Mont-
clair State program complained that
Blanton’s credentials still were not
good enough for the collegiate level,
especially to replace Victor Mizzone, a
successful part-time track coach for
four years. Mizzone is white.

After Blanton’s selection'in April,
the school received pressure from some
longtime supporters and the 15-mem-

ber men’s track team, who threatened

to boycott the season if Mizzone were
not reinstated.

“I think everything was poorly
done,” said George Horn, a former
track coach who holds the Montclair
State record for the most wins in cross-
country competition.

On the day Blanton was officially
named coach, Horn withdrew his name
from the school’s Athletic Hall of Fame
to protest Mizzone's firing and what he
described as “injustices.” He then la-
beled the appointing committee incom-
pentent.

“On a rating of 10, they have about
a 2, and that includes the athletic direc-
tor and admimstrative director,” Horn
fumed.

“Track experts,” Horn continued,
“felt Blanton was not qualified, because
of the lack of experience.” And the
school search committee, he noted, did
not even have Blanton on the list of pos-
sible candidates for the job.

Mizzone, a Montclair State alum-
nus who teaches at Paterson Eastside
High School, followed through with a
suit against the school, arguing that
he was overlooked because Blanton is
black. The school denied that race was
a factor.

Montclair State spokesman Ivan
Tolbert said Blanton has a master’s de-
gree in business and past administra-
tive skills that made him most qualified
for the job.

At a recent party for Jean Arm-
strong, one of MSC's vice presidents,
Blanton became the subject of discus-
sion by administrators who praised him
for his fine record.

“John was hired because we
thought he was an excellent coach,”
said Gregory Lockard, athletic direc-
tor. “Everything so far has shown us we
were right. He’s charismatic and a
quality administrator. He seems to
have a good rapport with the athletes
and, to top it off, he’s a good coach.”

Some of the compliments were
echoed by members of both the men’s
and women’s track teams, but even
they admit they were reluctant for
Blanton to replace coach Mizzone.

“1 thought and said some of the
same things, like, ‘Is he really going to
be able to meet the standards of a col-
lege team? You know, he had never
trained coliege students,” said LaTanya
Jones, a 19-year-old sophomore major-
ing in broadcasting and a member of
the women's track team.

She recalled Blanton telling the
athletes that “everyone has to start

somewhere. He said, ‘How do you think
college coaches get to become college
coaches?’ ”

Like most members of the track
team, which is split almost 50/50 be-
tween blacks and whites, Jones, 19, of
Mizpah in Atlantic County, wanted to
know if Blanton was hired because he is
black. .
“That question still bothers me,”
said Jones, “I was glad of the fact he is
black. We as black people need to stick
together, but they (Blanton’s critics)
were throwing around the phrase ‘re-
verse discrimination.’ But Coach Blan-
ton said there is no such thing. The
more he said it, the more I thought
about it.”

Amod Field of Passaic said he was
distrubed ahout the rumor and the loss
of Mizzone, especially when “the ad-
ministration had given the impresssion
he would get the job.”

Field, a 21-year-old junior major-
ing in physical education, said, “Per-
sonally, I was stunned by what hap-
pened.”

He said Mizzone had put in “hard
work and time” and at times “sacri-
ficed his family to be with the team.”

“I felt the guy who was there de-
served a spot,” Field said. “I felt my
guy (Mizzone) should have gotten the
'ob »

Although Field is black, he said he
backed Mizzone, because “pesonally, I
had grown to love him as a coach and a
friend. That’s very important in a pro-
gram like this. You don't get scholar-
ships or any kind of money. You are on
your own.”

Field's annoucement last spring
that he would boycott the season if
Blanton was hired did not go too well
with minorities on campus, He never

id.

“How could you go against your
own people?” Field asked, “But that
wasn't the circumstance; I was fighting
for what I felt was an injustice.”

In addition, he added, “Afro-
Americans are always thrown in track
and field or departments like that. I
thought that was an insult. You are say-
ing io me, all the guy can do is coach
rack.”

Field said he was never given a
chance to explain his position on the
issue. His reaction, he explained, was
geared more at the “politics” of the ad-
ministration than at Blanton.

“We have nothing against Coach
Blanton,” he said. “He was just a man
trying to get a job. A lot of things were
hlown out of proportion, like we hated
this guy. It was not like that at all; we
just wanted our man to get the job.”

Blanton,said he understands the
situation the students were forced into.

“I think those who were close to
Coach Mizzone may have resented me
initially, but as time went along, things
worked out. We just asked them to give
us a chance, They have given us a
chance, and those who gave us a chance
see the results. Those who didn’t will
never know. Amod is a witness to that.
He admitted that. You never fail until
you fail to try.”

Suspended cop chief
denied reinstatement

By KEVIN DILWORTH

A judge in Newark has denied sus-
pended Orange Police Chief Robert
Sorge’s request to be reinstated while
awaiting a hearing on charges of brib-
ery, insubordination and conduct unbe-
coming a police officer.

Superior Court Judge Paul B.
Thompson turned down both of Sorge’s
requests on Friday and denied the
chief’s request to name an acting chief
to run the department while he awaits
disposition of the charges filed against
him Monday.

“There's absolutely no basis for
these allegations,” argued Jerome Con-
very, Sorge's attorney, referring to the
chief being accused of using an Orange
auto repair shop’s license plates on his

rivate car between July 25 and Octo-
er.

Sorge “unlawfully borrowed (li-
cense) plates from a car dealer in
town." It is “highly likely he conspired
with a city businessman and personal
friend of his" to get the plates, and he
failed to even register the car with the
state Department of Motor Vehicles
until recently, countered Robert Wes-
treich, a Morristown atiorney who rep-
resents the city of Orange.

Sorge has 25 years of law enforce-
ment experience and is president of the
Essex County Police Chiefs Associa-
Lion.

Judge Thompson said the depart-
mental charges against Sorge appear to
be too serious to just summarily dis-
miss them and allow the police chief to
returnitoshis jobs

Police Director Chacles Cobbertt,
who filed the charges, and Mayor Rob-
ert L. Brown are trying “to get com-

lete control of the police department
gy getting my client out of the (police)
building,” Convery charged.

““This suspension is a subterfuge to
get him to circumvent the court's (Sept.
20) restraining order” against Cobbertt
and Brown, that sought to protect
Sorge’s “rights and duties as the chief
of police,” the defense attorney added.
“They don’t care how much they hurt
this man.”

According to Convery, the tactics
Cobbertt and Brown are using repre-

sent “sandbagging of the worst level by
the city of Orange.”

In September, Sorge complained
that he had been the object of “political
interference in the workplace and polit-
ical harrassment” by Cobbertt and
Brown since July.

Brown became mayor July 1 and
appointed Cobbertt as Sorge’s boss four
days later.

Stephen Shaw, an attorney repre-
senting the New Jersey Association of
Chiefs of Police, argued Friday that
Cobbertt’s suspending Sorge in the ab-
sence of filing any criminal complaint
was “an extraordinary step.”

Judge Thompson reasoned that
Sorge's suspension, and the departmen-
tal charges agzinst him, put matters re-
garding his Sept. 20 restraining order
against Orange in a different light.

“I can't interfere with an adminis-
trative (departmental charge) func-
tion,” the judge said, “especially when
there’s the allegation” of a motor vehi-
cle violation.

Cobbertt, in a certified complaint
submitted to the court, said it was “evi- .
dent Mr. Sorge violated a variety of
laws, flaunted his violations in front of
the entire (police) department, partici-
pated in and condoned violations by
others and accepted a gratutity from
persons doing business with the city.”

“It appears that Mario’s Aute Shop
permitted its dealer plates to be used
on a vehicle that it did not own,” Cob-
bertt's affidavit said. “It also appears
that Mr. Sorge knew of and participat-
ed in this motor vehicle violation and
failed to issue 2 summons or take other
law enforcement action, despite his
duty to do so.

“The department has additionally
learned that although (Sorge) began
using the vehicle in July and presum-
ably purchased it at thal time,” the af-
fidavit continued, “he did not record
(the) title to it until Aug. 19 and did not
register it prior to using it,” violations
of state law.

Thompson, in response to Sorge’s
request to have Capt. Richard Conte be-
come acting chief, as opposed to Cob-
bertt's selection of Capt. Anthony Bene-
vento, said, ‘‘Once (a) chief is
suspended, he has no powers.”
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