Still loving it after all these years

By John Becker, Staff writer
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“31-year veteran Mangin retains his enthusiasm and San Lorenzo returns to playoffs”

Hayward- Simple love of the game of basketball and the opportunity to work with a group of motivated teen-agers is why Al Mangin began coaching basketball at San Lorenzo High.

And that’s precisely why Mangin is still at San Lorenzo 31 years later.

“I still love it,” said Mangin, who is especially chipper these days after his Rebels qualified for the Hayward Area Athletic League playoffs for the first time in six years.  “I really look forward to the basketball season.  I’m already looking forward to the next one.”

Mangin still smiles when he talks about his first days as the Rebel’s coach.

The year was 1959.  Dwight Eisenhower was in the White House and Cal was in the Rose Bowl.  And Al Mangin was a 25-year-old, first-year varsity coach trying to carve out a niche.

“I bend a lot more as a coach than I used to because society has changed,” said the 56-year-old Mangin, who plans on remaining the Rebels’ coach indefinitely.  “I used to lock the doors at practice at 2:15.  Guys would bang like heck on the door and they would have to have one great excuse for me to let them in.

“Now sometimes the excuses aren’t good ones, but we’re a smaller school now and you need 10 bodies to practice.”

“I ordered guys on my ’59 team to get haircuts and they all got crew cuts,” he added.  “If you look at my team now, I’ve got a couple of guys with pretty long hair.  I just suggested a haircut for them.”

The bottom line for any team that Mangin has ever coached is a simple one- you’ve gotta have fun.  Above all, Mangin relishes the family atmosphere he has with his players.

“That’s the neat thing about the high school athlete,” said Mangin.  “It’s really nice to be surrounded by kids that are really motivated.  As a teacher you may not enjoy every class you teach.  But, when school lets out and you get together with your athletes… kids who are there because they choose to be, well, that’s the fun part.”

Tuesday night marked the 31st straight year that Al and his wife Jonnie have had the team members over to their Fremont home for the annual team party.  There’s always a big sign in front of the Mangin house commemorating the event.  Mangin won’t go for any stuffy, shirt-and-tie banquet for his players.

“We’ve always done it this way and it’s always so much fun,” said Jonnie Mangin.

Mangin does what he can to make sure things stay enjoyable.  Sometimes that’s quite a chore.

San Lorenzo has rarely been blessed with groups of outstanding basketball players.  That’s the primary reason why the Rebels have yet to win an HAAL crown.

The lack of a league title certainly has had no bearing on what Mangin’s coaching peers think of him.

“He’s a coach’s coach,” said Castro Valley Coach Oscar Sakamoto, who coached against Mangin since 1966.  “Al’s at his best when it’s a close game and there’s little time left.”

Hayward Coach Charley Kendall, whose team hosts San Lorenzo tonight, is another Mangin supporter.  Kendall was genuinely pleased when he found out the Rebels were in the playoffs, but not because his Farmers had beaten San Lorenzo twice already.

“I’m so happy for Al, that’s great,” Kendall said.  “He’s a class guy.”

Mangin never likes to heap pressure on his kids to win games, but San Lorenzo point guard and captain David George sensed that making the playoffs was a big deal to his coach.

“Oh, he wanted to make the playoffs pretty bad,” said George.  “All week in practice he was getting sentimental on us.  He had little speeches to encourage us every day.”

And, after George’s free throws clinched the victory and the team’s first playoff berth since 1984 Mangin showed just how much the playoffs meant to him.

After hugging George at midcourt, Mangin walked away and toward the locker room.  Along the way he pumped his fists vehemently in a show of utter joy.  Just before reaching the locker room, Mangin turned around and watched through watery eyes as his players joyously celebrated.

