
Tony Fields – Kentucky High School Hoops, Facebook site:  ‘This was written by Larry Kihney, 
coach at Pleasure Ridge Park High School, about Billy Joe Burton, great PRP player in the 1960's 
and also the subject of a recent post by me on Kentucky High School Hoops . This post is one of the 
reasons I love this site and our basketball history!” 

Unlike today, in 1965 we did not have social media, or cell phones.  Travel was restricted to a ten-
mile radius of our home, and our heroes were the people we knew first hand.  In the small 
neighborhoods of Pleasure Ridge Park, the Vietnam war had propelled it to one of the fastest 
growing communities in the entire United States.  Families were flooding to the area and houses 
were being built as fast as possible.  All the while, a new high school named for the area, Pleasure 
Ridge Park, was just ten years old and looking for an identity. 

A small boy who lived on Jonquil Drive, just a short walk from the school, had no idea that he would 
fulfill not only the role of hero, but would give the school an identity that is still in place today, 53 
years later. 

Billy Joe Burton had played eighth grade basketball for PRP.  He watched the older players before 
him, with close attention being paid to a senior guard, Danny Manning, and University of Kentucky 
forward Larry Conley.  Manning and Conley's hustling, reckless-style and unselfish-play, inspired 
young Billy.  Billy was small and wiry and the lessons he learned from watching Manning and 
Conley, helped him survive against taller, stronger players during his freshman season. 

PRP had a young innovative coach in Gary Schaffer and heading into Billy's sophomore season, he 
decided to go with a young group of sophomores on the varsity level in hopes of establishing a 
foundation for the future.  This move would prove pivotal in Billy's development. 

Burton had grown a little but it was still difficult to battle the stronger, older players.  He earned their 
respect with his tough-play, and his leadership skills began developing. The team won only two 
games that season, but Schaffer's plan worked as Burton and his teammates gained valuable 
experience. 

As a junior, Burton had grown, and the once wiry boy was now a tough hard-nosed young man.  His 
style of play was simple: out work the opponent and do what it takes to win.  Burton was a star in the 
making as his ability to master all levels of the game, just like Conley at UK, helped guide PRP to 22 
wins, and the basketball team won the first post-season championship trophy! 

Burton was voted All-Region by the opposing coaches.  When the 1968 season rolled around, Billy 
had taken care of the school's identity:  it was winning basketball.  Everyone in the community had a 
new since of pride, and they packed the gyms to see their Panthers defeat all comers.  Burton was 
now a 6'3 senior, and like his team, Billy was set to take on all comers and he led his team with that 
same-mental toughness. 

As the Panther's win-total began to pile up, Burton's all-around game began to separate him from 
other players in the state.  While he was not his team's leading scorer, it was obvious who PRP's 
best player was. 



PRP entered the regional tournament with a 22-1 mark and a top 10 ranking.  Their first-round 
opponent was top-ranked Shawnee. The Indians came out and jumped on PRP.  The lead swelled 
to 23 points by half-time.  While most teams and individuals would have folded, Burton's toughness 
and leadership was on full-display.  Down 19 points with six minutes left in the third, Billy and the 
Panthers cut the lead to one with ten seconds to go.  After a tie-up on a rebound, it was time for a 
hero to become a legend.  Burton positioned himself near the basket on the lower part of the jump 
circle.  Shawnee's 7'1" Tom Payne was close to him, more than likely placed there to provide a 
defensive stopper for the Indians.  As the ball was lofted into the air, PRP's Rusty Lunsford tipped 
the jump ball to Burton and he scored over Payne's out-stretched hand.  PRP won 92-91 and Burton 
was crowded the "Hero of PRP" on the front page of the Courier-Journal the following day, and was 
carried off the court after the win over Shawnee. 

.  
Burton was named All-State, and the Panthers finished 23-2.  While there have been countless 
players that averaged more than Burton's 18 points a game or be honored All-State, what separates 
Burton from others is the fact that he not only helped his team become one of the state's best in 
1968, but that he inspired a basketball program who, after 58 years, still ranks among the state's 
best.    

 

In the summer of 1968, Burton was named an alternate on for the Kentucky All-Star team, meaning 
he could only play if another player got hurt.  During the team’s first practice, Burton promptly told 
Coach Hardin McLane, from Elizabethtown Catholic, that he wanted a chance to play.  He ended up 
being the sixth man on the team, the first one coming off the bench. 

 

His greatest accomplishment may be that he united a young growing community in the state's 
largest city.  He gave this rural area an identity, a past time, and a hero in a time when they had 
none of the three.   

 

Burton would go on to do the same things at Eastern Kentucky University, as captain of his team.  
He was named all-conference and led the Colonels to the NCAA Tournament at a time when you 
had to win your conference to qualify.   

 

From there Burton was selected by the Pacers of the ABA, completing the dream of everyone who 
plays this game we all love so much in Kentucky.  

 

An amazing career for a little boy who used to dribble a basketball down Jonquil Drive, chasing a 
dream. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Larry Kihnley 

Basketball Coach 

Pleasure Ridge Park High School 

 
















