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NEW ORLEANS — De-
spite numerous media re-
ports this week about the rift
between coaches John Cali-
pari of Kentucky and Rick
Pitino of Louisville, the
Louisville coach said urs-
day his relationship with the
UK coach is no different
from that with many other
coaches.

"I'm as close to John Cali-
pari as I am to (Kansas
coach) Bill Self and (Ohio
State coach) ad Matta," sai
Pitino two days before the
UK-Louisville Final Four
meeting. "But they don't
coach at Louisville or Ken-
tucky, so you're not going to
write or listen to it."

Matta and Self do both
coach teams in the Final
Four, but the spotlight has
been on the Pitino-Calipari. 

Pitino said he first met
Calipari when the current
UK coach was 16 or 17 and
attending the Five-Star
camp. Later he got to know
him as a camp counselor
when Calipari was playing at
Clarion College. 

“Not until Memphis
(when Calipari became
coach there and Pitino was
at Louisville) did our (coach-
ing) paths cross,” Pitino said.
“en a competitiveness be-
came part of life. At Ken-
tucky, it is the same thing.”

e Kentucky coach re-
cently said he did not “ex-
change Christmas cards”
with Pitino but there were no
problems.

Pitino said he and Cali-
pari each have their own
“inner circles” of coaching
friends as all coaches do. But
he insisted that does not
mean he and Calipari neces-
sarily have a bad relation-
ship.

"We're cordial," Pitino
said. "If we were at the Mar-
riott in Las Vegas and we
were recruiting, we'd have
lunch together and a beer
together. at's our relation-
ship. ere's no animosity.
It's just we're competitors,
and we want to win. We
want to beat each other out
for recruits. You can write
what you want, but that's the
truth."

Pitino went on to say that
he has a “different perspec-
tive” of the Kentucky-
Louisville rivalry. He
referred to the movie “Glory
Road” that depicted the win
Texas Western, an all black
team, had over Kentucky, an
all white team, in the 1966
national title game.

Pitino said the UK-
Louisville rivalry all started
with racial lines.

“In Louisville, we are the
minority and they are the
university of privilege. at
is where the rivalry really
started,” Pitino said urs-
day.

He says that story line
went away when Tubby
Smith took over at Kentucky
when Pitino left for the
Boston Celtics and became
UK’s first African-American
coach.

“Now the lines are no
longer racially motivated. It’s
just pure hatred,” he said.

Pitino
nixes 

hatred
rumors
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NEW ORLEANS — Rick
Pitino will dance like a fool
to get a smile out of his
granddaughter. Freshmen
who were scared to utter a
word around him are practi-
cally his BFFs now.

A changed man? At this
Final Four, no doubt.

But not for the reasons
most people assume.

“We live vicariously
through these kids,” Pitino
said Thursday. “I’m having
the time of my life.”

Almost three years after
an extortion case exposed
the messy details of his pri-
vate life and left his but-
toned-down reputation in
tatters, Pitino is on top of the
coaching world again.
Louisville is back in the Final
Four for the first time since
2005 after what is undoubt-
edly one of the finest coach-
ing jobs of Pitino’s career.

The fourth-seeded Cardi-
nals (30-9) were riddled
with injuries during the sea-
son, skidding into the Big
East tournament just two
games over .500 in confer-
ence play, including four
losses in their last six games.
But the Cardinals ripped off
four wins in as many days
and haven’t cooled off yet.
They play top-seeded Ken-
tucky on Saturday night.

“We definitely feel like
we’re the team that’s not
supposed to be here,” point
guard Peyton Siva said.

Think of the big names in
college coaching, and Pitino
was always near the top of
the list. He was the first

men’s coach to take three
different schools to the Final
Four, starting with that
scrappy, undersized, 3-point
shooting Providence team
25 years ago. He won an
NCAA title with Kentucky in
1996.

And with his finely tai-
lored suits and natty shoes,
he gave the schlumpy look
of college coaches a much-
needed makeover.

All of which made his ad-
mission in 2009 that he’d
had a sexual encounter with
a woman who later tried to
extort millions from him
that much more shocking.
The scandal transfixed the
entire state of Kentucky for
the better part of two years,
and the tawdry details —
Karen Cunagin Sypher
claimed Pitino gave her
money for an abortion, the
coach said it was for health
insurance, she later married
Louisville’s equipment
manager Tim Sypher — fu-
eled talk that Pitino might
step down.

There were rumors Pitino
was on his way to Arizona.
Or maybe back to the NBA
with Sacramento. Then
there were those who whis-
pered that he was “stuck” at
Louisville, too damaged to
go anywhere.

“A lot of times the last two
years I took a lot of grief
from a lot of people saying a
lot of things,” Pitino said last
week after making his sixth
Final Four. “And I never
thought in my life I could
turn the other cheek and
just walk on. And I did. And
some of the most ugly things
I’ve heard, I just took it in-

side. And today, as I look
back on it, I’m real proud
that you could turn the other
cheek.”

It would be easy for Pitino
to play the sympathetic vic-
tim, claim the experience
had changed him and say
how much he’d learned
from it.

But he won’t.
“I brought that about my-

self,” he said last week. “You
learned to turn the cheek,
move on. But to me it wasn’t
like 9/11 or losing a child.
It’s something that you have
to face, and you move on.
And so we all have — you all
have those experiences in
life; I don’t know about ex-
tortion, but you have bad
problems in your life. I got
through it, and my family
helped me get through it.”

Make no mistake, how-

ever, Pitino has changed. Or
maybe, a few months shy of
his 60th birthday, he’s sim-
ply mellowed.

Oh, the temper is still
there. Maybe not to the
level of “Larry Bird is not
walking through that door,”
but he still has his mo-
ments. His players have
learned to listen to his
words, not the volume of
his voice. When Pitino felt
the referees were giving
Florida coach Billy Dono-
van too many favorable
calls in Louisville’s game
against Florida last week-
end, Pitino screamed, “Why
don’t you just give him a
whistle?”

Mind you, that was “Billy
the Kid” on the opposite
bench, probably the favorite
player Pitino has ever had
and one so close to him that

Donovan is like another one
of his kids.

But there’s no longer an
edge to the harshness. His
barbs are more like the one-
liners you’d hear from a
grandfather, and his players
know that beneath the blus-
ter are the coach’s best in-
tentions. Pitino has talked
repeatedly the last few years
of the “precious present,”
trying to get teenagers and
20-somethings who think
they’re invincible to realize
that tomorrow is promised
to no one.

“My freshman year, I said
maybe four words to him,”
said Kyle Kuric, a senior and
Louisville’s leading scorer.
“Now the freshmen, they
have conversations with
him; they’re showing him
pictures. He really connects
with the team in a better
way, and we have a stronger
bond because of it.”

Unlike the Wildcats, the
Cardinals don’t have a roster
filled with surefire NBA stars
or All-Americans. Heck, no
one on their roster fits that
bill. But by blending Xs and
Os with an indefatigably
positive attitude, and adapt-
ing to what seems like a new
system in every game, Pitino
has coaxed his team into the
Final Four.

In short, he’s reminded
everyone that beneath the
fancy suits and the designer
shoes, he’s one of the best
coaches in the game.

“This is our chance to win
a championship,” Pitino
said. “We’ve got just as
much to lose as (the Wild-
cats) do. Because it’s not
easy to get here.”
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NEW ORLEANS — It’s not
hard for Chris Smith to un-
derstand why Louisville is a
decided underdog against
Kentucky.

He may not agree with his
Cardinals being the under-
dog to No. 1 UK in Saturday
night’s Final Four matchup,
but considering UK is
ranked No. 1, has won 36
games and beat Louisville
69-62 on Dec. 31 he can ac-
cept the reasoning.

“When you think about it
and look at their record, we
deserve to be the underdog,”
Smith said ursday, “At the
same time, there comes a
point you have got to respect
a team on a 8-0 run that won
the Big East Tournament.
We brought ourselves to-
gether and formed a new
unit.”

Smith, a senior guard, av-
erages 9.7 points for the Car-
dinals. He’s a career 40
percent 3-point shooter and
both his offense and defen-
sive quickness could be keys
against UK Saturday.

“He means a lot to our
team. Not a lot of people
know about it, but he’s
grown into a leadership po-
sition and he is not intimi-
dated by anything and he
always brings it,” Louisville
senior Kyle Kuric said.

Smith, who has scored
706 points in two seasons at
Louisville after transferring

from Manhattan, was not
timid talking about Satur-
day’s game.

“e arrogance from Ken-
tucky fans is pretty intense
out there, but our fans are
just as bad,” Smith said. “e
rivalry is pretty much about
how much more macho you
are than the next fan or
player. But for us, we are
here to win basketball
games. It is one game per
year (against Kentucky), but
to get to play them again in
the Final Four puts the ri-
valry over the top. is is for
all the marbles really now.”

Smith still remembers
“people kind of looking
down on us” when the Car-
dinals returned to Louisville
after losing to UK. “But right
now I would say this is prob-
ably the most amped up
Final Four game in college
basketball history,” he said. 

He noted that UK fans
taken different views of the
Cardinals.

“To be honest, right now
some fans respect us from
there. ey watched us go
through the battles of the
last eight games,” Smith
said. “But some fans are re-
ally arrogant. ey will say,
‘Louisville is terrible. We can
handle them, beat them by
20 points.’ But who cares
about that? As long as we
play our game, we will be
fine.”

Smith did have one inter-
esting conversation with a
Kentucky fan this week that

he says is the “craziest thing”
he’s had happen as part of
the rivalry. 

“I was walking through a
mall and a Kentucky fan
asked me for a ticket to the
game. She said if I gave her a
ticket and we won, she
would run out on the court
butt-naked,” he laughed and
said before noting he did not
give her a ticket.

He says UK freshman
Michael Kidd-Gilchrist, who
had 24 points and 19 re-
bounds against Louisville,
impressed him more than
anybody when the teams
played the first time.

“I would say Michael
Kidd-Gilchrist is a great
player. In the future, if he
works on a jump shot he
probably will be in the Hall
of Fame one day,” Smith
said.

However, he also noted
that his freshman team-
mate, Chane Behanan, is a
lot better player than he
showed the first time when
foul trouble, including a
technical foul, limited him
to 15 minutes and only four
points and five rebounds.

“Chane could change any
game that he is in, and I feel
like he knows not to make
little stupid fouls in the be-
ginning of games and still
get out there and get after it
and challenge their four
men and hopefully domi-
nate the rebounding,” Smith
said.

Smith, though, did iden-

tify one weakness the Cardi-
nals see in Kentucky

“I don’t think they’re in as
good of shape as us, really.
at will hurt them down
the stretch,” Smith, who had
seven points in the loss to
UK, said. “I feel this will be a
more up and down game
(than the first meeting).
Who controls the glass
pretty much controls the
game. e battle last time
we didn’t have a healthy
(point guard) Peyton Siva.
is time Peyton Siva is

healthy as is just as good as
any point guard in the coun-
try right now if not better.”

He also offered a final
message for UK fans about
Saturday’s game.

“I would just tell them
they are facing a different
team than they did Dec. 31
as far as everybody looks
more physically built and
more focused on winning
and everybody is more
healthy this time around,”
Smith said. “We’re a lot dif-
ferent and a lot better.”

Cards’ Smith knows
his team can win
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Louisville’s Chris Smith said he understands why the Cardinals are a
big underdog to Kentucky in Saturday’s Final Four, he just doesn’t agree
with it and says Louisville is playing as well as anybody right now.

After career low point, Pitino back on top
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Rick Pitino said he is having the time of his life as Louisville has ad-
vanced to the Final Four. That feeling is a far cry from three years ago,
when Pitino was embroiled in a sex scandal and extortion plot against
him after an extramarital affair.


