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UK’S CHAMPIONSHIP SEASON Emotional Calipari

NEW ORLEANS — It was merely a co-
incidence, of course, that after the Uni-
versity of Kentucky basketball team
beat Kansas to win the 2012 NCAA
championship, the program’s eighth
overall but first in14 years, the players
were handed black hats commemorat-
ing the accomplishment.

They wore those hats as they encir-
cled coach John Calipari in the locker
room afterward and barked out a beat
for him. Calipari, who’d spent the
whole season saying he didn’t need a ti-
tle to validate him, danced like a man
who’d just earned admittance into an
exclusive club.

“They put the black hat on me,” he
said, referring neither to his players
nor those commemorative hats.

He meant the critics who said his
way, relying heavily on hyped players
who’d leave for the NBA after just a
year or two, was bad for college basket-
ball. He was talking about those who
said his ever-young rosters would nev-
er net him a national championship.

“A lot of angry people right now ...
said you couldn’t do it,” Calipari said.
“They’re not real happy.”

But in a rare moment, huddled with
a handful of reporters in a hallway of
the Mercedes-Benz Superdome about
an hour after the confetti had fallen on
his first title, Calipari did look happy.
His dress shirt was soaked with sweat
and his normally coiffed hair was tou-
sled from his players playfully running
their hands through it as he hoisted the

trophy.
“You know he enjoyed it,” freshman

point guard Marquis Teague said. “He
was just happy. And we were happy to
give him his first championship.”

When the buzzer sounded on the win
over Kansas and Calipari had officially
broken through — finally winning it all
after coming close enough to taste it in
three previous Final Four trips — he
found his father in the stands and
squeezed him.

“I bet you Mom loves this,” said Cal-
ipari, whose mother passed away last
season.

Teague and his teammates were

there tugging on their coach’s heart,
too. The nature of and only negative
about Calipari’s method is that it’s un-
likely many, if any, of the key figures
on this championship team will be back
next season.

Senior Darius Miller is definitely
gone, but the top five underclassmen
are also all potential first-round selec-
tions if they choose to enter the NBA
draft. In the afterglow of taking home
the title, none were ready to declare
their intentions, but freshman Antho-
ny Davis, consensus National Player of
the Year, said “we know we’re going to
break up, never all be together again.”

So this group had one shot to help
Calipari prove that his way works, that
the so-called one-and-dones can get it
done. And when they did, Teague
wrapped his coach in a bear hug.

“I love you, Coach. I love you,
Coach. I love you, Coach. I love you,”
Calipari recalled him saying. “You get
emotional when they said they did it for
me, they wanted me to win one. I can’t
tell you how much that means.”

It was evident what cutting down
the nets meant to Calipari when a tour
bus rolled right onto the floor at Rupp
Arena in Lexington, where 20,000 fans
welcomed the team back home from
New Orleans, and the coach stepped
out and pumped his fist high and hard
into the air. The program’s eighth
NCAA championship banner unfurled
from the rafters moments later.

“I’m thrilled for him,” athletic di-
rector Mitch Barnhart said. “Golfers
are defined by majors, and basketball
coaches are defined by national cham-
pionships.”

Which begs the question of an en-
core. Calipari was set to hit the road,
recruiting again just two days after the
2012 season ended. He reeled in three
straight No. 1 classes in as many tries
as Kentucky’s coach. The third was the
charm, winning an NCAA-record 38
games.

What’s next?
“Before I leave coaching, I want to

coach a team that goes 40-0,” Calipari
said. “And the reason: They say it can’t
be done. So let’s go do it.”

There might be another black hat —
of the commemorative kind — in it for
Calipari if he delivers that.
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