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NEW ORLEANS — His was a path
less taken — and not altogether ap-
preciated — and the world waited to
see where it would take John Calipari
and his Kentucky basketball program.

The answer came as, one by one,
the Wildcats’ collection of freshmen
and sophomores descended a steplad-
der on the floor of the Mercedes-Benz
Superdome with a snip of net and a
new place in the school’s rich history.

Their talent had never been in
question. Their ceiling was. Calipari
has made an art form of recruiting
short-term players in his three years
as UK coach — piling up wins and
then passing them on to the NBA —
but this season became something of
a referendum. Could the Cats win it
all that way?

Snip. Snip.
“I don’t know if I would ever want

to do it or ever could do it, coach a
new group of freshmen every year,”
Louisville coach Rick Pitino said
before Kentucky beat the Cardinals
69-61 to get to the championship game
against Kansas. “It’s very difficult.
Freshmen have a lot of emotional
immaturity that you have to get them
over before they start working on
their physical maturity.

“He’s probably done it better than
anybody in the game,” he said of
Calipari.

That admiration isn’t universal.
What’s embraced in the common-
wealth as a return to natural order —
the eighth national championship in
UK’s history and its first since 1998 —

is questioned and even reviled beyond
the state’s boundaries as a perversion
of a sport connected to higher educa-
tion.

Twenty-one other schools have
dressed one-and-done players since
the NBA’s current draft-eligibility
rules went into effect in 2006. But
none do it in Kentucky’s numbers, and

purists blanch at a rosterful of play-
ers counting down days to the NBA
draft.

Gary Walters had a hand in a cou-
ple of the more endearing chapters of
NCAA Tournament history, starting at
point guard on the Princeton team
that improbably reached the 1965
Final Four and sitting on the selection

committee that, 41 years later, found a
place in the field for Cinderella-in-
waiting George Mason. He saw some-
thing less warm and fuzzy this year.

“How can one embrace and really
feel good about people — quote, stu-
dent-athletes — representing your
university who in essence are rent-a-
year players? It goes a long way to-
ward tainting the credibility of the
tournament,” Walters said.

“... Is this really the image we want
to project as an institution of higher
education? I don’t think so.”

Nor does Stanford athletic director
Bob Bowlsby, who like Walters has
chaired the NCAA Division I men’s
basketball committee.

“We’re not here as a feeder sys-
tem,” he said. “We’re here to educate
young people, and that’s what it ought
to be about.”

Let’s be clear about one thing, and
it’s Calipari’s and Kentucky’s first line
of defense: They’re doing nothing
outside the rules.

Addressing an annual exodus of
young, often immature stars straight
from high school into the NBA draft,
the league got a clause in its 2005
collective-bargaining agreement that
required players to be 19 and at least
a year out of high school to enter the
NBA. Commissioner David Stern
advocated a two-year requirement in
the new contract that took effect this
season, but the players union resisted.

The single-year minimum will
remain in effect through at least this
year’s June draft.

“All these people are trying to
make this one-year rule my rule,”
Calipari said. “When did it become my
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John Wall and three other freshmen skipped through the 2009-10 season at UK before
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