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“Obviously, the first time I
played the back nine last week,
there’s memories that come back
and memories that you probably
don’t want,” McIlroy said. “It’s
fine. I got that all out of the way,
and just looking forward to this
week and looking forward to try to
put myself in contention to try and
win this thing.”

Norman’s first big opportunity
was in 1986, the year he had the
54-hole lead at all four majors. He
sent a 4-iron over the 18th green in
the final round, and his bogey
made Jack Nicklaus a Masters
champion for the sixth time.
Norman won the British Open that
summer, spent the better part of
the next decade at No. 1 in the
world and became a perennial fa-
vorite at the majors.

That’s where McIlroy is now.
He won with a record score at

Congressional for his first major.
He rose to No. 1 in the world last
month, though only for two weeks,
when he won the Honda Classic.
And, like Norman, he still doesn’t
have a green jacket.

But he’s young. He’s super tal-
ented. And he copes with success
and failure with a refreshing dose
of self-deprecating humor and raw
honesty. McIlroy is comfortable
with his game and who he is, and
he’s not interested in comparisons
with anyone but himself.

Even Tiger Woods.
“It’s nice to be getting all this

praise and everything, but you
have to take it with a pinch of salt,”
McIlroy said. “I definitely don’t
have the achievements that Tiger

has or nowhere near the level of
success that he’s had over the last
15 years. But hopefully, I can one
day even get close to that point.”

Woods had never played with
McIlroy until a practice round at
Abu Dhabi to start the season, fol-
lowed by the first two rounds. He
knew enough about Boy Wonder,
however, and while Woods wasn’t
at Congressional last summer, he
was impressed by how someone so
young could recover so quickly
from a major disappointment.

“He has all of makings of being
a great champion for a long period
of time,” Woods said. “We’ve seen
what he did last year at the Masters
and how he came back at the
Open. He led what, seven out of
eight rounds in major champi-
onships? Which is pretty impres-
sive. So he just needs to get more
experienced. That’s just from play-
ing. He’s put himself there. Seems
like every single tournament he
plays in, he’s in the top 10. And
that’s great to see.”

In his last 12 official events,
McIlroy has won twice and has fin-
ished in the top three eight times.
Only once has he been out of the
top 10. Woods’ recent record isn’t
quite that good, although he has
given himself more chances at win-
ning than the last two years. Woods
comes into the Masters after his
first PGA Tour win in 30 months, a
five-shot win at Bay Hill.

That doesn’t hurt.
“I think it’s huge for him,” Phil

Mickelson said of Woods. “And I
think he’s going to have a great
week, because he’s obviously been
playing well, and to have won
heading in gives him a lot of confi-
dence. Sucks for us, but ....”

The bookies made Woods the
favorite after his win at Bay Hill —

an amazing turnaround consider-
ing only a month ago he left Doral
in the middle of the last round be-
cause of soreness and swelling in
his left Achilles tendon.

But they have never strayed too
far from McIlroy. Never mind his
age, or that this is only his fourth
Masters. What he showed through
54 holes last year, and how he
bounced back, is enough for every-
one to take notice.

And so much for those demons
on the 10th hole at Augusta;
McIlroy conquered them with
more humor.

“I mean, I can’t believe how
close the cabins are. They are only
50 yards off the tee,” McIlroy said
as the room filled with laughter.
“But no, look, it’s great to be able
to laugh about it now.”

It wasn’t always that easy.
He cried on the phone with his

mother after the Masters. There
were days of reflection, when
McIlroy realized he must not have
been ready to win a major. He no-
ticed when he watched videotape
of the final round that the bounce
in his step was missing. He was
looking down, not up. Joy gave
way to stress.

Seven putts on the 11th and
12th holes are what did him in.
Still, most remember the 10th, and
for good reason. Some players
barely notice those cabins left of
the 10th fairway. Not many can
imagine a player behind stuck be-
hind them.

“I played here last week, and I
did ask my caddie where exactly
Rory was,” Luke Donald said. “And
he goes, ‘You know, there wasn’t a
single person that doesn’t go by
here that asks where Rory’s ball
was.’ You’ve obviously got to be a
bit unlucky to take such a bounce.”

Davis, Michael Kidd-Gil-
christ, Doron Lamb, Darius
Miller, Terrence Jones, Marquis
Teague — Coach Cal had a team
of ringers and he, along with
everyone else, knew it. Who’s
No. 2 seemed to be the only
question left.

Kentucky lost just twice dur-
ing the season: on a buzzer-beat-
er by Indiana and to Vanderbilt
in the SEC Tournament in New
Orleans, where Commodores
big man Festus Ezeli pushed the
Wildcats around.

The Vandy loss seemed to
serve the Wildcats well, giving
them a not-so-subtle reminder
they still have to play, that this

was no divine-right coronation.
The message clearly came

through.
Kentucky attacked its first four

NCAA Tournament opponents
like a swarm of bees; swat one
and the rest are coming after
you.

The Wildcats earned a return
trip to the Big Easy by turning a
highly hyped regional final
against Baylor into a rout.

Waiting for them was in-state
rival Louisville in the national
semifinals.

The scrappy Cardinals made
a game of it, thanks to some mas-
ter manipulation by coach Rick
Pitino, the former leader in
Lexington who’d gone to the en-
emy, but Kentucky was just too
deep, too talented.

That set up a blue blood
matchup with Kansas in

Monday’s championship game.
Save for a slight stumble near the
finish — Kansas closed to within
five after trailing by 18 — the
Wildcats rolled to the title every-
one said was theirs to lose.

“They’re playing with pros,”
Kansas coach Bill Self.

Davis rose up as the best of
them all.

The 6-foot-10 freshman with
the pterodactyl wingspan and
Lexington’s favorite eyebrows
dominated in what may be his
only season in college basketball.

Shot-swatter, rim-rattler,
jump-shooter, game-changer —
Davis was the consensus Player
of the Year, everyone’s pick to be
the No. 1 overall choice in the
NBA draft when he comes out.

He took over the title game
without making a shot until the
last 5 minutes, a 1-for-10 per-

formance that was nearly a per-
fect 10 on the rest of the stat line:
16 rebounds, six blocked shots to
tie a title game record, three
steals and enough intimidation to
get the Jayhawks to chuck shots
at the backboard so the ball
wouldn’t get sent into the student
section.

“He is an unbelievable factor
on both ends,” Self said.

And he may be gone. So
could several other players in
just a couple of weeks. With five
potential first-round picks, the
NBA may be too enticing for this
team to stay together.

That’s OK with Calipari. He’s
hung his hat on chasing after the
best players, regardless of
whether they’ll stick around or
go to the NBA. Teach them as
much as he can, win with them
as much as he can, let them go

when they’re ready is Calipari’s
philosophy.

It works. Calipari got to the ti-
tle game in 2008 — a crushing
loss to Self and the Jayhawks —
with future NBA star Derrick
Rose and Memphis. John Wall
and the four other first-round
draft picks reached the regional
final in 2010. Brandon Knight
led last year’s team to the Final
Four.

Finally, this year, Cal’s meth-
od was fully validated in the
form of a national title.

“I don’t think it’s a good rule,”
Calipari said. “I hope we change
it before this week’s out and all
these guys have to come back.
But it is a rule. It’s not my rule.
It’s a rule we have to deal with.”

And one Calipari and the
Wildcats ruled with, at least this
year.
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St. Louis Cardinals’ Matt Holliday hits during a spring training
game against the Washington Nationals in Jupiter, Fla., on
Sunday.

Marlins open new ballpark
against champion Cards

By STEVEN WINE
AP Sports Writer

MIAMI — Perched atop the Miami Marlins’ multicol-
ored, provocative home-run sculpture is a blue marlin,
poised for splashdown whenever the home team hits one
out.

Call the artwork what you will — gaudy, goofy,
grotesque, great — but there’s no denying it’s new. For the
Marlins, that’s what this season is all about.

Long overlooked and underfunded, they’ve become a
big-spending, attention-grabbing team as they open the
season at home tonight against the World Series champion
St. Louis Cardinals.

The pop-art sculpture, futuristic ballpark, brisk ticket
sales, team name, uniforms, celebrity manager, All-Star
shortstop, All-Star left-hander, All-Star closer and starry-
eyed optimism: all new.

With the roster significantly upgraded, the Marlins pre-
dict they’ll contend for the NL East title — and more.

“We expect to win,” new shortstop Jose Reyes said.
“The kind of club we have, we’re going to compete, no
doubt.”

When ace Josh Johnson throws the first pitch in the new
ballpark to Rafael Furcal, the Marlins will begin trying to
supplant the Cardinals, who mounted an improbable late-
season charge to the World Series title.

But like the Marlins, the Cardinals have a new look.
Slugger Albert Pujols and manager Tony La Russa are
gone and postseason star Chris Carpenter is hurt, so Kyle
Lohse will start the opener. But right-hander Adam
Wainwright is back from elbow surgery, Matt Holliday
and Lance Berkman remain in the heart of the order, and
the addition of outfielder Carlos Beltran is cause for en-
couragement.

“Their lineup is still stacked,” Johnson said.
Plus, only one team has a chance to repeat as the World

Series champion, and baseball-crazy St. Louis is always ea-
ger for a season to start.

“There’s a buzz in every home opener,” rookie manag-
er Mike Matheny said. “The buzz in our place is ridicu-
lous.”

While the Cardinals will wait until April 13 to play a
home game, outfielder Jon Jay is especially excited about
the road opener. The Miami native attended Marlins
games as a youngster when they played in the Dolphins’
stadium, so he can appreciate the new ballpark.

“To be able to play the first game there, it’s something I
am going to remember forever,” he said. “The Dolphins’
stadium wasn’t really a baseball ballpark. It’s going to be
nice for the community to have a real baseball park.”

The centerpiece is beyond the center-field wall — a 73-
foot-tall kaleidoscopic sculpture that will launch into ani-
mation when the Marlins hit a home run. Conceived by
team owner Jeffrey Loria, a New York art dealer, the work
has drawn decidedly mixed reviews.

“There’s a little controversy about whether people are
going to like it,” said slugger Giancarlo Stanton, the play-
er most likely to put the thing in motion. “They might not
want me to do it. Everyone is saying it’s circusy.”

New closer Heath Bell dislikes homers but loves the
sculpture.

“It’s colorful and shiny and awesome-looking, kind of
like Miami,” he said. “You definitely won’t see that any-
where else. It’s straight Miami. We’re not dull; we’re
flashy, colorful, lively, exciting.”
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Mickelson sees ‘birdie-fest’ ahead at Masters
By PETE IACOBELLI

AP Sports Writer

AUGUSTA, Ga. — Get ready
for a “birdie-fest” at Augusta
National.

Three-time Masters winner Phil
Mickelson said the course he’s
loved and respected for decades is
not yet its fearsome, soul-destroy-
ing self — and that has him worried.

“It seems that some of the plan-
ning I have made may go by the
wayside,” Mickelson said Tuesday.
“As soft as the golf course is, you
can fire at a lot of the pins.”

That means a host of fearless,
20-somethings will whack away in
the fairways with little concern for
impediments like Rae’s Creek or
the tricky, closely mown slopes
protecting the greens.

“Unless something changes,”
Mickelson predicted, “it’s going to
be a ‘birdie-fest.’”

Mickelson is making his 20th
appearance at the Masters, many
of those spent learning each bump
and bunker through pain-staking
trial and error. It took several
changes in his game and attitude
before he finally broke through
with his 2004 victory here.

Mickelson said one of the most
drastic changes was how he ap-
proached the pivotal, par-5 15th
hole, which has made as many
Masters champions as it has ruined
through the years.

Count Mickelson one of those
waylaid by the daunting hole with
the pond in front. Mickelson had
played it for years as a “must
birdie” hole, fearing anything else
would drop him behind the field.
That led to what Mickelson called
some disastrous scores and the re-
alization that something had to
change.

“I think when you get hit in the

head enough times, you look back
and say, ‘You know, maybe I
should step back,’” Mickelson said.

These days, par is perfectly ac-
ceptable for Mickelson on the 15th.

“That’s kind of what happened
to me after just getting hammered
by that hole so many times in the
‘90s that when I finally won in
2004, I just accepted the fact that
it’s hard hole,” he said. “If I make
four, great, but five is not bad.”

Mickelson’s Masters win in
2004 changed his attitude here for-
ever. Gone were the questions
about when he’d win a major, re-
placed by an unfettered excitement
whenever the tournament nears.

“There was this burden of hav-
ing never won a major. There was
this burden of wanting to win the
Masters so bad and being a part of
the history of the tournament,” he

explained. “When I won in 2004, it
was no longer pressure. It was ex-
citement.”

There figures to be plenty of ex-
citement heading into Thursday’s
opening round.

World No. 1 Luke Donald, sec-
ond-ranked Rory McIlroy, Mickel-
son and four-time champion Tiger
Woods have won PGA Tour events
in the run up to the Masters.

The soft conditions, Mickelson
said, opens the door for players
like McIlroy to make a barrage of
birdies and run away and hide with
this event the way he did in win-
ning the 2011 U.S. Open.

“He plays without fear, which is
a great way to play,” Mickelson
said of McIlroy. “When you get
soft conditions like at the U.S.
Open (last year), he’s going to light
it up.”
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Phil Mickelson checks his notebook on the first green during a practice round
for the Masters on Tuesday in Augusta, Ga. 
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