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practically imprinted on their
chests since they gathered at
Rupp Arena for the season’s first
practice.

They meet tonight for the
NCAA championship, a history-
filled matchup between the two
winningest programs in college
basketball history. This is the one-
and-dones at Kentucky vs. juniors
and seniors at Kansas; Anthony
Davis vs. Thomas Robinson in a
front-court battle of All-
Americans; a title-game coaching
rematch between John Calipari
and Bill Self; a high-stakes meet-
ing between one team whose
founder invented the game and
another that likes to claim its leg-
endary coach perfected it.

Kentucky (37-2), in search of its
eighth national title but its first
since 1998, has five, maybe six,
players who will be playing in the
NBA soon. Most are freshmen
and sophomores. None are better
than Davis, the 6-foot-10 fresh-
man who had 18 points, 14 re-
bounds and five blocks in Ken-

tucky’s 69-61 win over Louisville
in the semifinals.

“Anthony Davis is a great
player, but he’s not Superman,”
Self said, clearly ignoring the fact
that, only moments earlier, Davis
had been walking around the
Superdome with his practice jer-
sey slung across his shoulders like
a cape.

As he has all year and all tour-
nament, Calipari has not so much
defended as explained his coach-
ing philosophy, which is to go af-
ter the very best players and not
demand they graduate, but only
that they play team basketball for
whatever amount of time they
spend in the Commonwealth.

“I don’t like the rules,”
Calipari said. “I want Anthony to
come back and be my point
guard next year. It’s really what I
want. There’s only two solutions
to it. Either I can recruit players
who are not as good as the play-
ers I’m recruiting or I can try to
convince guys who should leave
to stay for me.”

He won’t do either. By pulling
no punches, the coach finds him-
self working with the most talent
— Davis and Michael Kidd-
Gilchrist are likely lottery picks,
while Terrence Jones, Marquis
Teague and Doron Lamb are

among the others with first-round
potential.

Calipari is a win away from
the first national title of a stormy
and controversial career, one that
began as a volunteer assistant at
Kansas. His first two trips to the
Final Four have been vacated be-
cause of NCAA violations.
Though his 2008 trip with
Memphis is no longer in the
record books, it’s clearly embla-
zoned in his memory.

That team, led by Derrick
Rose, had one essential flaw —
bad free-throw shooting — and
the coach dismissed it every time
he was asked about it in the days
and weeks leading to his final
against Self and the Jayhawks.
The Tigers missed four free
throws down the stretch and blew
a nine-point lead in what turned
into an overtime loss that gave
Kansas its third NCAA title.

Lessons learned? Well,
Calipari does make his team run
more after bad free-throw shoot-
ing nights.

But regrets? Not many.
“At the end of the day, we had

a nine-point lead,” he said. “I
have to figure something out. Go
shoot the free throws myself, do
something to get us out of that
gym and I didn’t.”

A year later, Cal was out of
Memphis and putting the pieces
in place for his run at Kentucky. It
began with a trip to the Elite
Eight, continued last year with a
spot in the Final Four and odds-
makers have Kentucky as a 6.5-
point favorite to seal the deal this
year against Kansas.

“Doesn’t bother us,” Kansas
guard Tyshawn Taylor said.
“They’ve got high expectations,
and they had a great year so the
expectations should be high.
What we think, though, is that we
match up with them well. We feel
confident going into this game.”

And why not?
Though the talent level may

not be as strong as Kentucky’s
from top to bottom, the Jayhawks
(32-6) get more reinforcement
every game that anything is pos-
sible.

On Saturday, they overcame a
13-point deficit against Ohio
State for their latest escape act.
Before that in the tournament,
they won close ones against
Purdue, North Carolina State and
North Carolina. They were
comeback kids in the regular sea-
son, as well — a season that began
with low expectations for a roster
that got hit hard by graduation
and other departures, then fell to

7-3 after an ugly, unexpected
home loss to Davidson.

“I was a little frustrated be-
cause I thought that we were un-
derachieving, underperforming,”
Self said. “I thought we were a
stale team. I thought we were
slow. I thought we didn’t play
with great energy. I thought the
things we had to do to be success-
ful, we weren’t committing to do-
ing them.”

Somewhere in that mess, how-
ever, he saw the potential.

Much of it shined through
thanks to the development of
Robinson, known for his first two
years in college as a role player
with NBA skills. He was allowed
to blossom when he got regular
playing time this season and is av-
eraging 17.7 points and 11.7 re-
bounds a game. He was the only
unanimous Associated Press All-
American and was in the conver-
sation, along with Davis, in most
of the Player-of-the-Year voting.

“We know how good Thomas
Robinson is,” Calipari said. “We
all up here know. We went
against him in New York. He is as
good as they get. He’s a vicious
competitor, great around a rim,
expanded his game.”
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he thinks I can perform, he
tells me. He’s a male father
figure to me.

“So it’s tough love some-
times. Sometimes it’s good
love. I take it all in the same
way. I don’t care how he
says it; I just listen to what
he’s saying.”

The episode toughened
Jones, who has dealt with
more criticism this year
from fans for periods of
poor play and a finger in-
jury that cost him two
games. Jones said he could
have left last year after
Kentucky lost to Connecti-
cut in the Final Four.

“I didn’t want to leave
losing,” he said. “I wanted
to win a national champi-
onship.”

He’s got that chance
now.

Kentucky (37-2) faces
Kansas (32-6) tonight in the
national championship in
New Orleans, but Jones
will need to play a bigger
role that he did in the na-
tional semifinals.

In Kentucky’s 69-61 win

over Louisville, Jones was
hardly noticeable in the
first half and finished with
six points and seven re-
bounds in 33 minutes.
Calipari sought out Jones
repeatedly to howl at his
play — including once when
Jones attempted a weak
layup.

Calipari mimicked Jo-
nes’ effort and yelled:
“Dunk it on him! Dunk it
on him!”

“I’ve been playing for
him for two years, and I
know when I’m explaining
what I thought, if he tells
me he’s right, he’s right,”
Jones said.

Is Calipari ever wrong?
“After he watches tape

sometimes,” Jones said.
“But not at the moment,
no.”

Calipari pretended that
he didn’t know about the
January 2011 incident
when he was asked about it
Sunday. During a loss at
Alabama, Calipari called
Jones “selfish” amid a string
of expletives as Jones turns
and walks away.

“He knows how I feel
about him. He’s like a son
to me,” Calipari said. “This
kid, what he’s doing, what

he’s done, how far he’s
come, I’m just proud of
him. I mean, he’s more fo-
cused, he’s got a better skill
set.”

Jones shrugged off the
encounter that defined
their first year together: “If
you saw it, I just walked
down the court and kept
playing. I didn’t think it
was anything wrong with
it.”

Teammate Doron Lamb
said Jones appears to bear
more than his share of the
coach’s frustration.

“He’s tough on every-
body, but he’s pretty tough
on Terrence,” Lamb said.
“He wants Terrence to be
the best he can be. He ex-
pects a lot of Terrence.”

Jones wanted that pres-
sure when he returned to
Lexington for his sopho-
more season after averag-
ing 15.7 points and 8.8 re-
bounds as a freshman.

“If I was ready for the
draft, I would’ve gone,”
Jones said. “I was OK with
where I was in the draft. It
wasn’t low.”

Calipari challenged him
early on to be one of the
best players in the country
and lead Calipari’s newest

recruiting class that includ-
ed Anthony Davis, Michael
Kidd-Gilchrist and Marquis
Teague.

“When he came in and
told me, ‘I’m coming back,’
... I said, ‘OK, but you’re
going to have to work your
butt off because this is not
going to be easy,” Calipari
said. “He says, ‘It’s what I
need.’”

And Calipari has been
especially hard on him at
times.

When Jones played his
worst game of the season
Dec. 10 against Indiana
with four points and six
turnovers in a one-point
loss, Calipari said, “he ab-
solutely gave us zero.”

Jones dislocated his left
pinky finger on his shoot-
ing hand in the next game,
then missed two more. He
hasn’t had many poor per-
formances since and can’t
afford to have one against
the Jayhawks with so much
at stake.

Jones said he’ll be ready
for Calipari.

“I want to win it for
him,” Jones said. “He de-
serves it.” 

DAVID J. PHILLIP/The Associated Press

Kentucky forward Terrence Jones tries to pass around
Louisville center Gorgui Dieng during the second half of an
NCAA Final Four semifinal game Saturday in New Orleans.
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Buehrle, who pitched for the ex-
citable manager with the Chicago
White Sox, provided a preview
for Marlins newcomers Jose
Reyes, Carlos Zambrano and
Heath Bell.

“Ozzie keeps everybody
loose,” Buehrle said. “When he’s
talking to you, you kind of laugh
and giggle. And when he turns
around and walks away, you look
at everybody and say, ‘Does any-
body understand what he said?’”

There’s hope, too, in
Washington and at Wrigley Field,
where the Cubbies’ faithful want
to believe Theo Epstein will end
a championship drought dating
to 1908.

It’s possible. Know this: Five
of the past 15 World Series
champs have been wild cards, in-
cluding the St. Louis Cardinals
last season.

To Detroit manager Jim
Leyland, whose team won the AL

Central by 15 games and then
signed Prince Fielder, a bigger
postseason field is OK.

“There are a lot of mixed emo-
tions but as long as the playoffs
don’t get watered down, it’s fine,
but that won’t happen in base-
ball,” he said.

To World Series MVP David
Freese, it’s all right. Up to a point,
anyway. Remember, his Cardi-
nals were 10 1/2 games out of first
place in early September and
made the playoffs under the pre-
vious system.

Of course, the Cardinals bene-
fited from a monumental melt-
down in the final weeks by the
Atlanta Braves. Tampa Bay,
meanwhile, took advantage of a
similar fold by the Red Sox.

The result was the most
thrilling day in recent history,
when the playoff picture changed
by the pitch during the last hours
of the regular season. In the after-
math, Bobby Valentine was hired
to replace Terry Francona as
Boston’s manager.

Baseball hopes the extra wild
cards will mean extra excitement
all year long.

“I see where it’ll bring more
interest to more cities and that’s
good,” Freese said. “But I’m old
school. You go through a six-
month grind for a reason. I’m
fine with 10-of-30 teams making
the playoffs, but I wouldn’t want
to see any more.”

Traditionalists, take heart. The
total remains fewer than the oth-
er pro sports — 12-of-32 are re-
warded in the NFL, and 16-of-30
advance in the NBA and NHL.

And, it’s pretty certain to stay
this way in baseball for a while.
Players’ union head Michael
Weiner recently assured that
adding two playoff clubs wasn’t
the first step toward approving
several more.

As it stands, the two wild cards
in each league will hold a one-
game playoff to see who reaches
the next best-of-five round.

Cleveland Indians president
Mark Shapiro has changed his
thinking on the subject.

“Originally, I was against
adding a one-game playoff, but
count me as a reluctant convert. I
did not think a 162-game season
should come down to one game
for a team,” he said. “After listen-

ing to what Joe Torre, Tony La
Russa and Jim Leyland had to say
about it in discussions this winter,
they convinced me.”

“This is a good thing from a
baseball standpoint. It places a
greater significance on winning
the division. I have always been
an advocate of that,” he said. “It
also energizes more fan bases
simply because more teams
should have a chance to get into
the postseason.”

To Shapiro, perhaps the most
memorable win in Indians’ histo-
ry came in a one-game playoff
against Boston for the 1948 AL
pennant. He also pointed toward
the New York Yankees-Red Sox
playoff in 1978 — the Bucky Dent
game — and more recent
matchups of Padres-Rockies,
Tigers-Twins and White Sox-
Twins.

“You look at all of the one-
game playoff scenarios in base-
ball history and they have been
classics. Those are among the
best, most memorable games
from an historical standpoint,” he
said.

Baker would like to get a piece
of that action. His Cincinnati

Reds made the playoffs in 2010,
but missed in 2011.

He predicts the expanded
playoffs will affect every club
throughout the season.

“It is going to cut down the
number of teams who are sellers
at the trading deadline for one
thing,” Baker said. “More teams
are going to think they have a
chance. And buyers probably are
going to be more eager to get that
player they think can win it for
them.”

“Look at St. Louis last year.
They were patient, they were
buyers, and they got into the
playoffs and won the whole
thing,” he added. “Wild cards
have fared pretty well, but I think
the new format is going to have
an impact on the wild cards.”

Not always in a good way, ei-
ther.

“Now, that wild card may
have to use its No. 1 starter in the
one-game playoff to get in.
Where does that leave them in
the next series? Or do they have
a deeper rotation and can afford
to hold back their No. 1 and then
use him the next round?” he said.

game, the success should quiet
fans who had begun growing rest-
less following two consecutive
opening game losses in the
NCAA Tournament the previous
two years.

“Another banner goes up in
the Louisville gym,” Pitino said.
“And we’ll always be remem-
bered by that.”

This season, Louisville won
two games in Portland against
Davidson and New Mexico and
stayed out west, opting to fly to

Phoenix for the West Regional in-
stead of coming back to campus.

There, the Cardinals dominat-
ed No. 1 seed Michigan State and
rallied from an 11-point, second-
half deficit against Florida to
reach the Final Four for the first
time since 2005.

To get back, Louisville must
replace two starting seniors — for-
ward Kyle Kuric and guard Chris
Smith – as well as forward Jared
Swopshire, who is expected to
graduate in May and transfer be-
cause there’s not an open scholar-
ship available.

“This team always played
hard. The last eight, 10 games it
really came together,” Kuric said.

“It had a special bond I’ve never
been a part of before. Proud to be
on the team and proud of the
guys, the way everybody stepped
up.”

But the Cardinals must solve
their shooting woes.

Louisville was 13th in the 16-
team Big East — and 223rd in the
nation — in field goal percentage
at 42.2 percent.

Instead, the Cardinals had to
rely on a gambling, aggressive
defense that forced opponents to
shoot 38.4 percent and finished
second in the nation with 353
steals.

“We’ve never been a great
shooting team,” Pitino said. “So

to get to a Final Four, I’ve always
felt, in 2005, we got it with
Taquan Dean and Francisco
Garcia and Larry O’Bannon. All
three guys could knock down the
shots. This was not a team of
great shooters. They had to win
with confusing opponents and
old-fashion hustle and doing it.”

Louisville’s point guard and
center should be set with Peyton
Siva and Gorgui Dieng. Fresh-
man Chane Behanan exceeded
expectations all season in the
power forward role and finished
against the Wildcats with 10
points and nine rebounds, just
over his season average in each.

Fellow freshman Wayne

Blackshear provided a glimpse,
too, of what he could become.
The highly heralded recruit out
of Chicago needed shoulder sur-
geries on each arm and fell be-
hind in conditioning. He finished
with nine points in 14 minutes
against Kentucky.

Mercurial sixth man Russ
Smith and his “Russdiculous”
play will be back, perhaps slight-
ly more toned down and George
Mason transfer guard Luke
Hancock will be eligible, giving
Pitino an added shooter and
hope for another long NCAA
Tournament run.

“We’re only going to get bet-
ter,” Pitino said. 
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