
By COLIN FLY
AP Sports Writer

Western Kentucky center Teeng Akol
looked down at his unlikely champi-
onship T-shirt and tried to grasp the im-
pact coach Ray Harper has had on the
Hilltoppers over the last two months.

“I believe in him,” Akol said.
“I believe in you, too,” Harper an-

swered.
Western Kentucky (15-18) is the first

surprise entrant of the NCAA
Tournament after Harper took over the
freshmen-led roster after coach Ken
McDonald was fired Jan. 5.

“When I look around that locker
room, those freshmen are going to play
in multiple NCAA Tournaments, I be-
lieve that,” Harper said. “This is just the
beginning.”

Western Kentucky slumped to 9-18
before reeling off six straight victories de-
spite being down in each, culminating in
the Sun Belt Conference Tournament fi-
nal with a 74-70 win over North Texas on
Tuesday night to become the first team
since 2008 to go to the NCAA
Tournament with a losing record.

None of them came easy.
Western Kentucky trailed in all six

games of its winning streak, including
down 13 points in the second half twice

— once in the quarterfinals of the Sun
Belt Tournament to Arkansas-Little Rock
and again against North Texas in the
championship game.

So, when the Hilltoppers trailed the
Mean Green, Harper told his team to
stay focused.

“Guys, we’ve been here before. This
is nothing new. The good thing is we still
have 12 minutes left in this game. We’re
not going to get it back all at once,” said
Harper, who had a different message at
the next timeout when the lead had been
whittled to three. “(I said) ‘You’re making
too much progress, you’re catching up
too quick’ and they all laughed and
thought I was crazy.”

Just another memorable moment in a
wild turnaround effort by Harper, who
took over after McDonald started 5-11
and lost his final game in the closing sec-
onds of overtime against Louisiana-
Lafayette when officials failed to notice
the Ragin’ Cajuns had six men on the
court.

Harper joked at his introductory press
conference that they’d be prepared for a
six-on-five situation in the future.

Turns out, they were prepared to
make a March run, too.

“Before I came to Western Kentucky,
me and Derrick Gordon had conversa-
tions a lot. And our main goal was to get

to the tournament. That was our main
goal — to get here and get to the tourna-
ment,” freshman forward George Fant
said. “As soon as we got our new head
coach and got to working and seeing
how (much) better we started getting
over the past couple of weeks, I just
knew it, I knew we were going to get
here and show what we had and that’s
what we did.”

By MICHAEL MAROT
AP Sports Writer

INDIANAPOLIS — Sent packing by
his only NFL team, one he transformed
from afterthought to Super Bowl champi-
on, Peyton Manning said goodbye to the
Indianapolis Colts with a shaky voice and
tear-filled eyes, then got ready to find a
new place to play quarterback.

At a podium alongside owner Jim Irsay,
who cut the injured star Wednesday rather
than pay a whopping $28 million bonus
due this week, Manning was by turns wist-
ful, nostalgic — he got choked up while
praising the Colts’ equipment managers —
and forward-looking.

The only four-time MVP in NFL histo-
ry now figures to become as coveted a free
agent as the league has ever seen, assum-
ing he can assuage any lingering concerns
about the series of neck operations that
forced him to miss all of 2011. Arizona,
Miami, Seattle, Tennessee, Washington
and the New York Jets all have been ru-
mored as possible destinations; Manning’s
former offensive coordinator in
Indianapolis, Tom Moore, worked for the
Jets as a consultant last season.

“Nobody loves their job more than I
do. Nobody loves playing quarterback
more than I do. I still want to play. But
there is no other team I wanted to play
for,” said Manning, who turns 36 this
month.

Still, he acknowledged: “We all know
that nothing lasts forever. Times change,
circumstances change, and that’s the reali-
ty of playing in the NFL.”

Another reality: Manning should com-
mand plenty of offers on the open market.
It’s not very often that teams get a crack at
a quarterback who’s thrown for more than
50,000 yards and nearly 400 touchdowns,

been picked for 11 Pro Bowls and been a
Super Bowl MVP. Manning’s importance
to the Colts’ success was never more ap-
parent than last season, when their record
plummeted to 2-14 without him.

Reports of other clubs’ interest began
emerging a while back, and they’ll only in-
tensify now. Because he was released and
went on the waiver wire Wednesday,
Manning is allowed to negotiate and sign
with any club immediately; he does not
need to wait until the free-agent period
that begins Tuesday.

“I’m throwing it pretty well. I’ve still got
some work to do; I’ve got some progress

to make,” Manning said. “But I’ve come a
long way. I’ve really worked hard. I can’t
tell you the hours and the time I’ve put in.”

Reaction poured into Twitter feeds
from all around the sports world — not
merely from NFL players publicly lobby-
ing for their teams to sign Manning.
Dwyane Wade of the NBA’s Miami Heat
urged Manning to head to that city’s
Dolphins, while tennis’ Andy Roddick, the
2003 U.S. Open champion, observed:
“The colts cutting Peyton feels like the
north pole kicking out Santa.”

That’s about right. The stark first sen-
tence of the official team statement read:

“The Indianapolis Colts today released
quarterback Peyton Manning.”

Even if the news first leaked out
Tuesday — and had been anticipated for
weeks, if not months — it was odd to see
those words written about a player so syn-
onymous with the horseshoe helmet that
Irsay said Manning’s No. 18 will never
again be worn by a Colts player.

Fans of various teams can start imagin-
ing what Manning might look like in their
colors. Picture Joe Montana heading from
the 49ers to the Chiefs or Emmitt Smith
switching from the Cowboys to the
Cardinals.

“For those of us who are so used to him
being there day in and day out, it would be
a little like (Yankees captain) Derek Jeter
changing teams. He really is that iconic
guy that represents the franchise. It’s a
hackneyed phrase, but he truly is the face
of the franchise, and has been,” said for-
mer Colts vice chairman Bill Polian, who
drafted Manning out of Tennessee with the
No. 1 overall pick in the 1998 draft and
was fired this January. “It will be a little
strange not having him there.”

That is why Wednesday provided such
an awkward and unusual scene for
Manning and Irsay. Their NFL lives have
been so closely intertwined, yet they stood
inches apart in jackets and ties while dis-
cussing their separation.

Rarely do star athletes who are not re-
tiring show up at a news conference to let
the world know they’ve been dumped.
And while Manning and Irsay — indeed,
all of the NFL — was aware this profitable
partnership was due to end now, the emo-
tions showed by both seemed raw and
real.

“This has not been easy for Jim,”
Manning said, “and this has certainly not
been easy for me.”
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Quarterback Peyton Manning, who was released by the Indianapolis Colts, speaks during a
news conference in Indianapolis on Wednesday. 

Bidding begins for Manning’s next place

C O L L E G E S P O R T S

Temple headed 
to the Big East

By RACHEL COHEN
AP Sports Writer

NEW YORK — Nearly a decade af-
ter Temple’s moribund football program
was pushed out of the Big East, the revi-
talized Owls are rejoining the confer-
ence — and bringing along their potent
men’s basketball team.

The school will move to the Big East
for football next season and all other
sports in 2013.

“We didn’t deserve, truthfully, to be
in the football competition in those
years. But it’s hard to get kicked out,”
Lewis Katz, chairman of Temple’s athlet-
ic committee, said at a news conference
during the Big East men’s basketball
tournament Wednesday.

“When we started to negotiate to
come back in, I thought it was just a
wonderful, wonderful way to remove a
blemish on our football program. ... We
(now) have a real football program,” he
added. “So we think we’re going to give
the Big East exactly what they deserve,
and really they’ve given us financially
the opportunity to run a stable pro-
gram.”

Temple football played in the Mid-
American Conference last season, while
all other programs, including men’s bas-
ketball, are in the Atlantic 10. The Owls
will pay an exit fee of $6 million to the
MAC and $1 million to the A-10, with
the Big East providing financial assis-
tance in the form of future revenue dis-
tributions.

Temple was a Big East member in
football only from 1991-2004 but was
forced out because the program was one
of the worst in major college football.
The Owls failed to meet minimum re-
quirements for membership, most no-
tably in attendance, facilities and field-
ing a competitive team.

Temple played as an independent
and eventually landed in the MAC in
2007. While there, it turned its program
around and ran off winning seasons the
past three years.

“Where we are right now, we’re not
trying to fumble around and see if we
can find our way into major college foot-
ball,” coach Steve Addazio said. “This is
a plan that’s been going on for quite
some time.”

In men’s basketball, the Owls have
long been a power in the A-10 and are
the No. 1 seed in the conference tourna-
ment this week in Atlantic City, N.J. The
Owls will now share Big East turf in
Philadelphia with Villanova.

The Wildcats and Owls traditionally
play each other every season as part of
the Big 5 series with Penn, La Salle and
Saint Joseph’s. The Owls under Fran
Dunphy won this season as Villanova
slumped badly.

To ease any concerns from the
Wildcats about the move, the Big East
will offer financial assistance to
Villanova as it explores moving its foot-
ball program from the  Football Champ-
ionship Subdivision to the Football Bowl
Subdivision. 

C O L L E G E H O O P S

Hilltoppers’freshmen help Harper

Listening to the rest of the league, it’s
easy to get the feeling that everyone else
is playing for second place. Calipari
doesn’t share that sentiment even though
Kentucky is trying to win its third straight
SEC Tournament.

“We’re talking about a bunch of teams
that have a chance to win this thing,”
Calipari said.

The top four seeds — Kentucky,
Tennessee, Vanderbilt and Florida — all
receive first-round byes in the 12-team
tournament, which starts today.

Though the Wildcats supply the tour-
nament’s star power, there is drama in
the middle of the pack. Several teams
need a strong showing to solidify their
NCAA Tournament resumes.

Alabama, Tennessee, Mississippi State
and Mississippi are all in various stages
of uncertainty as the league hopes to
place six teams in the tournament for the
first time since 2008.

The Crimson Tide appear to have the
best current case of the bubble teams,
with a 20-10 record, 9-7 SEC mark and
the nation’s No. 32 RPI, according to the
NCAA’s latest report Monday.

The fifth-seeded Tide open with No.
12 seed South Carolina today. The
Gamecocks won the only meeting be-
tween the two teams — 56-54 in
Columbia, S.C., on Jan. 25.

That loss has given Alabama a little
extra incentive to stay focused and not

take South Carolina lightly.
“Any given night in this league, no

matter where you play, you can lose to
anybody,” Alabama guard Andrew
Steele said. “I think that was the lesson
that we learned.”

Tennessee has one of the nation’s most
bizarre resumes. The second-seeded
Volunteers started terribly under first-
year head coach Cuonzo Martin in non-
conference play. The Volunteers had to
overcome a four-game losing streak that
included embarrassing losses to
Oakland, Austin Peay and College of
Charleston.

But once freshman forward Jarnell
Stokes was added to the lineup in the sec-
ond semester, Tennessee improved
quickly — finishing 10-6 in SEC play by
winning eight of its last nine games.

Mississippi State’s NCAA resume
looked fine until a surprising five-game
losing streak in February. The Bulldogs
have won two straight to right the ship
and are the last team not named
Kentucky to win the tournament in 2009.

Ole Miss is trying to make the NCAA
Tournament for the first time since 2002,
which is the league’s longest drought.
The Rebels likely need a deep run to
merit much consideration.

While the rest of the league beats itself
up, Kentucky heads into the tournament
with little pressure. The Wildcats almost
certainly will be a No. 1 seed in NCAA
Tournament no matter what happens this
week.

Calipari has been a vocal opponent of
conference tournaments in the past,
questioning their necessity. But he cer-
tainly has had plenty of success in them,
winning six straight dating back to his
time with Memphis in Conference USA.

He should have plenty of support in
his attempt to win another.

Kentucky’s fans are famous for over-
taking any SEC Tournament site with
thousands in attendance and everyone is
expecting the same in New Orleans.

“They can’t get tickets to our building,
and this is their chance,” Calipari said of
Kentucky fans. “And so you almost feel
an obligation — let’s play well.”

Despite the long odds, the rest of the
league is hoping for a little spring magic.

“It’s March, so anything can happen,”
LSU’s Justin Hamilton said. “We know
that coming into this, no matter what
seed you are, you still have to play your
best game to beat the opponent.”

AP Sports Writer Colin Fly in Lexington
contributed to this story. 
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TOURNAMENT: starts today SEC TOURNAMENT: AT A GLANCE
NEW ORLEANS — The schedule for the Southeastern
Conference Men’s Basketball Tournament at New
Orleans Arena (all times Eastern p.m.; Games 1-8 on
WAVE, Games 9-11 on ABC):

THURSDAY, MARCH 8: FIRST ROUND
1 — LSU vs. Arkansas, 1
2 — Alabama vs. South Carolina, 3:30
3 — Mississippi vs. Auburn, 7:30
4 — Mississippi State vs. Georgia, 10

FRIDAY, MARCH 9: QUARTERFINALS
5 — Kentucky vs. Game 1 Winner, 1
6 — Florida vs. Game 2 Winner, 3:30
7 — Tennessee vs. Game 3 Winner, 7:30
8 — Vanderbilt vs. Game 4 Winner, 10

SATURDAY, MARCH 10: SEMIFINALS
9 — Game 5 Winner vs. Game 6 Winner, 1

10 — Game 7 Winner vs. Game 8 Winner, 3:30
SUNDAY, MARCH 11: CHAMPIONSHIP

11 — Saturday’s winners, 1
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Western Kentucky coach Ray Harper
watches from the sideline during the second
half Tuesday’s Sun Belt Conference
Tournament in Hot Springs, Ark. 


