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coach Joker Phillips mentions 
Robinson and his abilities at 
nearly every press gathering. 
Can the sophomore handle 
it? Phillips thinks Robinson 
has proven he can with his 
work ethic and signs of matu-
rity. Now, Robinson just has 
to do it on the field.

4. The fact that Louisville is 
now ranked can work to UK’s 
advantage.

The pre-season AP poll 
was released on Saturday and 

Louisville sneaked in the Top 
25 at No. 25, which means 
that for the fifth time in the 
series Kentucky will be play-
ing a ranked U of L.

In the previous four meet-
ings, the teams split.

 In 2002, Louisville 
was ranked No. 17, yet 
UK won 22-17. In 2005, 
a 12th-ranked Louisville 
beat UK 31-24. In 2006, a 
13th-ranked U of L whipped 
Kentucky 59-28. In 2007, a 
ninth-ranked Louisville lost 
to host Kentucky 40-34 in 
the Stevie Johnson touch-
down game.

5. Avery Williamson is the 
captain of the defensive ship.

We know this because 
defensive coordinator Rick 
Minter has talked about the 
middle linebacker’s “leader-
ship.” We know this because 
Phillips says Williamson has 
taken “ownership” of the 
defense.

6. The secondary is danger-
ously thin.

We think this by the sim-
ple process of elimination, or 
attrition. Marcus Caffey, who 
was to start at cornerback, 
turned up ineligible. Glenn 
Faulkner, who was supposed 

to provide depth at safety, is 
out with a high ankle sprain.

7. Josh Clemons could 
redshirt.

We think this because the 
sophomore, coming off ACL 
surgery from last season, has 
gotten very little practice 
work and is now dealing with 
a swelling issue in regard to 
his surgically repaired knee.

Phillips says that it is 
far too early to determine 
if Clemons needs a redshirt 
year, but given UK’s im-
proved depth at the posi-
tion, we think it has to be a 
consideration.

8. Randy Sanders is tired of 
answering questions about the 
quarterback competition.

This we know and don’t 
blame him.

9. We think that Joker Phil-
lips is not bothered by the hot 
seat talk.

If his job is on the line, 
the Kentucky coach is not 
behaving as if his job is on 
the line.

This fall, Joker has been 
Joker, good with the media, 
kidding around, but dead 
serious about the task of 
getting the program back to 
where it was a few years ago 

and improving it from there.
10. We think this team will 

be a little better than people 
think.

It is extremely young and 
there are plenty of questions, 
more than a few holes, and 
a killer schedule. Yet there 
is enough positive energy to 
make you think these Cats 
could surprise a few people.

Or maybe that’s just what 
I think.
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NOTEBOOK

Sustained drives were 
hard to come by last season 
for Kentucky.

The Cats’ longest one last 
season was 90 yards in the 
win over Central Michigan, 
but it was done in two plays.

They had three drives of 
85 yards that led to touch-
downs.

Perhaps the most impres-
sive, long-lasting offensive 
excursion was a 77-yard drive 
that led to a score against 
Louisville. UK used 
15 plays in that spree.

So when coaches 
and players reported 
a 98-yard touchdown 
drive (14 plays) in 
Saturday’s scrimmage 
at Commonwealth 
Stadium, it was easy 
to understand why 
they’d be excited.

“It feels great,” senior of-
fensive lineman Larry Warford 
said after the scrimmage, 
which was not open to the 
media. “It shows your team 
is coming together as an 
offense, your team is clicking. 
It really shows you how far 
we’ve come since the begin-
ning of camp.”

It was especially satisfying 
to Warford and his coaches 
that the drive was mostly on 
the ground.

“Just to know we accom-
plished that with basically all 
of them being run plays just 

shows you the toughness of 
our line and how much confi-
dence the coaches have in all 
of us just to call all of those 
run plays,” Warford said. “It 
shows how much trust they 
have in our O-line now.”

The offensive line was a 
big question mark coming 
into fall camp, with three 
longtime starters gone and 
the potential that two or 
more true freshmen could 
help fill in and create depth.

The sustained drive Satur-
day pleased UK head coach 
Joker Phillips.

“There weren’t any huge 
plays in it, but we had some 
consistency,” he said. “There 

were no penalties, 
and there were no 
turnovers, no sacks 
and no negative-yard 
plays.”

With no statistics 
kept, it’s difficult to 
glean who starred, 
but quarterback Max-
well Smith did pilot 

that drive.
On the day, senior wide 

receiver La’Rod King caught at 
least two touchdown catches. 
There also were scores from 
Demarco Robinson and E.J. 
Fields.

Phillips also said there 
were some big plays from the 
four freshmen skill guys.

One person that wasn’t 
jumping for joy over that 
sustained drive was defensive 
coordinator Rick Minter, who 
was disappointed that his 
veteran defensive line didn’t 
rise to the challenge.

“We’re the only one mad 

today,” Minter said. “Give 
the offense credit. They’ve 
been getting better every 
week. Mike Summers is a 
great O-line guy and he’s got 
those guys playing well up 
front, same with the rest of 
the coaches. Our strength up 
front is our defensive line, 
so I was disappointed to see 
that we didn’t match up.”

But Minter said the line-
men weren’t the only ones at 
fault.

“It’s our second-level play-
ers and our third-level players 
and if (the offense) rushed 
like they did today, then 
everybody took part,” Minter 
said. “Missed tackles, all 
those sorts of things chip in.”

The defensive coordinator 
also noted that there were 
several times that penalties 
proved costly for the defense.

Seeing that long drive 
definitely gives the much-
maligned offense hope that 
it will be better this season 
than last.

“I’m absolutely con-
vinced,” Warford said. “We 
have great chemistry and 
everybody’s working hard. 
Nobody’s content with where 
they’re at. I’m really excited 
about this offense right now.”

Quarterback query
The drama surrounding 

the quarterback position 
seems to be hitting its cre-
scendo, with Phillips an-
nouncing that a starter likely 
will be determined by Sunday.

We all may be waiting to 
get that news since the team 
is off and there is no media 

availability that day. The next 
media session is Monday 
evening.

 “I think the sooner we 
can do it the better off we’ll 
be, just because the team 
will kind of know,” offensive 
coordinator Randy Sanders 
said. “We need to sit down 
and talk. Whenever Joker’s 
ready, I’m ready. He’s my 
boss. So we’ll do it when he 
says, ‘Let’s do it.’”

Kickoff conundrum?
Special teams coach Greg 

Nord has spent a good deal 
of time this off-season on the 
phone with NFL coaches, 
discussing the kickoff rules 
changes in college football 
this season.

The rules, aimed to 
improve player safety, move 
the kickoff line from the 30 
to the 35-yard line. Also, on a 
touchback, the ball is placed 
five yards farther to the 25-
yard line.

A study done last season 
by the NFL (which put the 
rule in first) showed that the 
kickoffs went into the end 
zone nearly 40 percent more 
than in 2010. Touchbacks 
occurred 45.6 percent of 
the time as opposed to 18.3 
percent in 2010.

Nord is interested to 
see how it will be play out, 
although he isn’t convinced it 
will make things dramatically 
different this season.

“I don’t know that it’s going 
to impact the game as much 
as some people have made 
out,” he said. “Maybe you’re 
not going to have as many 

returns, as college kickers get 
stronger and more capable of 
kicking it deep. Twenty-five 
(yard line) is a difference, but 
is it worth kicking it to some 
of the returners in our league 
or going on and give them five 
yards? We’re going to kick it 
deep if we can.”

But, Nord added, don’t be 
surprised to see some more 
specialty kicks become bigger 
in the college game.

“There may be some at-
tempts at some squib kicks 
and onsides and surprises 
and those types of different 
kicks,” he added. “I’ll be 
shocked if it plays out as a 
big difference this year in 
college football overall. There 
may be one or two teams 
where there’s a big differ-
ence you may see, but I don’t 
anticipate a big difference.”

Several coaches at South-
eastern Conference Media 
Day indicated they were 
looking at their options, talk-
ing about using sky kicks in 
an attempt to pin opponents 
back closer to the goal line.

“Coaches know how 
valuable every inch is, how 
valuable that real estate is,” 
Vanderbilt Coach James 
Franklin said. “If you can pin 
them inside the 10 or 15 with 
some kind of kick or cover-
age, you want to do that, no 
doubt about it.

“It’s going to be interest-
ing to see how each coach 
uses these rule changes to 
their advantage, what coach-
es maybe aren’t prepared for 
the significance of some of 
these rule changes as well.”

The officials are eager to 
see what happens as well, 
said Steve Shaw, coordinator 
of officials for the SEC.

Shaw said the rules are 
intended to create more 
touchbacks and fewer colli-
sions and injuries. “Kind of an 
added incentive in there for 
you to take a touchback. …

“I can tell you, the rules 
committee isn’t sure how it 
will play out. They’re very 
interested to watch.”

Poll position
If Kentucky is going to 

win six or more games and 
get back to a bowl after sit-
ting a year out, the Cats are 
going to have a difficult road, 
at least according to The As-
sociated Press poll.

The AP’s pre-season 
top 25, which was released 
Saturday morning, has five 
future Cat opponents in it: 
No. 6 Georgia, No. 9 South 
Carolina, No. 10 Arkansas, 
No. 23 Florida and No. 25 
Louisville.

For the Cardinals, it is their 
first time in the poll since the 
2007 season. UK opens the 
season at Papa John’s Cardinal 
Stadium on Sept. 2.

In all, the SEC, winner of 
the last six national cham-
pionships, made up half of 
the top 10. Southern Cal did 
manage to take the top spot 
in front of defending champ 
Alabama and Louisiana State.
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it took a lot of work,” Rumph 
said of his conditioning. “My 
stamina was very low. Now 
it’s picked up.”

Oliver was urging the play-
ers on early, but something 
clicked for them late last sea-
son.

“It started where Rock 
was pushing them and mak-
ing them do it, but by the 
end they were doing things 
on their own,” senior center 
Matt Smith bragged of his 
teammates.

Now Cobble, the former ac-
ademic casualty, and Rumph, 
who took two seasons to get 
eligible himself, are defensive 
leaders.

“We’re both clowns and 
silly,” Rumph said recently 
when asked about his relation-
ship with Cobble. “But when 
it comes down to handling 
business, we take it serious. 
We try to do it to the best of 
our abilities.”

Part of that is learning how 
to be a leader.

It’s part of the reason that 
Cobble has stopped doing 
interviews and shut off his 
phone.

“I’m still learning, but I’m 
also the teacher now, too,” 
Cobble explained. “Not only 
do I have to try to get myself 
better, but also teach those 
young guys. There’s a lot to 
think about.”

Even though it took them 
a long time to get to where 
they are now, they’ll be 
key cogs in a defensive line 
that is expected to anchor a 
young and inexperienced de-
fense.

“We expect big things 
out of those guys,” coordina-
tor Rick Minter said of the 
dynamic defensive duo. “It’s 
really good to have those 
anchors up front when you 
start thinking about taking on 
people’s running games in our 
league.

“They’re experienced guys, 

they’ve worked hard. Their 
knowledge of the package, 
techniques, fundamentals are 
much better. They’re stron-
ger physically. They’re a year 
older. They’re much further 
along.”

They both say they’re 
much further along on levels 
that go well beyond football.
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The main man: A veteran front 
line was led in tackles last season 
by Mister Cobble (33), who is 
being counted on as a team leader 
off the field as well. But he has 
plenty of company in the leader-
ship department.  

The supporting cast: Seniors 
Collins Ukwu and Taylor Wyndham 
are vocal leaders, who are calling 
for an elevation of play by the 
defensive line. Ukwu is the vet-
eran, having played in 35 games, 
starting 24. By the end of last 
season, Cobble and fellow tackle 
Donte Rumph had become such 
a dominant duo inside that teams 
were changing the way they ran 
the ball against Kentucky. There is 
serious depth behind the starters 
as well with coaches talking up 
players like Farrington Huguenin, 
Christian Coleman and Tristian 
Johnson. It is possible that some 
of the freshmen could get in on 
the action, too.

Newcomer to watch: When 
asked about defensive line depth, 
Coach Joker Phillips had lots to 
say about junior Tristian Johnson, 
who was sidelined much of last 
season by a shoulder injury, saying 
the tackle has “made as much 
improvement as anyone in this 
off-season.”  

Outlook: Kentucky’s coaches 
talk about recruiting smaller guys 
and developing them into SEC 
type linemen. Some of the fruits of 
that could pay off with this collec-
tion of veterans, who are expected 
to be anchors while the rest of the 
defense (which is short on depth 
in key positions) finds its playmak-
ers this season.
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Scouting the  
defensive line

Mister Cobble, left, and Donte Rumph faced off during practice at Nutter Training Center on Friday. The two friends both struggled 
with academics and conditioning but have turned things around this season in both categories.
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