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“I never wanted a Final
Four more than for these
guys,” Pitino said.

To get there, Pitino had
to beat his closest protege,
two-time national champi-
on Billy Donovan and his
Florida Gators.

For most of this game,
Florida led and U of L was
scrambling. Kyle Kuric,
Chane Behanan and Peyton
Siva had four fouls midway
through the second half.
Gorgui Dieng had three.
When Pitino picked up a
technical foul with 10:56
left in the second half, Flor-
ida pushed its lead to 11.

Things were not going
this team’s way. And why
should they? When have
they? They lost McDon-
ald’s All American Wayne
Blackshear to a shoulder
injury before the season,
and he hasn’t fully recov-
ered. They lost two starters
to season-ending injuries.

In the first half Satur-
day, Florida made 8 of 11 3-
pointers and shot Pitino’s
zone defense game plan so
full of holes that there was
little left to rip apart when
he got to the locker room.

But he had been in this
position before, in 2005,
when West Virginia made
10 first-half threes before
U of L came back for an
overtime win.

“He was very calm,”
U of L trainer Fred Hina
said. “He was very posi-
tive. At no point did he
seem as if he felt this team
was going to lose.”

Pitino did a strange
thing in that locker room as
he told his team to switch to
a man-to-man defense. He
apologized.

“I said guys I’m sorry
we’re not prepared,” Pitino
said. “We don’t have much
time, but we have to play
man. We’ve got to press
them because it’s not work-
ing. So it’s going to come
from the heart.”

That, it turns out, is
something his team had in

abundance.
When Siva fouled out

with about 4 minutes to
play, the game, the Final
Four, and U of L’s season
fell into the hands of Russ
Smith. The player Pitino
has called “Russdiculous,”
because he’s so wild with

the ball.
And it fell to Chane Be-

hanan, a true freshman
with four fouls whose 17
points (13 in the second
half), earned him regional
MVP honors. It was Beha-
nan’s jumper in the lane
with1:06 left thatput U of L

ahead for good, though
with the shot clock winding
down, Smith drove into the
lane and threw the ball up
for grabs while U of L was
up just one.

Fortuantely for the
Cards, Bradley Beal was
called for traveling when

he came down with the
loose ball, and Smith hit
two of the toughest free
throws he’s ever had, to put
U of L up by three. Black-
shear made one more with
2.6 seconds left to seal it.

“All you can say about
us is that we keep battling,”
Chris Smith said. “I used to
go to games to watch my
brother (NBA star J.R.
Smith) and was in awe of
him and of (former Cardi-
nal) Taquan Dean when
they played. Taquan came
down here and went to a Fi-
nal Four. I wanted that so
bad, for all these guys and
for Coach P.”

Think about this group.
Chris Smith showed up at
U of L as a walk-on trans-
fer from Manhattan. Kuric
came without a scholarship
out of high school and gave
his up before the season.
Russ Smith looked as if
he’d never pan out. Pitino
calls him “a nervous break-
down waiting to happen.”

“Yet look,” Pitino said.
“We wouldn’t have won this
game without him. We
wouldn’t be here without
him. We might not have
even made the tournament
without him.”

And then there’s Dieng,
who grew too tall to play
soccer in his native Sene-
gal and switched to basket-
ball, came to this country
with his father, a mayor
and legislator in his home-
town, to get an education
above all else, and now he’s
the center on a Final Four
team.

“I’ve never been happi-
er for a group of guys,” Piti-
no said. “All I’ve told them
is now, don’t be satisfied
with it.”

Then there’s Pitino, who
went through the public
embarrassment of an ex-
tortion trial that revealed
lurid details of his life that
left him splashed on tabloid
pages. And there was pres-
sure that came from the
sensational success of the
University of Kentucky up
the road. There were back-

to-back first-round exits,
and there was grumbling.

Nobody’s grumbling
now. At this point, anyone
left who wants to doubt Pi-
tino does so with a blind eye
to history.

“I don’t like losing, but if
someone said to me, ‘You
have to lose a game, who do
you want it to be to?’ I
would say him,” Donovan
said. “Obviously, he’s to-
ward the end of his career.
And I’ve never said this
publicly, but I’ll say it here.
I’m absolutely shocked he’s
not in the Hall of Fame. he
should be way in the Hall —
it should have happened a
long time ago in my opi-
nion. I don’t think there’s a
coach in the country who’s
done more with less, and
believe me, I was on a team
with a lot less.”

Now, he’s done it again.
And up ahead could be a

meeting with UK, a meet-
ing that would grind the
Bluegrass State to a halt
and could be the biggest
sporting event in Kentuck-
y’s history.

“I keep trying to tell our
fans, we’re not Kentucky,
we have no desire to be
Kentucky,” Pitino said. “We
think they’re excellent. We
think they’re great. I
coached there. It’s great.
Great tradition. We want to
be Louisville. We have a
different mission. We both
want to get to a Final Four
and win a championship. ...
If that happens, it would be
awesome. Awesome for the
state.”

But whether it happens
or not, and regardless of
the outcome when it hap-
pens, Pitino once again has
struck in a tournament like
lightning, with a team that
just would not fizzle out.

Reach Eric Crawford at (502)
582-4372 or ecrawford@couri-
er-journal.com. Comment at
www.courier-journal.com/
crawford.

Louisville’s Russ Smith passes around the defensive pressure applied by Florida's Patric
Young, lower right, during Saturday’s West Regional game. SAM UPSHAW JR./THE C-J
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