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a players-first program. UK’s 
much-discussed reliance on 
so-called one-and-done play-
ers best shows how Calipari 
risks sustained team success 
by all but shoving players to-
ward the NBA. The recruiting 
success each year makes any 
risk negligible.

“They’re chasing their 
dreams,” Calipari said, “and 
it’s not hurting us.”

Calipari not only encour-
ages players to enter the 
NBA Draft after one season, 
he famously said two years 
ago he’d wrestle John Wall to 
the floor if the then-freshman 
flash preferred not to enter 
the 2010 NBA Draft.

“That’s why he’s a players-
first coach,” Noel said. “… 
When he’s speaking, it’s all 
ears.”

ESPN analyst Fran  Fraschilla 
suggested last year that the con-
fidence players have in Calipari 
helps explain how great players 
can be molded into a team.

“There’s an art form to 
coaching great players,” Fra-
schilla said. “John’s a Michel-
angelo when it comes to that. 
They trust him. He has their 
best interests at heart. When 
you trust, you allow him to 
coach you.”

The building of trust be-
gins in the recruiting process, 
Calipari and players said.

Julius Mays, a graduate 
student who transferred from 
Wright State to play one more 
season, initially doubted the 

idea of joining Kentucky’s 
team. He believed UK might 
only be looking for a body 
to fill out the roster. Calipari 
convinced him otherwise.

Mays described Calipari’s 
approach as “assertive, eye to 
eye.”

The UK coach challenged 
Mays. “What really got me was 
he told me Kentucky isn’t for 
everybody,” the player said.

Calipari used Eric Bledsoe 
as an example, Mays said. 
The UK coach noted how 
Bledsoe did not want to come 
to Kentucky because another 
point guard, Wall, had already 
committed.

“He told Eric Bledsoe, ‘If 
you don’t want to compete, 
this isn’t the place for you,’ ” 
said Mays, who acknowledged 
how that approach incited his 

competitive nature and con-
trasted with other recruiting 
pitches he’d heard. As UK 
fans know, Calipari persuaded 
Bledsoe to join Wall.

“In college basketball 
there’s a lot of fakers out 
there,” Mays said.

For another example, 
Calipari, who isn’t allowed 
to mention specific players 
in this fall’s recruiting haul, 
mentioned a visit last week to 
(wink, wink) see perhaps two 
prospects: Read Andrew and 
Aaron Harrison.

“I want to tell you I see you 
guys playing … and competing 
so hard, that it’s scary,” Cali-
pari said of his message on the 
visit. “And I’ve also seen you 
when you act like it doesn’t 
matter and you’re just going 
through the motions. I want 

you to know — in front of 
your family — that players will 
not be on my court the minute 
I see it. He’s out. He will not 
play. Do you understand that?”

Bluntness apparently plays 
well. Calipari lays it on thick 
(or is that thin?). “I’m not 
going to B.S. you,” the UK 
coach said.

Freshman guard Archie 
Goodwin was convinced. 
Calipari won over his mother, 
MeLesha, the player said.

“That’s big,” he said, “be-
cause mom doesn’t trust too 
many people.”

Of Calipari’s almost eager-
ness to send players to the NBA 
ASAP, Goodwin said, “That’s 
why it’s a no-brainer to come 
here, where a coach is not wor-
rying about his own accolades.”

To give the day’s theme 

of basketball verite an ironic 
twist, Calipari said veteran 
players would tell the newcom-
ers that the coach’s nice-guy 
approach to workouts would 
change as the season approach-
es. “All friendly and happy-go-
lucky,” he said, would give way 
to a “different animal.”

The players said they were 
ready for more reality, Cali-
pari-style.

“He’s going to scream at 
them and yell at them,” Jon 
Hood said of Calipari’s up-
coming interaction with the 
newcomers. “Actually coach 
them the way he wants to. …

“And not what everybody 
sees.”
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While conceding the com-
parison comes naturally, Ken-
tucky Coach John Calipari 
discouraged the likening of 
freshman Nerlens Noel to An-
thony Davis.

“I worry about it,” Calipari 
acknowledged, “because he’s 
not Anthony Davis. Anthony 
Davis was once every 10 
years.”

Speaking at UK’s Media 
Day Thursday, Calipari in-
dulged in a bit of Noel-Davis 
comparison. He said Noel 
was “way more bouncy” and 
a bit taller.

But the UK coach cau-
tioned against the comparison 
of Noel early this season with 
the Davis that dominated as 
last season unfolded and led 
UK to the national champi-
onship. He also counseled 
everyone not to compare the 
upcoming Kentucky team to 
the unit that beat Louisville 
and Kansas in the Final Four.

“Not fair,” Calipari said.
Noel all but shrugged at a 

comparison to Davis.
“I’m not putting too much 

pressure on myself,” he said. 
“I think I have good self 
control over something like 
that.”

NCAA update?
When asked about the 

pending NCAA review of 
Noel’s eligibility, Calipari 
deferred to UK spokesman 
DeWayne Peevy. The latter 
noted that no comment would 
be made until the first compe-
tition against an outside op-
ponent.

To which, Calipari added, 
“He will practice. And if we 
play tomorrow, he will play.”

More worries
Calipari on the 2012-13 

team: “We were worried 

about our toughness a year 
ago, and I would tell you I’m 
a little worried about the 
toughness of this team … I’m 

probably more worried about 
it this year.”

Practice plan
To accent the questions 

surrounding the team, Cali-
pari said he usually had the 
first four or five practice plans 
set. This year? “I’ve got two, 
but they are in pencil.”

The early practices will 
emphasize defense, transition 
play and the Dribble-Drive of-
fense’s drives to the basket.

“We’re really going to zero 
in on rebounding,” he said, 
“because I think that’s one 
thing this team should be 
good at and needs to be good 
at.”

Cal-dashian exposure
Calipari said he initially 

resisted ESPN’s request for 
an All-Access Kentucky show. 
“Do we really need more ex-
posure?” he said.

When ESPN tried to sell 
him on the idea of providing 
a boost to recruiting, Calipari 
said he replied, “I don’t think 
we need any help. I think 
we’re OK.”

Ultimately, UK agreed to a 
three-part series that ESPN has 
said will be Cinema verite style.

“I’m not embarrassed 
about how we do our job,” 
Calipari said. “I’m not embar-
rassed about our kids.”

More Madness
Jon Hood will be attending 

his sixth Big Blue Madness 
when Kentucky celebrates the 
official return of basketball 
season Friday night.

A record?
“I think so,” Hood said.
There may be no love like 

a first love, but Hood insisted 
that Madness remains ever-
green, er, ever-Blue.

“It’s never routine or bor-
ing,” he said. “It’s always fun.”

Volleyball
To begin Madness, UK will 

play Mississippi State in vol-
leyball beginning at 5 p.m.

The volleyball program is 
looking to piggyback off Mad-
ness to attract a record crowd. 
The UK record is 9,475 (for a 
match against LSU in 1993) 
and the national record is 
17,430 (the 2008 Final Four 
in Omaha, Neb.).
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NOTES

Nerlens Noel and teammates entered the practice floor in the Joe Craft Center on UK’s campus.

Jon Hood, who attended Madisonville-North Hopkins High 
School, is a redshirt junior. The 6-foot-7, 212-pound guard tore 
his ACL in practice last season.

Brian Long played in 12 games 
last season, including the 
Wildcats’ NCAA Tournament 
win over Western Kentucky.

See a photo gallery online.


