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Larry Vaught

In just about two weeks
Kentucky coach John Cali-
pari will show off his next
team that he hopes can once
again be a Final Four/na-
tional championship con-
tender.

But think back to a year
ago at this time. Sure, ev-
eryone thought the Wild-
cats would be good. Really
good. They were, boo.

Yet even those lofty pre-
season expectations did not
do justice to then freshman
point guard Tyler Ulis. The
5-9 dynamo from Chicago
was “only” ranked 20th in
the 2014 recruiting class
and many wondered how a
point guard that small would
do, especially in Calipari’s
point guard driven system.
However, Ulis didn’t need
long to erase any doubts
anyone had about his abil-
ity.

He impressed teammates
with his toughness, passing
and 3-point shooting. He
impressed UK coaches with
his poise and ability to run
the offense. He impressed
fans with his non-stop en-
ergy and passion.

Now going into this sea-
son some are speculating
that Ulis could be the best
point guard in the nation.
Not in the SEC, but best in
the nation. On top of that,
Calipari is saying he thinks
Ulis will be in the NBA next
year. While that could be
aimed at helping recruiting,
no one can dismiss that no-
tion after Ulis averaged 5.6
points and 3.8 assists per
game while shooting 80.8
percent at the foul line, 42.9
percent from 3-point range
and 40.6 percent overall.

So what do some bas-
ketball experts think about
Ulis with the official start
of practice just about two
weeks away.

“I think Tyler Ulis is a
special player. He has a ter-
rific understanding of how
to run a team, he is an excel-
lent handler and passer and
he can knock down open
shots,” said ESPN analyst
Jay Bilas. “The ball moves
when he is running the show.
And, he is an excellent pres-
sure defender at the point of
attack. I have no doubt Ulis
will play in the NBA. The
only question is when.”

Sporting News columnist
Mike DeCourcy was one of
a few sold on Ulis’ ability
before he got to Kentucky.
Watching Ulis give out 135
assists and finish the season
without making a turnover
in the final four NCAA
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Tournament games did not
surprise DeCourcy.

“I’'m a huge believer in
Tyler Ulis, and I've got the
clips to prove it. If the ques-
tion is ‘could he be the best’
in the country, I’d have to
say something like that is
possible. But he’s not now,
and I don’t see it as likely.
If he weren’t a defensive li-
ability in some situations,
Calipari would have used
him down the stretch of the
Wisconsin game and the
Wildcats might have an-
other title,” DeCourcy said.
“But his lack of size is prob-
lematic against someone
like Bronson Koenig, and
Cal had to make a choice.

“If we were talking
about Fred Van Vleet or
Kris Dunn, that wouldn’t
be an issue. They’re the two
best pure points in college
hoops, and North Carolina’s
Marcus Paige is in the dis-
cussion if he’s to be a point
guard.

“Whether Tyler is in the
NBA next year is up to him
and Cal. I don’t think Tyler
will be a first-round pick
after this year, next year or
the year after. So how much
college hoops he plays is
dependent on how much he
wants to play, and how suc-
cessful he is as he progress-
es. I do think he’ll have an
outstanding sophomore sea-
son.”

Another ESPN analyst,
Dick Vitale, says he wants
to evaluate results as the
season progresses before
declaring Ulis the best or
NBA ready.

“There are a lot of very
talented point guards all
across America. It is too
early to make a rash state-
ment. Let’s see how he does
with the increased minutes
on the court,” Vitale said.

Kentucky Radio Network
analyst Mike Pratt, a former
UK All-American, believes
Ulis could be the best point
guard and be in the NBA n
ext year. But he says neither
is a given.

“He will be Cal on the
floor. His experience last
year allows him to be that,”
Pratt said. “It ill be interest-
ing to see how opponents
play him on defense, but he
can be special in the transi-
tion game.”

Blue Ribbon Basketball
Yearbook has Kentucky
ranked No. 1 in its pre-
season poll. Count him as a
big believer in Ulis.

“I think he’s a great play-
er. He runs the show, doesn’t
make many unforced errors,
and if you back off him,
you’re dead, because he’s
going to nail a 3,” Dortch
said. “Whether he heads for
the NBA next year, I’'m not
sure. People might point to
his (lack of) size, but he’s
thrived at every level he’s
played in spite of that. The
NBA is the best level in the
world, of course, but a guy
who can make 3’s and val-
ues possessions can make a
living up there, regardless
of his size.”
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Anyone who knows Ken-

Attention Veterans

A Veterans Benefits Field Representative will be at the
National Guard Armory, 335 Cow Creek Road, Ravenna,
on Thursday, October 1st and normally the first Thursday of
each month. The hours are 1:30 p.m. until 3:30 p.m.

Veterans and their dependants will receive assistance filing
for Federal and state veterans benefits. This service is pro-
vided free of charge by the Kentucky Department of Veterans
Affairs. To apply, veterans need to furnish copies of pertinent
documentation to verify eligibility. For further information,
please call toll free within Kentucky, 1-866-376-0308, to
speak with a Veterans Benefits Field Representative.
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DANNY NEWMAN
Now Hauling Gravel for Tipton Ridge Quarry

Single-Axle Dump Truck
Loads Range From 1 to 12 Tons

(606) 723-9816 or
(606) 643-6118

Next” Final Four Team

tucky quarterback Patrick
Towles has to be proud —
and probably not surprised
— that the junior bounced
back from a game against
Florida that had many call-
ing for him to lose playing
time to turn in probably his
best collegiate performance
in last week’s 21-13 win
over Missouri.

He completed 14 of his
first 15 passes for 120 yards
and also scored a touch-
down. He finished the game
22 of 27 passing for 249
yards and two scores. He
became the first UK quar-
terback since Andre Wood-
son in 2007 to throw for at
last two scores and rush for
a score in the same game.

Towles is not one to gloat.
Never was when he was a
prep standout at Highlands
and has never been that way
at Kentucky.

So let offensive coordi-
nator Shannon Dawson do
the bragging on Towles.
He noted that Towles has
played under three offen-
sive coordinators — Randy
Sanders (who often didn’t
talk to Towles), Neal Brown
and Dawson.

“It just takes time. I knew
eventually it would click. I
didn’t know if'it would click
tonight or not. Obviously
he played better,” Dawson
said after the win. “I told
him (after the Florida game)
that it’s not the critic who
counts. It’s the man in the
arena. You’ve got to block
all that stuff out. So let it
motivate you; let it do what-
ever, but you’ve got to con-
sider sources and believe in
yourself, trust in yourself
and when negative things
happen, you’ve got to put it
behind you and you’ve got
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Tyler Ulis, right, gives Kentucky a proven point guard to lead this year’s team
along with, from leftto right, Dominique Hawkins, Alex Poythress and Marcus Lee.

to move forward and that’s
what we did.”

Dawson trusted Towles
so much that he let his
quarterback talk him into a
bootleg that he thought was
a mistake — and Towles
still scored.

“If he wants it, he’s got
it and he scored. It was a
terrible call against that de-
fense and he made it work.
He’s athletic enough to
make things work when it’s
bad, and that’s when you
get better. You’re not going
to call perfect plays. For the
most part, you’re going to
go through your protections
and use your feet to make
plays and make us look
good, which he did,” Daw-
son said.

Towles did and it was
typical Towles that as soon

as the game ende(i, he went

to the stands to find his

parents. He gave his mom,

Amy, a kiss, and hugged his

father, Terry. How can you

not love a player like that?
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The win over Missouri
also had a more lasting im-
pact on recruiting.

In-state stars Drake Jack-
son of Woodford County
and Kash Daniel of Paints-
ville, my frontrunner for
Mr. Football honors, an-
nounced on Twitter that
they had signed financial
agreements with Kentucky
so that they can enroll in
college in January and go
through spring practice.

Jackson is ranked as the
nation’s No. 2 offensive
center and a top 100 player
in most recruiting services.
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niel 1s another top
players and one of the top-
ranked outside linebackers.

Even more important is
that they are two of the vo-
cal leaders of the class that
currently has 22 members
and is ranked in the top 20
nationally.
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Finally, thanks for giving
me the chance to share Uni-
versity of Kentucky stories/
information with you week-
ly. If you have a comment,
suggestion or  criticism,
contact me at larryvau@
gmail.com or on Twitter at
@vaughtsviews. The only
thing I have enjoyed more
than covering Kentucky
football and basketball for
over 40 years is interacting
with UK fans during that
same time frame.
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Kentucky fans saw it,
and those who care about
these things, saw it too.
A growth spurt. Patrick
Towles’ face was matter-of-
fact after Missouri had been
sent packing last week.

UK’s quarterback had
done poorly against Florida
and taken a beating too.
Wounded after-game talk-
ers had begun the fickle
buzz about replacing him.

Towles’ response brought
to mind a Ulysses S. Grant
at Shiloh Church story.
April 1862, his army had
taken a fearful beating on
a Sunday. That evening
Grant sat at his tent puff-
ing a cigar, said, “... whup
‘em tomorrow though.” On
a Monday, the Yankees did
precisely that.

Patrick Towles shoul-
dered his part-of-blame
from the Florida disap-
pointment, weathered Mon-
day Morning critics and
kept quiet about (Cat) calls
to replace him. By Friday
maybe he said in his pillow,
“.. whup ‘em tomorrow
though.”

Early on unbeaten Miz-
zou was having its way
with Kentucky again. Then
Towles began to glow a bit,
adjusted himself behind a
less than perfect offensive
line trying hard to man-
up along its own skirmish
lines.

Towles got comfortable

using his feet and head. In
spite of a sack or two, he
kept his eyes up for oppor-
tunity and it came on a first-
and-29. And, in the mix
somewhere he remembered
at 6-5, 240-something, I’'m
a load!. (See replay of 14-
yard scramble for a second
quarter touchdown.)

With a rekindled flicker
of momentum and backed
by a defense coming of
age also, Towles settled in,
became precise, then im-
maculate, a field general.
Completed 22 of 27 passes,
two touchdowns, no inter-
ceptions and established a
thythm with the large fel-
lows up front. Towles’ re-
vival could/should pivot
Kentucky to more (SEC)
success. Auburn comes to
town a beleaguered bunch
that failed to score zero
touchdowns last week.

Post game, raves and
buzz rose again for Towles.
He earned them. Then, dur-
ing an interview he exhib-
ited another skill in come-
of-age generalship. He
skipped the tiresome and
negative “... I had to prove
everybody wrong,” recog-
nizing maybe it’s baloney
nobody believes anyway.

Coach Mark Stoops bot-
tom lined the accolades.
“I'm pretty stingy with
game balls,” he said. “but
I think he deserved one to-
night, so I gave him a game
ball.

“I thought he played a
really good game and made
some really good plays with
his feet and was aggressive
down the stretch.”

Towles credited team-
mates, took his bows and
headed to the house looking
more in-the-saddle, more
poised, more U.S. Grant-
like ... without the cigar of
course.

HOFs & STATUE DEPT.

For those not keen on
sports Halls of Fame and

Bob Watkins' Sports In Kentucky

Patrick Towles, more in-the-saddle, poised, more U.S, Grantlike (without the cigar of course)

statues, add my name. Both
are vastly overrated, too po-
litical and too many induct-
ees are louts and frauds.

However, that Greg Page,
Nate Northington, Wilbur
Hackett and Houston Hogg
will be memorialized as
statue figures in front of
Commonwealth Stadium at
University of Kentucky is
late, but outstanding.

Football pioneers at
Kentucky in the Southeast-
ern Conference, they are a
collective symbol of cour-
age and dignity. Every time
fans see their likeness at the
stadium, ideally we will be
reminded of ...

\ Their courage as an ex-
ample to all who pass by.

\ And more, I think, they
are example of how mil-
lions of Americans try hard
to advance inclusion and
defeat bigotry.

The UK official(s) who
pushed the idea to fruition
ought get a pay hike.

Northington, Page and
Hogg were solid SEC ath-
letes. Hackett, team captain
in 1969 and an outstanding
linebacker, was always a
personal favorite.

CRANK IT UP TIME

Western Kentucky (4-1)
and Louisville (1-3) will
be in crank-it-up mode this
week with important con-
ference road games.

Western foe Rice (2-2)
was smashed by Texas and
Baylor by an aggregate 112
points which could mean
another passing show car-
nival for Brandon Dough-
ty’s Hilltoppers Saturday
afternoon in Houston. In a
C-USA league game vital
for bowl game reasons, this
could be a defining game
for WKU’s defense.

Louisville against North
Carolina State (4-0) looks
like tough sledding in Ra-
leigh. In what could be a
scoring-rich environment,
UofL’s defense will face a

Wolfpack that has steam-
rolled opponents 45, 39, 38
and 63 pointsin games so far.

Both games have enter-
tainment value of 9.-some-
thing on scale of 10.

FORBES BEST
COLLEGES

A decade-or-so ago a
University of Kentucky
president declared his goal
was to see UK ranked
among USA’s Top 20 insti-
tutions academically.

For those who wonder
how that’s gone, and where
our state’s institutions of
higher learning stand in
Forbes Magazine’s latest
rankings.

Centre College 89th;
Transylvania 196; Asbury
University 298; Berea Col-
lege 305; University of
Kentucky 319; Georgetown
375; Bellarmine 462; Lou-
isville 503; Murray State
558; Western Kentucky
584; Northern Kentucky
626 and Eastern Kentucky
637.

CORRECTION

In this space last week I
referred to Maryland as a
member of the ACC. Be-
ginning this academic year
Maryland is now in the Big
Ten.

PARTING SHOT

Much eulogized last
week, Lawrence Peter Ber-
ra was certainly an Ameri-
can Everyman.

A remark attributed to
Yogi, I liked best: “So, I'm
ugly. So what? I never saw
anyone hit with his face.”

My favorite image of
Berra was his retreat toward
the left field wall at Forbes
Field in Pittsburgh in Oc-
tober, 1960. Yogi was last
man to see Bill Mazeroski’s
World Series winning home
run.

And so it goes.

You can reach me at
<bob.Watkins24@aol.com




