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by Larry Vaught
	 It’s never too early in this 
state to speculate about the 
upcoming Kentucky-Louis-
ville basketball game at the 
KFC Yum Center Dec. 21.
	 Both teams are nationally 
ranked — again. Kentucky 
has been sensational offen-
sively most of the season, 
Louisville has been one of the 
nation’s best defensive teams. 
	 So which team has more 
at stake in this game? That’s 
a question I posed to several 
media members who cover 
the Kentucky basketball team 
on a daily basis.
	 “Normally I would always 
say the Cardinals have more 
riding on this game because 
it’s been so difficult for them 
to win in the series lately,” 
said WLEX-TV sports an-
chor Keith Farmer. “This 
time I believe there’s more 
riding on it for the Wildcats. 

	 “They already have a loss 
to UCLA and taking one to 
another highly ranked team 
might start to make this 
young bunch of Wildcats 
start to think too much when 
it comes to the big games.”
	 Jeff Drummond, AllWild-
cats.com publisher, agrees 
with Farmer.
	 “The Cats are going to be 
a solid, if not heavy, favorite 
in this one. The Cards will 
be able to play with a noth-
ing-to-lose mindset at home. 
With a loss to UCLA and 
some tricky non-conference 
matchups with North Caro-
lina and Kansas looming, the 
Cats may feel a bit of pres-
sure in this one with an eye 
on March seeding,” Drum-
mond said.
	 Tom Leach, UK Radio 
Network play-by-play an-
nouncer, has a different view.
	 “It’s a close but I’ll say 
Louisville because the game 
is on their court and losing at 
home usually hurts a team’s 
reputation more than a road 
loss,” Leach said.
	 Put Keith Taylor of Ken-
tucky Forward/Northern 
Kentucky Tribune in line 
with Leach. 
	 “I think Louisville because 
of its recent lack of success in 
the series. Kentucky has won 
nine of the last 10 games be-
tween the two rivals and John 
Calipari is 8-1 against the 
Cards and Rick Pitino,” Tay-

lor said.
	 They all four do agree on one 
thing — Kentucky will win.
	 “I think Kentucky’s offen-
sive firepower and a tendency 
to minimize its turnovers will 
be the difference for the Cats 
in a close one,” Leach said.
	 Farmer came the closest to 
picking Louisville.
	 “I almost give the edge to 
the Cardinals because it’s on 
their home floor. But I be-
lieve UK will be able to get 
the running game going to 
win maybe an 80-75 game,” 
Farmer said.
	 Drummond expects a 
comfortable UK win — until 
he remembers what UK did 
to 26-point favorite Louis-
ville in football.
	 “I think Kentucky should 
win this game by 12-15 
points, but like the Gover-
nor’s Cup game showed us 
this year, crazy things tend to 
happen in rivalry matchups,” 
Drummond said. “If the Cats 
do win, it will be because they 
have an efficient offensive 
night and the Cards won’t be 
able to generate enough of-
fense to keep pace.”
	 Taylor has a similar 
thought on UK’s offense.
	 “I think UK’s guard play 
will propel the Wildcats to a 
fifth straight win in the series. 
I don’t think UL can keep up 
with De’Aaron Fox, Malik 
Monk and Isaiah Briscoe,” 
Taylor said.
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by Larry Vaught
	 Thanks to the Sports Business  
Journal we know what perks the 
Kentucky football players will get 
from playing in the TaxSlayer Bowl 
in Jacksonville Dec. 31.
	 Every player will get a bobble-
head with his face, name and uni-
form number. That should be a life-
time keepsake. 
	 TaxSlayer Bowl president Rick 
Catlett said a staff member said the 
bowl needed to provide a unique 
gift and not something other bowls 
did or something players already 
had.
	 “I told him to go out and find 
something like that and he went 
all over until he finally found it,” 
Catlett said. “It is the kind of nov-
elty thing we hope the kids can keep 
with the likeness of them and their 
jersey number.”
	 Junior defensive lineman Jacob 
Hyde leaves little doubt that players 
will indeed do that.
	 “I love that. It is something to 
show kids 10 or 15 or 20 years down 
the road,” Hyde said. “It’s just awe-
some to get something like that. A 
lot of guys of guys are really look-
ing forward to the bobblehead.”
	 The swag bag will also have a 
Fossil watch, carry-on bag, Under 
Armour sunglasses and a football.
	 My guess is that the players won’t 
complain about the “grand seafood 
buffet” at their welcome dinner on 
Dec. 27. The players will also visit 
Mayport Naval Station Dec. 28 and 
some players and cheerleaders will 
visit Wolfson Children’s Hospital 
on Dec. 30.
	 Kentucky also provided Catlett 
with some swag of his own. He was 
given a Kentucky jersey with his 
name on the back with coach Mark 
Stoops and athletics director Mitch 
Barnhart went to Jacksonville. 
	 “Mitch Barnhart wanted to show 
his appreciation for our invitation to 
the bowl, so we had a jersey made,” 
UK assistant athletics director Tony 
Neely said. “With a name like Rick 
CAT-lett, it’s a natural.”
	 Catlett said it was only the sec-
ond time in his 26 years with the 
bowl committee that a school has 
presented him with a jersey.
	 “I am very proud of it,” Catlett 
said.

First Real Hint
	 Perhaps the first real hint that 
Kentucky had a chance to salvage 
the football season came in the 
fourth game when the Wildcats lost 
34-6 to No. 1 Alabama. After that 
game, Alabama star defensive line-
man Jonathan Allen said the Cats 
were the most physical SEC team 
he had ever played against.

	 Now that the season is over, he’s 
not backing off his praise of the 
Wildcats. 
	 “I got to give it to the whole Ken-
tucky front,” Allen said. “When I 
say that was probably the most 
physical game that I’ve played in 
this year, I have to give it them. 
They came with it that game. It kind 
of caught us by surprise. That was a 
real physical game.”
	 Allen is no ordinary defender, 
either. He was named SEC Defen-
sive Player of the Year and won the 
Ted Hendricks Award given to the 
nation’s top defensive end and Na-
gurski Trophy given to the national 
defensive player of the year. He 
also got the Chuck Bednarik Award 
presented on ESPN last week to the 
nation’s top defensive player.
	 Kentucky loses only one starter 
— all-SEC center Jon Toth — off 
the offensive line and will have sev-
en returning players who all played 
regularly this season.
	 “They meant business when they 
came,” Allen said while in Atlanta 
for an awards ceremony last week. 
“I feel like we kind of overlooked 
them a little bit at first. It was a 
wake-up call upfront that said ‘hey, 
you got to bring it. These guys are 
playing. It’s SEC ball now.”
Kentucky Commit Has 

Knee Surgery
	 Kentucky football commit Walk-
er Wood had surgery on his knee 
this week after getting hurt when 
Lafayette lost to Trinity in the Class 
6-A title game. The Lafayette quar-
terback said it is nothing that will 
keep him from enrolling at UK in 
January as planned.
	 “I will be running around in no 
time,” said Wood. “I should be 
back to 100 percent in about three 
months.”
	 He met with UK coach Mark 
Stoops and assistant coach John 
Schlarman last week during a home 
visit to let them know what was go-
ing on. 
	 “The team doctor is doing my 
surgery. He did my shoulder surgery, 
too. They know the doctor well. I 
will be just fine,” Wood said.
	 Wood completed 203 of 321 
passes for 3,047 yards and 30 scores 
this year with 12 interceptions. He 
ran for 1,321 yards and 31 scores. 
He’s already been named the win-
ner of the Paul Hornung Award 
given by the Louisville Quarterback 
Club to the state’s top player. In his 
career he ran for 4,199 yards and 73 
scores; passed for 8,412 yards and 
74 touchdowns; and had 100 yards 
and one touchdown receiving. That 
meant he accounted for 148 touch-
downs and close to 13,000 total 
yards in his career.

Willis took a charge during last year’s matchup with the Cards. Even though UK 
plays Louisville at the Yum Center Dec. 21, media members expect the Cats to 
continue their winning streak over the Cardinals. (Vicky Graff Photo)
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TaxSlayer Bowl Provides Unique “Perks”

TaxSlayer Bowl president Rick Catlett was thrilled when UK athletics director Mitch Barnhart 
and coach Mark Stoops presented him a personalized UK jersey in Jacksonville. The Cats play 
Georgia Tech Dec. 31 at 11 a.m. (John Showalter Photo)

by Larry Vaught
	 Ever wonder what it was like for Kentucky basket-
ball players when they just try to get away to maybe 
have a fun day with their girlfriends.
	 Seniors Dominique Hawkins and Derek Willis 
tried to do that over the summer when they took their 
girlfriends, Emma Smith and Keely Potts to Holiday 
World, an Indiana amusement park.
	 “It was crazy. We didn’t think it would be that bad 
at Holiday World because it was pretty far away but 
we got stopped so much,” Smith said. “We were liter-
ally hiding from people at some point because it got so 
bad. It was like people stalked us. There were so many 
fans. It was crazy, but we have got used to it and think 
it is funny. Over the years it is hard on Dom, but they 
embrace it as much as they can.”
	 It was hard for the players not to be noticed because 
Willis is 6-9.
	 “All the girls just stood there for pictures and fol-
lowed us around. And in the water park, kids were 
coming out left and right for pictures and to see them,”  
Potts said. “So even in Indiana, there were Kentucky 
fans everywhere.”
	 Aaron Hogue, the Central Kentucky Fellowship of 
Christian Athletes Area Director, admits he gets close 
to the athletes he works with at UK. That was espe-
cially true with wide receiver Alex Montgomery of 
Florida, who had three knee surgeries and has decided 
to give up football.

	 “He’s had nothing but tough times on and off the 
field in his life,” Hogue said. “He’s not from a spiritual 
background but he recently made his commitment to 
Christ. That was a great night for him and his friends 
and me. It gets me excited to help bring that message 
to people who have not heard it and it is very fulfilling 
to see someone like Alex do what he did.”
	 He came to UK as a highly regarded piece in Mark 
Stoops’ first UK recruiting class. He played in eight 
games in 2013 as a freshman and had 16 catches for 
137 yards and two scores. He got injured jumping in 
the air to bump a teammate to celebrate a Kentucky 
touchdown. He had to redshirt in 2014 to rehab his 
injury before returning to play nine games in 2015 be-
fore he suffered another season-ending knee injury. He 
did not play this year and once again needed surgery.
	 He probably had some of best receiving hands I 
had seen but we did not really get to see that on the 
field. He was just a phenomenal athlete, but he had a 
soft heart for people. He went on a one-week service/
educational trip to Ethiopia in 2015 and Hogue said 
that made a lasting impression on the player.
	 The week before Senior Day, Montgomery asked 
Hogue to stand with him. Stoops’ wife and children 
did the same thing.
	 “I was honored to do that,” Hogue said. “He wants 
people around him. I had been with him from day one. 
I had seen him battle surgery that did not turn out the 
way he wanted. I tried to be a friend and mentor to 
him. You really get attached to a kid like that.”

Difficult To Get Away From Fans


