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by Larry Vaught
	 Kentucky figures to have 
an entertaining game with 
South Carolina Saturday 
in Rupp Arena. However, 
odds are the halftime show 
will be even more entertain-
ing.
	 That’s when the Fire-
crackers, a jump rope per-
formance team made up 
of fourth through eighth 
graders from Kings Local 
School District in Ohio, will 
put on their annual show for 
Kentucky fans. Coach Lynn 
Kelley founded the team and 
now has open tryouts — and 
two-hour practices five or 
six days per week — for the 
girls who perform at major 
college and NBA games as 
well as other special events 
across the country.
	 But year after year, the 
girls insist that Rupp Arena 
is one of their favorite ven-
ues to perform.
	 “I enjoy performing at 
Rupp Arena because of the 
setting and how large it is, 
is very cool. Other arenas 
don’t treat us the same as 
you guys do,” said eighth-
grader Morgan Hubbard, a 
fourth year Firecracker. “I 
love how we get to ride on 
the UK bus. I really appre-
ciate how everyone treats 
us and it is and honor to 
perform for UK. The UK 
fans are a great crowd and 
they always motivate me 
to perform a great show for 
them.”
	 Kentucky always sends a 
bus to Ohio to pick up the 
jump rope team — some-
thing other places do not do. 
Kentucky also gives each 
girl a swag bag with gifts. 
	 “The UK fans know us so 
well that they cheer so much 
for us and their reactions al-
ways make you smile for 
the rest of the show once 
you see them,” sixth-grader 
Sophie Miller, a third year 
Firecracker, said.
	 Eighth-grader Grace Pe-
ters ranks the UK fans as an 
11 on a scale of 1 to 10.
	 “Performing for UK is by 
far my favorite. The crowd 
is amazing. They get so into 
the show, making it so much 
fun,” Peters said.
	 Saturday’s show could 
be even more entertaining 
based on what eighth-grader 
Sydni Baker shared.
	 “I always look forward 
to going to Rupp Arena be-
cause the crowd is always 
super excited to see us come 
and the crowd goes crazy 
when we perform. This year 

our show is even more chal-
lenging, so I can’t wait to 
see how they react,” Baker 
said.
	 It might be as much fun 
to see how first-year Fire-
crackers enjoy their time 
performing in front of 
23,000 fans. 
	 Third-grader Corina 
Macy isn’t even sure what 
Rupp Arena is.
	 “I know my mom used 
to work at UK and she is a 
fan. I like to perform at the 
games. This will be my first 
time at UK,” Macy said.
	 Fourth-grader Eva Moore 
hopes Rupp Arena is “big 
and loud” Saturday.
	 I wondered if the Fire-
crackers would like to get 
UK coach John Calipari’s 
autograph. The overwhelm-
ing response was yes. How-
ever, I thought you might 
enjoy what Macy and Moore 
thought.
	 “Yeah! Who’s that?” 
Moore said.
	 “Yes, I would! But I don’t 
know who he is,” Macy 
said.
	 Oh well. It doesn’t mat-
ter because Kentucky fans 
in Rupp Arena will all know 
who the Firecrackers are 
and by the time the game is 
over, the girls will all know 
Calipari as well.
Ky Football Commit
	 It’s not hard for Warren 
G. Harding High School 
coach Steve Arnold to ex-
plain just how good recent 
Kentucky football commit 
Lynn Bowden is.
	 “He’s been with me two 
years and he’s the best I 
have seen,” said Arnold.
	 This from a coach who 
had Mario Manningham, 
who went on to play for 
Michigan and in the NFL 
won a Super Bowl with the 
New York Giants, as well as 
former Ohio State star Mau-
rice Clarett.
	 Bowden could play a lot 
of positions because of his 
size, speed, athleticism and 
toughness. He played quar-
terback for Arnold and last 
season ran for 2,277 yards 
and threw for 1,366 yards 
while accounting for 57 
touchdowns. The 6-1, 185-
pound Bowden had one 
playoff game where he ran 
for 370 yards and six scores 
on 24 carries and threw 
for 106 yards and another 
touchdown.
	 “When he has the ball in 
his hands, he can beat you 
with his feet or arm,” Arnold 
said. “I think he’s probably a 
slot receiver in college, but 
you can put him in a pack-
age as wildcat quarterback. 
From the slot, he could run 
sweeps or bubble screens. 
He has huge hands. He has 
deceptive power and speed. 
“His biggest attribute is he is 
a kid who hates to lose. He’s 
been gifted with great abil-
ity but couple that with his 
spirit and the thing that goes 
unnoticed, and you couldn’t 
know until you coaches 
him, is that his football IQ 

is off the chart. Put all those 
components together and 
you have something really 
special.”

Epps and Epps
	 From the time she stepped 
on the court at Kentucky, 
Makayla Epps knew there 
would be comparisons to 
her father, former UK point 
guard Anthony Epps.
	 She didn’t mind because 
her father has had a huge in-
fluence on her game. How-
ever, she also thinks of him 
in a bit different manner.
	 “Me and him are a lot 
the same. My mom says I 
am like his twin. It’s crazy 
because he’s male and I am 
female. We are 20 years 
apart but we are so similar 
with actions, emotions,” the 
Kentucky senior said.
	 “It is father-daughter 
when we talk but (teammate) 
Evelyn Akhator thought that 
he was my big brother. She 
never really knew. We just 
have a relationship where 
we can go a long while 
without talking but the love 
is still there. He texts me af-
ter big games, and if we lose 
like after Louisville he sent 
me a text that really uplifted 
me. It’s just small things he 
does as a dad. We are so 
similar it is kind of scary.”
	 Her father has had to 
make himself stay quiet 
during games — or at least 
most of the time. He catches 
himself wanting to coach 
her, but knows that is not his 
place or job. 
	 “There have been times 
where he has been in Me-
morial (Coliseum) and like 
the ball went out of bounds 
or we are going to a timeout. 
I will look up and the cam-
era will be on me and then 
on him. I am like, ‘I won-
der what they are saying on 
TV?’” she said.
	 “He always has this face 
where he is staring. No idea 
what he is thinking. My dad 
is not a quiet person. He was 
a player and is a coach and 
dad. His coaching instincts 
are going to want to take 
over but I think he has done 
a real good job of restrain-
ing himself.”

Calipari “Has
Gotten Big”

	 ESPN college basket-
ball analyst Dick Vitale 
says Kentucky coach John 
Calipari has “gotten big” 
now that he’s got his own 
podcast with guests such 
as Louisville coach Rick 
Pitino, Michigan football 
coach Jim Harbaugh and 
former NBA star Charles 
Barkley.
	 “He better ask me to do 
one now, too,” Vitale said. 
“But I think it is great Rick 
and John did one together. 
People can talk all they 
want, but they are competi-
tors They have ultimate re-
spect for each other. They 
know how to motivate, in-
spire and run a program. 
There’s no doubt about that. 
	 “On the sideline they 

Halftime show will be more entertaining

want to knock each other 
off. They want to beat each 
other. I think the winner is 
the state of Kentucky to 
have two quality leaders 
like that.”
	 I actually watched Vitale 
coach his final college game. 
It came in Rupp Arena in the 
NCAA Tournament when he 
was coaching Detroit. The 
Titans won 26 games that 
year, including 21 in a row. 
They beat eventual national 
champion Marquette during 
the year and had three future 
NBA players that Vitale re-
cruited. After that win, Vi-
tale danced at midcourt as 
he told his team he would.
	 Detroit beat Middle Ten-
nessee in the NCAA first 
round to reach the Sweet 
Sixteen in Rupp Arena 
against No. 1 Michigan. I 
remember the passion Vi-
tale had on the sideline and 
all he did to get the UK fans 
at the game pulling for De-
troit.
	 “I was getting the crowd 
all fired up,” Vitale recalled 
as we talked about that game. 
“We were the little guy. It 
would be like Western Ken-
tucky playing Kentucky. 
We were Detroit playing the 
University of Michigan and 
they were No. 1 in the coun-
try and had great players. It 
was heck of a game. We got 
beat in the last minute, but it 
was a great game.”
	 It was. Michigan won 
86-81 but Vitale earned a lot 
of respect that game and I 
never forgot the passionate, 
intense coach who turned 
up on ESPN a few years 
later — and is still there.

The Firecrackers annually enjoy Rupp Arena fans with their dazzling jump rope 
show and will be back at Rupp Arena Saturday. (Vicky Graff Photo)

Makayla Epps says she is so much like her father, former UK point guard Anthony Epps, that sometimes 
it is “scary.” (Vicky Graff Photo)

	 “Until my dying day, I 
will believe we cost Michi-
gan that national champi-
onship because we played 
them in such an emotional 
game and they didn’t have 
anything left for UNC-
Charlotte in the regional fi-
nal,” Vitale said.

UK Recruiting
	 Just having Kentucky 
assistant coach Joel Justus 
come to watch him play 
made a big impression on 
6-6 Aaron Wiggins of High 
Point (N.C.) Wesleyan 
Christian.
	 “They came to Wesleyan 
and said they really liked 
me and I was able to score 
really well and do a lot of 
things well. I am excited 
they saw me play and said 
I was a good player and at 
least could see a little bit 
in me. That’s big,” Wig-
gins, who played in the Mc-
Cracken County Mustang 
Madness, said. “Kentucky 
is a great program and it is 
an honor just to be seen by 
them. They are such a big 
deal.”
	 Former Maryland star 
Keith Gatlin is Wiggins’ 
coach. He’s seen schools 
such as Arizona, Califor-
nia, Maryland and Provi-
dence all offer scholarships 
recently and expects many 
more offers to be come
	 “Aaron is the real deal,” 
said Gatlin. “He’s 6-foot-6, 
he’s long and he can handle 
it. He can shoot it really 
well, too. He feels likes he 
belongs now and he’s taking 
advantage of it.”
	 Wiggins missed first sev-
en games this season with 
an ankle injury but has now 
hit his stride. He showed off 

his shooting range at Mc-
Cracken County.
	 “I have been putting in 
a lot of work. I transferred 
this year to Wesleyan and 
after playing AAU with 
Team Charlotte, a lot of col-
leges saw me play,” Wig-
gins said. “Once I came to 
Wesleyan over the summer, 
I have been putting in work 
early in morning and eve-
ning. It has shown and I am 
seeing the rewards with col-
leges coming in. I just have 
to keep putting in the same 
work.”
SEC Scoring Leader
	 Malik Monk is trying to 
become the first freshman 
to lead the Southeastern 
Conference in scoring since 
Chris Jackson did it for LSU 
in 1989 when he averaged 
30.2 points per game. Only 
two other freshmen have 
ever led the league in scor-
ing.
	 You may remember Ber-
nard King of Tennessee, 
who averaged 26.4 points 
per game in 1975 to lead 
the SEC. But I am doubting 
many of you would have 
a clue on the other player 
— Jim Nolan. He averaged 
14.6 points per game in 
1946 for Georgia Tech.
Quote of the Week

	 Quote of the week: Ken-
tucky sophomore Isaiah 
Briscoe was recently asked 
if he ever loses sight of the 
rim when he drives inside 
against bigger players. His 
answer was a classic.
	 “No, I know where the 
rim is. It’s been in the same 
spot for 20 years,” Briscoe 
said.

Juniors Jaylen Hoard, left, and Aaron Wiggins are 
both coached by former Maryland star Keith Gatlin 
and both players have drawn attention from Ken-
tucky. (Larry Vaught Photo)


