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Rutledge Likes UK's Talent As Galipari Searches For Way To Reload

by Larry Vaught

Just a few hours after she

worked the Alabama-Geor-
gia national football cham-
pionship game, ESPN/SEC
Network reporter Laura
Rutledge was in Rupp Are-
na for the Kentucky-Texas
A&M basketball game.
She managed to get to Lex-
ington in time for UK’s
shoot around before the
game and liked the refer-
ences Kentucky coach John
Calipari made to the nation-
al championship game won
by Alabama in overtime the
night before.

“Both of those teams
(Georgia and Alabama)
fought so hard and coach
Calipari made the analogy
to his team about playing
tougher,” Rutledge said.
“He said if you are not
dealing with insane men-
tal toughness on both sides
of that football game, then
somebody would have won
it sooner. There was no give
on either side.

“That’s just coach Cal
showing his chops as a
coach and giving respect to
both of those programs and
trying to challenge his team
to have that same level of
intensity.”

Rutledge says she knows
UK basketball fans are ac-
customed to the “reload”
that Calipari’s team has to
make each year and that
sometimes it clicks faster
than ever. However, she
likes what she’s seen from
Calipari’s team.

“Watching them in prac-
tice (before the Texas A&M
game), my goodness, they
are overloaded with talent.
It’s just getting those guys
to play together,” she said.
“It’s what makes coach Cal
incredible because most
coaches could not accom-
plish what he does trying
to get new talent to play to-
gether. I do think they will
figure it out eventually and
hopefully sooner than later
for Kentucky fans.

“But the league is much
more talented, much stron-
ger. It’s great for SEC bas-
ketball. I think the SEC
Tournament is going to
factor into a bigger picture
(with the NCAA Tourna-
ment) more than it has in
recent years.”

She knows how talented
the top two SEC football
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teams, Alabama and Geor-
gia, are and will continue
to be based on the freshmen
that played for both teams
— and played well — in
the national championship
game.

“Obviously, Georgia had
a freshman quarterback and
plenty of freshman talent.
Specifically for Alabama,
Nick Saban has never taken
a great risk than what he
did by bringing (true fresh-
man quarterback) Tua Ta-
govailoa into that game,”
Rutledge said.

“I had watched him in
practice at the Sugar Bowl
and leading up to the na-
tional championship and
we knew that he had some
packages and could run the
offense efficiently, but to
put him in that spot (at half-
time) in the national title
game is just unthinkable.
Lots of coaches would not
have had the gumption to do
that, but it ended up working
out. You could see the pure
talent Alabama has, but on
Georgia’s side the future is
so bright, too. SEC football
is not going away.”

32-Point Average

After helping Bowling
Green win the state title as
an eighth-grader, Zion Har-
mon transferred to Adair
and is averaging 32 points
per game this season. He
had 54 points in a win over
Caverna last week and got
34 the next game.

The 5-10 Harmon at-
tended UK’s Big Blue Mad-
ness in October and was im-
pressed.

“They treated us so well.

We (recruits) walked out,
and I didn’t expect it, but
everybody started clapping
for us. I was walking be-
hind Zion Williamson and
Darius Garland and it was
just great,” Harmon said. “I
didn’t really want to smile. I
was trying to act like I was
just being cool, but inside
there was a big smile be-
cause they were clapping
for us. It was a great experi-
ence.”

He has several college
scholarship offers, a ton
of interest from numerous
schools and a lot more of-
fers likely to come in the
next few months.

“I like the Kentucky pro-
gram a whole, whole lot,”
Harmon said. “I don’t want
to speak too much about
any colleges right now, but
I do have certain ones I am
leaning towards.”

One certainly is Ken-

tucky.
“I like what my uncle
said, the Kentucky program
gives their kids the most
opportunity to get to the
league. They put so many
kids in the league. I feel like
it is a great program,” Har-
mon, a 5-11 point guard av-
eraging 32 points per game
this season, said.

His father, Mike, likes
Kansas and coach Bill Self
because that’s the system he
has had his son play.

“Since [ was young  have
been running his (Self’s)
offense and that’s what
developed my left hand,
right hand and reads,” Zion
Harmon said. “I also took
a trip to Vanderbilt. There
are a whole lot of colleges

Troy coach Neal Brown says there’s a big gap in the support for high school
football in Alabama and Georgia compared to Kentucky. (Troy Athletics Photo)

out here that are just great.
When the time comes, I will
make my decision and it
will be a good one. Hope-
fully the best of my career.”

More Than 3-pointer

Kentucky signee Ty-
ler Herro of Wisconsin is
known as a 3-point shooter.
Kentucky fans were delight-
ed with his recruitment be-
cause John Calipari’s teams
at times have lacked great
outside shooters. However,
Whitnall (Wis.) coach Tra-
vis Riesop says he’s much
more than just a 3-point
shooter.

“He’s a really good of-
fensive player but he has
also really improved his
defense and loves locking
people down. He’s not only
a threat to score offensively,
but he’s going to lock you
down on defense a lot bet-
ter than most people under-
stand.”

The 6-5 guard already
had four games with 40 or
more points this season.
He’s averaging 29.3 points,
6.6 rebounds, 4.1 assists, 2.6
steals and 1.4 blocks — all
team highs — per game and
shooting 81.7 percent at the
foul line. He’s averaging 3.5
3-pointers per game. The
numbers would be even bet-
ter if he had not been hurt in
the first quarter of one game
and then missed two games
before returning to get 34
and 41 points, respectively,
in his first two games back.

“Tyler works on a lot of
things other than just shoot-
ing,” Riesop said. “He has
concentrated on  getting
stronger, more physical. He
understands at Kentucky
you have to take pride in
more than just shooting.
He’s trying to get all the
parts of his game ready for
that next level and he will
bring a lot to the table.

“Kentucky is really get-
ting a good player. He’s just
a special kid. A lot of people
have talent but he works at
his game a lot. I can’t give
him enough credit for that.
He’s always the hardest
worker on the team.

“For him, going to Ken-
tucky is the best decision he
could have made. Calipari’s
style if more of a fit with
Tyler’s style. That’s his per-
sonality. He wanted to go to
a school that would make
him the best player he could
be. That’s his goal and he
just realized for him Ken-
tucky was probably the bet-
ter option.”

Ky. HS Football

Troy University coach
Neal Brown was an all-state
receiver at Boyle County
High School who went on
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to play at Kentucky and
then UMass before starting
a successful college coach-
ing career.

He was offensive coordi-
nator at UK for two years for
Mark Stoops before taking
over at Troy three years ago.
He’s seen improvements in
Kentucky high school foot-
ball he likes.

“The quality of Kentucky
high school football contin-
ues to get better. There are
more fans that probably
come to high school foot-
ball than basketball games,”
Brown said. “But the talent
level of Division I prospects
being produced in Kentucky
is still small compared to
Alabama and Georgia.

“The biggest difference
between Alabama high
school football and Ken-
tucky is the commitment
at the administrative level
is much higher in Alabama
than Kentucky overall. The
thing in Kentucky is that
when I was out recruiting |
was shocked to see the low
number of coaches in the
school. It’s not like that in
Alabama.”

Brown says one common
problem for college football
teams everywhere is declin-
ing attendance for a variety
of reasons.

“A lot of fans come to
games but just stay in the
tailgate area,” Brown said.
“We set attendance records
at Troy the last two years,
but we sell alcohol — and
that helps. TV is great but
people have some nice
setups at their house. You
have to do a great job from
a marketing standpoint to
bring people into the sta-
dium because there are a lot
of things that keep fans out
of the stadium now.”

Media Losses

Sports fans in Kentucky
lost two well-known, pop-
ular media members last
week in Bobby Brockman
of Campbellsville, age 61,
and Wes Strader, 79, of
Bowling Green.

Brockman was sports edi-
tor for the Central Kentucky
News Journal for over 30
years and knew more about
Campbellsville University
sports than anyone I knew.
If you had a question about
Campbellsville University,
he would have the answer.
Same with high school
sports questions from the
Campbellsville area.

He also did radio work
and loved softball — and
often coached teams.

We crossed paths a lot
during our work careers and
he was always great to be
around.

Same with Strader, the

evelop into an elite team. (Jeff Houchin Photo)
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radio play-by-play voice of
the Western Kentucky Uni-
versity football and men’s
basketball for 36 years. He
did a Kentucky basketball
postgame radio call-in show
for eight years starting in
2000 while also doing his
regular sports talk show in
Bowling Green.

During his UK show
days, he became friends
with former UK All-Ameri-
can Kenny Walker and the
two often traveled to games
together to do the postgame
show. They had a great on-
air personality and I loved
being a guest on their show.

Strader has a banner with
his name hanging at Diddle
Arena and is the only non-
player or former coach with
a banner. He was also in-
ducted into the Kentucky
Athletic Hall of Fame in
2002 and the first time I ac-
tually met him was when he
was broadcasting the boys
state basketball tournament.
He was cut from the same
mold as legendary UK radio
icon Cawood Ledford. Both
were classy and the ultimate
professionals.

It’s never easy to say
goodbye to friends, but it
helps knowing both these
men did what they loved
for so many years and all
both ever wanted to do was
bring recognition and share
stories about athletes. Nei-
ther sought the spotlight but
their work was so good and
S0 passionate it was impos-
sible not to notice, and I'm
going to miss both of them
a lot.

Quotes of the Week

Quote of the Week:
“He’s an attack dog, he gets
in the lane at will and he’s
also a matchup problem
for bigger guys that can’t
move their feet. He’s really
special,” Shai Gilgeous-Al-
exander on teammate P.J.
Washington.

Quote of the Week 2:
“The first thing I said to
Coach Minge when he was
our volunteer assistant in
2006 was that once SEC
play started he wouldn’t be
as enthusiastic and positive.
Well, this man has never
changed. He’s still as char-
ismatic, energetic and mo-
tivational as ever,” former
UK baseball player John
Shelby on coach Nick Min-
gione.

Quote of the Week
3: “The SEC feels like it
has no true top, middle, or
bottom. League is incred-
ibly balanced. Conference’s
most talented team --- Tex-
as A&M --- is 0-5,” CBS
Sports’ Jon Rothstein after
SEC play on Jan. 13.



