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DEDICATION

For my father, a UofL fan who would have enjoyed this run.
—RC

To my brother in Christ, Josh Estep, who not only believed in the idea for this book ten years ago, but told me then that I should write it.
—JC


FOREWORD

by Joe B. Hall and Denny Crum

FORMER KENTUCKY COACH Joe B. Hall and former Louisville coach Denny Crum were once adversaries, but they spent a decade sharing a popular daily radio sports talk show, which aired across the state of Kentucky. During that era, they both shared their thoughts on the Kentucky/Louisville rivalry.

Coach Joe B. Hall (Summer 2013):

I spoke over at Richmond one time, for a (group of) homebuilders, and the president of Eastern (Kentucky University) was in the audience, and he stood up and asked me why we wouldn’t play Eastern. There was always that pressure of schools out in the state that wanted to play Kentucky. I inherited an unwritten policy not to play in-state schools. I inherited that policy from the University of Kentucky. I would’ve played anybody, in-state, out-of-state, or even in the universe, if they had teams.

I knew (when I became head coach at Kentucky) there would be high expectations. But what other kind of program would you want to be a part of? One that people didn’t care [about]? There were expectations every year of the Kentucky program. On the other hand, you had the greatest of traditions. You were following a coach that had won more NCAA games than any other coach. You had a team that had won more NCAA games than any other team. You had great facilities, you had tradition and fan support; that was all that you could hope for. Sure, there was going to be pressure, but I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. It’s a laboratory of life experiences to be involved with sports, and the lessons are never ending.

(Dream Game I) was a pressure game, to play an in-state rival like that. We had more to lose than to gain in a game like that. The pressure of playing that game was enormous, and I’m sure it was more pressure for us than it was for them because they were the better team. The implications were a lot more than just winning or losing to Louisville.

I’ve been a Louisville fan (for many years). I coached in high school in Bullitt County and I was a fan of Louisville, although I had played at Kentucky. I went to Louisville’s practices when Peck Hickman and John Dromo were coaching. I picked up a lot of good coaching tips from the Louisville coaches. I’ve got a closeness to Louisville. I was a friend of John Dromo’s. I went to his funeral. People wondered why I was there, but my association with Louisville, when I coached at Shepherdsville, was one that was a very friendly relationship, and I enjoyed those coaches.

My granddaughter (Amy Summers) went to school there to play softball. I was there at her softball games in her freshman year and I was impressed with their staff at every position. Their coaches were always warm and friendly and Tom Jurich was just one of the biggest people-persons that you’d ever meet, and you couldn’t help but be a fan and a friend of the Louisville program during those years. My son-in-law (former UL football assistant coach Mike Summers) being there was certainly a joy, to have him back home and in the state.

There’s no one that doesn’t like Coach Crum, and that includes me. Denny and I have so much in common. We both work hard for our communities. We both love hunting and fishing, and whenever we would meet on the road recruiting or whenever we played or were at clinics together, we didn’t talk basketball, we talked hunting and fishing. The idea [for the radio show] came across when I was doing the Wimp and Sonny Show. A friend of mine wrote on the napkin in the restaurant where we were doing the show “The Joe B and Denny Show?” And it just rang a bell, and I liked Denny. I knew we could get along, so it was what you call a no-brainer. I have enjoyed doing it with Denny and I never resent a moment for getting involved in it. I look forward to getting on the radio with him every day.

*****

Coach Denny Crum (Summer 2013)

I’ve always been in favor of doing what’s best for basketball, and I always thought all the teams in the state needed to play each other. Yeah, there’s going to be loyalty to one or the other, but the bottom line is it’s good for creating interest in basketball.

There’s always been a great interest in basketball in this state, but you don’t want to lose it to some other sport. It isn’t automatic.

I was probably the one person that was vocal about (Louisville playing Kentucky in basketball). I talked about it. I said we all ought to play each other, and we did—we played Western (Kentucky) and Eastern (Kentucky). It was good for college basketball in general and certainly good for the interest of the people who were going to be here and watch it.

For me, it wasn’t about the winning and the losing, it was about playing the best competition you could play, and Kentucky was one of those. Whether you won or lost, it would create interest, it would be something that everybody would talk about.

(UK Coach Joe B. Hall) was trying very hard to keep the traditions that Adolph Rupp had established. Coach Rupp wouldn’t play anyone in the state because he didn’t want to give them the recognition. So (Hall) was trying very hard to maintain that, which he probably should have.

Joe and I always got along fine. I think we had an honest respect for each other. We had a lot of the same interests and stuff. We weren’t best personal friends, only because he lived in Lexington and I lived (in Louisville). We didn’t have much of a relationship—the only time I ever saw him was occasionally on the road recruiting or something or on TV. I had no bad or hard feelings about Joe—I had an honest respect for him. I thought he did a great job coaching his kids and they were always competitive.

We were competitors, and that’s about all you could say about it. But I knew we had a lot in common. Now we talk sports (on the radio)—that’s what we do. Joe and I have gotten a whole lot closer. We’ve had a world of fun. And to be honest, I think it’s been great for relationships between Kentucky and Louisville, because it shows you can have different allegiances but still be friends.

I root for Kentucky when they’re not playing Louisville. I don’t root against them. Everybody’s got their own likes and dislikes, but I respect their program.

It’s history, boy. And history is always fun.


INTRODUCTION

MARCH 31, 2012—Superdome, New Orleans, La.:

Peyton Siva knew the score and the time remaining. Without fear, the Louisville point guard gave his defender a quick jab step. He got a sliver of space.

It was all he needed.

Siva, maligned by Cardinals coach Rick Pitino during the season for his faulty decision making, thought it was now or never. He cocked his arm and let the shot fly.

[image: image]

Louisville’s Peyton Siva, whose three-pointer tied Dream Game 32 in the 2012 Final Four. Though Siva and Louisville lost that game, their moment would come a year later. (Photo by Tim Sofranko)

When it found the bottom of the net, the Cardinals found themselves in a place few expected them to be: tied at 49 with No. 1 Kentucky with nine minutes to go and a spot in the national championship game on the line.

*****

The 73,000 fans in the New Orleans Superdome were buzzing—not from so many Hurricane drinks, but from a game that was living up to its hype.

A look across the arena at the precise moment when Siva made his shot would reveal an array of emotions.

Pitino, forever known as a savior as well as a traitor to the UK fanbase, leaned in, guiding the shot from the Cardinal bench. As it went in, he pumped his fist excitedly. It was Pitino’s twentieth appearance in the Kentucky/Louisville rivalry, and his Cardinals had positioned him to pull the monumental upset on the biggest of stages.

In the crowd, former UK and UofL coaches Joe B. Hall and Denny Crum sat together, both seeming to enjoy the competitiveness of the game. The two former rivals turned radio cohosts had an interesting arrangement that typified their mutual respect. Hall had packed a red shirt and, if Louisville won, he would wear it Monday to the NCAA title game. Crum had similarly packed a blue shirt to support UK, should the Wildcats have won.

“We’ve tried to demonstrate that we’re both Kentuckians, and if we lose to one another, we hope the other one goes on to great success,” Hall told ESPN. “We’re not into slashing tires or spray painting cars or getting into fights at dialysis clinics. That’s not what an in-state rivalry should be about.”

*****

Six rows up, another expert on the rivalry, former UK legend Jim Master, sat watching, his stomach in knots. Master had made a shot like Siva’s long ago, back in 1983 when the NCAA Tournament matched up UK and UofL in a tilt known as The Dream Game. On the line was a spot in the Final Four.

Just ahead of the buzzer, Master capped what was arguably the biggest game of his career by hitting a fifteen-foot jump shot from the left baseline to tie the score and send the game into overtime. It is one of the most remembered shots in UK history—but it went for naught as Louisville ran away with the game in the extra period, winning 80-68.

Master wanted revenge—and the Wildcats had their chance against the Cardinals in the Superdome in the 2012 Final Four. But when Siva tied the game for the Cards, things looked uncertain for UK.

“Oh yeah, I was nervous,” Master says. “On paper, it looked like Kentucky should win, of course. But you never know what can happen, especially when emotion gets involved. A rivalry game is different. When Siva hit that shot, you felt a little bit of doubt. Kentucky would have to respond.”

*****

Louisville had followed the blueprint, which many had hoped to achieve but few had actually done in 2012—slow down Kentucky, bang bodies with them, make them gut out a tough game. Louisville was confident and assertive and Kentucky was, well, inexperienced.

Throughout the 2011–2012 season, critics had cautioned that John Calipari’s youngest group of Wildcats would run into an NCAA Tournament matchup where their lack of experience might doom them. Many of the Kentucky fans in the crowd, stunned that the Cardinals had come back to tie the game, wondered if the critics were right.

Oh no, the Blue faithful thought. Not here. Not now. Not to these guys.

The Red-clad portion of the Superdome crowd smelled blood. The upset was theirs.

Kentucky was going to lose, and Louisville was going to beat them.

*****

But why did it matter so much? Why did friends, who were otherwise cordial to each other, become divided, as if this rivalry was more war than game? Why would a city and state become filled with such hatred once (and now twice) a basketball season?

To fans in the state of Kentucky, the reasons are clear. Louisville fans say UK cheats. Kentucky fans say UofL has an inferiority complex. Louisville says UK was scared to play the Cards for decades. Kentucky says they had nothing to gain, referring to the program as their “Little Brother.”

As they say, them’s fightin’ words.

And don’t forget to add that possibly half the fans in the city of Louisville root for Kentucky, and that the coach for the Cards was at one time a national championship-winning coach for the Cats, and that the UofL coach’s main rival currently holds the head spot at Kentucky.

You get the picture.

But there was one more thing that made this rivalry the most bloodthirsty in college basketball. It was something that even Duke and North Carolina had never done. In 2012, Kentucky and Louisville became the only pair of in-state programs to square off in a Final Four since Ohio State and Cincinnati played for the championship in 1962.

And Louisville, the unanimous underdog, had just tied the game on Peyton Siva’s three-pointer.

*****

On the opposite sideline, John Calipari watched Siva hit the shot and the UK coach was not surprised. In fact, he’d told his team prior to the game that the Cardinals would play above their heads. The UK coaches felt this would still be a competitive game with just a few minutes remaining.

They were right.

The two teams traded punches over the next four minutes—Louisville dogged and experienced, Kentucky talented and intense. UK’s youngest star, 18-year-old freshman Michael Kidd-Gilchrist, made a tough shot in the lane and followed a Louisville turnover with a hard-fought drive to the basket for a power dunk.

Siva answered with a pair of free throws. The two teams swapped possessions, driving to the basket and missing close shots, swinging the ball around the perimeter, but missing open looks. While Louisville could not capitalize and surge ahead, they held the Kentucky lead to only two to four points and remained within striking distance.

*****

As the tension ebbed and flowed in New Orleans, it did likewise in millions of family living rooms around the world. In Richardsville, Kentucky, two hours southwest of Louisville, Brent and Lauren Young sat in their living room watching the game unfold. The mood in the room had swung several times.

As with any UK/Louisville game, it was tense. Brent, a self-employed farmer, is a lifelong Cardinals fan. Lauren, a paralegal, is a diehard Wildcats backer. (Their son, Jon Asher, is stuck in the middle. Lauren identifies him as blue over red, while Brent says, “They’ve got him brainwashed.”)

“It doesn’t get that serious,” Brent says of the familial hoops rivalry. “We’ve never had a marital problem over it.” But, he admits, “It does get a little tense.”

As the pair watched the 2012 Final Four game, it was hard not to think back to 1998, the last time UK had won a national championship. During that title run, Lauren and Brent were dating, and he was watching the NCAA semifinal at her house. Lauren accused Brent of cheering against UK.

“Shut up or get the hell out of my house,” she told him.

“I was not rooting for Kentucky, I’ll put it that way,” Brent remembers.

Brent definitely wasn’t rooting for Kentucky in the 2012 Final Four. Lauren had invited his brothers, as well as some other family friends, to join them and watch the game. The majority of those at the gathering were Wildcat backers and when Kentucky played well, there were large cheers.

But Brent, who expected a loss, had been rather quiet throughout the game, as had the handful of other Louisville fans in the room. However, when Siva’s three tied it up, suddenly he noticed it was Lauren who had gotten very quiet.

“I was aggravated,” she admits.

As the game seesawed back and forth, the Youngs’ nerves did the same.

*****

Kentucky led 55-51 with just over five minutes to play when the game began to turn. UK freshman point guard Marquis Teague, one of Calipari’s three freshman starters (each of whom would be an NBA first round draft pick in the ensuing months), drew the Louisville defense and swung the ball to the right shoulder. He passed to Kentucky’s graybeard Darius Miller, a senior who had missed the NCAA Tournament altogether as a freshman under former head coach Billy Gillispie and who had watched Louisville’s Edgar Sosa beat UK with a buzzer-beating three in that season.

Miller, who hailed from the basketball powerhouse of Mason County, Kentucky, was a veteran, a component part, a quiet, team-first leader who knew the meaning of the Kentucky/Louisville rivalry. Under Calipari, he had grown from an unassuming youngster whom Gillispie threw off the team bus to the tough-minded veteran who lived for these pressure-packed moments.

With just over five minutes to go in the game, Miller found himself open at the elbow and Teague passed him the ball in stride. The 6'7" Miller rose up, and with the confidence of a senior, drained the biggest shot in the biggest game of his life. The Kentucky lead ballooned to seven.

Across the court, Pitino’s head dropped, and the Louisville coach called a quick timeout.

*****

It would not matter. Calipari bear-hugged Miller when the senior reached the Kentucky bench. Across the arena, UK fans began to feel like the victory was theirs. A chant of “Go Big Blue!” rang out through the arena. In the sixth row, Jim Master finally felt at ease.

“Darius’s shot just made me so happy,” Master says. “Happy for him. Happy for all of us. I just wanted to win so badly. I didn’t want to lose to them.”

As the game clock ticked down, Joe B. Hall and Denny Crum shook hands. So many times the pair had squared off as opposing coaches in big basketball games. Now the best of friends, it was nice to be off the battlefield, so to speak.

When the clock hit zero, John Calipari met Rick Pitino at half-court. “Congratulations,” Pitino said, shaking his rival’s hand. “I’ll be pulling for you. Bring the trophy back home to Kentucky.”

In Lexington, Kentucky, fraternity boys were celebrating on the streets of Euclid and Vine, burning couches and turning over cars.

Back in Richardsville, Lauren Young watched Miller’s three-point dagger drop in. She jumped up from her seat and shouted, “IT’S MILLER TIME!”

The other side of the room, where her husband sat, was quiet. For her part, Lauren had been confident coming into the game. Several weeks before, she had even requested to take a vacation day on April 3, which was the day after the NCAA title game. She wanted to celebrate what she expected to be a UK victory.

“We didn’t have the horses to play with Kentucky,” her husband Brent says. “Nobody did.” While he was excited by Louisville’s early second-half run, he grudgingly conceded that Lauren “got to come back and enjoy her moment.”

Brent says Louisville “played probably as well as we could play … but we were outmanned a little bit.”

He smiles.

“I feel like we might be on the other side next year,” he says.

*****

“Next year.” It would become a Cardinal rallying cry. Going into the 2012–2013 season, both Kentucky and Louisville were ranked in the top five. The Cardinals were No. 2 but were acknowledged as a legitimate championship possibility. Kentucky, beginning the year at No. 3, was the defending national champion.

In the grand history of the rivalry, it is possible that both teams never held such high expectations at the same time.

All the pomp and pageantry led up to December 29, 2012, when the teams were scheduled to meet in Louisville’s sparkling arena, the Yum! Center, located on the banks of the Ohio River. On their home court, with a talented and deep squad, Louisville looked to be a solid favorite over the rebuilding Wildcats. Pitino, who had not defeated the Wildcats in three years, would finally get his best shot at Calipari. UofL could break its streak of four losses and pave the way for their own March triumphs.

The annual game stood to be a magical environment, a way to celebrate nearly 30 years of amazing rivalry games. Though the matchup was born in 1913, it did not really become the cutthroat competition of today until 1983. Nevertheless, Kentucky and Louisville share a fascinating and tumultuous basketball history.

And whenever one team bests the other, the rallying cry is heard from Jefferson County to Jessamine County.

Wait ’til next year, the losing fans will say.

Wait ’til next year.


Prelude 1—1913–1959: The Pre-Rivalry

BEFORE LOOKING TOWARD the future, it is instructive to go back to last year—and the year before that, and the year before that. Let’s begin at the beginning—not of UK/UofL, but of Kentucky.

The state of Kentucky has a long history of being torn between bitter rivals. Six years before Kentucky separated from Virginia and became the 15th state in 1792, battles in and around modern Kentucky constituted the first stirrings in the Northwest Indian War. Seventy-five years later, in the midst of the US Civil War, Kentucky had two capitals, but ultimately there was no clear allegiance in the battle between north and south.

Approximately fifty years later, another skirmish occurred. This war would cost few, if any, lives, but many hearts. With its golden anniversary now past (complete with starts and stops to rival any medieval European campaign), the basketball rivalry between the University of Kentucky and the University of Louisville is nothing less than a microcosm of the culture clash that defines the very roots of Kentucky’s dark and bloody ground—and provides an attempt to forecast the next turn of history and society.

The history of that rivalry begins sometime around 1780, when the Virginia General Assembly approved the town charter establishing Louisville. Located on the Ohio River, Louisville’s growth was initially slowed by Spain’s ownership of the Southern waters of the Mississippi River. With American Indian attacks a common occurrence and no downstream commerce available, Louisville’s initial progress was stilted.

Lexington, devoid of major waterways, was established on the banks of what was then known as Elkhorn Creek, two years after its neighbor to the West. Lexington quickly became a community of affluence. Well-to-do settlers promptly noted that the calcium-rich soil produced unusually healthy and speedy horses. By 1809, the Lexington Jockey Club was established.

Meanwhile, Louisville flourished as the Spanish monopoly on the lower Mississippi River ended and the steamboat suddenly ensured more and larger river traffic. Still more significantly, the Louisville and Portland Canal, completed in 1830, allowed passage from Pittsburgh to New Orleans without navigating the difficult falls of the Ohio River. Two years prior, Louisville had become Kentucky’s first city. The 1830s saw the institution of the first of many Louisville hotels to be named The Galt House, as well as a local horse race that drew more than 10,000 spectators. The 1850 census noted Louisville as the tenth most populous city in the United States.

Lexington would never catch Louisville in population, but its burgeoning sphere of influence was notable. The city was noted for its wealth and culture and was coined “The Athens of the West.” Notable citizens included John Wesley Hunt, one of the first millionaires to live west of the Alleghany Mountains, and the father to a notable Civil War general and grandfather to a Nobel Prize winner. Lexingtonian Henry Clay was thrice defeated as a US presidential candidate, but is still one of the most notable US senators ever, particularly in light of his attempts to prevent the US Civil War. Mary Todd was also a well-healed Lexington beauty, who moved to Illinois and met and married Abraham Lincoln.

The Civil War deepened the rivalry between Kentucky’s two most prominent cities. Lexington, being the more southern and wealthy of the two, while unallied officially, featured a great deal of prominent southern sympathizers, including, allegedly, the aforementioned Mary Todd Lincoln. Louisville, meanwhile, remained a stronghold for Union forces. Union Generals Sherman and Grant met at The Galt House to plan their spring 1864 campaign, which famously culminated with Sherman laying waste to Georgia. That said, no aspect of the Civil War in Kentucky is even open and closed, as a Confederate memorial has stood in downtown Louisville since 1895, when it was established on the edges of the University of Louisville’s campus.

Following the end of the Civil War, in 1865 John Henry Bowman established the beginning of the University of Kentucky when he set up the Agricultural & Mechanical College of Kentucky, which was a department of Kentucky University. That university (rather confusingly) would later become Transylvania University. In 1878, A&M split off from KU and became the modern University of Kentucky—although it would not operate under that name until 1916.

Similarly, the beginnings of the University of Louisville are quite tangled. While the first University of Louisville was chartered in 1798, it closed in 1829. The modern University began in 1846, when Louisville Medical Institute, Louisville Collegiate Institute, and a law school were combined under the University’s name. The University initially operated downtown, and the Belknap campus, which is where most of the modern, non-medical facilities are now located, was purchased in 1923 after an aborted attempt to purchase property in Louisville’s Highlands.

Accordingly, in 1913, the State University of Lexington team and a University of Louisville squad played against one another for the first time. Of course, the schools were hardly the only thing that would be unrecognizable to modern die-hards.

Basketball was invented in 1891 by Dr. James Naismith as a trial game to keep his physical education students in shape when the weather prohibited outdoor games. Four years before the first UK/UofL matchup, players were first allowed to take more than one dribble, and a dribbling player then received the license to take shots. That said, the game was quite different—the center jump followed every basket, a traveling violation was a foul, and teams had designated free throw shooters. The jump shot was still several decades from its invention, and above the rim basketball would have been unimaginable.

It is against this auspicious background that the Kentucky rivalry began. While these games are difficult to judge against modern basketball standards, they form the historical beginning of the rivalry and illustrate the change and growth of basketball, in Kentucky and beyond.

*****

The University of Kentucky, although still operating as State University, began playing college basketball in 1903. The school had an all-time record of 41-50 at the time of the first UK/UofL game. The 1911–12 Kentucky team had finished 9-0, and this was the first inkling of any major roundball success for the university. The University of Louisville, on the other hand, had begun playing basketball in 1912. After an initial 0-3 campaign, the Cardinals had won their first game ever earlier in February 1913 over the New Albany YMCA.

The two schools met on the basketball court for the first time on February 15, 1913, in Lexington’s Buell Hall, which would be the home of UK basketball until 1924. At one point, the gymnasium had the rare privilege of witnessing the Wildcats break the elusive half-century mark, in a 52-point outing against Centre College in 1912.

The University of Kentucky dominated the game from the outset, leading 18-4 at halftime, on their way to a 34-10 victory. R.C. Preston, a 5'10" center from Inez, Kentucky, paced the Wildcats with 13 points. Clarence Rogers was responsible for all of Louisville’s points, including converting the Cardinals’ only basket from the field in the final minute of the game. Dr. John J. Tigert, the head of the UK’s philosophy department, coached the Wildcats to victory in his only season on the job. Von Wolther, who was missing two starters due to injury, was saddled with the loss as the coach of the University of Louisville.

While the game was clearly not one of the more competitive entries in the series, it was regarded by the universities as a roving success. A profit of $11.95 was reported after the expenses of the game were paid, and the two schools planned to match up again the following season.

Beginning in the 1913–14 season, UK and UofL scheduled an annual home and home series—with each team hosting the other once a season. The series lasted just three seasons.

In both 1913–14 and 1914–15, Alpha Brummage coached UK while the players themselves coached UofL. In Lexington, the games were played in Woodland Auditorium, also known as the Lexington City Auditorium, apparently due to the size of crowds which the matchup attracted. The last of these four games, played in the Louisville YMCA, was the last game played by State University, as the squad became the University of Kentucky basketball team in time for the 1915–16 season. The University of Louisville won that contest, ending a streak of four straight losses to begin the series.

The 1915–16 season featured another split decision in the annual series. As this left unclear which school could claim bragging rights for the top school in the Commonwealth, apparently Louisville wanted a third matchup for that season. UK balked, and the lack of any real resolution of school superiority heated the rivalry.

However, World War I then intervened, and Louisville did not field a team in 1916–17. With cuts on athletics budgets throughout the land, the Bluegrass rivalry met a standstill. It was renewed in the 1921–22 season, with another home and home matchup scheduled.

In the meanwhile, the Wildcats had begun their rise to basketball prominence. The 1920–21 season culminated with Kentucky winning the SIAA championship (a forerunner of the modern Southeastern Conference). Basil Hayden had become the first All-America player in UK history. UofL, meanwhile, was coming off a 3-8 season. The teams played at St. Xavier High Gymnasium in Louisville and Buell Hall in Lexington, respectively.

UK swept the two 1921–22 games, winning 38-14 in Louisville, with Paul Adkins scoring 16 to pace the Wildcats, and pulling a 29-22 hard-fought rematch out back in Lexington. At this point, Kentucky led the series between the two schools 7-2. There was no apparent bad blood between the two universities or their respective teams. Kentucky was pursuing its ongoing rivalry with Centre College, but none of this provides any clue as to why basketball games between the University of Kentucky and University of Louisville suddenly stopped with no regular season meeting occurring for the next 61 years.

Eight years after the last matchup between the two schools, Kentucky cast its basketball fortunes with an untested young coach from the University of Kansas. Adolph Rupp revolutionized college basketball from top to bottom, and his legendary shadow is notably cast over the deep freeze in the UK/UofL rivalry. Simply stated, Rupp had no use for in-state opponents for his Wildcats. His fast-breaking style of basketball was designed to dominate the SIAA, and later SEC conferences, as well as the national scene—and not the regional scene.

As for the University of Louisville, its path to the top of college basketball was much more twisted. Coaches came and went, some with relative success and some without. Tom King turned in a 44-21 record in five seasons with Louisville shortly before Adolph Rupp arrived in Lexington. However, other succeeding coaches were less successful—Lawrence Apitz went 10-52 in 1936–40, as Rupp and UK were continuing their assent up the basketball mountain.

In 1944, Bernard “Peck” Hickman was hired at the University of Louisville. While none of the Cardinals’ previous coaches had eclipsed Tom King’s five-year tenure, Hickman would be the head coach of the Cardinals for more than twenty years, nearly outlasting Rupp’s time across the state. Hickman inherited a team that had completed seven straight non-winning seasons and promptly led his first team to a 16-3 mark.

While Hickman was leading UofL out of mediocrity, Adolph Rupp found his bumper crop of recruits emerging from World War II as men rather than boys. Wildcat starter Cliff Barker, a former POW, was older than Claude Sullivan, the primary UK radio broadcaster of the era. In 1946, with Louisville sensation Ralph Beard leading the Wildcats, the team, at 28-2, won the National Invitational Tournament, the school’s first real national title. At the time, the NIT was a more serious event than the five-year-old NCAA Tournament, which was still in its infancy.

Two seasons later, in 1947–48, Rupp’s squad, then known as The Fabulous Five, simply lit up college basketball. UK suffered two losses—one at Temple in December and one at Notre Dame in February. Otherwise, they won, and they won big. Kentucky won 14 games that season by a margin of 30 or more points. They did not lose at home, they did not lose in the SEC, and most importantly, they did not lose in the NCAA Tournament. Kentucky outlasted Bob Cousy’s Holy Cross team 60-52 in the semifinal and then beat Baylor in the championship game 58-42.

In the meanwhile, Peck Hickman’s 1947–48 squad also had a fine season. The Cardinals, featuring star player Jack Coleman, went 29-5. UofL lost three times to in-state rival Western Kentucky, including once in the KIAC Tournament, but otherwise very rarely at all. The Cardinals participated in the lesser-known NABC Tournament after the season, and they won it cleanly, beating Indiana State 82-70 in the finals.

Since 1948 was an Olympic year, shortly after the respective schools won their tournaments, UK and UofL earned a spot traveling to New York and entered a small tournament for the right to represent the United States in the London Summer Games. Of course, they were immediately scheduled to play each other—for the first time in 26 years.

The game was no contest. Kentucky demolished Louisville 91-57, led by 22 points from Louisvillian Ralph Beard and 19 points from multi-sport star Wallace “Wah Wah” Jones. While UK eventually lost to the AAU Champion Phillips 76ers, the squad played well enough that the starting five were picked to join the US squad, and Coach Rupp served as an assistant coach. The team won gold in London.

While Kentucky went on to win the NCAA Tournament again in 1949, Louisville continued to be competitive under Hickman. The two programs next met in 1951, when the NCAA matched Rupp’s No. 1 ranked 28-2 team and Hickman’s 19-6 squad in the first round of the NCAA Tournament in Raleigh, North Carolina. Unlike the last matchup, Louisville fought gamely against the Cats. They held 7-foot UK sensation Bill Spivey to ten points and seven rebounds and induced him to foul out of the game. Meanwhile, a trio of Bobs (Brown, Naber, and Lochmuller) totaled 44 points for the Cardinals. Still, UK had too much talent, with Shelby Linville stepping up to score 23 points and grab 10 rebounds for the Cats in a 79-68 win. Three wins later, UK had its third NCAA title in four seasons.

Shortly thereafter, Kentucky was implicated in a point-shaving scandal and was banned from playing the 1952–53 season. While the program rebounded to win the 1958 NCAA title, there would be no more runs like those of 1948–1951.

There was one more matchup with UofL before the rivalry took a 24-year drought. In 1959, the NCAA again matched UK and UofL in the first round of the NCAA Tournament, with the No. 2 Cats and unranked Cards fighting it out in Evanston, Illinois. While Kentucky jumped out to an early lead, the Cardinals won the day. UofL overcame an eight-point halftime deficit with aggressive defensive pressure that led to a 76-61 victory. The Cardinals went on to upset another top-10 team (Michigan State) and appeared in the team’s first Final Four. UofL lost to Jerry West’s West Virginia Mountaineers in the semifinals but had enjoyed a historic season.

The Cats and the Cardinals would not play each other again for the next 24 years, and in that time, the landscape of college basketball would change greatly from these early games. It would be a long and strange trip to an annual rivalry game, and getting there would be half the fun.


Prelude 2—1960–1983: Reaching the Rivalry

AFTER 1958, RUPP never won an NCAA title again at Kentucky. He continued to field top-flight teams that dominated SEC play, but as time went on, it became more and more clear what was missing. In accordance with the unwritten policy of the Southeastern Conference, Rupp initially did not recruit African American players. However, whatever one thinks of Rupp’s personal politics, there are few who would argue his primary concern was anything but winning. As African American players from Kentucky like Clem Haskins, Butch Beard, and Wes Unseld came of age in front of Rupp’s eyes, he apparently realized that the lily-white SEC would have to change or fall behind. Rupp supposedly offered scholarships to Beard and Unseld. Both were understandably reluctant to become the Jackie Robinson of the SEC and chose to go elsewhere. All three players chose to attend Louisville (although Haskins became homesick and transferred to Western Kentucky, where Coach John Oldham was as progressive as the Cardinals).

Rupp had realized what the rest of college basketball saw in the 1966 NCAA Tournament, when Rupp’s Runts, absent the athleticism of Beard or Unseld, lost the title game to Texas Western, which fielded an all-black starting five. The revolution, whatever the reasons may be, had moved on without the Kentucky Wildcats.

In 1962, Peck Hickman, coaching at a slightly more progressive institution in a slightly more northern city, broke the color barrier at Louisville by signing African Americans Eddie Whitehead and Wade Houston. While Whitehead and Houston were solid citizens, but not All-America players, Beard and Unseld belonged to both groups. After the 1966–67 season, which ended with a trip to the NCAA Sweet 16, Hickman stepped down as the Cardinals’ coach, giving way to his assistant, John Dromo.

Dromo continued the success of Hickman’s program, feasting on a large amount of homegrown talent and going 68-23 as Cardinals head coach. His budding career was cut shortduring the 1970–71 season, however, when Dromo suffered a heart attack. After the season, he stepped down from the position because of his health. Louisville would have to choose a new coach in 1971 to lead them in their search for college basketball greatness. What a choice it would be!

Meanwhile, health was a problem in the UK coach’s office as well. Rupp suffered from myriad illnesses and injuries in the late years of his tenure. He also did not return to another Final Four after 1966. His 1970 team, with Dan Issel and Mike Pratt, lost to Jacksonville and little-known but dynamic center Artis Gilmore.

In June 1969, Rupp, aided by recently hired assistant Joe B. Hall, became the second SEC coach to sign an African American player. Vanderbilt had integrated SEC basketball by signing Perry Wallace, and the Wildcats added Tom Payne, a 7’ center from Louisville’s Shawnee High School. Payne starred in one season at Kentucky, but he was a troubled person and has spent much of his life in prison.

The University of Kentucky had fallen behind. While the calendar indicates a seven-year difference between the dates of integration of UofL basketball and UK basketball, many African Americans, particularly in Louisville, were unable to foster benign feelings toward Rupp or Kentucky. It would be nearly a decade and a half before Kentucky could break into the inner-city Louisville recruiting scene in a significant manner. Many more difficult recruiting seasons would follow before the lingering spectrum of southern racism would be mostly purged from the program.

Trying to counteract Kentucky’s failure to keep up with the times became the task of Joe B. Hall. In 1972, Rupp turned 70 and grudgingly allowed himself to be nudged into retirement. After seven seasons as his chief assistant, 43-year-old Hall replaced the institution who had been Kentucky’s head coach for 41 years. Few have faced such difficult tasks in the history of coaching.

The man who would become Hall’s chief rival had taken a very different coaching path. Denny Crum had played under John Wooden at UCLA and later served as his assistant coach for eight seasons, but did not wait around in Westwood to follow his mentor. In 1971, a year before Hall was hired at Kentucky, Louisville was seeking a replacement for John Dromo. Thirty-four-year old Crum was a dynamic young coach who was an excellent recruiter and was well drilled in Wooden’s championship tactics. He accepted the Louisville job, planning to return to UCLA whenever Wooden was ready to step down as the coach of the Bruins.

Crum had very defined viewpoints on a couple of crucial areas: playing intrastate opponents and recruiting. He feared no team and saw little reason not to take on the other Kentucky universities. “We wanted to be a school that, if we were going to give guarantees to someone … I’d rather see the money go to Kentucky schools than to … someone from the outside that really didn’t do anything for your program,” Crum admits. “Rather than Lousiville playing Fresno or San Jose State, we played Eastern, Western, Murray, or Morehead. It just made more sense to me.”

Crum also wanted to play the toughest competition he could face—including his nearby big-shot neighbor in Lexington. Crum recalls that the University depended on men’s basketball to fund the entire athletic department during most of his tenure. Crum had to attract fans and sell tickets—and in order to do so, he would play anyone, anywhere, anytime.
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