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KANSAS CITY – No sport has a postseason fren-
zy quite like college basketball, a period that spans the 
NCAA Tournament and its immediate aftermath.

Florida taking its second straight crown was monu-
mental. History will recall the Gators’ run as a harmonic 
convergence of coaching and playing talent and the ulti-
mate payoff off of decisions by Al Horford, Joakim Noah 
and Corey Brewer to pass on NBA riches.

When Billy Donovan turned down K entucky three 
days after the program’s second shining moment, the Ga-
tors were assured of continuity. 

Off the court, the game spun wildly. 
Where to begin?
Dana Altman looked uncomfortable doing the “whoo 

pig sooie” call. A day later we found out why, high-tailing 
it back to Creighton in a fit of homesickness. Word was 
that Arkansas wasn’t all that it had been advertised.

A  week later John Pelphrey, the S outh A labama 
coach and Kentucky Unforgettable, took over and, as of 
press time, he remained the Razorbacks coach.

Iowa tabbed Butler’s Todd Lickliter, Colorado went 
down the highway for Air Force Coach Jeff Bzdelik. John 
Beilein and West Virginia finally made the buyout work 
and off to Michigan he went.

That left an opening at Morgantown. Surely favorite 
son Bob Huggins wouldn’t ditch the school that took the 
big risk by resuscitating 
his career, would he?

In a heartbeat, al-
though K ansas S tate fol-
lowers would contend that 
wasn’t possible because 
nobody with a pulse would 
have made such a move.

The man who breathed 
life into the program and filled Bramlage Coliseum 
couldn’t be talked out of shuffling off to his alma mater 
by the K-State brass – and they tried everything short of 
lassoing him when he crossed the county line.

The next day, K ansas S tate elevated top assistant 
Frank Martin, causing more grief for the brass. Martin has 
never been a college head coach, but that’s fine. Neither 
was Roy Williams. But Williams never had a high school 
state title stripped from him, as Martin did in Miami.

“I’ve got nothing to hide,” Martin said at his intro-
duction news conference.

Neither did Kansas State. There was no hiding the 
fact that Martin was hired because it was the Wildcats’ 
best opportunity to hang on to a roster that included Mi-
chael Beasley, the McDonald’s All-America Game MVP, 
and Bill Walker, the prep star from the previous season.

K-State never lands personnel like this. It happened 
this time because of the Huggins/Martin/Dalonte Hill 
connections, and the clock would have struck midnight 
in Manhattan if the Wildcats didn’t retain two-thirds of 
the staff. The early word is Beasley, Martin and the others 
remain committed to the Little Apple.

It says this about Kansas State: The Wildcats are fed 
up with being a second-division program and have lived 
in the shadow of Kansas so long, it’s growing moss. You 
(finger pointed accusingly) find a better solution.

My suggestion was the hire a program hero, a Steve 
Henson, coming off Sweet 16 season as a UNLV assis-
tant, and to me that’s a better fit in the long term. But 
K-State addressed its short-term issues with Martin, and 
the hope is Manhattan is that when the NCAA Tourna-
ment pairings are announced next M arch, the Wildcats 
and Mountaineers find each other early.

Coaching maneuvers didn’t spill all the headline ink. 
In these parts, the Jayhawk Nation was saddened by the 
news of Julian Wright’s decision to leave. No going back 
for Wright, the sophomore announced he was in the mar-
ket for an agent. Wright had said all along that he was on a 
three-year college plan, emphasizing the point after KU’s 
loss to UCLA in the regional final. A curriculum was even 
developed so that he could graduate next spring.

Which goes to the show the folly in asking the are-
you-returning question. What’s the point? Has any under-
classman during the season ever declared he was finished 
with college? The question cannot be and should not be 
answered for several reasons.

But we ask. Kevin Durant got it in every interview. 
Greg Oden, Nick Young, the North Carolina guys. How 
can a player respond other than saying, “I intend to return 
next season”? We shouldn’t be surprised when Wright or 
anybody else decided to leave.

“This was a good business decision,” Kansas coach 

Bill Self said.
It probably will be. Wright should be among the top 

15 players selected in June. He’s a gifted, long-armed, 
quick-hops athlete with who needs to work on his perim-
eter game, and he will.

Kansas thought scoring leading Brandon Rush would 
be the one to leave, with Darrell Arthur giving the NBA 
serious consideration. Those could happen. But let them 
announce it, not have them respond to a question.

So why does college basketball move at breakneck 
speed after the season? It’s as if coaches and underclass-
men approach the starting line the Final Four and the final 
buzzer of the championship game becomes the starting 
gun for seismic shifts in the landscape.

For starters, the NCAA Tournament become some-
thing of a dead period for movement, but phone lines 
burn with conversation and the Final Four site becomes 
a crucible with coaches, athletic directors, media types 
beyond eager to make and report change.

The sleep you didn’t get in M arch carries over to 
April, as the reverberations last for weeks, even months, 
until the final coaching job is filled and the final decision 
made by an underclassman.

Months later, the merry-go-round begins again.
Blair Kerkhoff has been covering college basketball for 
the Kansas City Star since 1988.

This carousel spins
like no other in sports

Obsessed Blue Nation
finds perfect leader

was introduced at Memorial Coliseum.
“I don’t look at expectations and pressure as a nega-

tive,” Gillispie said. “The expectations are as high as any 
place in the country in any sport. I love that.”

This is the best way I can put it: If Tubby Smith had 
an assistant coach with Gillispie’s energy, ambition and 
hoops-dominated lifestyle, S mith wouldn’t have been 
asked to shake up his staff after the past two seasons.

Make no mistake, recruiting scores are how Gillispie 
prepped for this job and made his name. Next season 
will be only his sixth as a head coach. He has coached in 
three NCAA tournaments. He’s only made one Sweet 16 
— this season. His career record is 100-58, comparable 
to Smith’s 124-62 record when he arrived from Georgia a 
decade ago. He is ferocious late-bloomer.

Gillispie helped Bill Self bring Deron Williams, Dee 
Brown and the guts of that 2005 NCAA runner-up team 
to Illinois, coached then by Bruce Weber after Self had 
left for Kansas.

Gillispie danced into a coach-killer job at UTEP and 
twisted a 6-24 team into a 24-8 team. In 2004, Gillispie 
jumped to hoops heaven — Texas A&M, a program with 
a history of three NCAA Tournament victories, the last 
one in 1980. In College Station, Gillispie delivered three 
straight 20-win seasons, an achievement I  would com-
pare to three straight 10-win football seasons at UK.

If Gillispie could recruit three consecutive splendid 
classes to College Station, I like his chances of delivering 
better classes than Lukasz Obrzut, Sheray Thomas, Bob-
by Perry and Shagari Alleyne (2003) or Adam Williams, 
Rekalin Sims and Jared Carter (2005) to Kentucky. The 
classes that told us why Smith needed to move on.

There will not be things to monitor. He has twice 
been arrested on charges of driving while intoxicated.

Former UK athletic director C.M. Newton instituted 
a policy that resulted in a one-year suspension for schol-
arship athletes convicted of a similar offense. UK should 
not tolerate another problem. The memories of the Jason 
Watts automobile accident as well as the sad ending to 
the career of former UK coach Eddie Sutton are too fresh 
and painful.

Gillispie and Barnhart both said that the coach vol-
unteered that information to Barnhart before their inter-
view yesterday.

“It was a situation where I made a mistake in judg-
ment,” Gillispie said. “I asked for forgiveness.”

“He understands the mantle and the responsibility of 
being the Kentucky basketball coach,” Barnhart said.

I  asked Barnhart if Gillispie told him how many 
times he has been charged with driving while intoxicated. 
“I’m not going to get into all of that,” Barnhart said. “I’ll 
just say that he was very forthcoming.”

I hope that is so. I hope Gillispie told Barnhart every-
thing there is to tell and that he is a man who understands 
what a wonderful opportunity he has been given. Billy 
Gillispie certainly sounded like that guy during his intro-
duction to Kentucky basketball.
Rick Bozich is a Louisville Courier-Journal columnist 
who has worked for Louisville newspapers for more than 
25 years. He has won 20 US Basketball Writers Associa-
tion writing awards.

Special Report

The NCAA Tournament's return to New Orleans for the first time since Katrina
served as a test case for whether the Big Easy could handle another Final Four.

There's still no easy answer, and finding one is among the least of the city's problems.

Goin’ back to New Orleans?
By Jack Styczynski

NEW ORLEANS – From Michael Jordan to Keith 
Smart to Chris Webber to Hakim Warrick, the city of New 
Orleans has provided some of the most memorable mo-
ments in NCAA championship history.

So in a post-Katrina world, should the Final Four 
come back?

Before rushing to say yes, the city needs the event 
to aid its recovery, know that the Big Easy is not the best 
basketball burg. The waiting list for Saints season tick-
ets tops 25,000, and team attire is tremendously trendy; 
a Riverwalk souvenir shirt shop is a shrine to the Sugar 
Bowl; but from Tchoupitoulas to Pontchartrain, hyping 
hoop hardly happens.

Throughout the week leading up to the NCAA sub-
regional here, the city was noticeably uninfected with 
March M adness. No banners around town promoting 
the event, no more than moderate coverage in the local 
news media, no buzz on Bourbon Street. I n fact, if not 
for the reporter needed to file this story, not a soul would 
have been watching the tournament selection show or the 
64/65 play-in game on the respective big screens of two 
popular haunts. One bartender wearing an LSU cap had 
never heard of Niagara, wasn’t sure when the tournament 
games were coming to town and wasn’t aware that they’d 
be played in the cozier, 18,500-seat New Orleans Arena 
rather than the spacious Superdome next door. The small-
er facility still fell thousands short of a sellout.

“It’s really a football city,” says veteran New Or-
leans Times-Picayune sports columnist Peter Finney. 
That much remained obvious when only 100 or so fans 
were on hand to watch open team practices in the arena 
the day before first-round play. Main attraction: defend-
ing national champion and top-seeded Florida. Price of 
admission: free.

In fairness, New Orleans has more urgent matters to 
attend to right now, not to mention regionals and sub-re-
gionals do not carry the same cachet as a Final Four. How-
ever, other venues succeed with the former. The Mead-
owlands, with its large population base, sells out nearly 
20,000 seats long in advance via a lottery ticket sales sys-
tem. Syracuse, with a smaller population and dearth of 
tourist lures, routinely draws 30,000 to the Carrier Dome. 
Although another sub-regional is scheduled for 2010, 
New Orleans just seems better suited to hosting the Fi-

nal Four, which is more of 
a destination event that can 
take advantage of a desti-
nation city – particularly 
a moderate-sized one that 
was basically sliced in half 
by a natural disaster.

Unfortunately, the 
everyday headlines don’t 
inspire much confidence. 
For example, a rash of 
shootings in the city the 
weekend prior to the sub-
regional included one at a 
busy intersection in broad 
daylight. A Tulane Univer-
sity professor also released 
a study that found New 
Orleans to have the highest 
murder rate in the nation. 
“Ninety-five percent of 
the time, young druggies 
killing young druggies,” 
Finney says. T he area 
around the S uperdome 
doesn’t totally escape the bad news either. An old motel 
building overrun by vagrants had to be demolished due to 
repeated fires there since Katrina.

The list of woes continues. Swaths of the city still 
without electricity. A lack of doctors and hospital beds. 
Businesses struggling or closed. Red tape getting govern-
ment funds.  New canal pumps malfunctioning. FEMA 
trailers (“candominiums”). Insurance battles. Suicides.

That’s not to suggest there is no good news. The New 
Orleans Police Department recently graduated its first 
class of recruits since the hurricane. Habitat for Humanity 
is one of several groups doing excellent volunteer work 
in the neediest communities (see sidebar story). Donald 
Trump maintains that he’ll have a new tower built in the 
Central Business District within three years. The Super-
dome and Convention Center are completely restored. 
Last but not least, the French Quarter and most tourist 
favorites are fine, including the old-fashioned streetcars 
and the Steamboat Natchez Mississippi paddlewheeler.  

When in town for the sub-regional, some teams – in-
cluding Billy Donovan’s Florida squad – toured devas-
tated neighborhoods. “We had the opportunity to practice 
over at Delgado Community College and the bus driver 
took us through that Lakeview area and some areas that 
were really hit hard, and I don’t know if people truly un-
derstand the recovery that is going on in this city and the 
amount of disruption that’s happened,” Donovan said. 
“You’re talking about 18 months removed from that 
storm and to see blocks and blocks and blocks of empty 
and vacant homes, some homes not there at all, people 
trying to pick up and start over, it’s a very, very humbling 
experience.”

Yet Donovan advocates bringing a Final Four back 
to the city. “I think having New Orleans as a site for the 
Final Four in the future would be a great thing. It’s a great 
city and it’s had a lot of great events here, and if it would 
help in the rebuilding process financially, I think it would 
all be good.”

Blair Kerkhoff

It’s as if coaches and underclassmen approach 
the starting line the Final Four and the final 

buzzer of the championship game becomes the 
starting gun for seismic shifts in the landscape.

The Lakeview area visited by Billy Donovan’s Gators remains largely vacant.
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LEXINGTON, Ky. — Think about the most obsessed 
college basketball fan you know. T he crazed guy who 
drives five hours to watch a scrimmage. The one whose 
computer homepage is a recruiting service. The woman 
who paints her face — and nails — in team colors.

You know who I’m talking about. Might be you.
As obsessed as you might be, understand this: You’re 

not as obsessed as the guy the University of K entucky 
just hired as its basketball 
coach. You’re not as ob-
sessed as Billy Gillispie.

Kentucky hired from 
Texas A&M a native Texan 
who would have ridden a 
bucking bronco to Lexing-
ton from College S tation 
to accept this mammoth 
responsibility. T hey hired 
a guy who didn’t care that 
he was the third choice. He 
could have been the 333rd 
choice. Didn’t matter.

To Gillispie, only three 
things in life are certain: 
death, taxes and recruit-
ing — and absolutely not 
in that order. He leads the 
nation in text messages, re-
cruiting calls and chasing the finest 18-year-old basket-
ball flesh available.

“Listening to him talk, I wanted to go inside and put 
a uniform on and play,” said Richie Farmer, who played 
his last game for the Wildcats 15 years ago. “He’s thrilled 
to death to be here.”

Thrilled? Don’t use that word around Gillispie. It’s 
too bland. Forget the filet mignon. Give this guy a peanut 
butter sandwich, a can of Dr. Pepper and a pick-up game. 
Gillispie is such a sweet talker that he’ll make you forget 
he has been a head coach since just 2002 and has endured 
off-the-court issues involving alcohol.

During the 15 days between Tubby Smith’s jump to 
the Minnesota and the introduction of Gillispie as Smith’s 
successor (at $2.3.million a season for seven years, plus 
incentive bonuses), the talk was that smart coaches would 
run from the UK job.

The expectations are too large and unrealistic in a 
changing hoops world. T here’s no breathing room in 
Lexington. One NCAA title, three Elite Eights and a .760 
winning percentage weren’t good enough for Smith. The 
prime-time coaches were allegedly perturbed at the way 
fans and media never appreciated Smith.

First Billy Donovan of Florida said “No, thanks,” 
preferring to remain with his national championship 
program in Gainesville. Then another coach from Texas 
— Rick Barnes of Texas — withdrew.

UK athletic director Mitch Barnhart knew Gillispie 
would never say, “No, thanks.” This guy will have a daily 
countdown chart to Midnight Madness on his desk. For 
most of his 47 years, Gillispie has been a basketball guy 
trapped in a football state. He set an NCAA record for us-
ing the word “honored” in one press conference when he 

06, the Aggies had a winning record in league play (10-6) 
and made their first NCAA Tournament appearance since 
1987 under coach Shelby Metcalf.

This past season, the Aggies were a Top 10 team, con-
tended for the Big 12 regular-season title, won at Kansas, 
and came within a missed layup and a rebound of making 
the Elite Eight in the NCAA Tournament.

That would have been unthinkable only a few years 
ago in Aggieland, where steady diets of basketball losses 
were the annual rites of winter.

After each of these three past successful seasons in 
College Station, Gillispie has done better for himself and 
for his successor, which will turn out to be Wichita State’s 
Mark Turgeon, a former Kansas player who has followed 
a similar coaching path to Gillispie’s.

Because of Gillispie and Texas A&M athletic direc-
tor Bill Byrne, there’s a new scoreboard at Reed Arena 
(in the middle of the arena), a bright new shiny one – not 
a small one on the side. There’s a practice facility to be 
built soon. And there’s a student body that knows to wear 
white for big home games and now shows up for the big 
home games at least, if still not for the lesser names on 
the conference or non-conference schedule.

Aggies fans, don’t mourn the loss of Gillispie. Cel-
ebrate the arrival of Turgeon who took the Shockers to 
the Sweet 16 in 2006. Gillispie was not going to be there 
forever. Don’t kid yourself. He just wasn’t.

Texas A&M is a football school. Ambitious people 

such as Gillispie don’t want to coach the No. 2 or 3 or 4 
sport at a school forever. It’s an ego thing. And at A&M, 
the ego of basketball coach could always be held in check 
to some degree by the behemoth named football.

One thing about Gillispie is that he loves challenges. 
And the challenges, of course, are different in Lexington. 
In Lexington, it is facelift for one of the great old dames 
of college basketball. It is not a total reclamation project 
the way Texas A&M was.

And Kentucky fans should look at it this way: Gil-
lispie has as much passion for the game as they do. He 
will work as hard making the Wildcats winners as the 
fans will be rooting for the team to become winners. He 
will work 24-7 on basketball. He is all basketball.

One of the knocks on Gillispie during the pre-hiring 
mating game was that he could only recruit Texas. That’s 
probably not entirely true. But I am sure he will get as-
sistant coaches who can recruit all over the country. Even, 
if Gillispie, the Texas boy that he is, focuses his recruiting 
on Texas, there are plenty more young steers down there 
in the Lone Star State to fatten up the Big Blue Nation.
Steve Richardson, who also serves as executive director 
of the Football Writers Association of America, has cov-
ered college sports for the Kansas City Star and the Dal-
las Morning News.

Get over it, 
A&M, and move on

ATLANTA – The annual coaching meat market had 
set up shop at the Hilton Hotel here during the Final Four. 
And the scramble for the top steers was at a fevered pitch 
at the National Association of Basketball Coaches’ hotel.

With the Division I coaching openings and changes 
heading into the 40s and beyond, meat on hoof was the 
order of the day just a few blocks from the Georgia Dome. 
Round ’em up and move ’em out.

One coach, deep in the heart of Texas, A&M’s Billy 
Gillispie was one of the top prizes. He was subject of 
coaching rumors from Fayetteville, Ark., to L exington, 
Ky. Reporters had the hotel lobby staked out. Bronco Bil-
ly would not escape. And, when Gillispie appeared in the 
lobby on his way to an awards function, he was ambushed 
by reporters and asked to make a statement about agree-
ing on a new contract to stay at Texas A&M. He already 
had spurned strong advances by Arkansas to become the 
Razorbacks’ new coach, replacing the fired Stan Heath.

Here’s where this got very interesting.
Gillispie, who built the Aggies into a national power 

in three years, did the very thing former Miami Dolphins 
coach Nick Saban should have done before taking the Al-
abama job only days after saying he wouldn’t. Gillispie 
didn’t tell reporters he was staying at Texas A&M, only to 
be proven a liar a week later. He had no intentions of stay-
ing in College Station if he could get the Kentucky job.

Gillispie was waiting on the coaching dominoes to 
fall his way. And eventually they would when odds-on-
favorite Billy Donovan 
would turn down K en-
tucky. Texas’ Rick Barnes 
would get a raise for say-
ing no to K entucky. A nd 
perhaps a couple of other 
coaches fattened their wal-
lets by staying put as well.

Gillispie took the high road. He didn’t lie about his 
intentions with Kentucky and flirtations with Arkansas. 
He didn’t leave A&M a week after saying he was in love 
with the place. Let’s face two things here about this deci-
sion – which apparently has rankled A&M diehards who 
believe Gillispie should have stayed in College Station: 
1) Get real, Aggie fans. 2) Really get real, Aggie fans.

Texas A&M is a football school first. Maybe it is a 
baseball school second or spring football school second. 
Certainly basketball is a No. 3 there. But not a distant No. 
3 or No. 4 or No. 5 like it was before Gillispie arrived.

Kentucky is the winningest program in history. Ag-
gie fans, be thankful for what you had when you had it 
and for what is left – a much better job and atmosphere.

Reed Arena, where the Aggies basketball team plays, 
is a hopping place these days, thanks to Gillispie. Before, 
it was the temple to basketball indifference under coach 
Melvin Watkins during the 2003-04 season, when the 
team was an awful 0-16 in league play.

Gillispie, who took UTEP to the NCAA Tournament 
in 2004, is a fix-it type coach and proved it at a school that 
needed his approach in the worst way.

By the end of the 2004-05 season, Gillispie’s Texas 
A&M team was 8-8 in the Big 12 and won two games in 
the National Invitation Tournament. By the end of 2005-

Rick Bozich
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John Calipari has taken his Memphis team to the city’s 
Ninth Ward twice and on his most recent visit found the 
area significantly cleaner than it was right after the storm, 
albeit still mostly uninhabited. He foresees recovery tak-
ing at least 10 years but shares Donovan’s sentiments re-
garding the Final Four. “You’ve got to do it here again, 
because this is the best place for a Final Four,” Calipari 
says. “They should have it here every third year.”

Ditto Arizona’s Lute Olson and probably almost ev-
ery other coach. “I think you’d have a hard time finding 
anybody that didn’t feel good about the (Final Four) be-
ing held here,” Olson says.

Now it’s a matter of convincing NCAA  decision 
makers. That will be the job of the Greater New Orleans 
Sports Foundation and its executive director, Jay Cicero. 
Final Four events from 2012 to 2015 will be up for bid 
soon. “It’s our understanding that the process will begin 
this summer and will end next summer,” Cicero says. 
“It will be a year-long process of site visits, bid docu-
ments, answering questions that the NCAA or the com-
mittee may have about New Orleans, and I think having 
the first/second round here answers a lot of the questions 
they may have post-Katrina.”

One man who can attest to that is Craig Littlepage, 
the Virginia athletic director whose five-year term on the 
NCAA Division I men’s basketball committee ends this 
summer but who represented the body at the sub-regional 
in New Orleans and came away impressed. “The city of 
New Orleans, the staff of the New Orleans Arena, Tulane 
University and the Greater New Orleans Sports Founda-
tion validated the committee’s commitment to being in 
New Orleans this year.  Every comment made to me by 
the participating institutions’ representatives – ADs and 
head coaches, in particular – was positive.”

The empty seats don’t seem to cause any concern.
So the biggest question regarding another Final Four 

in New Orleans might not be if, but when. Finney would 
rather not rush it. “The longer it is, the better,” he says, 
suggesting eight to 10 years might be an appropriate time 
frame, barring further catastrophe. “This area (around the 
Arena and Superdome) pretty much dodged a bullet; the 
French Quarter really dodged a bullet, but a lot of spots, 
it’s going to be 10 or 15 years before they get back.”

Coveting a Final Four as soon as possible, Cicero dis-
agrees. “I don’t think that matters one single solitary bit,” 
he counters, pointing out that the city has already hosted 
the Bayou Classic, Sugar Bowl, New Orleans Bowl and a 
men’s basketball sub-regional since Katrina and will host 
the BCS  national championship, NBA A ll-Star Game 
and a women’s basketball regional in the first quarter of 
2008. “If he’s insinuating it’s better if we wait, that we’d 
have more ability to come back, no, we can handle those 
events now because the infrastructure, the hospitality in-
dustry is back. We’re missing a couple hotels, but for the 
most part, we’ve got 30 of the 38-thousand rooms back 
already. I understand that perspective … and that’s why 
it’s our job to kind of educate everyone on the realities 
of what you can do and what you can’t do here, and we 
definitely can do big events in New Orleans – now.”

That’s the argument Cicero and New Orleans will 
have to make to the committee. “They need to show they 
are capable of putting the organization and infrastructure 
together to support a Final Four with all of the associ-
ated events,” Littlepage says. “Based on my observations 
in New Orleans, there is an outstanding organization in 
place and a desire of those involved to deliver a great 
championship tournament. T here are signs that every-
one locally is committed to the recovery efforts mov-
ing forward. We remain in regular contact with officials 
throughout the Gulf Coast to assure we are aware of the 
progress on all fronts. As the committee begins to look 
at future Final Four sites, that dialogue will continue to 
assure that the decisions the committee makes are in the 

best interest of everyone, especially with a focus on mak-
ing the tournament experience great for every participant 
and every fan.

“In that way, New Orleans will be no different from 
any other bid city.”

One advantage New Orleans has in soliciting the 
committee is its four previous Final Four hosting expe-
riences, tied with Indianapolis for the most since 1982. 
“From our past experience, I know what they’re looking 
for,” Cicero says. “They’re looking for the quality of ho-
tels. They’re looking for a facility that can seat a mini-
mum 40,000 and that can be a world-class venue for their 
event. They’re looking for transportation questions – can 
the city handle the transportation needs of their group and 
their visitors? Traffic control, security, everything associ-
ated with these events … It’s not just us they’re going to 
be asking; they’re going to be asking every city the same 
thing.”

Littlepage anticipates competition from Atlanta, Dal-
las, Detroit, Houston, Indianapolis, Phoenix, San Antonio 
and St. Louis. Atlanta just hosted the Final Four this sea-
son, and San Antonio will do so again next year. Domes 
in Detroit and Houston will host for the first time in 2009 
and 2011, respectively. In 2010, the Final Four will return 
to Indianapolis in a new dome now under construction. 
Dallas and Phoenix apparently want to join the rotation 

Ol’ college try of a different sort

It was on the way to Texas that they first saw TV 
coverage of what had happened in New Orleans.

A year and a half later, Parenton was thrilled to be 
helping Habitat.  “This is awesome. I love it,” he said. 
“I think this is a great experience. Personally, I’ve nev-
er done any construction work in building houses. I’ve 
painted a lot, but I think this is a great opportunity.”

Aside from the Tulane athletes, hundreds of col-
lege students from around the country volunteered 
with Habitat’s New Orleans affiliate during the week 
of the sub-regional, which coincided with spring break 
at many universities. 

Among the numerous schools represented were 
Alaska-Fairbanks, Boston University, Dartmouth, 
Georgetown, Georgia, I daho, L iberty, USC, Utah 
State, Vermont and Washington State, swelling a nor-
mal volunteer contingent of approximately 250 to over 
700. And the school spirit seemed to be at a higher 
level than that displayed at the games in the New Or-
leans Arena.

Not so good for the NCAA, but definitely good 
for rebuilding New Orleans.

– Jack Styczynski

NEW ORLEANS – If you watched or attended the 
sub-regional games in New Orleans this March, you 
might have noticed the Habitat for Humanity logos on 
the court.  A fter hurricanes struck the Gulf Coast in 
2005, the NCAA committed $2.5 million for a three-
year partnership with the organization. In the next five 
years, the New Orleans affiliate plans to build 1,500 
houses in Southeast Louisiana. Habitat provides capi-
tal – not charity – to partner families.  In lieu of a down 
payment, they contribute 350 hours of “sweat equity” 
to the building of their homes and those of other part-
ner families. Homeowners pay back the cost of their 
house through a 20 or 30 year interest-free mortgage.

Much of the construction of these homes is done 
by volunteers. To promote this effort, Tulane student-
athletes framed a house outside the New Orleans Are-
na during the first round of the tournament. Among 
them was women’s basketball player and Baton Rouge 
native Jami Montagnino, who had friends in New Or-
leans evacuate to her grandfather’s house as Hurricane 
Katrina approached the city. This was her first experi-
ence working with Habitat. “It’s a great project and 
it gives you a great sense of pride to be able to come 
out here and support your city and the people of New 
Orleans, because they’ve supported us as a basketball 
team and as a community, so we’re glad to put some-
thing back,” Montagnino said.

Also lending a hand was football player Michael 
Parenton. Unlike the hoopsters, the football team was 
already on the Tulane campus for the fall 2005 semes-
ter as Katrina approached, so Parenton and his team-
mates evacuated to Jackson, Miss., on cramped buses. 
“It took us about five hours to get to the airport, which 
generally takes about 20 minutes, and it ended up tak-
ing us 10 hours in total to get to Jackson,” he said. “We 
spent the night on the floor there in a basketball gym, 
and the power went out because the storm ended up 
rolling through there as well.” 

The next day, the players were told their first game 
was cancelled, school was closed and they were going 
to Dallas for an indefinite time. 

with new domes nearby. St. Louis last hosted in 2005. 
New Orleans last hosted in 2003.

The Superdome, which boasts the four largest cham-
pionship game crowds, might be due. Reconfiguring seat-
ing to put more fans closer to the action – and other reno-
vations to the facility – could improve the odds further.

Cicero obviously hopes so and will preach the gospel 
of New Orleans to anyone who’ll listen. “We’re on an ed-
ucation process – educate everyone on why you can have 
your event here, why it can be first class, why your fans 
can come here and enjoy great basketball, great venue, 
great hotels, great city,” he says, especially to those who 
might still be wary of traveling to the Big Easy. “We want 
them all to go home and tell everybody they know that 
you can go to New Orleans, and you can still do every-
thing you wanted to do, used to do, and have a great time. 
Go there, because they need you; this is the best way we 
can help – coming to New Orleans and spending some 
money and enjoying yourself.”

Adding to that pitch, the most poignant comment 
about New Orleans and its people might have been made 
by Nevada head coach Mark Fox at the conclusion of the 
sub-regional, a thought the site-selection folk might take 
to heart.

“I certainly hope people don’t forget about them as 
they rebuild.”

Steve Richardson

Aggie fans, be thankful for what you had 
when you had it and for what is left 

– a much better basketball job and atmosphere.

Billy Gillispie

Tulane women’s hoopsters help rebuild the city.
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