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'Next year is my year,' Moreno embracing return to UK

Malachi Moreno met with the media at Historic 
Memorial Coliseum on Thursday. (Keith Taylor/
Kentucky Today)

By Keith Taylor
Kentucky Today

Malachi Moreno ad-
mitted his decision to 
come back for a second 
season at Kentucky 
wasn’t an easy one.

“It was a pretty dif-
ficult decision,” More-
no  said  Thursday.

After declaring for 
the NBA Draft, Moreno 
went through the vet-
ting process and met 
with several teams, 
including the Okla-
homa City Thunder, 
Los Angeles Lakers, 
and Boston Celtics, 
among others, to gauge 
his draft potential.

“I met with every-
body,” Moreno said. “…
the key things in those 
meetings were just to 
kind of get to know me 
and for me to kind of get 

to know them and un-
derstand what they're 
about and what their 
program is about. The 
meetings were really 
cool. They broke down 
a lot of film, and that 
was a big learning pro-
cess for me and I was 
able to learn it. I can 
bring it back here and 
put that in my game.”

While going through 
the  dra f t  p ro cess 
with numerous inter-
views and individual 
team workouts, Ken-
tucky coach Mark 
Pope was “hands off ” 
and gave Moreno and 
his family the space 
needed to make an 
informed decis ion.

“He would call me 
a couple times, just 
wondering how every-
thing's going,” Moreno 
said. “He really did 

keep hands off, and 
he really just let me 
handle this on my own 
with  me and my circle. 
Once it came time for 
the deadline, that's 
when he kind of start-
ed to call me to check 

in and see where my 
head's at, stuff like that.

“I ’m very grate-
ful that he kind of let 
me enjoy that process, 
but having him reach 
out as soon as that 
deadline came back 

really helped as well.”
Knowing that he has 

one of his best players 
back next season, Pope 
envisions a breakout 
year for Moreno and 
predicts he will be the 
best center in college 
basketball next season. 
Moreno has already 
accepted the challenge, 
which he said has "re-
ally propelled me in a 
lot of different ways."

“I think next year is 
my year," he said. "...  
I think going through 
that process was defi-
nitely beneficial for 
me, because at the end 
of the day, I decided to 
come back and now I can 
bring what I learned 
in that process back 
to Kentucky, and just 
add it all to my game."

A year ago, Moreno 
wasn’t expected to make 

an immediate impact, 
but was thrust into the 
lineup and eventually 
a starting role. He was 
named to the South-
eastern Conference All-
Freshman Team and his 
stock continued to rise 
throughout the season.

“I think last year I 
kind of came in being 
a kind of quiet fresh-
man, making sure I 
learned everything 
and really just taking 
it in,” he said. “Last 
year, I wasn't expect-
ing to play as much as 
I did, but I knew if I just 
put my head down and 
worked, I knew I would 
get my opportunity. 
Once I got that oppor-
tunity, I just took it and 
ran with it. Now that 
I'm here for year two, 
it's time to take an even 
bigger leap forward.”

Batt hits the ground running as UK's new athletics director
By Keith Taylor
Kentucky Today

Jason “J” Batt has hit 
the ground running as 
Kentucky’s new athlet-
ics director and CEO 
of Champions Blue.

Although he doesn’t 
begin until July 1, Batt 
has been getting famil-
iar with his new home 
since he was tabbed to 
replace retiring ath-
letics director Mitch 
Barnhart on Monday.

“It's been unbeliev-
able,” Batt said during 
a roundtable with se-
lect journalists on Tues-
day. “I've been on the 
phone a bunch the last 
24 hours, and whether 
it's the different folks 
I've talked to, donors, 
the passion people have 
for this place is unreal.

“I think it's one thing 
that that we're still try-

ing to learn, but UK 
athletics matters to the 
entire commonwealth. 
We're super excited to 
represent that, to work 
to prove to each and 
every day how impor-
tant that standard is, 
and to meet it. We’ve 
felt that for sure.”

His first 24 hours at 
Kentucky will resemble 
the days ahead as he 
meets and greets with 
donors and Big Blue 
Nation to become famil-
iar with his new home.

“’It’s the only way I 
know how to do it and I 
love being out and in the 
community and (with) 
the fan base, and I'll ab-
solutely do that here,” he 
said. “As much as I can 
be out, I'll be out. I look 
forward to meeting ev-
ery single person in Big 
Blue Nation that wants 
to visit. I'll be there, 

with a hand to shake 
and everything else. I 
love it. It's part of what 
really excites me about 
this job. We've got tre-
mendous people and so 
getting out and about is 
something I love to do.”

Batt considers Barn-
hart a trendsetter in 
college athletics and 
will be leaning on the 
longtime athletics di-
rector for support as he 
“dives into” the top ath-
letic post at Kentucky.

“Mitch is a legend and 
I was fortunate enough 
to work with him in the 
committee that we used 
to help launch the CSC 
(College Sports Com-
mission),” Batt said. “I 
got to firsthand watch 
him work, learn about 
and just see how deep 
his knowledge is around 
college athletics. And 
certainly, he's part of 

the group that's been a 
standard bearer for all 
of us that have wanted 
to be in these opportu-
nities for a long time.

“I look forward to pick-
ing his brain and call-
ing on his institutional 
knowledge, and every-
thing else that he brings 
to the table (for) as long 
as often as he'll let me.”

During his time work-

ing at Alabama, Batt 
admired the standard 
of excellence Barnhart 
set during his two-plus 
decades at the UK helm.

“From my time in 
the SEC, (I) had a great 
amount of respect for 
this program, and I've 
mentioned several 
times, but that cham-
pionship standard, the 
excellence that exudes 

from this place, that's 
been clear,” he said. “Un-
derstanding that from 
afar, having been to Lex-
ington, knowing what a 
great community this is. 
I think the other thing 
that shines through and 
has really been cement-
ed for me is just how 
important this athlet-
ics program is to the 
entire commonwealth.”

Answers on page  3B

The Running of the 
Bulls occurs annually 
in July in Pamplona, 
Spain. Each year more 
than one million people 
gather to witness brave 
individuals run through 
the streets of the capital 
of Navarre as they’re 
chased by six large and 
powerful bulls. Span-
ish bull-running has a 
lengthy history. Accord-
ing to The Running of 

the Bulls, which pro-
motes the festival over-
seas and helps to edu-
cate runners and tour-
ists, the event that has 
become the most recog-
nizable component of 
the San Fermin Festi-
val can be traced to the 
thirteenth century. The 
festival of San Fermin 
honors the co-patron 
saint of Pamplona, and 
while bull-running is a 

secular endeavor, the 
two traditions merged 
over time. The San 
Fermin Festival was 
moved from Septem-
ber to July in 1591, and 
the running of the bulls 
has taken place nearly 
every year ever since. 
Certain developments 
(COVID-19 pandemic 
and World War II) led 
to the cancellation of 
the running of the bulls.

Did you know? 


