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Hawks' Horford carries lessons from father to NBA

By Michael Cunningham 

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

4:03 p.m. Saturday, February 13, 2010

Dallas - As soon as he first saw his son Alfred, Tito Horford knew he had given him probably the most

important thing to send him on his way to the NBA.

"Oh my goodness, yes," Tito said. "He was long. To be honest, I thought he would be taller than me."

Not quite: Tito Horford is 7 feet, 1 inches, while son Al grew to 6 feet 10. The difference means little in the

real world, but in the NBA it means Al Horford is a smallish center.

He still developed into an NBA All-Star after the Hawks took him No. 3 overall in the 2007 draft following a

standout career at the University of Florida. So Tito's DNA did the trick.

But along with height and athletic ability, Al inherited from Tito a sense that he should never feel he's good

enough. And after Tito Horford's basketball career was sidetracked by poor decisions and life events, he

stayed on his son to make sure he didn't waste his talent.

Those lessons from Tito helped Al end up sitting in a hotel ballroom in Dallas among the other Eastern

Conference All-Stars.

"No question," Al said. "The day that I start thinking that I am good, I am in trouble. There is always room for

improvement for me.

"I don't feel like I am playing at my potential yet. I am just excited to be part of the NBA."

Tito played in the NBA, too, the first Dominican Republic native to do so. But he took a difficult route to get

there.

He was a top player in La Romana and went to Houston for high school. He signed with the University of

Houston, later went to LSU, and finally ended up at Miami, though the program had just been revived.

Al was born in 1986 while Tito was at Miami. A year later Tito's father died, and his mother had to raise his

five siblings back home. Tito left Miami for the NBA draft even though he wasn't ready because he had to

earn money for his family.

The Bucks selected Tito in the second round, but he lasted only two seasons in Milwaukee. He played

overseas after that, aside from a three-game stint with the Bullets in 1993-94, before retiring from

basketball at age 38.
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Al, who had lived in Santo Domingo with his mother (she and Tito divorced in 1989), went to live with his

father in Michigan for high school. Tito's advice to Al included making better decisions than he did when it

came time to pick a school.

Al's family also made sure he didn't face the same pressures as Tito once did, and they are doing the

same for Al's two brothers who also are top basketball prospects.

"I tell [Al] I'm glad he didn't have to have that responsibility in life," Tito said. "One of the reasons he

became successful is he could just go to school and play basketball."

Al Horford helped lead the Gators to national championships in 2006 and 2007. Miami Heat forward Udonis

Haslem, one of Horford's predecessors as a Gators center, remembers talking to Horford in Miami after that

first title.

Horford was considering declaring for the NBA draft.

"My advice to him was college would be the best four years of your life, take your time," Haslem said.

"Obviously, they got another championship and he got to the NBA anyway, so it worked out for him."

Horford quickly became a solid starter for the Hawks. Over the past two years he has developed into a

standout center known for his dogged defense and rebounding, an improved jump shot and athletic ability

that allows him to often initiate the Hawks' fast break.

Horford has managed to excel while facing bigger opponents almost nightly.

"He gets it all done with hard work and effort," Haslem said. "That is what is so impressive about it. So many

guys out here get it done with athletic ability and size, and you have a guy who comes out here every night

and lays his heart on the line."

Horford stands out for his serious approach on a Hawks team that collectively doesn't always have the best

focus. He usually doesn't have much to say but is a dedicated worker.

Tito said Al is quiet because that's how he was raised.

"I knew he would be successful because of his discipline, and he's a good listener," Tito said. "I give his

mother a lot of credit for that."

Al's childhood friend Julio Borbon, who is an outfielder for the Texas Rangers, said Al has always been

focused.

"Even when we were little, you could always tell had his mind on the right track and knew exactly where he

wanted to go," Borbon said. "You could tell by the way he went about things, how he trained, he had that

discipline. He had a schedule of things he wanted to get done throughout the day."

Horford said his leisure pursuits are low-key, though Borbon notes that they do like to go out dancing when

back in the Dominican: "It's in our blood."

Horford likes to travel, preferably somewhere near water. He's a big reader who lately has been devouring

novels by Brazilian writer Paulo Coelho.
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It sounds relatively staid, but his father said there's always been a passionate fire inside his son.

"When he was a kid, we used put a hanger on the door and shoot plastic balls," Tito said. "He wanted to

win. If he lost, he would cry.

"I could see the competition in him. He always wanted to be a winner. I saw that in him. It was something

special."

It's in Al's DNA, and also in the life lessons from his father.
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