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Corey Brewer (left), Al Horford (center) and Joakim Noah did what most college underclassmen wouldn't do.

Streeter Lecka/NBAE via Getty Images

Trio that will be forever linked by once-in-a-lifetime event

Posted Apr 1 2010 8:53AM

Every spring, dozens of college underclassmen, fortified and glorified by a sizzling run through the NCAA

tournament, weigh their NBA options. Some will turn pro, suspecting their value will never be higher. Others will

return to college, mainly to work on their game.

There's the very real chance that none will do what Al Horford and a few of his Florida Gator teammates did

three years ago.

It's an old story now, how Horford, Joakim Noah and Corey Brewer temporarily put their desire for money and

the NBA life on hold for a chance to repeat as national champions. The noble mission was accomplished and

the three are now richer in every possible way, with another ring along with millions from the Draft lottery.

In an era where everything's about instant gratification, especially when it involves money, was that a once-in-a-

lifetime event? Can you wildly imagine, for example, John Wall and the other talented freshmen at Kentucky,

having their championship aspirations cut short last weekend, choosing to take care of unfinished business

rather than turning pro?

"Man, that's a tough one," said Horford. "I don't know. I doubt it. That's what makes what we did so special. I'm

not so sure you'll see that again."

In an ideal world, more

underclassmen would remain in

school at least another year, if only to

mature as people and as players,

before making the leap. Of course,

there are a zillion reasons why this is
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Gators in the NBA
Three former Florida Gators are on separate teams in the NBA but share the bond of tw o NCAA championships.

unrealistic. The smell of money, along

with fame, is much too powerful, and

the interest in being a true student-

athlete much too weak. Even if one

player bought into the idea, what are

the odds of his teammates going

along with the plan? Everyone's

situation is different. No everyone

brings the same agenda.

Egos are involved. Families, too. And

did we mention money? There are far

too many forces working against such

an insane idea. And yet, Horford and

the Gators were on the same page

with their priorities. Lucky for them, in their final season together, they managed to dodge injuries during the

season and a Butler in the tournament.

"We did OK," Horford said.

Well, actually Horford did more than OK. He's the most accomplished of his former college teammates, just

ahead of Noah, in terms of success if not satisfaction. He joined a Hawks team that needed him, so he played

right away. His timing was right, because the Hawks were on the uptick when he arrived and now will enter the

playoffs no lower than a No. 4 seed. And he became a first-time All-Star in February.

"I've been fortunate," he said. "I'm very thankful for everything that's happened to me. I couldn't have asked for

more, actually."

As for the rest:

Joakim Noah: Staying the extra year probably improved his draft value slightly, because Noah's flaws (mid-

range shooting, dribbling) were hidden in college. He was always an energy-guy and defender anyway, and has

developed into a solid rebounder (10 per game) in traffic, easily the best the Bulls have had since Dennis

Rodman.

He made it possible for the Bulls to trade Tyrus Thomas, who filled the same role, and can play either big

position. Noah may never make an All-Star team because his game is strictly blue-collar, but he's the type of

player every championship team must have.

"Jo's a hard worker and so am I," said Horford, who also brings a reliable 15-foot jumper. "We just go at it

differently."

Corey Brewer: He's had the toughest transition of all of three. He was taken No. 7 overall and therefore carries

the burden of high expectations, which he hasn't met. He's with a team that's locked in a lengthy and painful

rebuilding process. He shot 37 percent as a rookie, missed all but 15 games last season with injury, and is

going through a brutal season (team-wise) right now, as the Wolves finally won on Wednesday night after

losing 16 straight.

Brewer is shooting better (42 percent) and showing slight improvement in other areas, but the jury's still out

whether he'll have anything more than a journeyman's career.

"I think he's starting to figure it out," Horford said. "I know it's hard for him because he's very optimistic. He's also

someone who loves to talk trash and right now he can't say much, because the team's not winning."

Billy Donovan: Hey, at least Brewer's NBA career has lasted longer than five days. That's how long Donovan

was the coach of the Magic before he got cold feet and caved to his wife's desire to stay in Gainesville. From a

family standpoint, Donovan perhaps made the right decision. From a professional view, however, he blew a

chance to coach a good team with a young franchise center, and those opportunities don't come along very

often. You think Stan Van Gundy, who grabbed the job when Donovan U-turned to Florida, ever sends a thank-

you card? We'll make a point to ask Van Gundy that question, if Dwight Howard leads the Magic to a

championship in June.

Also, after back-to-back championships at Florida, Donovan's value was at an all-time high. Even if the Orlando

job didn't work out, he could always find a great college gig.

"I'm sure he'd like to go to the NBA in the future," said Horford. "Looking back, Orlando would've been a good fit.

But for now, he's fine."

In retrospect, Donovan followed the example of his players. He chose to stay in school.

Shaun Powell is a veteran NBA writer and columnist. You can e-mail him here.

The views on this page do not necessarily reflect the views of the NBA, its clubs or Turner Broadcasting.
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