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All-Star Horford leading charmed life with white-hot Hawks 

By: Jay Clemons 

ATLANTA -- Life's pretty good for Al Horford these days. 

He's a highly productive starter (per-game averages: 15.6 points/7.4 rebounds/1.3 blocks) on 

the Atlanta Hawks -- the NBA's best team at the break (43-11). 

He's been busy accepting kudos for being named the "NBA Player of the Month" for January -- an 

honor shared with the Hawks' entire starting five (Kyle Korver, Paul Millsap, Jeff Teague, DeMarre 

Carroll). 

He's married to a former Miss Universe (Amelia Vega), with the happy couple expecting their first child 

sometime in the very-near future. 

Plus, Horford's still riding high from a thrill-a-minute NBA All-Star Weekend, where the Hawks players 

and coaches were the talk -- and toast -- of New York City, fielding many questions about the club's hot 

start ... and their chances of capturing Atlanta's second major sports championship (after the 1995 

Braves). 

Not bad for a Dominican Republic-born and state of Michigan-raised big man, who's beenliving a 

charmed life for the last 10 years. 

If not longer. 

"Just being with the (Hawks coaches and players in New York City) and sharing in the All-Star experience, 

it was awesome," said Horford this week, noting the joys of watching teammate Dennis Schroder in the 

Rising Stars Challenge, getting four Atlanta players in the All-Star Game (Horford, Korver, Teague, 

Millsap) and being coached by a familiar face on the East squad -- Atlanta's Mike Budenholzer. 

All-Star Weekend may not count in the NBA's official standings. The East vs. West winner of the All-Star 

Game doesn't control home-field advantage for The Finals in June, either. 

But it was certainly a golden opportunity for the Hawks franchise to shine, at the proverbial halftime 

mark of the NBA season. 

"(The weekend) was good for the franchise and great for the city of Atlanta," says Horford. "We 

represented the city well." 

The All-Star break serves as the seasonal midpoint in name only. With 54 games already in the books, 

the Hawks only have 28 more outings left on the docket -- before the playoffs, of course. 

"Our mindset is (still) taking it game by game," says the affable, but reserved Horford. "We definitely 

want to keep improving." 



That's an interesting goal for a Hawks team which boasts a .796 winning percentage, a 6 1/2-game lead 

in the Eastern Conference (over the Toronto Raptors -- Friday's opponent) and a 10-game advantage in 

the Southeast Division standings. 

It's doubly fascinating when rehashing the absurdity of the Hawks' greatness from January, becoming 

the first club in NBA history to go 17-0 in a single calendar month. 

As part of that stellar run, team-wise, the Hawks produced 19 straight victories from Dec. 27 to Jan. 31 -- 

tied for the fourth-longest winning streak in NBA history (trailing only the 1972 Lakers, 2013 Heat, 

2008 Rockets and 1971 Bucks). 

As part of that stellar run, individual-wise, Horford racked up five double-doubles in January; and for his 

16 games played during that span, he notched double-digit points every time. 

"A lot of us are getting rewarded" for the hot start, says Horford. 

Fame and recognition come in all forms when you're on top of the NBA universe -- especially during this 

social-media age. 

Check out this Instagram from All-Star weekend (below), a simple shot of Horford's slick shoes during 

practice. This probably wouldn't have been terrific social-media candy for the masses two or three years 

ago; but now, the NBA nation remains fascinated by a free-flowing, up-tempo squad that's winning -- 

and winning big. 

(Only one of the Hawks' 17 January victories had a spread of five points or less.) 

If a World Baseball Classic tournament were to break out today (as opposed to the regularly scheduled 

date of March 2017), the Dominican Republic squad would be a prohibitive title favorite once again. 

These are the perks of tapping into a deep, diverse and homegrown talent reservoir that includes 

Robinson Cano, Jose Reyes, Hanley Ramirez, Edwin Encarnacion, among other MLB stars. 

Who knows if the graceful Horford would have had the long-term chops to play professional baseball? 

Or soccer? Luckily for Hawks fans everywhere, Horford became fascinated with basketball early in life (6 

or 7 years old) -- long before a few well- timed growth spurts shaped his future occupation. 

"I really fell in love with (basketball) really quick, watching my dad play," recalls Horford. "I just felt like it 

was so much fun -- the whole team-concept thing and being able to play it with my friends ... As long as I 

can remember, I've loved playing the game." 

This writer's memory of Tito Horford actually predates his son's recollections, given the age gap. In the 

mid-1980s, Tito Horford -- before the days of Internet and YouTube -- had become a mythical household 

name on ESPN, thanks to the loud proclamations of greatness from Hall of Fame announcer Dick Vitale. 

And for Thanksgiving Weekend, 1987, Vitale was front and center at the Great Alaska Shootout, as Tito 

Horford -- who had originally committed to LSU before attending the University of Miami -- made his 



nationally televised debut against a vaunted tourney field, featuring Syracuse, Arizona (Final Four team 

later that season) and Michigan (the NCAA champs the following season). 

Horford played well, as Miami went 1-2 for the weekend. But no single person could carry the 

Hurricanes to a tournament championship then, as they were only in their third season of existence 

back in November 1987. 

And frankly speaking, it's easier to get an NBA expansion club off the ground (money, draft picks) -- 

citing the three-year time window -- than building a major- college program from scratch. 

And without conference affiliation. (Miami, which now resides in the ACC, began its hoops life as an 

independent. 

Fast forward to the 2003-04 school year, when Al Horford followed in his father's footsteps -- in a matter 

of speaking -- by taking his college talents to the Sunshine State, signing a Letter Of Intent with Billy 

Donovan and the Florida Gators. 

In hindsight, it's easy to see why Horford was attracted to Gators program a decade ago. 

But at the time, fans of Michigan and Michigan State had difficulty reconciling how Horford -- whose 

family had relocated to Grand Ledge, Mich. (approximately 25 minutes from the MSU campus) during 

his childhood -- would pass on the blue-ribbon hoops traditions of the Wolverines and Spartans, 

respectively. 

Michigan State, to Horford's recollection, didn't recruit him very hard (a pox on your head, Tom Izzo). 

But he did commit verbally to Michigan "before having a change of heart a few days later." 

At Florida (fall 2004), Horford was part of a low-key, but wildly successful freshman class that 

included Corey Brewer, Taurean Green and Joakim Noah. In that first year, the Gators made the NCAA 

tournament ... but were upended by Villanova in the Round of 32. 

The following fall, Horford suddenly had the makings of a championship squad -- despite the tepid 

preseason predictions among SEC clubs. 

"I remember me, Joakim (Noah) and (Lee) Humphrey were driving one day (near campus) and Joakim 

said, 'We're going to be pretty good this year,' recalls Horford, while also citing how the Gators were 

expected to finish near the bottom of the SEC standings in 2005-06. "I (agreed with Noah), saying we 

have a chance to be something special." 

Special would be an apt description for the 2006 Gators, who had the luxury of facing lower seeds in 

their first three NCAA tournament games (South Alabama, UW- Milwuakee, Georgetown) ... before 

landing a rematch with top-seeded Villanova in the "Minneapolis" regional final. 

For those with short memories, Villanova and Connecticut -- both Big East programs -- were big-time 

favorites to reach the Final Four that season. And with Elite Eight matchup against Florida (#3 seed) and 



George Mason (#11 seed) ... you could almost hear the CBS executives high-fiving over the specter of a 

Villnaova-UConn clash the following weekend. 

But a funny thing happened on the way to the coronation -- actually two surreal occurrences. George 

Mason, playing in nearby Washington D.C., toppled No. 1 UConn (the nation's best team) in overtime ... 

and then Florida crushed 'Nova by 13, belying the critics who believed the Gators were one year away 

from national-title consideration. 

Technically, those pundits were right, as Florida captured back-to-back national championships for 2006 

and '07 -- Horford's sophomore and junior campaigns. 

At 43-11, the Hawks only require a 15-13 finish to establish a new franchise record for seasonal victories 

(57 has been accomplished twice in Atlanta history). 

But that seems like a ground-floor level of expectations for a club that hasn't incurred more than two 

consecutive losses all year. Plus, the Hawks stand amongst the NBA's best road teams (18-8, in virtual 

ties with Golden State and Chicago). 

As such, it's reasonable to believe Atlanta could have the Eastern Conference's top playoff seed secured 

by late March and its 60th win sewn up a few days before the season-finale meeting with Chicago. 

"Our players are very unselfish. They're very high-character, high-basketball IQ. So I think they 

appreciate and understand how our team, our best chance of success is with great ball movement, 

playing unselfishly," said Budenholzer last week. 

"So, I give the players all the credit. We work on it. We watch film. We talk about it. We stress it. But at 

the end of the day, the players deserve all the credit for how unselfish they play." 

You remember the Bulls and Cleveland Cavaliers? Before the season, these clubs were projected to rule 

the East with an iron hand and eventually meet in the conference finals. Time will tell if that happens, of 

course ... just like only time will tell if the 2015 Hawks reach their first conference final since moving to 

Atlanta in 1968. 

But when hearing Horford talk (exuberant eyes et al), he's more concerned with the Hawks' immediate 

future, namely a post-break stretch against the Raptors, Bucks, Mavericks, Heat, Rockets and Cavaliers -- 

before Atlanta embarks on a six-game, nine- day West Coast swing next month, with trips to Denver, 

Phoenix, Los Angeles (Lakers), Sacramento, Golden State and Oklahoma City (March 11-20). 

This may be the indirect brainwashing of Budenholzer -- the midseason pick for NBA Coach of the Year -- 

who's unflappable in his focus, attention and energy for The Next Task ... and not necessarily a round of 

hypothetical playoffs two months from now. 

"I watch (a lot of) film, by myself and with the coaches," says Horford, who encounters the likes of Pau 

Gasol, Joakim Noah, Chris Bosh, Jonas Valanciunas (Raptors), Greg Monroe, Andre Drummond, Al 

Jefferson and Kevin Love, among others, on a nightly basis. 



But my main focus is "taking care of my body, and making sure that, physically, I'm feeling pretty good," 

says Horford, who sustained a season-ending shoulder injury in December 2013. 

A prospective free agent after the 2016 season -- when the NBA's salary cap expands, thanks to a 

reported $24 billion in new TV revenue -- Horford might have an eye on self-preservation and playing at 

a high level for another 8-10 years. 

You know, essentially leading a charmed public life for another decade. 

After eight years in the NBA, "This summer, I'm sure I'll start approaching some (older) guys and picking 

their brains" about enduring in their 30s, hints Horford, the picture of health at 28 years old. 

 


