BROWN BOMB SNUFFS GATOR RALLY

UK HOLDS ON FOR 85-77 WIN; FLORIDA TOURNEY BID IN DOUBT

By Jerry Tipton Herald-Leader staff writer
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GAINESVILLE, Fla. -- Victory or defeat hung in the balance. So, too, may have Florida's flickering chances of an NCAA Tournament bid.

When Dale Brown shot from the far reaches of the right corner, Florida Coach Lon Kruger felt good.

The feeling did not last.

Despite severe leg cramps, a poor shooting performance and conventional basketball wisdom, Brown not only took the critical three-point attempt, he swished it. It paved the way to an 85-77 Kentucky victory yesterday.

Brown's shot with 1:22 left came at a momentum crossroads. UK led by as many as 17 points midway through the second half. A 23rd victory in 26 games seemed inevitable.

Then Florida outscored the Cats 21-8 in a six-minute span. The Gators crept to within four points and had almost 90 seconds to get closer when Brown rose for the shot.

"I really didn't mind the shot being taken," Kruger said. "You anticipate them running the clock and going to the line. But they shot with confidence."

Brown's basket came only 17 seconds after Florida had closed to 75-71.

"When teams get a lead, especially on the road, they just want the clock to run out," Kentucky Coach Rick Pitino said. "You can't do that. The most important thing is you keep attacking the basket. . . . Not bring it out and let them foul you and get back into the game as the clock stops."

Brown claimed to be oblivious to the score, the time remaining or that he had missed eight of his previous 12 attempts. He had a shot, set up by freshman Jared Prickett's penetration and pitch. He took it.

Twenty-seven seconds later, the leg cramps became so severe Brown had to be helped off the floor.

"I just tried to be tough and stay out there," he said. "At the end, I just couldn't move."

Before he left, under the support of Todd Svoboda and Rodney Dent, Brown scored 15 points and grabbed a career-high 10 rebounds.
UK needed a big performance from players like Brown to finish 13-3 in the Southeastern Conference. Florida invited others to step forward by concentrating its defense on Jamal Mashburn. Passes to Mashburn on the low post attracted two, sometimes three defenders.

"Every time I got the ball," Mashburn said. "It's OK. It's fun for me. I love to pass."

Florida held Mashburn to six shots, his lowest in 64 games. He took only two shots against the Gators here as a freshman.

Shutting down Mashburn's scoring came at a price. With their attention drawn to UK's All-America candidate, the Gators' rebounding suffered.

Kentucky enjoyed a 24-13 rebounding edge in the first half. Brown matched his previous career high of nine rebounds before halftime.

"Dale Brown outworked their whole team by himself," point guard Travis Ford said.

Florida did not grab a rebound in the game's first nine minutes. Center Andrew DeClercq got the Gators' first rebound with 10:38 left. It was nothing to brag about. It came after Brown tipped a missed Mashburn free throw to a UK teammate. DeClercq grabbed the shot the Cats missed with the bonus possession.

"It really wasn't anything they were doing," Florida's Hosie Grimsley said. "It was what we were doing, which was standing around and watching them."

With an NCAA bid possibly pending, the Gators watched Kentucky take the lead for good less than four minutes into the game.

"We didn't have a real efficient effort as far as blocking out," Kruger said. "It's hard to like your effort when you give up that many offensive boards."

Kentucky's 12 offensive rebounds in the half included two put-backs by Brown.

A three-point shooting binge by Ford, the game's high scorer with 23 points, helped UK steadily pull away.

However, Ford figured in Florida's comeback, too. He committed three turnovers that might have cost the Cats the game on another night.

Ford walked against a Florida full-court press after the Gators reduced a 63-46 deficit to 71-67.

With the lead at 73-69, Ford was called for walking after fumbling the ball and having to dive to retrieve it.

UK's next possession ended with Ford dribbling off his foot out of bounds.

"He was exhausted," said Pitino, who noted that the team's backup point guards were either in pain (Brown's cramps) or absent (Chris Harrison's strained knee ligaments). "I should have played him four or five less minutes."

Prickett came to the rescue. The nerveless freshman sank five of six free throws down the stretch.

Prickett also had a key defensive stop. With the lead down to 73-69, he forced Florida's leading scorer, Stacey Poole, to take an off-balance flip shot in traffic.

The defensive stop slowed Florida's rally. Brown's three-pointer killed it.

"A huge shot," Pitino said, "because it put a nail right in the coffin."

