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‘It’s Great To Be A Florida Gator,’ They Chant

By Nicholas Otto

GAINESVILLE CHOMPS FOR NCAA CHAMPS

By NICHOLAS OTTO

Gators fans say they bleed orange and blue, but how many smile orange and blue?

At least one - Ty Rocca. The Gainesville 11-year-old went to an orthodontist appointment before a welcome home party for Florida's NCAA champion men's basketball team. His first order of business? Get his braces' brackets changed to the team's colors.

On Tuesday, he smiled ear-to-ear. "This is awesome," he said.

His whole family showed its spirit. Huck, celebrating his 10th birthday, wore an orange Gators T-shirt. Avrey, 7, wore an orange plaid sundress with a blue bow in her hair.

"I want to be a Gator," she said.

Wearing orange and blue and holding her daughter's hand, Meredith Rocca waited with her kids for the buses bringing the team home. Spring break in public schools allowed the family to attend.

"My husband and I came from two small colleges up north," Meredith Rocca said. "So when we moved here, to Gainesville, we adopted the Gators."

Empty Seats

Some University of Florida professors and the few students who managed to get up after Monday's late game reported about a third of the usual attendance at morning classes.

Many students were skipping, but some had a regular day off.

Wearing a fuzzy orange wig and waving a large stuffed alligator in a sea of orange and blue, graduate student Maria Cifuentes, 24, went to the racetrack to welcome her team home.

"They were awesome yesterday; they deserved to win," she said.

Cifuentes seemed to have more to say, but all was forgotten when two buses, escorted by 13 officers on motorcycles and two patrol vehicles, entered the track, bringing home the 2006 champions. The bleachers exploded into cheers and screams.

Graduate student Jose Cazanova, 25, jumped on top of his seat and waved a gigantic Gators flag over the heads around him.

"It's great … to be … a Flor-i-da Ga-tor!" he chanted with the group.

Game Night

Monday night was unlike any other for Peter Martin.

Fans took to University Avenue by the thousands after the Gators defeated UCLA. Students spewed into the streets from the Stephen C. O'Connell Center, dormitories and other venues.

"That was pretty great," said Martin, manager of Jimmy John's, a sandwich chain across the street from campus.

The best part? The revelers didn't lose their minds, Martin said. Calm returned to University Avenue by Tuesday afternoon, with one customer eating in the store as pedestrians trickled past.

"Right now, it's amazingly quiet," Martin said. "I thought I'd hear more people talking about last night."

By 5 p.m., even toilet paper hanging from street lights was gone.

Nicholas Otto is a senior journalism major at the University of Florida.
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