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5 Things We Learned In The NBA This Week

By: Travis Heath   Last Updated: 12/27/09 12:43 PM ET | 1600 times read 

It's Sunday which means it's time to take a look at what the wonderful world of the NBA taught
us this week.

When Will Steve Nash Slow Down?

Phoenix Suns point guard Steve Nash will turn 36 years of age in February.  Like with most
guards in NBA history, people are just waiting for his game to embark on a rather steep
decline.  Thus far, folks are still waiting as Nash is having perhaps the best season of his

illustrious career.  And yes, that includes his two MVP seasons of 2004-05 and 2005-06.

"I love to play, I love the challenge, and I work really hard at it," Nash explained.  "I'm just
really committed to being a good teammate and being as good for the Suns as I can possibly
be."

Suns head coach Alvin Gentry went much further in describing just how important Nash is to his
team and had trouble finding words that could actually capture what he means to the
organization.

"I am surprised, but not really," said Gentry when asked about Nash's continued success even at
age 35.  "I guess I shouldn't say that because nothing really surprises me as to what he does.  I
do think that he's playing better right now then in any of the years that he won the MVP.  It's
just so hard to explain what he means to our team.  I think everybody says he's the most
important guy, but it just goes way beyond that.  Just the culture that he brings to our locker
room and the respect the other players have for him, and the type of teammates that he is.  He's
a great teammate not just to the guys who play but also to the guys who don't play.  He tries to
mentor Goran (Dragic), any of the other guards, and even some of the big guys.  He's such a
kind and gentle guy with the way he approaches it.  I wish I was smart enough to have words
that I could describe exactly what he means to us.  He's just a terrific guy, he really is."

As for Nash, he knows that he can't play forever and is enjoying being able to compete at the
highest level now more than ever.  Being able to compete at that level well into his 30's, though,
has required more work in the summertime than at any other point during his tenure as a NBA
player.

"It's just a matter of working hard," Nash said.  "Obviously, I try to work hard and learn as
much as I can about training, my body, and how I can become a more sustainable athlete to the
rigors of the season.  I just try to do everything I can to stay out there.  It takes a lot of
sacrifice, but that's okay."

That sacrifice combined with a pace of play that is much more to his liking has helped Nash and
the Suns emerge as one of the NBA's surprise outfits this season.

"I think, first, we're playing a style that suits our players a lot better than last year," Nash
explained.  "Last year we tried to play a style where we were kind of two minds and we weren't
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suiting the roster and the personnel.  This year I think we're playing a style that suits us more. 
We've got a lot better chemistry because of it and a lot better understanding of what we're trying
to do."

As for all of that MVP talk, Nash just shrugs it off with a humble chuckle.

"I think there's a lot of guys that are better players than me," he said.  "I'm flattered by the
compliment of people putting me in that category, but I'm not sure I'm at the level of a Kobe or
LeBron."

While Nash is completely focused on the NBA season right now, he is also a huge fan of futbol
or soccer as it is known stateside.  His father played professional soccer and Nash plays the
game every summer in the park near his offseason home in New York City.

This summer the World Cup will take place in South Africa, which also just so happens to be the
place where Nash was born.  You can bet this little event is on Nash's to-do list.

"Oh yeah, I'm planning to get down there," Nash said with a smile.  "My family is from England,

so since I've been a baby I've always supported England.  I'll be there rooting for them."

For now, though, Nash will continue in his quest to help the Suns surprise the NBA world.

Hawks Circling The East's "Big Three"

Talk about the cream of the crop in the NBA's Eastern Conference and you'll likely hear talk
about three teams: the Boston Celtics, Cleveland Cavaliers, and Orlando Magic.

Fair enough.  All three teams have been solid so far this season.  However, there's a fourth team
that folks had better take notice of, most specifically the three aforementioned front-runners in
the East.

"I think Atlanta will pass one of them," said Denver Nuggets head coach George Karl.  "I'm not
going to bet on (Atlanta passing) two or three, but I think Atlanta is legit."

Many people around the NBA share Karl's sentiment.  However, fans around the NBA have been
slow to buy what the Hawks are selling as Atlanta attempts to crack the East's triumvirate.

"Everybody is talking about those three so much that we might as well have a number four on
our jerseys," quipped Hawks guard Jamal Crawford.  "I think now we're in the conversation with
everyone else.  We're right there and only a game or two apart."

"It's okay," said Atlanta head coach Mike Woodson when asked about the skeptics.  "We're right
there.  I don't mind doing our work under the radar.  That's fine with me.  As long as we get
one of the top four spots that's all that matters to me where we can secure first round at home. 
If we're able to win the division -- because I think we do have a legitimate shot to win our
division -- then that makes it even more worthwhile.  We just have to make sure that we stay up
there with the top-three."

Hawks guard Joe Johnson agreed with his coach's assessment saying: "We fly under the radar. 
That's just the way it is and that's how it's going to be.  I'm sure nobody in this room is mad
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about that.  Everything is pretty much said and done out there on the court, so that's where
we've got to handle our business.  We can't worry about the naysayers."

The key for Atlanta will involve maintaining their early season momentum.  Last season the
Hawks came out of the gates quickly only to fade after the new year.

"I think they're mature and their basketball I.Q. is more solid," said Karl.  "They just don't seem
to make the mistakes they made last year.  From their bench, to Josh Smith, to their big guys, it
just seems like they're more comfortable.  There's a maturity to how they play.  I was watching
(the Hawks play the Minnesota Timberwolves) and it reminded of an old team playing a young
team, and I don't think we've ever labeled Atlanta an old team but they play like an old team."

That veteran presence and appearance Karl noted might just be enough to get the Hawks over
the hump this season.

"I think the team has just grown up," Crawford explained.  "Everyone is really comfortable with
each other on and off the court.  We know our roles and what we each need to do every night. 
We know how we have to play every night, and we feel like we have a chance to win every
single game.  Coach has done a great job, and (GM) Rick Sund has done a great job helping put
everything together."

Johnson, the backbone of the Hawks' over the last several seasons, pointed specifically to some
of the offseason moves the front office made last summer as well as the maturity of some of the
team's young talent as being the primary reasons the Hawks won't repeat last season's pattern.

"We've got a lot more help," Johnson said.  "The additions we made over the summer in Joe
Smith, Jamal Crawford, and Jeff Teague, those guys have been tremendous for us.  And then
guys like Marvin (Williams), Josh (Smith), and Al (Horford) have another year under their belt. 
Those guys becoming veterans has done a lot for our team.  They've pretty much figured out
everything and know what we expect of them."

Of course, a little good fortune on the injury front never hurts, either.

"We've just got to stay healthy, have a little luck, and stay together as a team," said Woodson. 
"That's the key to having a successful season.  You've got to stay away from injuries.  So far
we've only had one injury to Joe Smith and hopefully he'll be back in the next week or so. 
We've just got to continue our push to stay at the top."

If Atlanta is successful, perhaps we should start talking about the East's "Big Four" as opposed to
simply presuming that Eastern Conference will run through Orlando, Boston, or Cleveland.

Durant's Success Is No Accident

It was December of 2007 and I found myself at EnergySolutions arena in snowy Salt Lake City,
Utah.  I had been sent there to write a feature about then Seattle SuperSonics rookie Kevin
Durant for the late, great SWISH Magazine.  

I sat courtside two hours before the game and watched Durant go through his pre-game
shooting routine.  After he was done I spent 30 minutes in the locker room with him as he got
treatment and discussed myriad of topics such as his transition to the professional game, his life
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growing up, and even a common interest we shared in sports videogames.

I walked away from the conversation with no doubt in my mind that this kid was going to be a
star and wrote as much in the article.  Aside from his undeniable physical talent, he also had the
requisite work ethic and charisma for superstardom.

Nearly two years later I found myself sitting courtside in Denver two hours before the Nuggets
were set to take on the Oklahoma City Thunder.  With Durant now an emerging star and among
the league leaders in points per game, I was curious to find out if he had changed at all.

Just as the clock struck 5:00pm, which was two hours prior to tip-off, Durant trotted out of the
locker room.  He greeted me and recalled our first meeting in Salt Lake City two years earlier. 
He then went through his shooting routine.  This was not a routine that simply consisted of
throwing up a few jumpers.  Durant worked on various game shots off the dribble and the catch
and was drowning in sweat after it concluded.  All of this on the second night of a back-to-back.

Not much had changed.

"I've been doing that since my first game in the league, you know that," he explained with a
smile.  "I think that helps me out and gets me ready for the game early.  It gets my shot a little
warmer.  That's the routine I've had since I've been in the league and I don't think I'll ever
change it."

While Durant's routine hasn't changed, quite a bit else has.  The franchise that drafted him
moved from Seattle to Oklahoma City, he is now among the league leaders in scoring, and he's
on the verge of becoming a household name.  His trademark humility remains fully intact,
though.

"I think my teammates are doing a great job of finding me in good positions to score," he said. 
"I work hard at my game everyday and as a result some shots are starting to fall for me.  I wish
they could fall a little bit more, but I'll take what is going on with me right now.  I've got to
continue to work to get better.  I think I still have a long ways to go."

When asked about the company he keeps at the top of the NBA's scoring list, Durant responded:
"Those guys score easy.  I'm not on their level yet.  Carmelo can get 30 in his sleep.  Kobe can
get 35 or 40 real easy along with LeBron.  I don't think I match up with those guys at all yet. 
To be in that company I've got to do a little bit more and that's what I'm working towards."

As Durant's game continues to improve so does the performance of his team as a whole.  In
fact, some pundits and fans are even using the word playoffs, a word that Durant refused to use
in any form during this particular conversation.

"That's one thing we don't want to talk about right now," he said with a sheepish grin.  "It's way
too early for us to be talking about that.  We can't get satisfied with what we've done so far.  We
could actually be a lot better, have a lot better record.  We're getting better as a group and our
chemistry is getting better everyday.  But if you talk about... something like that too early it can
always be a downfall for you."

"Something like that" of course, being the playoffs.  He almost slipped but caught himself just in
time.
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I wrote it two years ago and I'll write it again now: Kevin Durant will be a NBA superstar who
wins multiple scoring titles before his career comes to a close.  He also happens to be one heck
of a nice guy, too.

Happy travels, K.D.

Crawford Still Perplexed By Short Stay in Oakland

When Jamal Crawford was traded from the New York
Knicks to the Golden State Warriors last season it looked
like the perfect marriage.  Crawford loves to play up-tempo
basketball and there is no system more high octane than
the one Warriors coach Don Nelson has run now for
decades.  

Needless to say, Crawford was smiling from ear to the
other when he first arrived in Oakland.  Not only was he
going to be playing in a system on the court that fit his
skill-set, but he would also be much closer to his native
Seattle, Washington.  Then, in an instant late last season,
Crawford fell out of favor with Nelson.

Your friendly neighborhood columnist couldn't even get
the entire question out of his mouth about how he was
surprised with regard to how things ended in Golden State
before Crawford jumped in saying: "Yeah, I was too."

It seemed like the perfect marriage?

"Everybody said that," Crawford replied.

So what exactly happened?

"I don't know, honestly.  After probably March I pretty much saw the writing on the wall.  When
I first got there they were like we want you to end your career here and were ecstatic.  I was
really tight with the president and the owner.  Even after the season was over I was one of the
owner's guests at a dinner where he was getting an award.  I was the only player to ever go.  So
it was a weird situation."

Everything has certainly worked out for Crawford very nicely as he has become one of the
favorites for Sixth Man of The Year after being traded to the Atlanta Hawks this past summer.

"I'm glad (the Warriors) traded me," said Crawford.  "They could have sent me anywhere.  I'm
not bitter at all."

Since Crawford is such an affable and optimistic person, it's really no surprise he's not bitter. 
However, it's still quite perplexing how a situation that seemed to have so much potential for
both sides could fall apart so quickly.
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Sometimes player personnel decisions defy logic, and that certainly seems to be the case more
often than not of late with the Warriors.  Yes, Golden State will end up saving some money
long-term by shipping Crawford's contract to Atlanta.  However, that same goal could have been
accomplished had the organization never decided to sign Corey Maggette to the ridiculous deal
they gave him two summers ago.

As things stand now, Crawford certainly looks like the one who got away.

All I Want For Christmas Are My Two... Err... Five Front Teeth

Carl Landry is a tough cat... a really tough cat.

On Thursday, December 18th Landry's teeth met the elbow of Dirk Nowitzki as Nowitzki drove
to the rim.  Nowitzki left the game to get stitches thanks to fragments of Landry's teeth being
lodged securely in Dirk's elbow.  Landry left the game and received over six hours of surgery to
fix five of his chiclets.  Two of his teeth were clipped at the gumline and three others were
damaged.

Yeah, I know.  I'm also cringing as I re-read the above sentence.  This coming from a writer
who has two "reconstructed" front teeth thanks to a similar set of circumstances.

If you didn't get a chance to see the play and would like to, click here.

The most amazing part of this story is the fact that Landry was back in the lineup when the Los
Angeles Clippers traveled to Houston to battle the Rockets.  Not only was he back, but he also
went out and tied his season-high with 27 points.  Moreover, Landry went to the foul line 15
times, which showed he clearly wasn't shying away from contact. 

He followed that up with a 20-point performance in just 25 minutes of run in Orlando against
the Magic on December 23rd.

In a league full of guaranteed contracts where players seem to sit out far more frequently than
they did years ago when long-term security really didn't exist at the NBA level, Landry is a
throwback of sorts.  Guess that's what being a second round pick will do to a guy.

Fake teeth or not, there are a number of coaches around the league who would no doubt make
a spot for a guy like Landry on their roster without thinking twice.
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Also On HOOPSWORLD Today:

HOOPSWORLD recently went one-on-one with... New Rockets' signee Mike Harris... Utah guard
Deron Williams... Magic forward Rashard Lewis... Rockets' guard Aaron Brooks... Magic GM Otis
Smith... Hawks forward Marvin Williams... Magic center Dwight Howard... and Portland forward
LaMarcus Aldridge

Veteran NBA reporter Chris Perkins believes maybe it's time to give the Grizzlies a little credit for
how they are progressing.

12/27/2009 5 Things We Learned In The NBA This …

http://www.hoopsworld.com/Story.asp… 6/7



Wondering who the Top of Draft Class will be in 2010's NBA Draft? Check out the latest
HOOPSWORLD 2010 NBA Mock Draft.

Has Golden State's Stephen Curry jumped back into the Rookie Of The Year race? Joel Brigham
takes a look at how the Rookies have fared so far.
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posted By he , 27 December 2009 6:30:05 AM

got shot in the leg and hid behind a garbage can(or something of that sort) came back like it never hit a muscle (it did and it hurt-

no i dont know  that either) but a shot to the leg damn homey w hat the f happened to you... comes back loving life.. loving friends

(tmac, rafer, luther head.. all the class acts.... oh yea and moochie norris circa 5 years circa 18.5 million (w ell that w as to far

back... but its nice to remember him because he has a fro... if i ever w ant to get remembered in the short term/ noticed i w ill do

up a c r appy w hite guy fro w ith curls n all

posted By welcome to canada, 27 December 2009 11:22:17 AM

what gentry is describing is simply the difference betw een Canadians and americans.
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