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Jamal Crawford (right) and Jason Terry are neck-and-neck in the Sixth Man of the Year Award race.

Scott Cunningham/NBAE via Getty Images

Old pals Crawford, Terry make Sixth Man race worth watching

Posted Mar 5 2010 8:57AM

This is an intense, aggressive, furious and determined race that will suspiciously lack any ill-feelings, hissy-fits,

upper-cuts or bad vibes among the two parties involved.

No surprise there, because if it was all about being good guys, Jamal

Crawford and Jason Terry would rather be chasing the MVP award rather

than the sixth man honor.

They're about the friendliest professional athletes you'd ever want to meet:

Engaging and more down-to-earth than an underground worm. Oh, and

they're competitive, too. That's why this is a contest, and a good one.

The Hawks and

Mavericks are

sitting high in the

NBA balcony in

large part because of Crawford and Terry, who bring a little something-

something off the bench. Their numbers are almost as identical as their

personalities, and speaking of being the same, they're both from Seattle and

have known each other since the schoolyard.

They met a week ago in Atlanta and coyly downplayed any "contest" while

putting the team first, but clearly, there's something on the line. Their job as

sixth men is to bring a change of pace and lots of offense after checking in,
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and they've done it better than anyone. And this is no slight to J.R. Smith and

Anderson Varejao, who are also solid sixth men and big reasons why the

Nuggets and Cavs are leading contenders for an NBA title.

For Crawford, this is shaping up as a landmark year in more ways than one.

He has the dubious distinction of being the active player with the most

games (657 and counting) without playoff experience, a streak that will

mercifully end this spring. He came to Atlanta from the Warriors, and before

that, the Knicks, so you can imagine why he's even more cheery than usual.

Plus: He's producing. Aside from Joe Johnson and Josh Smith, he might be

the most important player on the Hawks. He's averaging just over 17 points,

and for someone with a reputation for being streaky, Crawford is shooting at

a 45 percent rate, easily a single-season best and higher than his 40

percent career rate. It's proof that Crawford has toned down his tendency to

take bad shots. Even better for the Hawks, he won't hesitate to shoot with the

game on the line, which gives them another option in the fourth quarter

come playoff time.

As for Terry: When Jason Kidd was a last-minute replacement guard for the

All-Star Game, you could argue whether Kidd was the best guard (or best

Jason) on his own team. That was no knock on Kidd, but a nod in the

direction of Terry. He was the sixth man winner last season, and although

his numbers are slightly down, he's still the Mavericks' most reliable scorer

after Dirk Nowitzki.

Two recent developments could cost him the race, though. Terry was

elbowed in the face on Wednesday by Minnesota's Corey Brewer and could

miss a few weeks while recovering from a slight fracture. Also, new addition

Caron Butler, who makes the Mavs more dangerous and unpredictable, will

take some scoring chances away from Terry.

Anyway, the race for sixth man promises to end well, no matter the outcome.

Ask Terry and Crawford about the other, and the reply is the same: "He's a

good guy, good player." That sentiment won't change, regardless of who

wins or loses the award.

Line Score of the Week

John Salmons, Bucks: 47 minutes, 11-for-20 field goals, 8 rebounds, 32 points against the Hawks.

I was never quite sure why so many were down on Salmons in Philly ... and Sacramento ... and then Chicago. In

the right role, he can be very useful, as he's been with the Bucks since arriving from the Bulls at the trade

deadline. Salmons knows how to create his own shot, can stroke the 3-pointer and seems to bring the intensity.

He was considered a bad free-agent signing in Sacramento, and then in Chicago (which landed him in last

year's trade deadline), his crime was failing to be like Ben Gordon.

He could help the Bucks reach the playoffs as he's just what they need and arrived right on time. He's averaging

more than 20 points per game and brings Milwaukee a much-needed scoring option while reducing the burden

on rookie Brandon Jennings, whose shooting percentage is somewhere south of Brazil. He's also a good

outside shooter to have surrounding Andrew Bogut, looking more and more like a top-five center.

If the Bucks make the postseason, what does that say about coach Scott Skiles, about the Bucks themselves

and about the state of basketball in the Eastern Conference?

Line Score of the Week

Ben Gordon and Charlie Villanueva, Pistons: 44 minutes, 5-for-16 field goals, 3 rebounds, 3 assists, 4

turnovers, 16 points combined against the Celtics.

Joe Dumars has made some rather decent moves in his time as Pistons' GM. Once upon a time ago, he

fleeced Michael Jordan and the Wizards for Rip Hamilton, swapped a used Dodge Dart for Rasheed Wallace

and delivered a championship to Detroit (excuse me, Auburn Hills). But he whiffed badly on Darko Milicic, and

passing up Dwyane Wade, Carmelo Anthony or Chris Bosh (take your pick there) is costing the Pistons big-time

right now.

The early returns on his latest big decision aren't going so great, either. Dumars spent the Pistons' money on

Gordon and Charlie Villanueva last summer, rather than wait a year. Basically, he threw about $55 million at a

couple of career backups. Gordon has been hurt and hardly the big-shot maker he was in Chicago, or scorer for

that matter. Meanwhile, Charlie V's playing time has dwindled since January as he has clearly fallen out of favor

with coach John Kuester. The Pistons are looking dreadful most nights; just two seasons ago, they were

battling the Celtics for the right to reach the Finals.

These are anxious times at the Palace; the widow of former owner Bill Davidson is looking for a buyer, who

could clean house if not threaten to move the team out of town (Las Vegas?). For the Pistons, who made a habit

of reaching the conference finals, no team has fallen so steeply so quickly.

Dis an Dat

• Did Allen Iverson actually play a game this season? It was almost as though he was never here. Not really,

anyway.

• It'll be long time before a 6-foot-2 guard from a small school who wasn't blessed with superior skills will last

17 years in the NBA again. In some ways, Lindsey Hunter, released by the Bulls at age 39, is a rare breed.

• Somebody said LeBron should change his number to 0, as in championships.

• Utah will spend the final weeks of the season sticking pins in a T-Mac doll, hoping he sputters and takes the

Knicks along with him. The Jazz own the Knicks' No. 1 pick, unprotected at that, and would love to be confronted

with the problem of drafting John Wall while Deron Williams is still approaching his prime.

• Shouldn't Nowitzki be receiving a lot more MVP talk? Not that Dirk should win it, but he ought to be in the

discussion more.

• Andray Blatche is putting up big numbers, but on a bad team, somebody's got to do it. The real question is

whether David Lee is the real deal, or just compiling numbers. We'll find out this summer, when he becomes a
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free agent looking for a big payday, and some general manager must make the call.

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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