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Proving ground in playoffs for Hawks

By Michael Cunningham  

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

7:58 p.m. Friday, April 16, 2010 

Perched on a ledge near the eraser board in the Hawks' locker room is a miniature replica of the Larry 

O’Brien Trophy, which is awarded to the NBA champion.

Sitting at each locker stall are players with the quiet confidence that they have a shot at attaining the real 

thing.

The Hawks are pondering that possibility after winning 53 games, earning the No. 3 seed in the Eastern 

Conference and posting a 33-7 home record. Yet they don’t expect outsiders to share their optimism 

because what’s happened so far means little once the Hawks open the playoffs against the Bucks on 

Saturday at Philips Arena.

That trophy is what matters now.

“That’s what it’s all about at the end of the day,” Hawks coach Mike Woodson said. “It’s not about just 

making the playoffs. These opportunities don’t come along very often. We don’t know what’s going to 

happen next year.

“The other 15 teams are thinking the same way, so why shouldn’t we? It’s my job to keep pushing them.”

It’s not certain the job will be Woodson’s next season. His contract is set to expire this summer. General 

manager Rick Sund will decide if the Hawks will attempt to re-sign him.

Woodson’s not the only one on the team with something to prove.

Hawks guard Joe Johnson can become a free agent this summer, but will he enter the market still viewed 

as a second-tier star or the guy who took the Hawks to new heights? Josh Smith’s game has matured, 

but will he stay disciplined when it matters most? Al Horford made his first All-Star team in February, but 

can he be a force in April and May?

Marvin Williams had a down year after signing a new contract. Veteran Mike Bibby didn’t come on until 

late in the season. Jamal Crawford likely will be named Sixth Man of the Year soon, but he has never 

played in the postseason.

“Everybody on the team has something to prove,” Smith said.

It’s not just the players and coaches. The front office will be judged in the playoffs, too.
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Sund re-signed Williams, Bibby and Zaza Pachulia and traded for Crawford. Those moves were in line 

with the philosophy of the Atlanta Spirit ownership group, which has focused on keeping the Hawks’ core 

intact instead of adding high-priced veterans.

The Hawks’ payroll of roughly $66 million is the lowest among the 16 teams in the playoffs. The Hawks 

didn’t use either of their salary-cap exceptions to sign a mid-priced veteran and kept the roster at the 

league minimum of 13.

Michael Gearon Jr., a member of the ownership group, said he’s pleased with the team’s regular season. 

He said Woodson has done a good job, the Hawks still intend to re-sign Johnson and that he likes the 

“core” of the team. The team “doesn’t look at payroll” when making basketball decisions, Gearon said.

But Gearon qualified all of that by saying “it’s about the playoffs.”

“These questions are better asked" after the season, Gearon said. “I don’t know. If we get swept in the 

first round, I might see our guys differently.”

Woodson and Johnson have the most at stake because of their expiring contracts. And since the Hawks 

explicitly say they want Johnson to return but haven’t done the same with Woodson, the coach is more 

on the spot.

Players say Woodson has maintained a loose atmosphere while at the same time pushing them toward 

lofty goals. They say he has backed off his practice regimen, both in frequency and intensity, and 

because of that they are fresh for the postseason.

There have been a few grumblings about how Woodson doles out minutes to reserves, though those 

quieted down as the rotation became set over the final month. Players sometimes feel Woodson is 

harder on certain players than he is on others.

But those are the kind of gripes heard at one time or another in most locker rooms over a long season. 

Sund said “the chemistry is good,” and that’s reflected by the jovial atmosphere the Hawks have 

maintained even as Crawford’s prominence has changed roles on the team.

Bibby sought out a reporter and wondered why Woodson doesn’t get more credit for the Hawks’ success. 

He said player complaints about playing time and inconsistent treatment are because of Woodson’s 

“tough love” approach.

“It’s easy conditions to work in,” Bibby said. “Even in a regular job, if your boss is a jerk, you ain’t going to 

like to go to work and you are not going to put your best into it.”

Gearon said the Hawks stood by Woodson when he was losing with young Hawks teams, “and loyalty 

works both ways.” He said one way to evaluate a coach is whether the team plays hard for him, “and 

these guys play hard for Woody.”

“Getting the third seed, 53 wins, each year we keep getting better and better -- regular season, he has 

done a tremendous job,” Gearon said. “But as a franchise, from the ownership down, we judge ourselves 
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in the playoffs. It’s not just the regular season, it's winning championships, and we feel we have the right 

core here, culturally -- coach, GM, players -- and that’s what we are trying to do.”

For the Hawks, it’s about that trophy. Proving time starts Saturday.
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