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Hawks steadily climb during Woodson's tenure

By Steve Hummer  

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

11:58 a.m. Saturday, April 17, 2010 

The clutter in Mike Woodson’s Philips Arena office has had nearly six seasons to accumulate — which, 

by the way, makes it the most tenured flotsam in the NBA’s Eastern Conference. (Tied with whatever is 

in Doc Rivers’ Boston office). 

Six seasons that have withstood the conversion of the Hawks locker room into a day-care center, the 

drafting of a low-post bust (Shelden Williams), the sudden death of one player (Jason Collier) and the 

virtual disappearance of another (Speedy Claxton). 

Six seasons in which the victory total has ticked ever upward — a helpful stat whenever Woodson, 52, is 

in the mood to tell detractors to pound sand. 

Among the trinkets on his busy desk, there is a small replica of the NBA championship trophy. It has 

been there all along. During his first Hawks seasons, it seemed as out of place as an Oscar in Chuck 

Norris’ den. 

“I look at that trophy every day in here,” Woodson said. “It reminds me that there is hope and you got a 

chance if guys believe in what you’re doing and believe in themselves.” 

He is talking the top rung of hope, as in winning it all. Now. 

“We’ve got a legitimate chance, I truly believe that,” Woodson said on the eve of these NBA playoffs, 

before the Hawks opened at home Saturday against Milwaukee. 

Success, uncertainty 

The toy trophy is a reminder of the Detroit Pistons’ 2003-04 title, one Woodson contributed to as an 

assistant to Larry Brown. 

It was a title won on the broad shoulders of an unrelenting defense, the lunch-bucket Pistons upsetting a 

Los Angeles Lakers team that included four future Hall of Famers — Shaquille O’Neal, Kobe Bryant, Karl 

Malone and Gary Payton — in five games. 

These Hawks — 10th in the NBA in scoring defense, 14th in opponents’ shooting percentage — are not 

those Pistons. 
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Still, these Hawks are answering to heightened expectations. And their coach is entering the final phase 

of a season-long intrigue over his future. 

While leading the Hawks to their most regular season wins (53) in 13 years and taking them into the 

postseason as a No. 3 seed, Woodson is working on the last two months of a contract. It is the elephant 

on the court that everyone is trying to ignore here at the dawn of the postseason. 

The “what happens to free agent superstar Joe Johnson” pachyderm is beneath the other basket. 

“We stuck by him,” said Michael Gearon, one of the out-front members of the Atlanta Spirit ownership 

group. “[General manager] Rick Sund has never negotiated during the season. All that stuff gets resolved 

after the season. Right now we’re not focused on that.” 

Demonstrating continued improvement in the playoffs — following a first-round, seven-game loss to 

Boston in 2008 and a second-round sweep by Cleveland last season — will be a vital towards the 

Woodson verdict. 

“As a franchise, we judge ourselves more on what happens now. The playoffs are what matters. You 

don’t get a special medal for doing well in the regular season,” Gearon said. 

Growing with team 

Woodson’s first three seasons were numeric and aesthetic car wrecks. The fledgling Hawks, building 

through the draft and suffering for their youth, were 69-177 in that first half of the coach’s reign. 

But a pattern was emerging in the yearly win totals: 13 to 26 to 30, then 37, 47 and, now, 53. 

If Woodson were a CEO and victories equaled profits, he’d be a regular on the cover of “Fortune.” 

Atlanta was his first head coaching gig, and the rookie coach had to grow up with his young team. 

This season, for instance, has been largely absent of the conflicts with players (such as Josh Smith or 

the departed Salim Stoudamire) that have erupted in the past. 

About the only waves Woodson made was when he showed up for a January game in Houston with his 

eyebrows shaved clean off. The players fell about the place, and then went out and won in that city for 

the first time this century. 

Woodson has kept the reason for the facial clear cut a state secret — “I’ll take it to my grave” — but the 

most common theory in the Hawks locker room concerns a simple barbering accident. 

His players speak of a growing understanding with the man in charge. 

“We’ve been on and off,” said Zaza Pachulia said of his five-year run with Woodson. “We all started from 

nothing and here we are now one of the best teams. Honestly, I learned a lot of things [from him], I really 

did. I got better and he got better as a head coach. The team got better as well.” 
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“He is going to be tough on players — he’s a coach, that’s what he’s supposed to do,” said third-year 

center Al Horford. “I’m going with the ride and trying to get better myself.” 

Tough family tree 

Woodson is not by nature a cuddly guy. After all, the coaching tree he grew from is more like a cactus. 

His coach at Indiana University was Bobby Knight. ’Nuff said there. 

His high school coach back in Indianapolis, Bill Smith, was a hard-nosed, no-nonsense guy who 

Woodson still reveres. The 67-year-old Smith messages him after every Hawks game with some bit of 

advice or encouragement. A regular visitor to Atlanta who stays at the Woodson house as a family 

member, Smith will be a Philips regular during the playoffs. 

The mentor is quite proud of what he sees, saying Woodson has grasped the nuances of player 

motivation more quickly than he probably did. 

And, the retired coach said, “He has gotten better at accepting what he can do and what is out of his 

control to do. That’s the greatest sign of growth.” 

Woodson’s view? “Sure, I’ve had blow-ups with players, but at the end of the day they do know honestly 

that I am in their corner,” he said. “And that’s all that matters to me. I’m paid to coach and they are paid 

to play. When blow-ups happen, it’s just coaching. Players have got to understand that.” 

Perhaps Woodson’s imprint would be more noticeable had there been some sudden, dramatic spike in 

the Hawks’ performance. But he so gradually built the heat under his team that the boiling point was 

reached before almost anyone recognized it. 

‘It’s all about’ titles 

Woodson bears scars from those building years. When asked, he’ll answer that, yes, he feels deeply 

slighted by media criticisms (largely from AJC columnists) and those that echoed from the fan base. 

Most aspects of the coach’s life are perfectly ordered. His family is thriving — one daughter is a volleyball 

player at Georgia Tech, the other plays at Florida. His long-time business partnership with former Indiana 

great Scott May — rental property in Bloomington — is going strong. 

Any real tension shows up at the intersection of his fierce pride in how far the Hawks have come and his 

long memory for those who doubted him. 

“In my early tenure, it wasn’t fair all the negative hits I was taking and the organization was taking,” 

Woodson said. “Because you were dealing with 18- and 19-year-old kids who should have had their butts 

in college. They’re playing the pro game and they’re trying to learn. And you’ve got a young coach who is 

trying to teach. I mean, c’mon man. 

“Bottom line is we’ve weathered the storm. Yeah, I get bitter when I think about all the bad articles and 

the [stuff] that’s been written but, hey, I’m stronger than those articles.” 
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So, coach, the last word belongs to you. What kind of job have you done? 

“I think I’ve gotten better as a coach because our team has gotten better. I like to think my staff and I 

have had a lot to do with that,” comes the reply. “But you judge on winning titles, that’s what it’s all about. 

If you’re in this thing for anything else, you’re crazy. That’s the only thing I’ve tasted as an NBA player 

and coach that has made sense. And that made a lot of sense.” 

Meet Mike Woodson 

Born: March 24, 1958, Indianapolis 

High school: Broad Ripple (number retired 2006), same high school as David Letterman 

College: Indiana University. Fifth-leading scorer in school history (2,061 points); two-time All America. 

Playing career: Taken first round 1980 draft (12th pick overall) by New York Knicks. Played for seven 

teams in 11 years. 

Coaching career: Assistant coach Milwaukee Bucks (1996-99), Cleveland Cavaliers (1999-01), 

Philadelphia 76ers (2001-03) and Detroit Pistons (2003-04). Named Hawks head coach 2004; overall 

Hawks record 206-286. 

Personal: Wife Terri; two daughters, both volleyball players, Alexis (at Georgia Tech) and Mariah (at 

Florida). 

Woodson's win total 

The Hawks’ victories have increased every year during Mike Woodson’s tenure as head coach. 

Season, wins 

2004-05, 13 

2005-06, 26 

2006-07, 30 

2007-08, 37 

2008-09, 47 

2009-10, 53 
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