
LATEST HEADLINES - NBA NEWS   RSS Feeds   E-News Sign Up   Add Widget

 

Shaun Powell 
Archives | Email | RSS

 

Fernando Medina/NBAE via Getty Images
Josh Smith and Dwight Howard have been friends since kindergarten.

Childhood chums turn playoff foes  
 
Posted May 8 2010 10:47AM 

ATLANTA -- They are back together on familiar turf, sharing the same basketball court and city, and yet the 
scenery is different now between Josh Smith and Dwight Howard. 

How different? Well, back in kindergarten, when they were little dribblers with big dreams in Atlanta, the two would 
laugh a lot, spend time at each other's house, and of course play on the same team. 

Now? Howard popped Smith 
flush in the jaw with a stray elbow 
during Game 1 of the Eastern 
Conference semifinals, knocking 
him to the floor. And then he 
whacked him again with a 
forearm, this time in Game 2, 
also unintentional, but still. And 
Smith caught Howard with a 
shoulder while they went for a 
rebound, Game 2. 

"Me and Josh are great friends," 
insists Howard. "We've known 
each other a long time." 

OK, then. They are friends still, 
and have stories to tell from the 
cracked asphalt courts of Atlanta, 
where they spent many a 
sweltering day playing ball and 
sipping sweet tea. But those 
Norman Rockwell memories are 
being placed temporarily on hold 
while they conduct a grown-up 
tug-of-war in the Hawks-Magic series, dominated by Howard so far. 

They don't play the same position, yet often find themselves sharing the same space on the floor. Smith will check 
Howard whenever there's a double-team, and Howard will challenge Smith if the Hawks forward slips through the 
Orlando defense. They're both aggressive, a mentality they developed from their humble beginnings in the game. 

"They were always good boys," said Dwight Howard, Sr. "They liked each other a lot. Those were innocent times. 
Nobody knew it would ever come to this, though, both being in the NBA and big stars. You don't really think in 
those terms when kids are just 7 and 8 years old." 

Now they are both 24, Smith being 3 days older, and key figures for their respective teams. Howard has used this 
series to reawaken and dominate as much as any player in these playoffs, if not more. Orlando is up 2-0 because 
Howard has steamrolled the Hawks, averaging 25 points, 15 rebounds and 3 blocks in 34 minutes while steering 
clear of silly fouls. Smith has had a much milder impact and if the Hawks plan to avoid a quick exit, they'll need big 
plays from J-Smoove, who sealed the Hawks' only win over Orlando this season with a tip-in at the buzzer. 

"What's strange," said Smith, "is we don't really talk about basketball when we're together." 

Even as kids, their conversations drifted elsewhere, mainly about girls, video games and the movies. They came 
from stable, working-class families and first met when Howard's family joined the Fellowship of Faith Church, 
where the Smiths were members. The boys soon got together and found something in common. 

"They were the tallest kids, so naturally, they went straight for the basketball," said Dwight Sr. "Then they played 
AAU ball, traveling the country for tournaments, and we had a pretty good idea then that they might be good. Right 
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AAU ball, traveling the country for tournaments, and we had a pretty good idea then that they might be good. Right 
around when they were 11." 

They developed into athletic big men, quick for their size. They made all the national high school All-America 
teams and games, and as high school seniors in 2004, declared for the NBA draft. Howard went first overall to 
Orlando, Smith stayed home and went to the Hawks at 17. Howard became a jovial center, always quick to laugh, 
which earned him the attention of Madison Avenue. Smith was moody and temperamental at first, but now seems 
at peace. Both are defensive menaces; Howard is the back-to-back Defensive Player of the Year winner, Smith 
made All-NBA First Team. 

"When Dwight was younger, he didn't have those arms you see now," Smith said. "Not a lot of muscles at that 
age. He was skinny, but he was always physical." 

Howard: "Josh was always clowning around, but on the court, he'd make you work hard. He could jump higher 
than anyone, and wasn't afraid to go for your shot. We always wanted to see who was the tallest. We competed 
for everything, like who could eat their bowl of cereal the fastest." 

Smith: "He said that? Some of that's true. Well, pretty much all of it's true." 

Strange, but as the series shifts to Atlanta this weekend, both players can claim home-court advantage. Howard 
routinely rips through the Hawks, almost in a quest to be the best player in both Atlanta and Orlando. His regular-
season numbers against the Hawks are roughly the same as his efforts in the semifinals. With Orlando just two 
wins away from reaching the Eastern Conference finals, figure that Howard will be extra motivated to maintain his 
standards. 

Smith allowed himself to become frustrated with the officiating in Game 2, to the point where he pouted on a 
possession by strolling down the court in protest, while the Magic scored on a Vince Carter 3-pointer. Perhaps, 
somewhere deep inside, Smith is still trying very badly to impress his pal from kindergarten. 

"We can still turn this around," said Smith. "We always play much better at our place, our home." 

Shaun Powell is a veteran NBA writer and columnist. You can e-mail him here and follow him on twitter.  

The views on this page do not necessarily reflect the views of the NBA, its clubs or Turner Broadcasting.  
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