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A big test for the Hawks
 

By John Manasso 
FOXSportsSouth.com 
December 1, 2010

It seemed innocuous enough.

Hawks all-star and leading scorer Joe Johnson wasn't at practice on Tuesday. Coach Larry Drew said Johnson had 
called a member of the team's training staff, complaining of pain in his shooting elbow. The training staff made an 
appointment for Johnson to see the doctor.

Fast forward about 30 hours and the Hawks announced that Johnson will require surgery on his elbow to repair a “loose body
weeks. This for a team that was just beginning to find its way with an 11-7 start, having won three straight after losing seven of nine games.

Overall, the Hawks have not had not to deal with much in the way of prolonged injuries to its core players. The next few weeks will represent a big test to the likes 
of Josh Smith, Jamal Crawford, Marvin Williams, Mike Bibby and Al Horford. In some way or other – throw in rookie Jordan Crawford, Mo Evans and Josh Powell, who 
had a season-high 16 points in Wednesday's 112-109 win over Memphis, too, if you like – that group is going to have to try and compensate for the things that 
Johnson does on the court, some of which will be impossible, as Johnson's talent forces teams to double him.

In addressing the situation for the first time following the Hawks' fourth straight win on Wednesday, Drew expressed the need for others to
before all of this became necessary – he talked about how he was calling plays for Williams early in games in order to get him going. Drew
have more plays called for them with Johnson out and don't be surprised if Williams is one of them.

He also said other players will necessarily have their minutes increased. Jamal Crawford played 34 minutes, five above his average, and had eight assists 
five more than his average.

“We've got to have great balance when we lose a player of Joe's caliber,” Crawford said on Fox Sports South's postgame show. 
nothing like having a complete team but for now I'm confident in the guys we have. It's an opportunity for other guys to step up and

Said Drew, “Everyone's got to step their game up and that's what it took tonight.”

Mostly, that means scoring. For the last three seasons – all of them playoff years for the Hawks – Johnson has averaged
Johnson's scoring had been off so far this season at 17.1 points per game – maybe part of that was a product of Drew's new
take some pressure off Johnson to keep him fresher come playoff time – but it also might've been a result of the elbow

In an interview during the Hawks broadcast on Wednesday with Jerome Jurenovich, Johnson said the news was “devastating
time and game to game and I knew something wasn't right.” He said it had bothered him since last season but that the pain had been 
glad doctors had finally found the root of the problem and that it would be correctable.

Another indicator that the elbow was affecting Johnson was that his field goal percentage has dropped precipitously through the first 18 games. He's shooting 40.9 
percent, almost 5 percent lower than last season.

Regardless, the Hawks are going to have to try and find a way to stay afloat and remain in the playoff race until Johnson returns,
mid January.

A few weeks ago, I was interviewing NBA TV analyst and former Fox Sports South Hawks analyst Steve Smith for a story about Al Horford and I began picking his 
brain about what he thought of his former team. He said that in the preseason, he had picked the Hawks sixth in the Eastern Conference, down three spots from last
season.

I asked him why. Prophetically, Smith cited injuries.

“There's nothing wrong with the guys on the team,” Smith said. “With any type of injury it hurts them. It hurts any team.... After a hard win,
have a player in foul trouble they struggle. They struggled with Marvin Williams and Mo Evans out.”

Smith noted that almost any NBA team would struggle with a key player or two out.

“Everybody in the NBA, they can't sustain it,” he said. “[The Hawks have] been lucky. They haven't had a major injury and I think that's why they do well. If 
everything is on an equal basis, they can be as high as a four seed. Over the years they will have some wear and tear and they've been lucky. That's why I had them 
at six.”

Well, everything is not on an equal basis any more. As recently as Tuesday, Drew was complementing Josh Smith for his triple double in Sunday's
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“That just makes us a totally different club,” Drew said of when Smith plays like that. “First of all, he's playing the right way. He's out there
as far as directing, putting people in the right spots and initiating play sets when we don't have the fast break. Defensively, he can
us with his shot-blocking ability. And then when he's rebounding the ball, it initiates our fast break.

“When he's playing an overall game, when he's playing under control, when he's not settling for jump shots, when he's playing inside
We can clearly go back and look at games when he didn't play like that. That was part of our discussion after we lost to New Jersey. But, again, it's a long
process. Hopefully, after these last three games that we've played, he's starting to see that when he's played like that how much of a better team

They'll need it much more often now – at least until Johnson returns.
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